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Your business is not to
govern the country but i
is, if you think fit, to call
to account those who do
govern it

William Gladstone, speech to the

of Commons, 29 January 1
he House of Commons has its origins in the thirteenth century. At various
times, it has played a powerful role in the affairs of the nation. Its most
consistent activity has been to check the executive power. Its power has been
limited by royal patronage and, more recently, by the growth of parties. It
theless remains an important part of the political process. It has to give its assent to
sures of public policy. Ministers appear before it to justify their actions. It remains an
a for national debate and the clash of competing party views. It provides an important
tutional constraint on the actions of government. Various means are available to the
Se to subject the government to scrutiny, though they vary in their effectiveness and
as we shall see in the next chapter, the subject of critical debate.

To explain the importance of the House of Commons in terms of it
tory and its functions.

To detail the size and structure of the House.
To consider the nature of the membership of the House.

To identify and assess the means available to Members of Parlial
to fulfil the functions ascribed to the House.

Introduction
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Origins of Parliament

Parliament has its origins in the thirteenth century. It was
derived not from first principles or some grand design but
from the King’s need to raise more money. Its subsequent
development may be ascribed to the actions and philosophies
of different monarchs, the ambitions and attitudes of its mem-
bers, external political pressures and prevailing assumptions
as to the most appropriate form of government. Its functions
and political significance have been moulded, though not in
any consistent manner, over several hundred years.

Despite the rich and varied history of the institution,
two broad generalisations are possible. The first concerns
Parliament’s position in relation to the executive. Parliament
is not, and never has been on any continuous basis, a part
of that executive. Although the Glorious Revolution of 1688
confirmed the form of government as that of ‘parliamentary
government, the phrase, as we have seen already (Chapter
14), means government through Parliament, not government
by Parliament. There have been periods when Parliament
has been an important actor in the making of public policy,
not least for a period in the nineteenth century. However, its
essential and historically established position has been that
of a reactive, or policy-influencing, assembly (Box 16.1; see
Mezey 1979; Norton 2013a): that is, public policy is formu-
lated by the executive and then presented to Parliament for
discussion and approval. Parliament has the power to amend
or reject the policy placed before it, but it has not the capac-
ity to substitute on any regular basis a policy of its own.
Parliament has looked to the executive to take the initiative
in the formulation of public policy, and it continues to do so.

The second generalisation concerns the various tasks, or
functions, fulfilled by Parliament. Parliament is a multifunc-
tional body. Not only does it serve as a reactive body in the
making of public policy, it also carries out several other tasks.

BOX 16.1

Types of legislature

B Policy-making legislatures: These are legislatures that
not only can modify or reject measures brought for-
ward by the executive but also can formulate and
substitute policy of their own (e.g. the US Congress).

®  Policy-influencing legislatures: These are legislatures that
can modify and sometimes reject measures brought for-
ward by the executive but lack the capacity to formulate
and substitute policy of their own (e.g. UK Parliament,
Portuguese Assembleia da Repiiblica).

Its principal tasks were established within the §
turies of its development. In the fourteenth centy
accepted that taxes should not be levied Without
Parliament. The giving of such assent was Vario, '
until the King responded to petitions requestiy
of grievances. At the same time Parliament begay
interest in how money was spent and began to
actions of public servants. It became, in a rather
way, a body for the critical scrutiny of governmeny

1

(Mary and Wwilliam) on Parliz.iment’s terms, and
acy of parliament was established. He:nceforth,
1d not legislate — or suspend laws — without the
parliament.

nt nonetheless continued to look to the execu-
__ initially the King, and later the King’s ministers
1 in Cabinet — to take the initiative in formulating
of public policy. When measures were laid before
! , assent was normally forthcoming. In the eight-
tury royal influence was employed, either dlre)ctly
o the aristocratic patrons of ‘rotten boroughs, to
e return of a House favourable to the ministry. This
was broken in the nineteenth century. The 1832
! ct enlarged the electorate by 49 per cent and abol-
any, although not all, rotten boroughs. The effect of -
<ure was to loosen the grip of the aristocracy on the
Commons and to loosen the grip of the monarch on
{ ¢ of government. The last time a government fell for
¢ the monarch’s confidence was in 1834. MPs entered
d when they were relatively independent in their
our, being prepared on occasion to oust ministers and
f es governments (as in 1852, 1855, 1856 and 1866)
end and variously reject legislation. Except for the
om 1841 to 1846, party ties were extremely loose.

s so-called ‘golden age’ was to prove short-lived. At that
there was little public business to transact, and what
was of it was reasonably easy to comprehend. Members
not tied overly to party and could make a judgement
e business before them. The consequence of the 1867
i Act, enlarging the electorate by 88 per cent, and of
Acts reducing corrupt practices, was to create an elec-
e too large, and too protected by the law, to be ‘bought’
dividual candidates. Extensive organisation was neces-
to reach the new voters, and organised political parties
1 came to dominate elections. For a winning party to
effectively, its members in the House of Commons
ded to be united, and by the end of the century cohesive
y voting was a feature of parliamentary life. Party influ-
e thus succeeded royal patronage in ensuring the assent
Ps for measures brought forward by ministers of the

The development of ‘

Parliament |

Knights and burgesses were summoned in the ¢
century in order to give assent to the King’s decisi
extra taxes. They joined the King’s court, comprisi _
ing churchmen and barons of the realm. In the fe
century the summoning of knights and burgesses
a regular feature of those occasions when the Kj
moned a ‘parliament’ At various times during the cen
knights and burgesses sat separately from the church
barons, so there developed two chambers - the
and the Lords.

The House of Commons became more significant
sequent centuries. It was an important political acto;
the Tudor reigns of the sixteenth century and a p
opponent of the Stuart monarchs, who asserted the
right of kings to rule, in the seventeenth. Clashes ot
between Parliament and Charles I - leading to the bel
of the King and a short-lived period of republican :
ment under Oliver Cromwell - and, later, between Parl
and James II. The fleeing of James I in 1688 allowed 1
parliamentarians to offer the throne to James’ daught

| The effect on Parliament of the rise of a mass electorate was
found. Governments came to be chosen by the elector-
not - as had occasionally happened in preceding years
Oy the House of Commons. Popular demands of govern-
€nt engendered not only more measures of public policy,
more extensive and complex measures. By the turn of
i€ century, Parliament lacked the political will and the insti-
itional resources necessary to subject increasingly detailed
Overnment bills to sustained and effective scrutiny. Albeit
lasomewhat different form to that seen in earlier centuries,
Hecutive dominance had returned.

m Legislatures with little or no policy effect: These are
islatures that can neither modify nor reject measl
brought forward by the executive, nor formulate'
substitute policies of their own. They typically me
only a short period each year to give formal apprové
whatever is placed before them (e.g. the North Keor
parliament; former legislatures of eastern Europt
communist states, such as East Germany).
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For the House of Commons, though, the developments
of the nineteenth century served to confirm it as the pre-
eminent component of the Crown-in-Parliament. The
Glorious Revolution had established Parliament’s supremacy
over the King. The rise of the democratic principle in the
nineteenth century established the supremacy of the elected
House over the unelected. The House of Commons was
clearly a representative chamber in that it was freely elected
and in that its members were returned to defend and pursue
the interests of electors (see Chapter 15). The House of Lords
could claim to be representative in neither sense. The sub-
ordinate position of the House of Lords was confirmed by
statute in the Parliament Act of 1911.

The position so established in the nineteenth century con-
tinued into the twentieth. The House of Commons remained
the dominant chamber in a Parliament dominated by party,
with the initiative for measures of public policy resting with
the Cabinet and with a party majority in the House ensuring
the passage of those measures.

That sets the historical context. What, then, is the contem-
porary position of the House of Commons in the twenty-first
century? What are the essential characteristics of the House -
its members and its procedures? What functions does it fulfil?
What tools does it have at its disposal to fulfil them? And to
what extent have developments in recent years strengthened
or weakened its capacity to carry out those functions?

The House of Commons

The size of the House of Commons has varied over time. In the
twentieth century, it ranged from a high of 707 seats (1918-
22) to a low of 615 (1922-45). The number was reduced in
1922 because of the loss of (most) Irish seats. From 1945 to
1974 it stood at 630; because of the increase in the size of the
population, it was increased in 1974 to 635, in 1983 to 650,
in 1992 to 651 and in 1997 to 659. In 2001 there was the first
reduction since 1922: the number of seats in Scotland went
down from 72 to 59 to take account of the fact that Scotland
had its own parliament. As a result, the number of seats in the
2005 Parliament was 646. The number increased to 650 in the
Parliament of 2010.

Elections

Between 1715 and 1911, the maximum life of a Parliament
was seven years and from 1911 to 2010 it was five years. An
election could be called at any time within that period. The
Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011 provided instead for a fixed
term of five years, other than in certain exceptional circum-
stances (see Box 16.2). Under the Act, a general election takes
place every five years on the first Thursday in May.
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The Fixed-term Parliaments Act

Until 2011, the maximum life of Parliament was five years.
Within that period, the Prime Minister could ask the sov-
ereign to dissolve Parliament and call a general election.
Prime Ministers usually sought a new election after four
years in power or sometimes went into a fifth year if opin-
ion polls were unfavourable. Some Parliaments had a short
life, with a Prime Minister with a small or non-existent
parliamentary majority seeking a fresh mandate within a
year or so of taking office. In 1974, there were two general
elections, one in February and another in October.

The Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011 brought to an end
the Prime Minister’s capacity to ask for Parliament to be
dissolved. The Act displaces the Sovereign’s prerogative to
call an election. It provides that a general election will take
place on the first Thursday in May every five years. There
is provision for an early general election, if

1 'The House of Commons by unanimity or, if contested,
by a two-thirds majority of all MPs (not simply two-
thirds of those voting) votes for the motion ‘That there
shall be an early general election’; or

2 'The House of Commons passes the motion “That this
House has no confidence in Her Majesty’s Government’

Members (MPs) are returned for single-member constitu-
encies. These have been the norm since 1885, although 12
double-member constituencies survived until the General
Election of 1950. The method of election employed is the
‘first-past-the-post’ system, with the candidate receiving
the largest number of votes being declared the winner. This
again has been the norm since 1885, although not until the
General Election of 1950 (with the abolition of university
seats, for some of which a system of proportional representa-
tion was used) did it become universal. All the seats are now
contested. Again, this is a relatively recent development. In
elections before 1945 a significant fraction of members — an
average of 13 per cent - were returned unopposed. As late as
the 1951 election, four Ulster Unionist MPs were returned in
uncontested elections.

Each constituency comprises a defined geographical area,
and the MP is returned to represent everyone living within
that area. (University seats were exceptional: the constitu-
encies comprised graduates of the universities, regardless
of where they were living.) Constituency boundaries are
it present drawn up and revised regularly by independent

‘ ors

h the House may constitute a representative assembly
is freely elected and MPs are returned to defend
‘ <ue the interests of constituents, it is not a representa-
(a simple majority suffices to pass the motion)
within 14 days, no new Government has been
and received a vote of confidence from the Hoy

§ bl in being typlcal in socio-economic terms of the
<on that elects it. The members returned to the House
y male, middle class and white. These character-
ere marked throughout the twentieth century. The

Thiope are fae oy condifions wnde 25 tended to become even more middle class in the

tion can be held. If an early general election s ,:-
the effect is to reset the election clock.

The Prime Minister can thus ‘call for) but not u;
ally ‘call} an early election. Making a vote one of confi
and losing that vote, would not trigger an electiop
motion has to be an explicit vote of no confiden,
Prime Minister did make a vote one of confidence ,
the vote, the Government could resign, but that woy
trigger a general election (Norton 2016a). |

In April 2017 Prime Minister Theresa May ann .
her intention to ask the House of Commons to apprc
early general election on 8 June. She obtained the n
sary two-thirds majority. The effect of the early ele
was to put back the next general election until May
unless one of the provisions for an early election s
triggered.

(16.3

\
‘ standards of the Palace of Westminster, the House

ommons (Figure 16.1) is not a particularly ornate

. er. Relatively new compared with the rest of the

E_ rebuilt after being destroyed on 10 May 1941 by

ay bombing - it has a fairly functional feel to it. When

s rebuilt, there was a change in the style but not in

i e. This meant that it was too small to accommo-

every member. This has proved to be beneficial on

counts. First, on the rare occasions that the House is

it conveys a sense of theatre: some members sit on

steps in the aisles, some crowd around the Speaker’s
1, some stand in packed ranks at the bar of the House.
jion rises as the Prime Minister, or another senior
ister, closes for the government and the Speaker rises
ut the question. Members then troop into the voting
bies either side of the chamber. If the outcome of the
e is uncertain, the tension is close to unbearable. After
at 15 minutes - longer if it is a major vote — the tellers
arn, and those representing the winning side line up on
right at the table, facing the Speaker. Once those on the
ning side realise they have won, a cheer often goes up.
most dramatic vote of recent history was on 28 March
79, when the Labour Government lost a vote of confi-
ice by one vote, triggering a general election. There have
en dramatic votes in the twenty-first century, not least
Lissues of war. In 2003 there was a tense vote on whether
80 to war in Iraq - it was not clear if Prime Minister
ny Blair, although assured of Conservative support,
ould be able to carry his own MPs with him. In 2013, the
0alition Government under David Cameron dramati-
lly lost a vote on military action in Syria. The Coalition
Overnment also experienced tense votes on tuition fees
12010 - Liberal Democrat MPs (not all) voting in favour
‘Something they had campaigned against - and in 2012

Boundary Commissions. There is one covering each co
- England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland;
of each commission is formally the Speaker of the Hot
Commons, although in practice the chairing in under
by a deputy, who is a judge. An Electoral Commission
ated by the Political Parties, Elections and Referendum
2000, reports on elections and referendums; oversees th
istration of, and donations to, political parties; and seel
raise public awareness of elections.

