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Section 1: Introduction to Decision Making in the United Kingdom
This unit is Decision Making in Central Government and as such you will learn how decisions are made at a UK level through the United Kingdom Parliament and its Executive, the Government, based in London. However, as background information it is useful to understand the wider context of decision making in the United Kingdom. This introduction will touch on a number of areas you will read about in more detail later.

Why study how decisions are made?

Decisions that affect our lives are made every day: the opening or closing of local schools or hospitals, whether to become involved or stay out of international conflicts and the banning of smoking in public places are a few examples. Some decisions are taken on our behalf, will have an impact on our lives and will not even be obvious to us. Other people take these decisions. In order to understand how to influence decision making, it is important to understand how decisions are taken, by whom and who can influence them. This is the focus of the Decision Making in Central Government unit.

Democracy in the United Kingdom

In the United Kingdom we live in a democracy: this means that the people have a say in decisions that are taken. If it were possible for all people living in the country to express a view on every decision this would mean we live in a direct democracy. However, direct democracy is not practical and many would say unnecessary when most people are focused on other things, rather than all of the decisions taken for the running of the country. Therefore, we live in a representative democracy: we vote for other people who we trust to take decisions on our behalf. At elections we have an opportunity to express our view on the decisions taken and either re-elect those in power or choose new people who we feel will do a better job. This means that, ultimately, politicians are accountable to the people.

How our democracy is run is informed by our constitution, which is a set of rules and conventions that set out the roles and powers of those involved in decision making. Some countries, like the USA, have a single written constitution. Our constitution is more complicated as it is formed from a number of documents dating back to the 
Charter of Liberties written in 1100, the Magna Carta in 1215 and numerous charters and laws written since. The lack of a single written constitution covering all areas of political power has meant that convention also dictates accepted practice. A constitutional convention is a generally accepted practice which is not agreed in law but is the way that certain procedures are carried out. An example of this would be the expectation that the Queen, as Head of State, will agree to the laws passed by Parliament. The Queen is not legally bound to give agreement, but it is convention that she will do so. This example also demonstrates how our democracy has gradually developed in the United Kingdom, through a series of small changes over hundreds of years, with power gradually transferring from the monarch to Parliament. 

The United Kingdom political system

Parliament lies at the heart of democracy in the United Kingdom. Parliament comprises of two parts: the House of Commons and the House of Lords, which debate and vote on ideas for new laws. Parliament undertakes the legislative role within our political system. This means that it is responsible for deciding on new laws, which are then passed to the monarch for formal approval (assent). 

The government carries out the executive role, meaning that it has responsibility for implementing the laws approved by Parliament. In practice the government will also lead the formulation of new policies to be discussed and debated by Parliament. Members of the government come from both Houses of Parliament, although by convention the leader of the UK Government, the Prime Minister, will be from the House of Commons and will be the leader of the largest party. Government members, called Ministers, are chosen by the Prime Minister and can be MPs or members of the House of Lords. The most senior government ministers are called Cabinet ministers and are in charge of a government department, such as the Ministry of Defence.

Each MP is elected to represent a specific area in the country called a constituency. In the 2005 General Election there were 646 constituencies and therefore 646 MPs elected, although this changes every 10 to 15 years depending on changes to constituency boundaries. Membership of the House of Lords was previously a mixture of hereditary privilege (titles being handed down from generation to generation) and appointment (selection) for life, although this situation has been undergoing a period of change which will be explored later. 

The judicial function within the UK political process is carried out by courts and senior judges, with the House of Lords being the highest court in the land; however, this function will be removed in 2009 with the creation of a UK Supreme Court. The judiciary interprets the laws agreed by Parliament and advise whether they are legally permissible and then hold power to decide if the laws of the country have been breached.

Devolution in the United Kingdom

Prior to the 1990s, all policy areas were debated at Westminster and laws agreed there applied throughout the whole of the United Kingdom. However, the United Kingdom Parliament has now devolved some of its powers in specific policy areas to the Scottish Parliament, and the Welsh and Northern Ireland Assemblies. This means that these institutions have responsibility for formulating and implementing policies in different areas.

The Scottish Parliament is made up of MSPs (Members of the Scottish Parliament) and it has an Executive that has responsibility for implementing policy and legislation (laws). The Scottish Executive has recently re-branded itself the Scottish Government. The head of the Scottish Government is the First Minister.

The policy areas which the UK Parliament has handed over to the Scottish Parliament are called devolved powers and include: health, education and training, local government, social work, housing, economic development, transport, law, fire & police services, environment, agriculture, forestry/fishing and some tax varying power (changing income tax by up to 3p in the pound). The Scottish Parliament has power to legislate (create laws) in these areas and the Scottish Government is in charge of implementing any subsequent changes.