In 2011 the government achieved passage of
Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies Act,
stipulated a reduction in the number of seats from 6:
600 and provided that constituencies should have the$
number of voters, plus or minus 5 per cent (with one 0
specified exceptions). However, the motions to give éf
the changes were not agreed and hence did not take
in the 2015 General Election. The holding of an early
eral election in 2017 also meant that there was not tim
implement them in that Parliament either. The introduct
of the changes is scheduled to take effect in the 2022 Gef
Election.
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years since 1945. Before 1945, and especially in the early years
of the century, the Conservative ranks contained a significant
number of upper-class and upper middle-class men of pri-
vate means. The parliamentary Labour Party (the PLP) was
notable for the number of MPs from manual working-class
backgrounds: they constituted a little over half of the PLP
from 1922 to 1935 and before that had been in an overwhelm-
ing majority (Rush 1979: 69-123). Since 1945 the number of
business people on the Conservative benches has increased,
as has the number of graduates on the Labour benches.

The atmosphere of the House

on Second Reading of the House of Lords Bill, the scale of
Conservative opposition leading to the bill being dropped.

The second reason why the small chamber is better
than a larger one is simply because such dramatic occa-
sions are rare. Most of the time the chamber is notable
for the rows of empty green benches as a handful of MPs
sit around listening - or half-listening, or whispering to
a neighbour - as one of their number delivers a speech
from notes, sometimes quite copious notes. The cham-
ber looks cavernous on such occasions. With a much
larger chamber, the sheer emptiness of the place would be
overwhelming.

It is not unusual for commentators to lament a fall in
attendance over the course of the past half-century. The
reality is that MPs have other things to do than be present
for proceedings in the chamber. MPs have to attend com-
mittees, deal with a mass of constituency work and meet
colleagues as well as representatives of organisations keen
to make representations to them. There is sometimes little
vital business in the chamber, and there are now very few
members who will attract a crowd when they speak. The
big speakers of yesteryear are either dead (Enoch Powell,
Robin Cook, Michael Foot, Denis Healey, Margaret
Thatcher) or in the House of Lords (Michael Heseltine,
William Hague). A change in the hours of sittings, allow-
ing MPs to get away early on a Thursday evening (brought
forward in 2012 to 5.30 pm) coupled with a tendency to
schedule less important business for a Thursday, has meant
that for some MPs it is now virtually a three-day week.
They arrive in Westminster on the Monday - sometimes
late in the day - and depart on Thursday. Neither main
parliamentary party meets now on a Thursday; indeed,
very few meetings are organised on a Thursday. Most are
now crowded into the day on Tuesday or Wednesday.
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Proceedings in the chamber can be lively during
Question Time, but even during that, attendance - other
than for Prime Minister’s Questions - can be pretty poor.
During debates, the proceedings can be notably dull. The
government front bench will have one or two ministers
listening, taking notes as necessary for the purpose of
replying at the end. A government whip will be perched
further along the bench, keeping an eye on proceedings,
taking notes and liaising with the Chair about business.
Their opposite numbers will be on the Opposition front
bench. Notes or signals will variously pass between the
whips, followed sometimes by a meeting behind the
Speaker’s Chair to fix some deal. Some MPs will wander
in, look at what is going on and then depart. Some take
their seats, stay a few minutes and go. A few will spend
some time in the chamber and occasionally intervene to
make a point. Some MPs (such as Labour MP Dennis
Skinner) are regulars in the chamber, but they are the
exceptions, though some MPs first elected in 2010 (such
as Jacob Rees-Mogg) and 2015, are notable speakers in the
chamber. Each MP tends to have a particular place where
they like to sit, so even if there is plenty of space close to
where they enter the chamber, they move to the spot they
are familiar with.

Visitors may be disappointed to see a small number of
MPs in the chamber, but at least nowadays, the proceed-
ings are easier to follow than they have ever been. One can
work out the actual order of business in the chamber from
the Order Paper, nowadays simplified to indicate the actual
order of business. MPs still refer to one another in the third

The shift in the background of Conservative MPs since
1945 is reflected in education as well as occupation. In 1945
just over 83 per cent of Conservative MPs had been educated
at public schools - 27 per cent at Eton. Almost two-thirds —
65 per cent ~ had been to university, with half having gone
to Oxford or Cambridge. Since then, the proportion uni-
versity educated has increased - since 1997, eight out of ten
Conservative MPs have been to university — while the pro-
portion educated at public school has declined. By 2005 the
proportion was 50 per cent. In the parliament elected in 2017,
it was a minority (albeit a large one) - 45 per cent. The party
has witnessed, particularly in the general elections in and
since 1979, a growing number of newly elected candidates
who have gone to state schools and then gone on to Oxbridge
or some other university. The members of the parliamentary
party are not socially typical, but they are somewhat more
middle class than the members elected in the years before
1979.

person and by constituency, but whenever an
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speak or intervene, the occupant of the Chair cq]

MP’s name. Some exchanges can be enlightenin

entertaining, but they tend to be exceptional, Pre,

tend to be predictable. Tensions can rise in an ill-t

debate, and all the diplomatic skills - or discipling
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new MPs elected to the House of Commons, the vast majority
- on both sides of the House - are university-educated, and
a large proportion drawn not only from some middle-class
occupation but from an occupation that is in the domain of

politics or communication. In the Parliament elected in 2017,

there was a first in that the majority of MPs returned - 51 per
cent - had been to a comprehensive school. The percentage of
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those university educated was 86 per cent, 23 per cent having
been to Oxford or Cambridge.

This convergence also reflects the growth of the ‘career poli-
tician. That is, someone who lives for politics, seeks entry to
the House of Commons as early as possible and who stays in
the House for as long as possible, ideally holding government
office along the way (King 1981; Riddell 1993; Kelly 2014).
Career politicians are contrasted with old-style MPs, who used
to make a mark in other fields before becoming involved in
politics and who could - and variously did - leave the House
of Commons to pursue some other interest (for example,
heading a major company or the family firm). The old-style
members may have been ambitious in terms of government
office, but they recognised that there was more to life than
politics. For career politicians, politics is their life. The career
politician has always existed in British politics, but their num-
bers have grown in recent years. They often (though not in all
cases) hold a job in an area related to politics before seeking
election. In 1979, 21 MPs (3.4 per cent) were listed as being in
that category. By 2015, the number had increased to 107, over
17 per cent of all MPs. The consequence of the growth of the
career politician is something we shall consider later.

There are differences between the two main parties in
terms of gender. Women became eligible to sit in the House
only in 1918. The number elected since then has been small.
Between 1918 and 1974, the total number of women elected
to the House was only 112 (including Countess Markievicz,
the first woman elected but who, as a Sinn Féin candidate, did
not take her seat). In the 1979 General Election, 19 women
were elected to the House; in 1992, it was 60, still less than 10
per cent of the membership (Table 16.2). The Labour Party
in 1993 adopted a policy of all-women shortlists in a num-
ber of constituencies in order to boost the number of female
Labour MPs. The policy was declared unlawful by an employ-
ment tribunal in 1996 on the grounds that it breached sex
discrimination legislation, but this did not affect seats where
female candidates had already been selected. As a result, a
record number of female Labour MPs were elected in 1997:
no less than 101, 64 of them elected for the first time. Labour
replaced all-women shortlists with 50-50 shortlists (half of
the candidates female, the other half male) though this did
not quite have the same impact. Nonetheless, as can be seen
in Table 16.2, the number actually elected to Parliament
increased in 2015 and in 2017, it was a record 119, constitut-
ing 45 per cent of the parliamentary party.

The number of women elected as Conservative MPs has
lagged notably behind the Labour figure, but recent years
have seen more returned. Until the twenty-first century,
women were few in number on the Conservative benches.
As leader, David Cameron introduced an A-list of candidates
to promote women candidates and those drawn from ethnic
minority backgrounds. This contributed to a notable increase

:

in 2010 in the number of women sitting on the Col

4 Women elected to Parliament, 1979-2017
benches, women representing for the first time p 5

i 1979 1983 1987 1992

15 per cent of the parliamentary party (Table 1¢ o B W %
increased in the 2015 and 2017 General Electiong, =

68 were returned in 2015 and 67 in 2017 - 2] per _' 13 7 20
parliamentary party. . 0 2

The Liberal Democrats have had notable dig,
ensuring the return of women MPs. In 2005 they 0
to double - from five to ten - the number of fe 19 23 M 60

an all-time high but one that represented only 16 ‘
of Liberal Democrat MPs. In 2015, when reduced:
MPs, none was female. One was later returned ;
election and in the 2017 General Election, four g

MPs were women. (They included the first female *v
In contrast, the Scottish National Party (SNP) ad
bly to the number of women returned to the Housebj
of the 56 SNP Members elected in 2015 being wom
proportion dropped in 2017, when 12 of the 35 §\
were women. In 2017, there were four women MPs p
from other minority parties (1 Green, 1 Democratic +‘
Party and 2 Sinn Féin, but with the Sinn Féin MPs p
ing their seats) and 1 independent (Lady Sylvia Hern
total, 207 women MPs were elected in 2017 - 32 per
the membership. ‘

ad with permission of Palgrave Macmillan

‘; the only respect in which the House was a world
Though 2017 saw a notable increase in women MPs
e drawn from ethnic minorities (not mutually exclu-
feo ories), the House was still dominated by white, male
ine of the reasons for the continuing dominance is the
of time that MPs typically serve in the House. Some MPs
s many as 30 or 40 years, or even longer. In the 2010
‘; t, the Father of the House of Commons (the longest
7“ ously serving MP), Conservative MP, Sir Peter Tapsell,
_. first elected in 1959 and had continuous service since
(he Father of the House in 2017, Conservative MP Ken
: was first elected in 1970. Four of the MPs returned in
ad each served for more than forty years in the House.
pical member sits for between 10 and 20 years. Given
swth in the number of career politicians, it is unlikely
s figure will decrease; if anything, the reverse. The aver-
e of MPs is around 50, but some new MPs are elected
y ages, including in 2015 SNP Mhairi Black. At 20, she
1e youngest MP elected since 1832 (some sources erro-
ly claimed she was the youngest for over three-hundred
; . The number also included Ranil Jayawardena. Aged
e of five Conservative MPs elected aged under 30 - he
turned for the safest Tory seat. Female MPs and those
ic minority backgrounds are thus likely in time to
ong long-serving Members, but the process of building
\ umber may not be rapid. The length of service of legis-
iSa particular feature of the British House of Commons:
e d to serve as members longer than legislators in other
arable legislatures (see Somit and Roemmele 1995).
émbers are paid an annual salary, but until 1912 they
¥€d no payment at all. Since then, they have been paid,
1 a relatively modest basis. In 1954, for example, the
Y Was £1,250 and in 1964 it was increased to £3,250.
fliary 1996 an MP’s salary was £34,086, fairly modest
iternational comparison - legislators in Italy, the USA,
€€ and Germany were all paid considerably more (more
tWice as much in Italy and the USA) - and by compari-
With higher levels of management in the UK. (Ministers
IV higher salaries.) In July 1996 MPs voted to increase
salaries by 26 per cent, to £43,000. The increase was

The percentage of women MPs in the House of Co
in recent parliaments remains low compared to som
countries - especially the Nordic countries - but it is ng
above the average for national parliaments. Data co
by the Inter-Parliamentary Union show that in 20171
(prior to the 2017 General Election) ranked forty-s
out of 193 national parliaments in terms of the prof
of women members. '

The number of non-white MPs remains very sma
increasing. For most of the twentieth century there er
at all. The first non-white MP was elected in 1892: D
Naoroji, an Indian, was elected as Liberal MP for Fir
Central. Another Indian was elected as a Conservativi
years later. A third sat from 1922 to 1929. There was
58-year gap. In 1987 four non-white MPs were elected. I
the number increased to 6 (5 Labour and 1 Conser
and in 1997 to 9 (all Labour), including the first Musli
and 2 Sikhs. The number has increased to 27 in 20¥
showed a substantial increase in 2015, when 41 wereé
(23 Labour, 17 Conservatives and 1 SNP). In 2017, thel
increased to 51. ‘

One other notable feature of the 2017 election Wi
number of openly gay MPs elected. The number had
growing since Labour MP Chris Smith declared his i
sexuality in 1984, but the 2017 figure of 43 - up from
2015 and 26 in 2010 - put the House of Commons
world leader among legislatures for the number (tho 2
necessarily the proportion) of LGBT members.
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1997 2001 2005 2010 2015 2017
101 95 98 81 99 119
4T 14 i 49 68 67
10 7 0 4
0 e 20 12
B 5) 4 5
120 118 128 143 191 207

com B. Criddle ‘MPs and candidates’, in The British General Election of 2005, p. 159 (D. Kavanagh and D. Butler (eds) 2005),

controversial, and unpopular, but it still left MPs lagging
behind the salaries of members of other comparable legisla-

tures. The salary has been variously increased since. In 2011

responsibility for setting the level of pay was transferred from
MPs to the Independent Parliamentary Standards Authority
(IPSA), a body set up following a scandal over MPs expenses
in 2009. It announced it would adjust MPs’ pay to increase
at the same rate as changes in public sector earnings. From
1 April 2016, the annual salary was increased to £74,962.

Since the 1960s parliamentary facilities have also improved.
In the mid-1960s an MP was guaranteed only a locker in which
to keep papers and received no allowance, whether for hiring a
secretary or even to cover the cost of telephone calls. If an MP
was lucky enough to have an office, it was usually shared with
several other MPs. A secretary had to be paid out of the MP’s
own pocket. A secretarial allowance (of £500) was introduced
in 1969. This allowance evolved into an office cost allowance,
allowing an MP to hire one and sometimes two secretaries
and in most cases a research assistant (more often than not,
part-time). In 2001 the office cost allowance was split into two:
a staff cost allowance and an incidental expenses provision.
Each MP could claim a staff cost allowance, enabling them to
employ up to the equivalent of three full-time staff, but with
the staff paid centrally by the House authorities and on agreed
rates with standard contracts. Each MP could also claim a fur-
ther £20,000 towards incidental expenses. MPs could claim
travel expenses and, for those living outside London (and thus
having to maintain two homes), an additional costs allowance.
MPs with inner London constituencies receive a small London
supplement. The additional cost allowance, as we shall see,
became highly controversial in 2009 when details of claims
made by MPs were published.

In the wake of the MPs” expenses scandal, a new regime
was introduced. IPSA was created by the Parliamentary
Standards Act 2009, and responsibility for paying expenses
was transferred to the new body. MPs can now claim (up
to a set maximum) for staffing; accommodation (for a sec-
ond home either in London or within the constituency or
20 miles of its boundary, the figure depending on whether
rented or mortgaged); and office costs, as well as travel and
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subsistence. There are certain other allowable expenses, such
as provision for those MPs with disabilities and a London area
living allowance for Members sitting for London area seats or
who do not claim the accommodation expenditure. All claims
have to be authorised by IPSA, and the sums claimed by each
MP are published.

The physical space available to MPs has also increased.
The parliamentary estate is much more than the Palace of
Westminster. Buildings close to the Palace - including the
former Scotland Yard buildings in Derby Gate, known as the
Norman Shaw Buildings - were acquired for parliamentary
use. More recently, buildings in Parliament Street — between
Whitehall and Parliament Square - were taken over and
redeveloped, retaining the exterior but with a modern and
integrated complex of offices inside. They have the address
of 1 Parliament Street. To these has been added a major
purpose-built parliamentary building, Portcullis House, in
Bridge Street, just across the road from the Elizabeth Tower
(known until 2012 as the Clock Tower) housing Big Ben and
linked to the Palace by an underground passage. Both the
Norman Shaw buildings and 1 Parliament Street are linked
to Portcullis House, so MPs can get from one part of the par-
liamentary estate to another without leaving the premises.
The completion in 2001 of Portcullis House, which includes
rooms for committee meetings as well as suites of offices for
MPs, meant that it was possible for every MP to have an indi-
vidual office somewhere on the parliamentary estate.

The parliamentary estate is thus extensive, some of it new.
The principal part, the Palace of Westminster, completed in
the 1850s, is showing signs of interior decay and is in need
of major refurbishment. This will take several years and may
involve members of both Houses having to move out while
the work is completed. If they do, the move is expected to take
place sometime during the 2022-7 Parliament.

Sittings of the House

The House to which Members are returned meets annu-
ally, each parliamentary session running normally for 12
months. Until the parliament returned in 2010, the session
usually ran from November to November. When there was
a spring election, this entitled either a short session (May to
November) or a long one (May through to November of the
following year). The Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011 pro-
vided for May elections, so the Government decided that it
was appropriate to have sessions running from May to May.
To accommodate this, the first session of the new parliament
was extended to a 2-year one, running until May 2012. In
2017, it was announced that, because of the negotiations to
withdraw from the European Union, there would also be a
two-year session (2017-9).

At the end of each session, the House is Prorg
mally adjourned). The effect of prorogation jg
unfinished public business; any bills that haye
the Royal Assent fall, though there is now provigig,
bills to be carried over from one session to angtje

There is a fairly regular cycle within each segg; “

= to their constituencies, if they have not already
|

(\ may, in certain circumstances, be extended in
sact particular business. Late or all-night sittings
- place to get through the remaining stages of
+he House has an all-night sitting and is still sit-
a summer recess, usually from late July through o + the new day’s sitting is scheduled to commence,
ning of October, though in recent years there }
occasional two-week sittings in September. The &
a recess at Christmas, a half-term for a week in
recess in Easter and at Whitsuntide. The House ug

business for that next day falls.) Late-night sittings
are in the 1992-7 parliament but were employed
wing the return of a Labour government in 1997
to get some of its major legislation through, but the
a sitting times was designed to reduce the need for
ings. On Fridays, when private members’ bills are
. discussed, the House rises at 3.00 pm. To give MPs
2e to be in their constituencies, the House does not
 Friday: ten Fridays each session are designated as
ing Fridays.

result of a change agreed by the House in 1999, there
“sarallel chamber’, or ‘main committee, allowing MPs
and discuss issues separate from the main chamber
¢ 16.3). This allows for non-contentious issues to be
. Meetings are held in the Grand Committee Room,
Westminster Hall, and are known formally as sittings
tminster Hall. The topics covered on Tuesdays and
days each week are proposed by private Members;

around 150 days a year, a not unusual number comp,
some other legislatures, such as those of the USA, ¢ .
France, although considerably more than most othg
tures. What makes it distinctive is the number of,
which it sits: usually for more than 1,200 hours a y
figures for selected sessions in the period from 2001
are given in Table 16.2. In previous parliaments, the
were sometimes longer, averaging nearly 1,500 hou :
election sessions in the 1987-92 parliament. Oth
chambers are not able to compete with these figures.

Until 1999 the House sat at 2.30 pm on the first f;
of the week and at 9.30 am on Fridays. On the first fo
it usually rose by 10.30 pm. In an experiment started i
it started meeting at 11.30 am on Thursdays (rising
the evening, usually by 7.00 or 8.00 pm). Since ther
hours have moved to earlier in the day on all days bar
the latest changes being implemented in October 20 |
then, the House has sat at 2.30 pm on Mondays (r
10.30 pm), and at 11.30 am on Tuesdays and Weds
(rising at 7.30 pm), and 9.30 am on Thursdays (and
if sitting). The sitting time was brought forward on Tu
(from 2.30 pm) and Thursdays (from 10.30 am), the
order to enable the House to rise by 5.30 pm and for M

rsday sitting is given over to a debate on a subject of
linterest or a select committee report. Monday sittings
d if the Petitions Committee has recommended that
more e-petitions should be considered. All MPs can
as in the main chamber - although in practice few

tions

il

incipal function of the House is often seen as involve-
) law making. It s, after all, classified as a legislature
Name means carrier, or giver, of law. In practice, as

Table 16.2 The House of Commons: length of sittings, 2C
17 (selected sessions)

Session :I:::::I:;s ::::::;:f Ve seen, the House essentially responds to the measures
Ne government brings forward. Furthermore, much of
2002-3 162 1,287 me of the House is given over to business that has noth-
rectly to do with legislation. Question Time is now an
2006-7 146 1,119 ished feature of the House. It is not part of the legislative
5. When the House debates the economy or the govern-
2008-9 139 1,054 '§ industrial policy, those debates are not parts of the
llegislative process. The House has an important role to
2015-6 158 1205

N the legislative process, but it is clearly not its only role.
1€ principal functions of the House can be grouped under
Beadings: those of legitimisation, recruitment, scrutiny
: fluence, and expression. Several other functions can be
tified (see Norton 2013a), but these can largely be sub-
*dunder these four broad headings.

Source: From the House of Commons Sessional Information
Digests, 2001-12. © Parliamentary Copyright. Parliamentary
copyright material is reproduced with the permission of the
Controller of Her Majesty's Stationery Office (HMSO) on behall
Parliament
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Legitimisation

The primary purpose for which the representatives of the
counties and boroughs (the communes) were first sum-
moned was to assent to the King’s demand for additional
taxes. Subsequently, their assent also came to be necessary
for legislation. The House has thus been, since its inception,
a legitimising body.

The House fulfils the task of ‘manifest legitimisation’:
that is, the overt, conscious giving of assent. In the UK the
function has two elements: the giving of assent to bills and
to requests for supply (money) and the giving of assent to
the government itself. The government depends on the con-
fidence of the House of Commons for its continuance in

-office. Until 2011, if the House withdrew its confidence, then

by convention the government resigned or requested the
dissolution of Parliament. Since the enactment of the Fixed-
term Parliaments Act 2011 (Box 16.2), a vote of no confidence
results in a general election, unless within 14 days a new gov-
ernment is formed and obtains a vote of confidence from the
House.

The House proceeds on the basis of motions laid before it:
for example, to give a bill a second reading or to agree to an
amendment to a bill. By approving such motions, the House
gives its formal — manifest — assent. At the end of the debate
(if there is one) on a motion, the Speaker of the House asks
those supporting the motion to say ‘aye, those opposing to
say ‘no. If no dissenting voices are heard, the Speaker declares
that ‘the ayes have it. If some MPs shout ‘no’ and persist, then
members divide (that is, vote). A simple majority is all that
is necessary. (This is subject to two basic requirements: that
at least 40 MPs — a quorum - are shown by the division to
be present and that, in voting on a closure motion, at least
100 MPs have voted in favour. Also, as we have seen — Box
16.2 — a two-thirds majority of all MPs is required to pass a
motion for an early election.) Members vote by each trooping
through one of two lobbies, known as the division lobbies (an
‘aye’ lobby and a ‘no’ lobby), where they are counted and their
names recorded. The result of the vote is then announced in
the chamber.

It is this accepted need for the House to confer legitimacy
through giving its assent that constitutes the basic power of
the House in relation to government. Initially, the knights and
burgesses summoned to the King’s court were expected to
give assent. Gradually, members began to realise that, as a
body, they could deny assent to supply and later to legislation.
This formed the basis on which they could ensure the effective
fulfilment of other functions. It remains the basis of the power
of the House of Commons. Without the assent of the House,
no measure can become an Act of Parliament. The contem-
porary point of contention is the extent to which the House
is prepared to use its power to deny assent. Critics contend
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Sittings in Westminster Hall

In December 1999 the House of Commons introduced
a new form of meeting — meetings in Westminster Hall.
These enable MPs to meet separately from the main cham-
ber, and the gathering is sometimes described as a parallel
chamber. (The parallel chamber is modelled on Australian
experience.) Meetings in Westminster Hall are open to all
MPs. They can come in as they can in the main cham-
ber. The principal differences between the main chamber
and the room used for the parallel chamber are of size and
structure. The room used - the Grand Committee Room,
located just off the cavernous Westminster Hall - is much
smaller than the chamber of the House of Commons. It
also differs in structure. MPs sit at desks arranged in a
semicircle around a raised dais. The desks are fixed and
have desktop microphones. Meetings are presided over by
a Deputy Speaker or one of the MPs on the Panel of Chairs
(senior MPs who are drawn on in order to chair public
bill committees) and are usually used for discussing non-
contentious business. Votes cannot be held. Meetings now
takeplaceon Tuesdaysand Wednesdaysfrom9.30to11.30am
and from 2.30 to 5.30 pm and on Thursdays from 1.30 to
4.30 pm. Since 2015, sittings may also be scheduled on a
Monday if the Petitions Committee has recommended that
one or more petitions should be considered.

On Tuesdays and Wednesdays there are short debates
on topics raised by individual members. Thus, for exam-
ple, on Tuesday, 14 March 2017 the topics covered were
budgets for health and social care, future of food labelling,
detention of vulnerable persons, primary care in NE Essex,
and dog fouling. Thursdays are given over to debates on
select committee reports or subjects scheduled by the
Backbench Business Committee. On Thursday 23 March
2017 two reports from the International Development
Committee were debated together: on the Syrian refugee
crisis and the Department for International Development’s
programme in Nigeria. Attendance at meetings is low

that the effect of the growth of party and hence party cohesion
has largely nullified the willingness of the House to employ it.

The House also fulfils what Robert Packenham termed the
function of ‘latent legitimisation’ According to Packenham,
this derives from the fact that ‘simply by meeting regularly
and uninterruptedly, the legislature produces, among the rel-
evant populace and élites, a wider and deeper sense of the
government’s moral right to rule than would otherwise have
obtained’ (Packenham, in Norton 1990: 87). However, it can

iglature is @ recent and conscious creation of resusci-
'bY the prevailing regime and fails to carry out tasks

ted of it by the people.

- usually a handful of MPs — not dissimilar to the b
itself when unwhipped business is being taken.