The Scottish policy areas in which the UK Parliament retains power are called reserved powers, as these have been reserved by Westminster. Reserved powers include: tax, defence, foreign affairs, economic policy, social security, immigration and drug classification.

Local government

In Scotland there are 32 local authorities, which have responsibility for delivering local services in a particular area. The largest local authority is Glasgow City Council and the smallest is Orkney. The services delivered include schools, community centres, refuse collection and local road maintenance. Local councillors are elected to the council and as such, the people within the council area are able to hold the councillors to account for the quality of the services provided. There are currently over 1200 local councillors in Scotland.

Other decision making bodies

Not all important decisions are taken by elected politicians. Some decisions can affect local communities and individuals very seriously and be taken by other agencies, such as Health Boards deciding to change the services provided in hospitals or a private company deciding to open or close a local factory, thereby impacting on job opportunities. MPs, MSPs and local councillors can influence such decisions, but sometimes don’t have the final say.
It is also worth noting that, as a member of the European Union, the UK Government, the devolved administrations and local councils must operate within the context of laws, regulations, treaties and agreements that originate at a European level.

Activities
1A: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. What type of democracy is the United Kingdom? In what way does this differ from direct democracy?

2. Can you think of any ways that direct democracy could be made a practical reality?

3. What purpose do elections fulfil in representative democracies?

4. What is a constitutional convention?

5. What role does the Queen hold in the UK political system?

6. Describe the composition of the United Kingdom Parliament.

7. What is the legislative function in politics?

8. Who fulfils the Executive function within the UK political system and what does this mean?

9. What is devolution? Describe the devolution which has taken place within the United Kingdom.

10. Describe what devolved and reserved powers means and give examples of both.

11. Describe the main role of local government in Scotland.

12. Explain how local government in Scotland provides local democracy.

Section 2: The United Kingdom parliament

Introduction

The United Kingdom Parliament is at the centre of British decision making. It is based in the Palace of Westminster, which has become an emblem around the world for parliamentary democracy. The fact that the Parliament is based in a royal palace also indicates the close relationship between the monarch and Parliament. The monarch is the sovereign head of the UK Parliament and as such the UK Parliament is the most senior political institution in the United Kingdom. 

The Parliament is bi-cameral (has two chambers), comprising the House of Commons and the House of Lords. The sovereign is the third component of parliament. However, power is not equally shared amongst the three component parts. The House of Commons, the elected body, is dominant and wields the most power in decision making of the three parts of parliament. However, as will be examined in a later section, much debate has recently focused on whether Parliament has enough political strength to undertake its main functions of passing effective legislation and scrutinising the wider work of Her Majesty’s Government.

Within both Houses, members are not of equal status. Both the Lords and Commons have frontbenchers and backbenchers. The frontbenchers have been selected by their party leader to be spokespeople on different policy issues. The party leaders are the main spokespeople for their party. For the governing party – the largest party in the Commons – this means that the frontbenchers are Government Ministers, led by the party leader as Prime Minister. Government Ministers hold a great deal of power and influence over policy and enjoy additional benefits such as increased pay, ministerial cars and media attention. The second largest party in the Commons is the official opposition and is led by the party leader. The frontbenchers on the opposition side shadow a Minister of the Government and challenge them on the work they are undertaking. The relationship between backbenchers and frontbenchers will be explored later. Much attention has been paid to the gradual increase in the control held by frontbenchers over increasingly disciplined party groups in parliament.

Further debate has focused on the changing role of both the monarchy and the House of Lords. As mentioned previously, the British constitution has developed over time and central to that development has been the gradual emergence of a constitutional monarchy. In theory, the monarch still holds certain ‘prerogative powers’, but in reality the monarch has no political power and acts a national figurehead. For 
example, the monarch technically has the right to dissolve Parliament (end a Parliament and call fresh elections). However, in practice, this power is only used on the advice of the Prime Minister. The use of the monarch’s prerogative powers gives the Prime Minister additional power and, some would say, calls into question the need for the monarch to play any role in the political system.

The House of Lords has not escaped the impact of debate over its role in the political system, a debate which has been raging for over 100 years. These arguments are now nearing their conclusion with legislation on reform of the Lords currently being debated in Parliament.

Activities 

2A: Answer the following questions in complete sentences.

1. Describe the three component parts of the UK Parliament.

2. What is different about the House of Commons compared to the other parts of parliament?

3. Outline the differences between the two types of member in both Houses of Parliament.

4. What is meant by the term ‘constitutional monarchy’?

5. Why has the use of the monarch’s ‘prerogative powers’ led to a questioning of the role of the Prime Minister and the monarch?

The House of Commons
The role of Members of Parliament

Members of Parliament (MPs) have many roles in the UK political process, both inside and outside of Parliament. Each MP is elected as the representative for a specific constituency and, as such, they are often called on to act as a community spokesperson. If something of significance occurs in the Member’s constituency, the media and local people will be interested in their point of view. For example, if a local accident occurs involving many people, the MP may visit the scene to speak to the emergency services or the media. MPs will also attend local meetings and events. These vary from meetings with local groups like community councils, school boards and voluntary groups to meetings with businesses and members of the MP’s political party. They also attend special events like the opening of new schools and facilities, fetes and gala days. These events help keep the MP in touch with local concerns and opinions and also help with their re-election. 

MPs help local constituents with problems and are available at local surgeries. A surgery allows people to come to the MP with a problem which they need help with (similar to a doctor’s surgery). The MP will tell the constituent what help, if any, they are able to give. Quite often, this will involve the MP writing to an organisation or agency that can help with the issue, perhaps a government department or local council. This is called ‘case-work’ as the MP will have ongoing cases that they are working on to help local people. A surgery may be held in the MP’s local office or in local community halls. 

In addition to help with specific local problems, local people have the opportunity to question their MP about their work in Parliament and raise complaints and issues of concern. This demonstrates a very important role of an MP – to represent local people in parliament. If the MP is from the governing party s/he will often have to balance defending the work of the Government with listening to the complaints of their local constituents and representing these in parliament. Occasionally, MPs face what is termed a conflict of interest. Situations may arise where what the MP’s party leadership propose conflicts with the interests of the MP’s constituents. An example might be a party policy against the country holding nuclear weapons. This could have serious consequences for employment in a constituency where these weapons are stored. The local MP may have a dilemma; does s/he support the party policy or side with constituents who, after all, voted the MP to look after their interests? To compound matters further, another factor has to be taken into account: the national interest. It may be in the national interest to keep nuclear weapons as a deterrent against enemies of the UK. The MP, therefore, has to decide on which way to vote. The personal conscience of the MP also comes into play.

Activities 

2B: Complete the following questions in full sentences.

1. In what way do MPs act as ‘community spokespeople’?

2. Why may MPs be keen to attend local events such as gala days and fetes?

3. Describe the ways in which MPs can help local people who have problems or concerns.

4. Why can it be said that MPs often have conflicting priorities?

5. Can you think of other examples of situations which may create a conflict of interest?

The whip system

What is the whip system?

In order for the government to enact its manifesto and effectively run the country it needs to win votes in parliament. This should be reasonably easy, since most governing parties will have over half of all seats in the Commons. However, as you will read in the next section, MPs are not only in parliament to fulfil the wishes of their party leadership, they are also representatives of their constituencies. 

Some MPs of the governing party may disagree with a government proposal or for a variety of reasons may not be able to be present for a division (a vote). This means that all parties in Parliament work hard to try and win as many votes as possible. The expectation is that the governing party will win most votes, however the opposition try their best to secure embarrassing defeats for the government when the opportunity presents itself. The whip system is the way in which parties maintain discipline over their backbench MPs.

Who are the whips?

The MPs responsible for ensuring that their party wins the votes in parliament are called the party whips. The use of the term ‘whip’ comes from fox hunting, when a whipper-in helps the hunt by ensuring no hounds stray away from the pack. In a political context, this is about ensuring that MPs vote with the rest of their party group – as instructed by the leadership – to ensure discipline and the maximum chance to win parliamentary votes. Being a whip means that an MP is no longer classified as a backbencher, but is part of the government, is expected not to make contributions in debates and is also discouraged from maintaining a high media profile. The chief whip is the most senior whip who reports directly to the Prime Minister. S/he will also attend Cabinet and will have a lot of influence within Parliament.

How do the whips maintain discipline?

The whips have two main challenges in ensuring good party discipline and success in winning votes: they must ensure that all MPs are prepared to vote as the party leadership wish; and they must ensure that MPs actually turn up to vote when required. 

In order to ensure MPs are prepared to vote as the leadership wish, whips will employ a variety of techniques. Most of their energies will be spent convincing the MP of the merits of the recommended position and encouraging others to do the same. They will provide the backbench MP with lots of information to assist them to come to the whip’s suggested decision. 