The creation of the parallel chamber was controy
Supporters saw it as a way of allowing issues, fo
there would otherwise be no time in the chamber:
discussed. Most Conservative MPs voted against b’
it up because they feared it would serve to distract
tion from the chamber and absorb MPs’ energies on
issues. In the event, meetings of the new body have 0
low-key, attracting virtually no media attention ( ,...A
gural meeting was effectively ignored) and ver
attention on the part of MPs. The chamber was in
employed on an experimental basis, but MPs subseqy
voted to make it permanent. It was not seen as da
ing to the main chamber and backbenchers have |
it useful as a means of raising issues that they mig
have the opportunity to raise in the main chamber.
debate brings an issue to the attention of government,
a junior minister replying. The proceedings are publ

jtment

ters are normally drawn from, and remain within,
ent. The situation is governed solely by convention.
is no legal requirement that a minister has to be an
r peer.

e practice of appointing ministers from those who sit
ent derives from expediency. Historically, it was to
in g's benefit to have his ministers in Parliament, where
~ould influence, lead and marshal support for the crown.
< to the benefit of Parliament to have ministers who

1 answer for their conduct. An attempt was made early
s eighteenth century to prevent ministers from sitting in
ament, but the legislation was superseded by another law
iing for the practice to continue (Norton 2013a: Ch. 3).
e convention that ministers be drawn from and remain
1 Parliament — predominantly now, by convention, the
e of Commons — is a strong one inasmuch as all min-
are currently MPs or peers. It is extremely rare for a
ter to be appointed who does not sit in either House. It is
rarer for that person to remain outside Parliament while
ice: the person is either elevated to the peerage (nowa-
the most used route) or found a safe seat to contest in a
ion. On occasion, one of the Scottish law officers - the
itor General for Scotland - was appointed from the ranks
ottish lawyers and remained outside Parliament, but that
1e exception that proved the rule. The post ceased to be
f the UK government following devolution.
1 relationship between the House and ministers is gov-
by convention. Under the convention of individual
terial responsibility, ministers are answerable to the House
eir own conduct and that of their particular departments.
: the convention of collective ministerial responsibility,
-abinet is responsible to the House for government pol-
@ whole. If it fails to maintains that confidence, and the
€ passes a vote of no confidence, then — as we have seen
general election takes place unless a new government can
tmed that enjoys the confidence of the House.
€ fact that ministers remain in Parliament clearly has
y ber of advantages for government. Things have not
that much from earlier centuries in as much as
- €IS can use their positions to lead and marshal their
rters. Ministers themselves add notably to the voting
;" of the government, the so-called ‘payroll vote’ in
*0Use. Just over 90 ministers serve in the Commons and
“' €r 20 in the Lords. With ministers’ unpaid helpers -
€ntary private secretaries — added to the number, the

in Hansard.

The Grand Committee Room is located just off Westmin:
Hall

Source: Copyright © Adam Woolfitt/Corbis

be argued that such activity is necessary but not suf
to generate such an underlying sense of legitimacy: &
legitimacy can be said to derive from the House ful

other functions expected of it (Norton 2013a: Ch. 1).
that Parliament not only sits regularly but has fulfilleda:
of tasks expected of it for a considerable period of tim¢
arguably a much stronger agent of latent legitimisatio!
many other legislatures. It would seem plausible to by
esise that the function is weaker in a political system in

Chapter 16 The House of Commons at work 373
payroll vote usually comprises between 30 to 40 per cent of
MPs sat on the government side of the House. The govern-
ment thus has a sizeable guaranteed vote to begin with. Party
loyalty — and ambition for office - usually ensures that the
votes of backbenchers follow those of ministers.

The convention that ministers be drawn from the ranks
of parliamentarians has certain advantages for Parliament. It
ensures that members are close to ministers, both formally
and informally. Ministers can be questioned on the floor of
the House; members can waylay them in the corridors and
the division lobbies for private conversations. The fact that
ministers remain as members of the House means that they
retain some affinity with other members. MPs who are ele-
vated to ministerial office retain their constituency duties.

Above all, though, the convention renders the House of

Commons powerful as a recruiting agent. The route to min-
isterial office is through Parliament. In some other systems,
the legislature is but one route to the top. In the USA, for
example, there are multiple routes: cabinet members - and
presidents — can be drawn directly from the ranks of busi-
ness executives, academics, state governors, former army
officers and lawyers. Donald Trump was elected President in
2016 having never served in Congress or indeed having held
any elective office. The US Congress enjoys no monopoly on
recruitment to executive office. In the UK Parliament does
have such a monopoly. Parliament is the exclusive route for
those intending to reach the top of the political ladder. Those
aspiring to ministerial office thus have to seek election to the
House of Commons (or hope — often in vain - for a peerage)
and have to make their mark in the House. The House also
serves as an important testing ground for potential ministers
and, indeed, for those on the ministerial ladder (see Norton
2013a: Ch. 3). A poor performance at the despatch box can
harm a minister’s chances of further promotion. A consist-
ently poor performance can result in the minister losing
office. Conversely, a bravura performance may save a min-
ister who is under pressure to go. For ambitious politicians,
the chamber matters.

Scrutiny and influence

Scrutiny and influence are essentially conjoined functions.
The House subjects both the measures and the actions of
government to scrutiny. It does so through various means:
debate, questioning and committee deliberations. If it does
not like what is before it, it can influence the bill or the policy
under consideration. It may influence solely by the force of
argument. It may influence by threatening to deny assent
(that is, by threatening to defeat the government). Ultimately,
it may actually refuse its assent, denying the government a
majority in the division lobbies.
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These two functions are central to the activity of the
House and absorb most of its time. Government business
enjoys precedence on most days. The House spends most of
its time discussing legislation and the policy and actions of
ministers. Although the dominance of party has ensured that
normally the government is assured a majority in divisions,
the party system helps to ensure that government is subject
to critical scrutiny from opposition parties in the House. The
procedures of the House are premised on the existence of
two principal parties, with each having the opportunity to
be heard. Membership of all committees of the House repli-
cates party strength on the floor of the House, thus ensuring
that the Opposition has an opportunity to offer critical com-
ments and to force government to respond at all stages of the
parliamentary process.

Furthermore, scrutiny and influence may also take place
outside, or despite, the context of party. MPs sit for particular
constituencies. Although elected on a party label, they are
nonetheless expected to ensure that government policy does
not damage constituency interests. They may also be influ-
enced by moral and religious views, motivating them to pay
careful attention to bills and government policies that run
counter to their personal convictions. They may also listen
to bodies outside Parliament - charities, consumer groups,
professional organisations, companies — that have a particular
interest in, or knowledge of, the subject under debate.

However, the extent to which the House actually fulfils
these functions is a matter of dispute. Critics contend that
the government stranglehold, via its party majority, ensures
that the House is denied the means for sustained and effec-
tive scrutiny and that, inasmuch as it may exert some limited
scrutiny, that scrutiny is not matched by the capacity to influ-
ence government. MPs may consider and find fault with a
particular measure but not then prove willing to use their
power to amend or reject it.

Expression

The House serves not one but several expressive functions.
Members serve to express the particular views and demands
of constituents. An individual constituent or a group of
constituents may be affected adversely by some particular
policy or by the actions of some public officials. Constituents
may feel that a particular policy is bad for the constituency
or for the country. Contacting the local MP will usually
result in the MP passing on the views to the relevant min-
ister and may even result in the member raising the issue
on the floor of the House. The pursuit of such cases by MPs
ensures that they are heard and their points considered by
ministers. MPs also express the views of different groups in
society as a whole. A range of issues that do not fall within the

ambit of party politics are taken up and pursued
members.

- have provided. However, two other functions,
Walter Bagehot in The English Constitution in
e been Jost by the House. One, the ‘elective’ func-
t s, choosing the government — was held only
the nineteenth century. Before then it was a
P erc1sed by the monarch. Since then, it has passed
ithough not quite exclusively, to the electorate. The
. chooses a government on a regular basis at general
'Ihe House retains the power to turn a government
passing 2 motion of no confidence, but it is not
i has exercised regularly - in the past century, it was
vin 1924 and 1979, opposition parties combining to
minority government.

ther function is that of legislating. Initially, the need
Jouse to give its assent was transformed by mem-
o the power to initiate measures, first through the
tion of petitions to the crown and later through the
ction of bills. This power was important in the nine-
entury, when the House could be described as sharing
slative power with government. Even so, its exercise
ited. Most legislation introduced into the House was
,gislation. Since then, public legislation has grown
es have become more powerful. Parties have ensured
s power to formulate - to ‘make — legislation rests with
ment, with the House then giving its assent. In so far as
use has retained a residual legislative power, it is exer-
hrough the medium of private members’ legislation.
er, even that legislative power can be described now as
red with government. Since 1959 no private member’s
t has been the subject of a vote at second reading (the
on principle) has made it to the statute book without
ment providing time for it.

MPs may express the views of organised inte
as particular industries or occupations. They \
the views of different sectors of society, such ag g
the elderly. Many will give voice to the concerng of
lar charitable, religious or moral groups. For exq “
MPs have pressed for reform of the laws governing.
some have argued the case for liberalising the Jagys
ing homosexuality, and some want to strengthey
on road safety. These issues are pursued by Mps ¢
number of parliamentary procedures (see Cowley
some cases, members table amendments to gove
Another route is through the use of private memp
Although the more contentious the issue, the less”
bill is to be passed, the debate on the bill serves an jp
function: it allows the different views to be express
authoritative public forum, heard by the relevant min;
open to coverage by the mass media.

MPs, then, serve to express the views of constitu
different groups to the House and to government. M
also serve to express the views of the House and of
ment to constituents and organised groups. The Ho
reach a decision on a particular topic. Members m
fulfil an important role in explaining why that
was taken. Members individually may explain decis
constituents. Select committees of the House may, it
explain particular policies through their reports,
read not just by government but also by groups wit]
ticular interest in the committee’s area of enquiry. The
thus has a tremendous potential to serve several exp
functions. The extent to which it does so is a matter;
siderable debate. MPs have limited time and resou
pursue all the matters brought to their attention. Th .
tion given to their activities by the media and by gove € means Of S Crutll’ly
may be slight. Many groups may bypass Parliament ir q .
to express their views directly to ministers. Furthern U lnﬂuence
is argued, the views expressed by MPs on behalf of inctions that the House retains can be described as
are drowned out by the noise of party battle. By limifi st but appropriate to a reactive legislature. They have
resources of the House and by keeping information dped over time. But how well are they currently car-
the government has limited the capacity of the House! at? The Brincipal functions of the House in relation to
itself with the knowledge necessary to raise supportforf €cutive are those of scrutiny and influence. The means

ible to the House to fulfil those functions are also at the

policies.

8l of members for expressing the views of their con-
e0ts and of wider interests. They can be grouped under
adlngs legislation and executive actions.

These are the most important functions that m
ascribed to the House. The list is not an exhaustiV
There are other tasks that are carried out by the House.
include, for example, a disciplinary role (punishing bre
of privilege and contempt) and a small quasi-judicial rolé
marily in dealing with private legislation (legislation aft€
private interests, not to be confused with private meft
legislation). Other functions often ascribed to the B
can, as we have explained, be subsumed under the fo

Sislation

Farliament the legislative process constitutes the consider-
10fa bill once it has been formally introduced. However,
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in recent years, some bills have been published in draft form
and considered by a committee prior to formal introduc-
tion (Kennon 2004; Hansard Society 2004; Constitution
Committee 2004; Norton 2013a). Between 1997-8 and
2016-7 inclusively, a total of 115 bills were published in draft.
The number has varied significantly from session to session.
In some sessions, only two or three have been published in
draft. In the 2003-4 session, it was 12, and in the 20134 ses-
sion, it was 14. Such scrutiny enables members to examine
and comment before the government has decided on the final
wording and hence may be more willing to make changes
before it commits itself to the measure. Despite considerable
time pressures, bills that are subject to pre-legislative scrutiny
have been variously amended as a result of recommendations

‘by the committees considering them (Norton 2013a). The

committees engaging in such scrutiny have normally been
departmental select committees.

When a bill is formally introduced into Parliament, it has
to go through a well-established process involving debate and
consideration in committee. About a third of the time of the
House is taken up with debate on bills, though in some ses-
sions it has fallen to between 20 and 30 per cent. The bulk of
this time is given over to government bills. (Private members’
legislation usually occupies just under, or occasionally just
over, 5 per cent of time on the floor of the House.) Every
bill has to go through three ‘readings’ plus a committee and
(usually) a report stage. The stages are shown in Table 16.3.

The first reading marks the formal introduction. No debate
takes place. Indeed, at this stage there is not even a printed
bill. All that is read out is the bill’s title. Following first read-
ing, the bill is printed. The second reading comprises a debate
on the principle of the measure. Most government bills will
be allocated a half or a full day’s debate for second reading.
Major bills, especially of constitutional significance, may be
given two or more days for debate. In the 2012-3 session,
for example, the House of Lords Reform Bill, to provide for
a largely elected House of Lords, was accorded a two-day
debate.

The debate itself follows a standard pattern: the minister
responsible for the bill opens the debate, explaining the provi-
sions of the bill and justifying its introduction. The relevant
shadow minister then makes a speech from the Opposition
front bench, outlining the stance of the opposition on the bill.
After these two frontbench speeches, most members present
tend to leave the chamber, usually leaving a small number of
MPs to listen to the remaining speeches. Backbenchers from
both sides of the House are then called alternately, plus usu-
ally a member from one or more of the minor parties, and the
debate is then wound up with speeches from the Opposition
and government front benches. (The House tends to fill up
again for the winding-up speeches.) If the bill is contested, the
House then divides. Debates, though not always predictable
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in content, are generally so in outcome: only three times in
the past 100 years has the government lost a vote on second
reading (in 1924, 1977 and 1986). Speeches on occasion may
influence some votes, even whole debates, but they are excep-
tional. A government sometimes loses the argument but not
usually the vote.

Once approved in principle, the bill is then sent to com-
mittee for detailed scrutiny. Some bills, because of their
constitutional significance or because of the need for a speedy
passage, will have their committee stage on the floor of the
House. In most sessions the number is very small. The major-
ity of bills are sent to a public bill committee. Up to 2006 bills
were sent to standing committees. Standing committees were
introduced in 1882 and became the norm in 1907. Despite
the name, they were ‘standing’ only in name (Standing
Committee A, Standing Committee B, etc.): their member-
ship changed for each bill. The committees were limited not
only by the fact that there was no permanent membership
but by their inability to take evidence. Witnesses could not
be summoned and written evidence received. The committees
could only consider the bills before them. They proceeded
by way of discussing amendments to clauses before agreeing
the clauses. Each committee was structured like the cham-
ber in miniature, one side facing the other, with ministers,
shadow ministers and whips among the membership and
with debate following party lines. Government backbench-
ers were encouraged to keep quiet to facilitate the passage of
the bill, and opposition MPs encouraged to speak in order to
challenge the government. Government defeats in committee

were rare.

Because of the limitations of standing committees, their
utilisation came in for considerable criticism. In 2006, follow-
ing a report from the Select Committee on the Modernisation

Table 16.3 Legislative stages
Stage Where taken
First reading On the floor of the House
Second reading On the floor of the House @

[Money resolution On the floor of the House

Committee In public bill committee in the Commons unless
House votes otherwise (certain bills taken on the
floor of the House); in Grand Committee or on the
floor of the House in the Lords

Report® On the floor of the House

Third reading On the floor of the House

Lords (or Commons)
amendments

On the floor of the House

Notes: @ In the Commons, non-contentious bills may be referred to a committee.

®If a bill is taken in committee of the whole House in the Commons and no amendments are made, there is no report stage.
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de whether it wishes to make any further amendments
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_“ promised during committee stage, as well as any
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azier et al., 2008: 185-86, Thompson 2015). There is,
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here then follows the bill’s third reading, when the House
s its final approval to the measure. Such debates are often
t. If the bill is not contentious, there may be no debate
ll. On completion of its third reading, the bill then goes
e House of Lords and, if the Upper House makes any
endments, the bill then returns to the Commons for it to
sider the amendments. In most cases, the amendments
accepted. If not, the House of Lords usually gives way,
ugh sometimes only after behind-the-scenes negotiations.
ce both Houses have approved the bill, it then goes to the
lien for Royal Assent. Once that assent is given, then that,
S far as Parliament is concerned, concludes the legislative
focess.

The process is fairly well established but much criticised
%6, e.g. Brazier 2004), not only because of the inefficien-
165 of the commiittee procedure but also because of the time
Onstraints imposed by government. In the past, after consid-
€table time had been taken up by opposition MPs debating
i" early clauses of a bill in committee, the government
ould resort to a timetable, or guillotine, motion, imposing
timetable for the remaining provisions of a bill. Guillotine

Comments

Formal introduction: no debate
Debate on the principle
Commons only]

Considered clause by clause; amendments
made

Bill reported back to House; amendments may b
made !

Final approval: no amendments possible in the
Commons ‘

Consideration of amendments made by other
House
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motions had been variously employed since 1887, but their
increased use in the last quarter of the twentieth century
attracted frequent condemnation. Because of the criticism,
the two principal parties agreed in 1994 to a voluntary time-
tabling of bills. This meant that each bill was subject to an
agreed timetable from the beginning, thus avoiding the need
for a guillotine to be introduced at a later stage. However, this
agreement was not sustained in the new parliament returned
in May 1997 and the Labour Government variously resorted
to the use of the guillotine, or what were termed ‘programme
motions, to get measures through. In 2000-1 new standing
orders were introduced for programming motions, and pro-
gramming is now a common feature of business. Programme
motions differ from the previous use of the guillotine in that
they are introduced and agreed by the House following the
second readings of bills. Most government bills are now sub-
ject to such motions. The most stringent part of programming
tends to be for consideration of Lords amendments, where it
is not uncommon for a programme motion to stipulate that
debate on the amendments, however many or important they
are, is limited to one hour.

Bills thus follow a fairly predictable route. There are some
variations: some non-contentious bills, for example, can be
sent to a second reading committee, thus avoiding taking
up valuable debating time on the floor of the House. Private
members’ bills are also treated differently, primarily in terms
of timetabling. They have to go through all the stages listed,
but time for their consideration on the floor of the House is
extremely limited. Each session a ballot is held and the names
of 20 private members are drawn. They are then entitled to
introduce bills during the Fridays allocated to such bills, but
only about the top half-dozen are likely to achieve full debates.

Bills constitute primary legislation. They often contain
powers for regulations to be made under their authority
once enacted. These regulations — known as ‘delegated’ or
‘secondary’ legislation, and usually taking the form of what
are termed ‘statutory instruments’ — may be made subject to
parliamentary approval. (Under the affirmative resolution
procedure, the regulation must be approved by Parliament
in order to come into force; under the negative resolution
procedure, it comes into force unless Parliament disapproves
it.) Some regulations, though, only have to be laid before the
House and others do not even have to be laid.

Given the growth of delegated legislation in postwar years
- sometimes more than 1,500 statutory instruments are
introduced in a session - the House has sought to under-
take scrutiny of it (Norton 2013a: Ch. 5). Detailed scrutiny,
essentially technical in nature, is carried out by the Select
Committee on Statutory Instruments. However, there is no
requirement for the government to wait for the committee
to report on a regulation before bringing it before the House
for approval, and on occasion - although not frequently
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- the government will seek approval before a regulation has
been considered by the committee. Time for debate is also
extremely limited, and much delegated legislation is hived
off for discussion in a standing committee on delegated leg-
islation. There is also a separate committee and procedure
for dealing with regulatory reform orders, enabling primary
legislation imposing a regulatory burden to be changed by
order. There are also separate committees and procedures
for dealing with draft European legislation: it is considered
by a European Scrutiny Committee and, if recommended
for debate, is discussed normally by one of three European
committees.

Executive actions

Various means are employed to scrutinise and to influence
the actions of government. These same means can be and
usually are employed by MPs to express the views of constitu-
ents and different interests in society. The means essentially
are those available on the floor of the House (debates and
Question Time), those available on the committee corridor
(select committees) and those available off the floor of the
House (early day motions, correspondence, the parliamen-
tary commissioner for administration, party committees and
all-party groups). Some individually are of limited use. It is
their use in combination that can be effective in influencing
government.

Debates and Question Time

Most of the time of the House is taken up debating or ques-
tioning the actions of government. Debates take different
forms. They can be on a substantive motion, for example,
congratulating or condemning the policy of the government
on a particular issue, or in order to allow wide-ranging dis-
cussion, especially on a topic on which the government may
have no fixed position, on an adjournment motion (“That this
House do now adjourn’). For example, prior to the Gulf War
at the beginning of 1991, the situation in the Persian Gulfwas
debated on an adjournment motion. After military action had
begun, the House debated a substantive motion approving
the action. Adjournment debates under this heading can be
described as full-scale adjournment debates. They are distinct
from the half-hour adjournment debates that take place at the
end of every sitting of the House. These half-hour debates
take the form of a backbencher raising a particular issue and
the relevant minister then responding. After exactly half an

hour, the debate concludes and the House adjourns.

Debates are initiated by different bodies in the House. Most

motions introduced by government are to approve legislation.
However, the government occasionally initiates debates on

particular policies. These can range from maj%
lic policy, such as war in Iraq in 2003, to debate ¢
parliamentary matters, such as select COmmitte ‘
and the installation of the security screen i 5
lery. More frequently, debates are introduceq by
parties. Twenty days each year are designateq
Days. On 17 of these 20 days, the motion (or moti,
debate can be split into two) is chosen by the 1o
Opposition. The remaining three days are given
other opposition parties. (Additional days are g
ally found, and in the long 2010-2 session, an ade
days were allocated.) There are also three estimates
session, the choice of estimate for debate being
select committee of the House: the Liaison Compmj
prising the MPs who chair other select committees
A notable innovation introduced at the st
2010 parliament was the creation of a Backbench
Committee. This has taken over responsibility frog
ment for allocating backbench business on 35 u}
them on the floor of the House. The committee e
backbench members, and it invites backbench
forward proposals and has not been averse to selectis
for debate that are controversial and not necessarily
able to government. Among subjects selected for d;
the 2010-5 Parliament were the war in Afghanistan
rights for prisoners, immigration, contaminated bloog
ucts, drugs policy, the Big Society, wild animals in ¢
a referendum on membership of the European Unig
the disclosure of papers relating to the 1989 Hillshe
disaster. A further innovation was the appointment i
of a Petitions Committee to consider public petitions
days submitted usually as e-petitions). The committ
decide to consider a petition, refer it to another com
or recommend that it be debated in Westminster Hall.
tion receiving over 100,000 signatures will be conside g
debate, though not necessarily guaranteed one (not leas
is similar to a topic already debated). In practice, exce
the threshold usually leads to a debate. A petition re
more than 10,000 signatures receives a government respe
Private members are also responsible for initiating
ics in the daily half-hour adjournment debates: on thr
a week (four, if sitting on a Friday), members are selecte
ballot, and on one day, the Speaker chooses the membe.
member speaks for about 10-15 minutes, sometimes all
ing time for one or two other Members to contribute bri
before a junior minister responds. These backbenchers' 0
sions provide opportunities to raise essentially non-patt
issues, especially those of concern to constituents. Althot
they are poorly attended, they allow members to put anis
on the public record and elicit a response from governmel
Whereas these half-hour adjournment debates are €ss
tially opportunities for backbench MPs to get a detail

. government, full-scale half—d'a.y or full-day
Jted by government or onposfaon are very
| resemble instead the practice adopted in sec-
debates. There are speeches from the t.wo
followed by backbench speeches alternajung
‘m sides of the House, followed by winding-
rfrom the front benches and then, if necessary, a
- debate’ is iteelf a misnomer. Members rarely
"‘,: ther deliver prepared speeches, which often fail
j” points made by preceding speakers’. Members
rtake part usually inform the Speaker in advanc.e
sually obtain some indication fror'n the Speaker if
they are likely to be called. There is a tendency for
ot to stay for the whole debate after they have spo-
«i ers, especially backbenchers, frequently address a
| audience — sometimes no more than half a dozen
¢ is a prevailing view in the House that attendance
“ed over recent years. MPs now have offices they
-d time in. There are competing demands on their
d as the outcome of most votes is predictable — and
s know perfectly well how they intend to vote - there
Jittle incentive to spend time in the chamber. Major
-e debates — as on a motion of confidence - and a
which the outcome is uncertain can still attract
ded chamber, some members having to sit on the floor
d at the bar of the House in order to listen to the pro-
\os. Ministers and backbenchers may find themselves
‘ defend their stances. As one MP recorded, ‘the
nons is also a crucible . . . in which a member’s mettle is
and their argument tested” (Bryant 2014: 370). A par-
arly good speaker may attract members into the chamber
en. An MP falling into that category in recent years has
Conservative MP Jacob Rees-Mogg. Such occasions,
oh, are the exception and not the rule. On most days MPs
essing the House do so to rows of empty green benches.
Debates take place on motions. However, there is one
1 0f business taken on the floor of the House that departs
m the rule requiring a motion to be before the House.
it is Question Time. This takes place on four days of the
k - Monday to Thursday — when the House is sitting.
s the first substantive order of business once the House
S: it commences once prayers and some minor business
‘nouncements from the Speaker, certain non-debatable
otions concerning private legislation — are completed.
Lis scheduled to conclude one hour after the House has
dmmenced sitting.
Question Time itself is of relatively recent origin (see
franklin and Norton 1993). The first recorded instance of a
Question being asked was in the House of Lords in 1721, and
the first printed notice of questions to ministers was issued in
1835. Question Time itself - a dedicated slot under the head-
‘ Ing of ‘Questions on the Order Paper - dates from 1869. The
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institution of a dedicated slot for Prime Minister’s Questions
is of even more recent origin, dating from July 1961. From
1961 to 1997, the Prime Minister answered questions for 15
minutes on two days of the week (Tuesday and Thursday).
In May 1997 the new Labour Prime Minister, Tony Blair,
changed the procedure, answering questions for 30 minutes
once a week on a Wednesday. It was the practice prior to John
Bercow being elected Speaker that the session would end after
30 minutes, but under Speaker Bercow, the questions have
variously been allowed to run on beyond the allotted time.