If this does not work the whip may then use more forceful techniques such as warning the MP that by voting ‘the wrong way’ they will endanger their future career prospects. MPs are aware that the whips report back to the party leadership and will 
know that defying the whips could limit their career progression. On the other hand, whips may promise that MPs will be rewarded for their loyalty. 

Whips are also influential in deciding which MPs will serve on which parliamentary committees and this may mean an MP will worry that their chances of gaining membership of a desired committee will reduce if they do not co-operate. If an MP is regularly rebellious, the whips may threaten to expel the MP as a member of the party group. This is termed ‘having the whip withdrawn’. This could lead to the MP being de-selected as a party candidate at the next election, meaning they would probably lose their seat in Parliament. 

For a number of years it has been rumoured that whips are also prepared, on occasion, to use less orthodox methods of persuasion. There have been accusations that whips are prepared to use physical intimidation, assault and even blackmail. Ex-MPs have spoken of a confidential ‘dirt book’, noting any aspects of an MP’s professional or private life which they would not wish to be publicised in order that the whips can call on this information as a last resort, to pressurise the MP to do as instructed (see  http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/1613586.stm). In 2001, the Labour MP Paul Marsden complained that chief whip Hilary Armstrong had used intimidation to try to force him to vote in favour of the Iraq war. 

The whips must also ensure MPs are present in the House of Commons when divisions are taking place. This can be more difficult than it may seem. MPs attend a number of meetings and events during daytime and often wish to attend functions in their own constituencies. In order to ensure that MPs know roughly when they will be required, the whips produce a weekly business notice. The importance of each session is indicated with a system of underlining. The number of underlines indicates how important it is that MPs attend. Items underlined once are for the MP to decide themselves if they would like to attend. An item underlined twice (a two-line whip) are more important and the MP is expected to attend unless they have permission from the whips. A three-line whip means compulsory attendance, with MPs aware that absence or rebellion will bring with it recriminations from the whips office. The whips have been accused of placing MPs under extreme pressure to attend votes that are expected to be tight, even when personal circumstances make it very difficult. For example, in the past MPs have been brought from hospital to parliament to vote, and then returned to their sick bed.
Whips operating for the government party should find their job easier if the government has many MPs and a large majority. However, having a large number of MPs in their parliamentary group also means more people that they must attempt to control. Labour achieved a record breaking total of 417 MPs elected in 1997 and to help the whips, each MP was given a pager to ensure that they could receive information and instructions from the whips very quickly.

Activities 

2C: Answer the following questions in complete sentences.

1. What is the purpose of the whip system?

2. Why may becoming a whip limit a MP’s ability to advance their interests in Parliament?

3. What are the two biggest challenges facing whips in maintaining party discipline?

4. Summarise the main methods used by whips to encourage MPs to vote according to their leadership’s wishes?

5. How do whips ensure MPs know what is expected of them?

6. Why would having a large number of MPs be a blessing and a challenge for the whips?

The functions of the House of Commons

As well as acting as representatives for local constituencies, MPs are expected to contribute to the successful functioning of the House of Commons. The House of Commons has many functions, mainly:

· supporting and opposing the government

· scrutinising the work of government 

· legislating

· representing the will of the country.

Supporting the government

One of the major functions of the House of Commons is to support and sustain the government. Passing effective legislation is important, as is scrutiny of the government and representing the views of the country. However, in most circumstances a majority of MPs elected to the Commons know that their primary function is to ensure that the government can be sustained and successful in passing its legislation. In this respect they are representing the will of the country as the governing party will normally have won an overall majority in an election. An overall majority means that the largest party has more MPs than all the opposition parties put together. To calculate a winning party’s majority in parliament it is the number of seats a party has, minus the number of seats of all the other parties put together. 

A party leader is invited to form the Government by the monarch when their party has a majority. This demonstrates the expectation that having a majority in the Commons will ensure a party and Prime Minister can provide stable government and effective leadership. In this respect, backbench MPs of the governing party can be accused of 
simply being government cheerleaders. Sometimes backbench MPs are referred to as ‘lobby fodder’ – they are there to walk through the division lobbies and vote as their party expects without questioning their masters. However, this view can be challenged by the fact that many of these MPs will have stood as candidates for their particular party because they do believe in its values and many will have contributed towards the policies contained within the party manifesto. 

Holding large majorities often ensures the government is able to achieve its will, sometimes regardless of what this is. The term ‘elective dictatorship’ was coined by a former member of the House of Lords to describe the situation where a government is elected with a majority of seats in parliament and due to tight party control of its MPs, it can have its own way very easily and without challenge or accountability.