The practice of asking questions is popular with MPs,
and the demand to ask questions exceeds the time available.
Members are thus restricted in the number they can put on
the Order Paper: no more than one to any one department

" on any day and no more than two in total on the day. (It is

thus possible to have a question to the department answer-

ing before Prime Minister’s Questions and one to the Prime

Minister.) Questions can be tabled up to three working days in

advance (four for those to the secretaries of state for Northern

Ireland, Scotland and Wales) and are selected by a random

physical and computer shuffle. Questions must be precisely
that — statements and expressions of opinion are inadmissible

— and each must be on a matter for which the minister has
responsibility. There is also an extensive list of topics (includ-
ing arms sales, budgetary forecasts and purchasing contracts)

on which government will not answer questions. Ministers
may also decline to answer on grounds of ‘disproportionate
cost. The cost of answering an oral question is estimated to
be £450 (and a written question £164). If the cost of answer-
ing a particular question is calculated to be £850 or more,
then the minister may decline to answer on grounds of
disproportionate cost.

The normal practice of tabling questions seeking answers
to clear and specific questions tabled in advance was comple-
mented in 2007 by the introduction of a new type of question.
Towards the end of questions to a particular department,
there are now ‘topical questions. These are not dissimilar to
Prime Minister’s Questions in that a member asks a minister
an ‘open’ question — ‘If he will make a statement on his depart-
mental responsibilities’ - and then supplementary questions
can be on any aspect of the responsibilities of the department.
The procedure enables questions to be raised that are current
and provides an opportunity for opposition members to test
ministers to ensure that they are fully briefed on issues affect-
ing their departments.

Ministers answer questions on a rota basis, most ministries
coming up on the rota every five weeks. The larger depart-
ments, such as the Treasury, are each allocated a full question
time. Smaller departments are allocated only part of a ques-
tion time (some may get 30 minutes, or even 10 minutes.) All
questions tabled by members used to be printed on the Order
Paper, a practice that was costly and largely pointless. The



380  Politics UK Part 4 The legislative process
number tabled often ran into three figures, but the number of
questions actually answered in the time available was usually
fewer than 20. Following changes approved by the House in
1990, only the top 25 - fewer if the department is not taking
up the whole of Question Time - are now printed.

The MP with the first question rises and says, ‘Question
Number One, Mr Speaker’ and then sits down. The minister
rises and replies to the question. The MP is then called to
put a follow-up - or ‘supplementary’ - question, to which the
minister responds. Another member may then be permitted
by the Speaker to put another supplementary. If an opposi-
tion frontbencher rises, he or she has priority. During Prime
Minister’s Question Time, the Leader of the Opposition is
frequently at the despatch box and is permitted up to six
interventions (the leader of the third largest party is allowed
three). The Speaker decides when to move on to the next
question.

During an average session, about 3,000 to 5,000 ques-
tions will be tabled for an oral answer, though not all will be
reached in Question Time. With supplementaries included,
the questions actually answered will be in the region of 7,000.

Question Time is not the only opportunity afforded to
MPs to put questions to ministers. Members can also table
questions for written answer. These provide an opportunity
to elicit more detailed answers than can be obtained through
an oral question and are particularly useful for obtaining
data from departments. The questions, along with ministers’
answers, are published in Hansard, the official record of par-
liamentary proceedings. Members can table up to five priority

written questions (for which a particular date fy
specified, subject to three days’ notice having beey
any one day and as many non-priority questiong ge
The average MP tables just over 100 a session, \,
some members table well in excess of 1,000, In ,:
example, there were seven MPs who each tabled
1,000 questions. The number tabled each year haé
the decades (see Franklin and Norton 1993: 27)8 ‘
sor.ne sessions saw more than 40,000 questions be

This figure has been far exceeded in the twenty- '

with usually 50,000 to 70,000 being tabled in a
session.

,ommittees

\ - made greater use in recent years of select

appointed not to consider the particular details

o task of public bill committees) but to consider

subjects assigned by the House. Historically, they

<rablished features of parliamentary scrutiny. They

gently used in Tudor and Stuart parliaments. Their

Led in the latter half of the nineteenth century,

ment — with its party majority — not looking too

» on bodies that could subject it to critical scrutiny.

¢ of the twentieth century the use of such commit-

wery limited. The position changed in the 1960s and,

matically; in the 1970s.

ouse has a number of long-standing select commit-

cerned with its privileges and internal arrangements.

op, for the first half of the twentieth century, the

had only two major select committees for investigat-

policy or actions of government: the Public Accounts
ttee (PAC) and the Estimates Committee. Founded in
e PAC remains in existence and is the doyen of inves-
 select committees. It undertakes post hoc (i.e. after
it) scrutiny of public expenditure, checking to ensure
as been properly incurred for the purpose for which
oted. The Estimates Committee was first appointed
) for the purpose of examining ways in which poli-
uld be carried out cost-effectively. In abeyance from
01921 and again during the Second World War, it ful-
useful but limited role. It was abolished in 1971 and
ced by an Expenditure Committee with wider terms of

Question Time itself remains an important .:
for backbenchers to raise issues of concern to col
and to question ministers on differing aspects of i
cies and intentions. However, it has become in
adversarial in nature, with opposition frontbeng ;“
ticipating regularly - a practice that has developed
past 40 years — and with questions and supplementar
being partisan in content. Some members view the
ings, especially Prime Minister’s Question Time,
However, it remains an occasion for keeping mi ‘
their toes (figuratively as well as literally), and it ens
a whole range of issues is brought to the attention o
ters. It is a means for the Opposition to challenge g0
and for the Leader of the Opposition to show that I
alternative Prime Minister (Bates et al. 2014; Bevan
2016; Norton 2016b). It also ensures that much mate »
on the public record that would not otherwise be avai

nce.
: PAC and Estimates Committees were supplemented
1940s by a Select Committee on Statutory Instruments
i the 1950s by one on nationalised industries. There was
e deliberate and extensive use of select committees in
tter half of the 1960s, when the Labour Leader of the
e, Richard Crossman, introduced several reforms to
) increase the efficiency and influence of the House. A
ber of select committees were established, some to cover
cular policy sectors (such as science and technology)
ers particular government departments (such as edu-
n). One was also appointed to cover the newly created
entary Commissioner for Administration (PCA), bet-
Nown as the ombudsman. However, the experience of the
Imittees did not meet the expectations of their supporters.
Y suffered from limited resources; limited attention (from
Kbenchers, government and the media); and limited pow-
(they could only send for ‘persons, papers and records’
& make recommendations). There was also an absence of
effective linkage between their activities and the floor of
House and the lack of a coherent approach to, and cover-
€of, government policy. Some did not survive for very long.

Figure 16.2 The House of Commons in session

Source: PA/PA Wire/PA Images
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The result was a patchwork quilt of committees, with limited
coverage of public policy.

Recognition of these problems led to the appointment in
1976 of a Procedure Select Committee, which reported in
1978. It recommended the appointment of a series of select
committees, covering all the main departments of state, with
wide terms of reference and with power to appoint special-
ist advisers as the committees deemed appropriate. It also
recommended that committee members be selected indepen-
dently of the whips, the task to be undertaken by the Select
Committee of Selection, the body formally responsible for
nominating members. At the beginning of the new parlia-
ment in 1979, the Conservative Leader of the House, Norman
St John-Stevas, brought forward motions to give effect to the
Procedure Committee recommendations. By a vote of 248
to 12, the House approved the creation of the new commit-
tees. Initially, 12 were appointed, soon joined by committees
covering Scottish and Welsh affairs. In the light of their
appointment, various other committees were wound up. The
PAC and the Committee on the Parliamentary Commissioner
were retained. In 1980 a Liaison Select Committee, compris-
ing predominantly select committee chairmen, was appointed
to coordinate the work of the committees.

The 14 new committees began work effectively in 1980.
Their number has fluctuated since, usually reflecting changes
in departmental structure. Committees were also added to
cover sectors or departments not previously covered, notably
science and technology and, in 1994, Northern Ireland. With
various restructuring of government departments, the num-
ber has increased to 20. The departmental select committees
appointed in 2016-7 are listed in Table 16.4. There also exists
the Committee on Arms Export Control (formerly known as
the Quadripartite Committee), comprising four departmen-
tal select committees (defence; foreign affairs; international
development; and business, energy and industrial strategy)
which meets on occasion in order to examine strategic export
controls. There are also several non-departmental select com-
mittees. These comprise principally ‘domestic’ committees
_ such as the Committees on Standards and Privileges and
the Finance and Services Committee — but they also include
six investigative committees, listed in Table 16.4. In 2009 nine
regional committees were appointed to examine the regional
strategies and the work of the regional bodies for the regions
of England, but these were abolished in 2010.

Each departmental select committee is established ‘to
examine the expenditure, administration and policy’ of the
department or departments it covers and of associated pub-
lic bodies. As can be seen from Table 16.4, the standard is
11 members, but two — Exiting the European Union and
Northern Ireland, reflecting the special status of each, have
more. The chairs of the committees are shared between the
parties, usually in rough proportion to party strength in the
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Table 16.4 Departmental and other investigative select

committees 2016-7
Committee
Departmental select
committees

Business, Energy and
Industrial Strategy

Communities and Local
Government

Culture, Media and Sport

Defence

Education

Environment, Food and
Rural Affairs

Exiting the European
Union

Foreign Affairs
Health

Home Affairs

International
Development

International Trade

Justice

Northern Ireland Affairs
Science and Technology

Scottish Affairs
Transport
Treasury

Welsh Affairs

Work and Pensions

Other investigative
committees

Environmental Audit
Committee

European Scrutiny
Committee

Public Accounts

Public Administration and
Constitutional Affairs

Regulatory Reform

Women and Equalities
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Chair

lain Wright (Lab) qids
Clive Betts (Lab) digls
Damian Colllins 11
(Con)

Dr Julian Lewis (Con) 11

Neil Carmichael abak
(Con)

Neil Parish (Con) 14
Hilary Benn (Lab) 21

Crispin Blunt (Con) 11

Dr Sarah Wollaston s
(Con)

Yvette Cooper (Lab) 11
Stephen Twigg (Lab) 11

Angus Brendan i Lk
MacNeil (SNP)

Robert Neill (Con) it

Laurence Robertson 13
(Con)

Stephen Metcalfe 4k
(Con)

Pete Wishart (SNP) 11
Louise Ellman (Lab) 11
Andrew Tyrie (Con) 11

David T. C. Davies 1%
(Con)

Frank Field (Lab) 11

Mary Creagh (Lab) 16

Sir William Cash 16
(Con)
Meg Hillier (Lab 15

Bernard Jenkin (Con) 11

Andrew Bridgen 13
(Con)

Maria Miller (Con) 11

No. of
members

|

House. Before 2010 committee members vy,

electing one of their own number from

the chair, though the party leaders ma N

engineer the appointment to the Com:’n(and

candidate. However, a significant change was i

the start of the 2010 parliament. Followinas iJ

tion from the Select Committee on Reforng1a

Commons (2009), the House agreed that theof

committees should be elected by the House c

other members of the committees elected byat; )

party groups. The effect was to remove the pa . . accepted, partially or in full, by government.

Ezl;}}l):\c’)}:eiz V;?:cltlijiirfi‘gou}sllx ome doming Benton and Russell (2012) of seven committees

fn e Of.those onoft e chairs in 2010 serveq. Fiod 19972010 found that 44 per cent (.)f recom-

; . and enshrine some de o ¢ were implemented in part or wholly, including
%f;r; Sznrzilfrlie}l:;sl ::)etr}el: flow beholden to colleag ommendations calling for large change. “We
eir party leadership, ] hat committee recommendations are in fact
Each committee has control of its own agenda a
what to investigate. It has power to take evidence
of its time is spent questioning witnesses, Each ‘
normally meets once a week when the House is
order to hold a public, evidence-taking session, Me
in a horseshoe shape, MPs sitting around the hors m
necessarily grouped according to party - with the i
witnesses seated in the gap of the horseshoe. Each ses
normally last up to two hours. |
Committee practices vary. Some hold long-term i
some go for short-term inquiries and some adopta
the two approaches. Some will also summon seniorm
for a single session just to review present policy and no :
of a continuing inquiry. The Chancellor of the Exche
example, appears each year before the Treasury Co "
for a wide-ranging session on economic policy. A 1
committees cannot force ministers to attend, the attes
of the appropriate minister is normally easily arran
too, is the attendance of civil servants, although they
divulge information on advice offered to ministers or €3
opinions on policy: that is left to ministers. Attendan
ministers and civil servants before committees is reg 2
frequent, although most witnesses called by commie
resent outside bodies. In investigating a particular sub
a committee will call as witnesses representatives of bo
working in the area or with a particular expertise or int
in it. Committee meetings tend to be bunched on Tuest
an.d Wednesdays. Figure 16.3 shows the agenda of select
mittee meetings for a Tuesday early in 2017.

At the conclusion of an inquiry, a committee draws 8
report. The report is normally drafted by the committee ck
~ who is a full-time officer of the House - under the gul
ance of the chair. The draft is then discussed by the com
meeting in private session. Amendments are variouslym
although it is rare, though not unknown, for committees
divide along party lines. Once agreed, the report is publi

< are prolific in their output. Between 1979
400 reports would emanate from committees
ent. In the 2005-10 parliament, the figure
ittee v
) +s embody recommendations for government
+ committee has 10 formal powers to force the
o take any action on a report. All that the gov-
mmitted to do is to issue a written response
9 within 60 days of the report being published.
< not always met.) However, recommendations

ude t
influential, both in terms in initial govern-

{ance and eventual implementation. This applies
; trivial or supportive recommendations, but also
J or substantive policy change’ (Benton and Russell
8).
enartmental select committees, like the House itself,
functional. They serve several purposes. One is as
nt. Ministers and officials know what they do may
ct to a public inquiry by a select committee. There
nticipated reaction, influencing how they behave.
Benton and Russell (2012: 792), is possibly the most
ant form of committee influence. The committees
so added considerably to the store of knowledge of
sse. They provide an important means for speciali-
by members. They serve an important expressive
on. By calling witnesses from outside groups, they
those groups to get their views on the public record.
vidence from witnesses is published. Reports are pub-
in paper form and on the internet (www.parliament.uk;
nder ‘Committees’). More time is now devoted to com-
¢ reports as a result of various Thursdays being devoted
bating them in Westminster Hall. The committees may
up the cases espoused by some of the groups, ensuring
the issue is brought onto the political agenda. The reports
the committees are read and digested by the groups,
providing the committees with the potential to serve as
portant agents for mobilising support. Above all, though,
committees serve as important means for scrutinising and
luencing government, especially the former. Ministers and
Vil servants know they may be called before committees to
count for their actions. Committee sessions allow MPs to
it questions to ministers in greater detail than is possible
" the floor of the House. They give MPs the only opportu-
ty they have to ask questions of officials. Not only will poor
Performances be noted - not least by the media — but also
POOr answers may attract critical comment in the committee’s

Chapter 16 The House of Commons at work 383
report. No minister or official wishes to be seen squirming in
the face of difficult questions.

Select committees have thus developed as a major feature
of parliamentary activity, with most MPs viewing that activity
in a positive light. Their purview now even encompasses the
Prime Minister. Prior to 2002 Prime Minister Tony Blair had
refused requests to appear before the Public Administration
Select Committee, citing the fact that his predecessors had
not appeared before select committees. In 2002 he reversed
his stance and agreed to appear before the Liaison Committee
to answer questions. His first appearance, for two-and-a-half
hours, took place on 16 July. It is now standard practice that
the Prime Minister appears before the committee, though in
place of two lengthy sessions there are now three shorter ones.
Each is devoted to covering particular topics. At the session
on 20 December 2016, for example, Prime Minister Theresa
May was questioned on exiting the European Union and on
health and social care spending.

Despite these various strengths and advances, especially in
2010, limitations remain. The committees have limited pow-
ers and limited resources. They have the time and resources
to investigate only a small number of issues. The number
of reports they issue exceeds the time available on the floor
of the House or in Westminster Hall to debate them. Most
reports will not be mentioned on the floor of the House or
even read by most MPs. Government is committed to pro-
viding a written response to committee reports but under no
obligation to take action on the recommendations made in
those reports. Also, although ministers and officials appear
before committees, they do not necessarily reveal as much
as the committees would like. Members are not trained in
forensic questioning, and important lines of questioning may
be neglected in order to give each member of the committee
an opportunity to speak. Although the committees constitute
a major step forward for the House of Commons, many MPs
would like to see them strengthened.

Early day motions

Of the other devices available to members, early day motions
(EDM:s) are increasingly popular, although of limited impact.
A member may table a motion for debate ‘on an early day’ In
practice there is invariably no time to debate such motions.
However, they are published, and other MPs can add their
names to them. Consequently, they are used as a form of par-
liamentary notice board. If a motion attracts a large number
of signatures, it may induce the government to take some
action or at least to pause, or it may seriously embarrass the
government. This happens occasionally. An EDM in 2002-3
expressing concern over possible military action against
Iraq attracted the signatures of more than 150 Labour MPs.
This was seen as a signal that the Government might run
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9.30 am

9.45 am

9.45 am

9.45 am

10.15 am

10.30 am

Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy - Oral Evidence Session
CMA’s investigation of the UK Energy Market

Simeon Thornton, Project Director, Competition and Markets Authority
Susannah Meeke, Remedies Director, Competition and Markets Authority
Victoria MacGregor, Director of Energy, Citizens Advice Bureau

Pete Moorey, Head of Campaigns, Which?

Greg Jackson, Chief Executive, Octopus Energy

Simon Stacey, Managing Director of Domestic Markets, Npower

Dan Hopcroft, Residential Sales Director, EDF

Ed Kamm, UK Managing Director, First Utility

Location: Room 6, Palace of Westminster

Education - Oral Evidence Session
School funding reform

Luke Sibieta, Associate Director, Institute for Fiscal Studies
Natalie Perera, Executive Director and Head of Research, Education Policy Instity;
Nick Gibb MP, Minister for School Standards, Department for Education
Tom Goldman, Director, Education Funding, Department for Education

Location: The Grimond Room, Portcullis House

Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs - Oral Evidence Session
An effective Second Chamber? The size and composition of the House of Lords

Baroness D’Souza, Former Lord Speaker
Baroness Hayman, Former Lord Speaker
Lord Norton of Louth

Lord Steel of Aikwood

Location: The Thatcher Room, Portcullis House

Justice - Oral Evidence Session
Prison reform

Helen Boothman, Secretary, Association of Members of Independent Monitoring Boar
John Thornhill, President, National Council of Independent Monitoring Boards
Elizabeth Moody, Deputy Ombudsman Complaints (Office of the Prisons and Probation
Ombudsman)

Peter Clarke, HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, HM Inspectorate of Prisons
John Wadham, Chair, National Preventive Mechanism

Location: Room 8, Palace of Westminster

Environmental Audit - Oral Evidence Session
Marine Protection Areas Revisited

John Tuckett, Chief Executive Officer, Marine Management Organisation
Dr Stephen Bolt, Chief Executive Officer, Association of Inshore Fisheries and Conserval
Authorities

Dr Jon Davies, MPA Programme Leader, Joint Nature Conservation Committee ,
Dr Thérése Coffey MP, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Environment and Rurz
Life Opportunities, Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs

Dr Gemma Harper, Deputy Director for Marine and Chief Social Scientist, DEFRA
The Rt Hon. the Baroness Anelay of St Johns, Minister of State for Foreign and
Commonwealth Affairs, Foreign and Commonwealth Office

Jane Rumble, Head of Polar Regions Department, FCO

0 substantial opposition on its own side if it were precipi-
in agreeing to use force to topple the Iraqi regime; the
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i i Session
re, Media and Sport - Oral Ev1dence_ _ i
SI:';:: lijmpact of Brexit on the creative industries, tourism and the digital single market

i i il England
Sir Peter Bazalgette, Chair, Arts Counc! . :
i i tries Federation
Kampfner, Chief Executive, Creative Indus . . :
‘Iilci):c?la Mer?delsohn CBE, Vice President, Europe, Middle East and Africa, Facebook, and Co

Chair, Creative Industries Council
Location: Room 5, Palace of Westminster

Defence - Oral Evidence Session
Defence Acquisition and Procurement

i i ini Procurement
Harriett Baldwin MP, Minister for Defence ler
Stephen Lovegrove Permanent Secretary for the Ministry of Defence s i
Lieutenant General Mark Poffley OBE, Deputy Chief of Defence Staff for Military :

Ministry of Defence _
Tony Douglas, Chief Executive Officer, DE&S

Location: Room 15, Palace of Westminster

Health - Oral Evidence Session
Suicide Prevention

therland, Chief Executive, Samaritans _ e
g:ﬂge?:r Aitken. Chair of the Faculty of Liaison Psychiatry, Royal College of Psychiatrists

i lvidge, The Matthew Elvidge Trust : :
giumr:izlfrvéighard Kemp, Deputy Chair, Community Wellbeing Board, Local Government

Association

Location: The Wilson Room, Portcullis House
Backbench Business - Oral Evidence Session
Proposals for backbench debates

Members of Parliament

Location: Room 16, Palace of Westminster
Foreign Affairs - Oral Evidence Session

UK's relations with Turkey

Rt Hon Sir Alan Duncan MP, Minister of State for Europe and the c?ﬁrpericas
Lindsay Appleby, Director, Europe, Foreign and Commonwealth Office

Location: The Thatcher Room, Portcullis House

Home Affairs - Oral Evidence Session :
Implications of the UK’s exit from the European Union

t Hon Amber Rudd MP, Home Secretary : : ;
(F;nlyn Williams, Director, Immigration & Border Policy Directorate, Home Office

Location: The Grimond Room, Portcullis House

Ire 16.3 Meetings of select committees, Tuesday, 31 January 2017

Figure 16.4. The range of topics is extremely broad and the
number of motions tabled an increasingly large one, exacer-

Location: The Wilson Room, Portcullis House

International Trade - Oral Evidence Session
UK trade options beyond 2019

Niamh Moloney, Professor of Financial Markets Law, LSE
Allister Heath, Deputy Editor, The Telegraph

Anthony Browne, Chief Executive, British Bankers’ Association
Chris Cummings, Chief Executive, The Investment Association
Gary Campkin, Director of Policy and Strategy, TheCityUK

Location: Room 16, Palace of Westminster

Overnment subsequently suffered the largest rebellious vote
backbenchers in the postwar era. The record for the nu'm—
er of signatures was 502 for an EDM in the 2001-2 session
lavoiding conflict between India and Pakistan.

- Such occasions, though, are rare. EDMs are more often
Ued for fulfilling a limited expressive function. They allow
Members to make clear their views on a range of issues, often
e ecting representations made to them by people and grouPs
Outside the House. Examples of such EDMs are illustrated in

bated by motions unrelated to public policy - f(?r .exarnple,
congratulating particular sporting teams or individuals on
their achievements.

In the 1970s and 1980s, 300-400 EDMs were tabled each
year. In the 1990s the number each year exceeded 1,000. In
the 1992-7 parliament, a total of 7,831 were tabléd - an. ave;f—
age of just over 1,500 a session. The number dlppe:d in the
1997-2001 parliament, when 3,613, an average of ]us.t ov;r
900 a year, were submitted, but increased notably in the
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Topic
o) No. of signatures

1205 SUCCESS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF ST ANDREWS

Early day motion 1204 VICTIMS OF FRAUD BEING PURSUED FOR TAX LIABILITIES
Early day motion 1203
Early day motion 1202
Early day motion 1201
Early day motion 1200
Early day motion 1199
Early day motion 1198
Early day motion 1197
Early day motion 1196
Early day motion 1195
Early day motion 1194
Early day motion 1193
Early day motion 1192
Early day motion 1191
Early day motion 1190
Early day motion 1189
Early day motion 1188
Early day motion 1187
Early day motion 1186

MOTABILITY 40TH ANNIVERSARY

CHILDHOOD TOOTH DECAY

NESTLE JOB LOSSES

POST-BREXIT ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATION

CHRIS GREEN OBE AND WHITE RIBBON UK

PAISLEY BEER AND FOOD FESTIVAL 2017

ROSINA BONSU AND OUTSTANDING WOMAN OF SCOTLAND

WORLD PRESS FREEDOM DAY

10 YEARS OF SNP GOVERNMENT

ZAMBRANO CARERS
A PEOPLE'S BREXIT
ANZAC DAY 2017
GRAND NATIONAL WIN

MISS GENEVIEVE AND LADIES NIGHT

SNOOKER WORLD CHAMPIONSHIP

EUROPEAN RACING CHAMPIONSHIP

SUPPORT FOR LEASEHOLDERS

NORFOLK ISLAND DISTINCT COLONY OF THE C
DETERMINATION e

Figure 16.4 Examples of topics of early day motions tabled in 2016-7

2001-5 parliament when MPs put in a total of 6,767 — an aver-
age of 1,691 a session. The number has increased substantially
after that, with over 2,000 a session being submitted, though
in 2015-6 the number was below this, at 1,457 motions.

The consequence of excessive use of EDMs is that their
value as a means of indicating strength of opinion on an issue
of political significance is devalued. Their utility, which was
always limited, is thus marginal, although not non-existent.
Each is studied by the relevant government department, and
they still give MPs the opportunity to put issues of concern
on the public record. An EDM which attracts more than 300
signatures — which rarely happens - will get noticed. Most of
the rest will not. As can be seen from Figure 16.4, some attract
only one or two signatures.

Correspondence

The means so far considered have been public
which MPs can scrutinise government and make repre
tions to it. However, a number of private means exis
official and two unofficial. One official means is th
corresponding with ministers. Since the 1950s the f
letters to MPs from constituents and a range of organis
(companies, charities and the like) has grown enorm
The flow increased significantly in the 1960s and inct
dramatically in subsequent decades. In the late 19608 ¢
cal MP would receive something in the region of 2,0
3,000 items of mail every year. In 2008, 4.1 million itel
mail were delivered to the Palace of Westminster, 85 et
of them going to the House of Commons: that average
at nearly 5,500 items of mail per MP. However, the Vol
of letters has gone down as MPs’ e-mail boxes contint
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The Parliamentary Commissioner for Administration - or
ombudsman — was established under an Act of 1967 to inves-
tigate cases of maladministration within government. The
office was subsequently extended so that the ombudsman is
also the ombudsman for the health service.
The term ‘maladministration’ essentially covers any error
in the way a matter is handled by a public servant: it does
not extend to cover the merits of policies. The commissioner
considers only complaints referred by MPs: a citizen cannot
complain directly. The Commissioner enjoys some protec-
tion in office in that he or she can only be removed by an
address by both Houses of Parliament to the crown. (The first
female ombudsman — Ann Abraham - was appointed in 2002
and was succeeded in 2011 by Dame Julie Mellor. Her term
ends in 2019.) She can summon papers and take evidence
under oath. When an inquiry is completed, she sends a copy
to the MP who referred the case as well as to the relevant
department. Her recommendations are normally acted on.
However, she labours under a number of limitations: she has
a limited remit, limited resources and limited access to cer-
tain files — she has no formal powers to see Cabinet papers.
Perhaps most notably, she has no powers of enforcement. If
she reports that officials have acted improperly or unjustly
in the exercise of their administrative duties, it is then up to
government to decide what action to take in response; if it
fails to act, the only remaining means available to achieve
action is through parliamentary pressure.