There have been occasions when having a majority in the Commons has not ensured the governing party is able to have its legislation passed. For example, in recent years the Labour government has suffered rebellions in the House of Commons by its own MPs. In this respect many MPs of the governing party would argue that while they take their role of supporting their government seriously, they will not blindly follow instructions without considering the consequences for their constituents and the nation as a whole. 

Another way in which the House of Commons supports the government is through allowing time for its legislation. Even when bills (proposals for new laws) have the support of the House, it can take a great deal of time for them to go through all of the stages necessary to become law. The government can control the parliamentary timetable and this means that the agenda in parliament is taken up with proposals of most interest to the government. Issues that the government would like to avoid can be squeezed of time in the parliamentary timetable and this may allow the government to avoid addressing issues where there may be disagreement from the government’s own MPs. The government is allowed to dominate the legislative agenda in parliament by virtue of the fact that it has been elected on a manifesto which it is expected to deliver when in power.

The House of Commons also supports the government by taking opportunities to improve draft legislation proposed by the government. There may be technical problems with legislation that would make the new law difficult to enforce. By improving the legislation before passing it, the House of Commons is supporting the government in delivering on its manifesto effectively. However, the government is often accused of being reluctant to accept any substantive changes to its proposed legislation and, often, it is left to opposition MPs to oppose the legislation, rather than allowing MPs from the governing party to make any substantial improvements.

Participation in debates is another way that Members of the House of Commons can support the government. The proceedings of parliament are recorded verbatim (word by word) in the publication Hansard. Debates also receive media attention and are 
now televised live and recorded on digital TV. MPs can show support to government policies and publicise the work which they are undertaking to help ensure public approval for the government. Political party whips will ensure that some of their MPs are present to make contributions in important debates that may receive interest from the public and the media.

Opposing the government

The main way in which the House of Commons opposes the government is through the actions of the official opposition. Her Majesty’s Opposition is the largest party in the House of Commons that is not in power. This is usually the second largest party; however, if it was to form a coalition with the largest party to form the government, then the next largest party would officially form the opposition. The leader of the party in opposition is given the official title ‘Leader of Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition’. This is a reference to the fact that the opposition are expected to scrutinise and oppose the actions of Her Majesty’s Government without being opposed to Her Majesty or the British constitution. 

The leader of the opposition selects other MPs from the same party to be frontbenchers and to shadow a member of the government. They will stand opposite the minister they shadow at the despatch box during debates and will attempt to embarrass the minister and prove that the government are making the wrong decisions. Sometimes the opposition can be accused of opposing government policy and actions without good reason; however, it is the constitutional function of the opposition to rigorously oppose the government. This is to ensure that the government are held to account for its actions. For this reason, the opposition receive ‘short money’ from parliament. This is to allow it to fund the costs of research and press assistance, which are both necessary for it to properly fulfil its role as an effective opposition.

If backbench MPs feel that the shadow cabinet has not been effective in opposing a particular aspect of government policy, they can use the full range of procedures available within parliament to try to oppose the government’s actions. Such actions include raising issues at question time, laying down motions for debate, introducing Private Member’s Bills and in depth questioning of ministers at committee meetings. These procedures also allow the opposition front bench to have access to official information through the answers provided to parliamentary questions. These procedures will be examined further in the section on scrutiny of the government.

An important way that the House of Commons can oppose the government is by voting against its legislation. The opposition party work hard to achieve defeats of the government. This is very difficult if the government has a large majority. However, there are occasions when the government will not be able to rely on all of its MPs to vote as expected. By achieving defeat of the government on its legislation, it forces the government to change its plans and would suggest to the country that the government 
is losing control and support within parliament. The opposition also uses its votes against the government to show how it would do things differently if it had the chance to take control. However, there have been occasions recently when the Labour government has had to rely on the support of the Conservative opposition to win votes in the Commons and have its legislation passed. This demonstrates that the opposition will also take the opportunity to show where it would continue with some government policies if it were to be elected into government.

A rarely used but very important way that the House of Commons can oppose the government is to oppose a motion of confidence. In this situation, MPs make clear that they have lost overall confidence in the government and feel that a new government is needed. If the government loses such a vote, the Prime Minister would either have to resign (and a new Prime Minister would be appointed) or ask the monarch for a dissolution of parliament (and fresh elections would be held). 

Activities

2D: Complete the following questions in full sentences.