The number of cases referred to the ombudsman has
increased over the years. Most complaints are deemed not
to fall within her remit. In 2015-6 the ombudsman’s office
received over 29,000 complaints. Of these, 21,000 related
to the NHS and 6,000 related to government organisations.
(Almost, 1,500 were out of jurisdiction.) Over 7,000 were
referred for further investigation. These included 676 (18
per cent of the total) against government departments and
some other UK public organisations. Of all the complaints
investigated, about 40 per cent were upheld. In 99 per cent of
complaints upheld, the organisations involved agreed to act
on the commissioner’s recommendation (Parliamentary and
Health Service Ombudsman 2016: 16).

Although the relevant government departments, as the
foregoing figure shows, usually act on the ombudsman’ rec-
ommendations — a failure to do so is rare - the government
has since 2002 twice rejected recommendations that certain
factual information should be released under the Code of
Practice on Access to Government Information. In 2005 it
rejected the findings in a case where some applicants to a
scheme to compensate people interned by the Japanese in the
Second World War were excluded because they or their par-
ents were not born in the United Kingdom. It was a matter to
which the ombudsman returned in 2011, telling the govern-
ment to ‘hang its head in shame’ following repeated failings

MPs receive 2 three-figure number of e-mails in
i '. Increasinglys e-mail is taking over from paper
dence as the preferred means of contact. In 2016
.+ of items of correspondence received in the Palace
ster was down to 1.6 million. Though no figures
 the volume of e-mails sent to MPs, it appears to
o far more than the volume of paper correspond-
lecreased. E-mails remain an inexpensive means of
: ation, and easy to send to a great many MPs, while
of stamps continues to increase.

12l method for an MP to pursue a matter raised by a

. ’,t is by writing to the relevant minister, usually for-
‘he letter from the constituent. Writing to a minister
the most cost-effective ways of pursuing constitu-
ork (see Norton and Wood 1993: Ch. 3). A letter
considered, often detailed response, usually free of

y pressures that prevail in the chamber; by being a
ommunication, it avoids putting a minister publicly
lefensive. Ministers are thus more likely to respond
he tically in the use of their discretion than is the case if
demands on the floor of the House. Furthermore,
10 limit on the number of letters an MP can write, and
tters can usually be dictated at a time of the member’s
ng. Letters from MPs to ministers are accorded prior-
department - each is circulated in a special yellow
and have to be replied to by a minister. If a letter fails
the desired response, the member has the option of
king the matter further, either by seeing the minister
ing the matter publicly on the floor of the House.
respondence is a valuable and efficient means of
ng that a matter is considered by a minister. A great
letters on a particular problem can alert a minister to
ale of that problem and produce action. Letter writing
a valuable means of fulfilling an expressive function.
constituents who write or e-mail do so to express a
cular viewpoint or in order to obtain an authoritative
nation of why some action was or was not taken; only a
rity write to try to have a particular decision changed.
acting the MP in writing is a long-established, and now
used, means for citizens to have some input into the
ical process. Nonetheless, corresponding with Members
inumber of limitations (see Norton 2013a: Ch. 11). MPs
1ot always well versed in the subjects raised with them by
tituents. Some lack sufficient interest, or knowledge of
political system, to pursue cases effectively. Increasingly,
have difficulty finding the time to deal with all the mat-
dised by them.

....

lamentary Commissioner for Administration

ICe the late 1960s MPs have had another option at their
Posal in pursuing particular issues raised by constituents.
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of the Ministry of Defence to deal fairly with the matter. The
second case was in 2006, when it rejected the findings in a
case on the handling of pension schemes.

The ombudsman reports to the Public Administration and
Constitutional Affairs Committee in the Commons which
can then, and variously does, pursue any matters that have
not been resolved satisfactorily.

The Commissioner thus serves a useful service to MPs —
and their constituents - but constitutes something of a limited
last resort and one that has no direct powers of enforcement.
MPs prefer to keep casework in their own hands and pursue
it with government directly. For most members the preferred
device for pursuing a matter with a minister remains that of
direct correspondence.

Party committees

An important unofficial means of scrutinising and influencing
government is that of party committees. These are unofficial
in that they are committees of the parliamentary parties and
not officially constituted committees of the House.

Each parliamentary party has some form of organisation,
usually with weekly meetings of the parliamentary party. The
two largest parties — Conservative and Labour — have tradi-
tionally had a sufficient number of members to sustain a series
of committees. Conservative backbench committees were first
established in the 1920s and established a reputation for being
politically powerful (Norton 1979, 1994, 2013b). The com-
mittees had elected officers and usually met weekly to discuss
forthcoming business and topics of interest, often with invited
speakers. Any Tory MP could attend and, if a controversial
issue attracted a large audience, it signalled to the whips that
there was a problem. However, the early 1990s witnessed
a decline in attendance at meetings - members had many
competing demands on their time. The massive decline in the
number of Conservative MPs in the 1997 General Election
meant that the party had insufficient numbers to maintain the
committees on the scale of previous decades. As a result, the
number of committees was scaled down and a new practice
instituted, with policy groups being created, covering such
areas as the constitution and home affairs, sharing the same
time slot and meeting on a rota basis. In the 2015 Parliament,
the 1922 Committee decided to resurrect committees, with a
committee covering each Government Department.

Labour backbench committees traditionally lacked
the clout of Conservative committees, but in the 1992—7
Parliament the standing orders of the Parliamentary
Labour Party (PLP) were changed in order to enhance the
consultative status of the committees. Since 1997 Labour
frontbenchers have consulted with backbench committees,
some achieving a reputation for being assiduous in doing
so. The committees also serve another purpose: they allow

MPs to specialise in a particular subject, They
through serving as officer of a Committee, |
status in the parliamentary party. This i
ful to new members, giving them thei

¢ effectively using all-party groups as front
ar

der to get their case put before Parliament
or

often ith ministers.
r first :
make a mark in parliamentary life, It may als,
of getting noticed for the purpose of being prg .
isterial office. However, despite their attractig
their influence within party ranks, the comms
compete for the attention of members — there are

demands on members’ time.

ag an impact?

. then, a variety of means are available to
?I%’ and influence government and through
UmSere to make known the views of citizens.
- ?n effectiveness and viewed in isolation may
v:z;sle. However, they are not mutually exclusive,
| often use several of them in order t.o .pursue a
<sue. An MP may write privately toa ml'mster and,
! ed with the response, may table a question or seek
; adjournment debate, or a full deb:ate throu}gh the
-h Business Committee. In order to give pr(?rmnence
o a member may table an EDM, speak in de.bate
;rd the minister with a series of written c.luestlons.
v seek to mobilise allies through the medium of an
r group. The most effective MPs are those who l.<now
“se these means in combination and - on occasion —

All-party groups

All-party parliamentary groups (APPGs), like par
tees, are not formally constituted committees of
although have to be registered, and abide by ruleg
by the House of Commons. They are formed ona
basis, bringing together members from the differ
on the basis of shared interests. They have their
the 1930s and have grown since, proving particular
in recent decades. In 1988 there were 103 all-pa
groups. By the end of the 2015-7 Parliament, there
subject groups, 132 country groups and three clubs|
hockey and rugby union football). To qualify as 2
must be open to members of both Houses, regardless
affiliation.
The subjects covered by these groups are diverse,
ing, for example, AIDS, alcohol abuse, breast
compassion in dying, the constitution, drugs policy
electoral reform, gas safety, hill farming, Irish in_
mental health, rowing, universities and tourism. Son
in name only. Others are active in discussing and pf
ing a particular cause, some in pressing the gover
action. Among the more influential are the disability
the long-established parliamentary and scientific com
and the football group, which has been active in infl
policy on such issues as safety in sports grounds. The
cancer group has been especially active in raising parli
tary awareness of the condition. Many of the all-party g
have links with relevant outside bodies — one study in
found that over 300 received support from outside org
tions (Ball and Beleaga 2012) - and can act as useful
of access to the political process for such groups.
Again, though, there are limitations. The sheer nus
of such groups - and other demands on MPs’ time — mi
that relatively few attract a good attendance at meetings:
link with outside organisations has also been the subjét
criticism, leading the Speakers of both Houses to set i
inquiry into their activity in 2011. The study that found!
groups received outside support also discovered that 80 P
vided parliamentary passes to staff with outside interests. B
links with outside groups have fuelled criticisms that 01

1es to avoid.

10re recent creation.

Westminster Parliament is distinctive because of its
sevity. It is one of the oldest parliaments in the world.
wever, in terms of its place in the political system -
ecially in its relationship to the executive - it is not
sual. Of the types of legislature identified in Box 16.'1,
s the first — that of policy-making legislatures — that is
table for not being a crowded category. Of national leg-
atures, only the US Congress has occupied the category
‘any continuous period of time. It is joined by the state.
gislatures of the USA and also by a few legislatures of

The category of policy-influencing legislatures is t}'1e
rowded category and encompasses most legislatures in
vestern Europe and the Commonwealth. It has also been
swelled by the changes in the legislatures of the new democ-
facies of southern, central and eastern Europe. Previously,
they occupied the third category, that of legislatures with
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Through utilising the means available, an MP — or more
especially MPs working in combination tITrough a party
group, all-party group or ad hoc collaboration — may p.er-
form a service by highlighting features of government act.xon
that otherwise would not be exposed to public scrutiny.
A select committee may extract information that would
otherwise have remained hidden and may influence gov-
ernment through publication of a well—arguefi re.port. The
Opposition may use its Opposition Days to‘hlghhg}%t ﬂerws
in Government policy. All these activities in combination
reflect an active House, one of the busiest in the world. MPs
utilise the different mechanisms for the purpose'of Cjalhng
government to account. Ministers have to spend tlfrle in the
House explaining their actions and policies and at t¥mes }.1alve
to do under considerable pressure, especially if their policies
are unpopular in the country and with their own supporters
in the House. Nonetheless, some critics see the sum of th'e
parts as greater than the whole. The House (?f Co'mmons- is
a very active House, but some critics rega‘rd it as 11.1effectn-fe
as a body for effectively fulfilling the functions ascribed to it.
It has been subject to calls for reform. The pressures under
which the House labours, and the demands for reform, are

the subject of our next chapter.

BRITAIN IN CONTEXT

Ancient and large, but not unusual

little or no policy effect, but - with democratisation — they
have now moved up to occupy the second or even (.some—
times briefly) the first category. The third category is now
largely confined to dictatorships and one?-[.)arty states,
where legislatures exist for the purpose of giving assent to
whatever is placed before them.

Within the category of policy-influencing legislatures,
the UK Parliament is not ranked in the top reaches of- t'he
category: that is, there are other 1egislature's that utilise
more extensively the capacity to amend or reject me.asures
brought forward by the executive. The Italian parliament
and the Scandinavian legislatures are among th.e strong-
est legislatures in the category. Westminster, like othér
Westminster-style legislatures, has less impect on p1.1b11c
policy by virtue of the fact that it exists m. a Cabinet-
centred, two-party system, where the parties compete
for the all-or-nothing spoils of electoral victory under a
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first-past-the-post electoral system. Continental parlia-
mentary systems, utilising different electoral systems,
place more stress on coalitions, with parliaments operating
through committees on a more consensual basis.

The UK Parliament, however, is not seen as the weakest
legislature in the category of policy-influencing legisla-
tures. In western Europe, the weakest in this category are
the French and Irish parliaments.

"The categories identified in Box 16.1 cover legislatures
in relation to public policy. Most legislatures fulfil a range
of other functions. The UK Parliament is distinctive, but
not unique, for the emphasis that its members give to con-
stituency work. In common with other parliamentary - as

Chapter summary

Parliament is an institution at the heart of the British political system. It forms a body of elected Members, the numb
over time, through the territorial basis of representation — the constituency - being long established. The principal
House of Commons is one of scrutinising government. Various means are available to MPs to undertake this role, 1
expanded in recent decades, not least with the introduction of departmental select committees,
than ever before. In combination, they make for a very active House, with MPs using both fo

for calling government to account.

Discussion points

m What are the most important functions of the House of
Commons?

Should MPs be drawn from a more varied range of
backgrounds?

What purpose is served by select committees? Should they
be strengthened?

Should, and can, the House of Commons improve its scru-
tiny of government legislation?

Is the increase in the constituency work of MPs a good or
a bad thing?
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