The House of Commons: Supporting and opposing the government

1. Why would most MPs in Parliament take seriously the need to be supportive of the government?

2. What does it mean to have an overall majority in the House of Commons?

3. Why do you think having an overall majority would be important to a party in government?

4. Give two reasons why it may be unfair to refer to backbench MPs as ‘lobby fodder’.

5. Why is it important for the government to have control of parliamentary time?

6. In what ways can participation in debates allow MPs to show support for the government?

7. Who makes up Her Majesty’s Opposition?

8. Why is it likely that government ministers will be under close individual scrutiny and are likely to be opposed strongly if they make any mistakes?

9. What procedures can be used in parliament to add extra pressure to the government if MPs feel the shadow cabinet are not opposing vigorously enough?

10. Why is it rare for the opposition to be successful in defeating government legislation?

Fact file: Supporting and opposing the government

· The Parliamentary Counsel Office deals with the writing of Parliamentary Bills and 97% of its time is focused on bills originating from the government.
· In 2003, a powerful speech made by Labour backbench MP Ann Clewyd in favour of the war in Iraq helped give the government vital support as its policy was under serious attack. (See http://politics.guardian.co.uk/foreignaffairs/story/0,,903809,00.html)

· In 2007 Shadow Chancellor George Osborne MP accused Chancellor Alistair Darling of not doing enough to help people who were paying a lot of inheritance tax. Darling later announced that fewer people would pay inheritance tax. (See http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/7034399.stm)

· The last time a vote of no confidence was successful was in 1979 and that was the first since 1924 (there were two successful no confidence motions in 1924).

· It was nine years before former Prime Minister Tony Blair suffered his first defeat in the House of Commons, on the proposed 90-day detention of terrorist suspects. This defeat occurred despite the Labour Party holding an overall majority of 66.

· In 1997, the Labour Government was elected with a huge majority of 179, in 2005 it was 167 and in 2005 it was 66.

· In February 2006, government minister Dawn Primarolo was accused of misleading parliament after her comments contradicted the information she had previously given to the opposition in a parliamentary answer. (See http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/business/4671108.stm)
2E: Complete a plan and essay for the following question.

Critically examine the effectiveness of the House of Commons in both supporting and opposing the government. (15 marks)

Scrutinising the work of government

According to dictionary definition, to scrutinise is to perform a searching examination, investigation, minute inquiry or close and continuous watching/guarding. In many respects, this is a good summary of the expectations placed on the Commons in relation to the government’s work. Backbench MPs are expected to ensure the government is held to account and is subjected to rigorous questioning and critical examination. By scrutinising the government’s work, it allows the electorate an opportunity to develop an informed opinion on the performance of the party in power. The government is aware of this, and therefore the scrutiny mechanisms of the House also give MPs an opportunity to influence the work of government.

In many ways, the fact that the government is subjected to close scrutiny acts as a balance to the virtual guarantee most governments have that their legislation will be passed. The House of Commons is able to scrutinise and influence the work of government through a range of mechanisms examined below.

Motions

A motion is a proposal for debate. For example, in Parliament, a motion can propose that the House agree to debate a new law. The process of making new laws will be examined later. In the House of Commons MPs can also submit Early Day Motions (EDMs). These are formal statements of no more than 250 words submitted for debate; however, very few will actually be debated in the House. Instead, an Early Day Motion gives MPs an opportunity to draw attention to a particular issue. Other MPs are able to show support by adding their signature to the motion. If a motion receives a lot of signatures it demonstrates that it has a lot of support across the House. 

For example, in November 2007, Ian McCartney MP lodged an EDM highlighting the impact of advertising of unhealthy food aimed at children. EDMs also provide MPs with an opportunity to raise constituency issues, comment on the policies of another party or criticise another MP. Opposition MPs may submit EDMs to draw attention to issues that they will use to attack the government. Other methods of scrutiny can be used in the House to follow up the issue raised by the EDM.

Another very important type of motion in Parliament is a confidence motion. The government must retain the confidence of the majority of MPs to continue running the country. If the House votes against a confidence motion, or in any vote which the government has indicated is ‘a matter of confidence’, then the government will resign and fresh elections will be held. This situation is very rare, particularly if the government has a large majority. However, it is an important reminder that the government will be held to account by Parliament.

Debates

Debates are a very important part of Parliamentary business and they are held in both the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Debates allow an opportunity for members to discuss government policy and performance, the proposal of new laws and the chance to respond to contemporary issues. Debates are always held during the passage of legislation through parliament, allowing MPs the opportunity to express their views on the bill.

Debates can be held on topical issues, lasting up to 90 minutes. This is a relatively new addition to parliamentary business, allowing MPs to debate issues of importance in addition to those matters which will be debated as part of the normal legislative process (making new laws).

Adjournment debates are another opportunity for discussion in the Commons. These are short 30 minute debates on an issue of particular interest to a backbench MP. They 
are held at the end of the day – following the end of the parliamentary sitting – the adjournment of the House. The subjects are selected by ballot, apart from the adjournment debate on a Thursday, which is picked by the Speaker of the House of Commons. A government minister responsible for the subject matter will attend the debate and will offer a response at the end of the session. Often, this will be a junior minister. MPs regularly use adjournment debates as an opportunity to draw the government’s attention to a particular issue, often of importance to the member’s constituency. However, attendance by other MPs at adjournment debates is often low. In 2008, Madeline Moon MP secured an adjournment debate on the subject of suicide prevention as this was an issue that she felt was not being given enough attention. 

Divisions

In both Houses of Parliament, members vote by walking into division lobbies. These lobbies are two areas on either side of the debating chamber, one indicating ‘aye’ and the other ‘no’. Members walk through doors to vote and they are counted and registered as they walk through. Voting is called a division as the House literally divides into two to show either agreement or disagreement with the motion being debated, or the legislation (new law) being proposed.

Voting is one of the most basic ways that MPs can have control and influence over the government. By voting against legislation it cannot be passed and the government would have to amend its plans. Due to the governing party normally having a majority of MPs and the control gained by the whip system, it is rare for governments to be defeated in divisions. As mentioned earlier, former Prime Minister Tony Blair led the Labour Party for nine years before being defeated in a vote in the House of Commons.

Parliamentary questions

Asking questions in parliament is an opportunity to gain important information that can then be used to hold the government to account. Parliamentary questions are also an opportunity to show support or opposition to the government. There are a number of opportunities to ask parliamentary questions.

Written questions

These can be lodged throughout the day and are submitted to the clerks who work in parliament. They may be designed to gain information which the opposition can then use to embarrass the government. However, backbench MPs on the governing party’s side may ask questions in order that ministers can release information into the public domain. Furthermore, a backbench MP can ask questions of importance to their constituency. Alternatively, questions may be used to keep pressure on the government in relation to an issue of importance to the MP. In session 2005–6 there were over 95,000 written questions lodged in parliament.

Oral questions to ministers

These sessions are held Monday to Thursday in the House of Commons for an hour and for up to 30 minutes in the House of Lords. They allow members the opportunity 
to ask questions of relevance to the work of a particular government department. The department being questioned in each session is established in a rota organised in advance. MPs are therefore able to plan which departments they would like to question in the Commons chamber and attend the appropriate session. 

Oral questions provide backbench MPs an opportunity to put pressure on ministers and, on occasion, embarrass them. While ministers see the questions being asked in advance, they can be asked supplementary questions of which they have no notice. This allows MPs to scrutinise the work of a particular department and the minister must have a lot of information available to respond. Question Time is now televised and a minister’s performance during these sessions can have a major impact on their future career. In session 2005–6 there were over 5,000 oral questions asked in Parliament.

Prime Minister’s Question Time

Prime Minister’s Question Time (PMQs) is the highlight of the parliamentary week and takes place for 30 minutes every Wednesday while Parliament is in session. It is the activity which is most likely to result in media coverage and it is widely broadcast on TV and the internet. This means that MPs are very keen to ask questions and, if they are opposition MPs, to force the Prime Minister to account for the government’s actions. Backbench MPs on the governing party’s side will often try to support their leader by asking supportive questions and cheering at the answers given. The first question will often be a routine question asking for information such as the Prime Minister’s important meetings that week. This allows the questioner to ask a supplementary question on any subject and the Prime Minister will have no knowledge of the topic. Prime Minister’s Questions is evidence that the Executive is held to account by parliament in a very open and intense environment.

Parliamentary committees

Much of the work in Parliament is conducted in committees. These committees fall into two main categories; select committees that examine the ongoing work of a government department; and general committees that examine all the legislation going through parliament.

Select committees

An important part of scrutinising the work of government is the close monitoring of individual government departments and the ministerial teams in charge of these. In order to do this effectively, the House of Commons has a select committee system. This means that there is a committee of MPs set up for every government department. This committee will have around 15 MPs as members and they will build up an in-depth knowledge of the policy area involved. Select committees can conduct detailed inquiries into specific issues and can call experts to give evidence. Select committees can ask government ministers to attend, answer questions and give evidence to the committee. They can publish reports and ask for a ministerial response. For example, 
in February 2008 the Business, Regulation & Enterprise Select Committee published a report highlighting the gap between the average pay received by women and by men. The committee called on the government to take further action to address this. The select committee system ensures that government departments are subjected to regular, rigorous scrutiny by the House of Commons.

However, the select committee system has also been criticised for being ineffective in holding the government to account. The membership of committees mirrors the political composition of the House. This means that if the party of government has 60% of all MPs it shall have sixty 60% of MPs on a select committee. Such a situation ensures that the governing party has a majority on most select committees. The party whips are influential in deciding which MPs will be on select committees and also who should be the Convenor (chairperson). However, in 2001 the government’s proposals to remove two long-standing and independent-minded select committee convenors was voted down by the House of Commons, thus demonstrating that backbenchers will ensure select committees can operate independently from government interference. 

A further criticism of select committees is that they are under resourced. There are limited staff and resources available to committees to assist them in scrutinising the work of the government. Previously, there were only around 100 staff to support around 25 committees. However, in 2002 the House of Commons established a special Scrutiny Unit, which provides specialist staff and support to select committees to assist them in their scrutiny of the government. This should help to deliver some improvements. 

General committees

These committees are established for every piece of legislation before parliament. The most common type of general committee is a Public Bill Committee, as the committee is scrutinising a public Bill before parliament. This means that for every bill submitted in parliament a committee is established to scrutinise its contents in detail. These committees were previously called standing committees. They allow MPs to spend time considering possible amendments to bills and so try to improve legislation before it reaches the final stages. The legislative process will be examined in more detail in a later section.

Activities

2F: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. Explain why scrutiny is an important function of the House of Commons.

2. What is an early day motion? Give reasons for and against the view that these are a waste of time.

3. Why could it be argued motions provide an opportunity for MPs to bring down the government?

4. Summarise the opportunities MPs have to participate in debate in the House of Commons.

5. Provide an argument for and against the view: ‘divisions give MPs control over the government’.

6. Produce a spider diagram on ‘parliamentary questions’, showing the different types with ideas on the opportunities each type provides MPs and any possible limits to their effectiveness. 

7. In what ways can select committees provide close scrutiny of government actions?

8. Summarise the limits on select committee effectiveness.

9. Why are general committees important to the process of parliamentary scrutiny?

10. Overall, do you think that the House of Commons has enough opportunities to scrutinise the work of government? Give reasons for your answer.

Legislating

Central to the role of the House of Commons is contributing to the legislative process. This is the process by which new laws are made for the country. As the elected chamber, most legislation is introduced in the House of Commons, and most of this is government legislation – bills drafted and proposed by the government. Members of Parliament are given an indication of the Bills that the government plans to introduce when the Queen makes her annual speech at the start of each parliamentary session. A small proportion of Bills are drafted by backbench MPs and introduced as Private Members’ Bills. However, these have little chance of being successful in completing the process of becoming a new law (an Act). Some Bills are also introduced in the House of Lords and this is covered in a later section.

Private Members’ Bills
Each backbench MP and member of the House of Lords can submit a Private Members’ Bill, which is a proposal for a new law being promoted by that particular member. In the House of Commons, a ballot is held at the start of each session to decide which MPs will be given some parliamentary time to introduce a Bill. 
Realistically, it is usually only the first seven or so MPs selected who can expect to receive parliamentary time; however, it is still not certain that these Bills will pass due to the limits placed on the time available and the support needed from other members. Furthermore, for Private Member’s Bills to have a realistic chance of success they usually need to receive the backing of the cabinet. 

While there are constraints, it is possible for MPs to use the Private Members’ Bill mechanism to introduce a change to the law. For example, during the parliamentary session 2005–6 three Private Members’ Bills were successfully introduced, including the Emergency Workers (Obstruction) Bill by Alan Williams MP, proposing stricter punishments for those who attack members of the emergency services.

Government Bills
Most bills introduced in parliament originate from the government. As the government will normally have a majority and since its MPs will normally have committed themselves to supporting the governing party’s manifesto, the government will expect most of its legislation to pass with relative ease. This allows the government a fair opportunity to act on its manifesto commitments. However, the way in which the government transforms these commitments into actual legislation is subject to a great deal of parliamentary scrutiny. This scrutiny is achieved through the legislative process, which is outlined below.

White paper

A white paper is a consultation document containing ideas for a new bill. The government will outline the general areas which they wish the bill to cover and this provides an opportunity for interested individuals and groups to contribute views before the bill is actually written and developed further. This is not actually part of the legislative process and is not compulsory before bills are introduced.

First reading

The first reading is simply a formal introduction of the Bill to parliament. The name of the Bill is read aloud and MPs are made aware of the contents of the Bill before its second reading. There is no debate at this stage.

Second reading

With the second reading, a debate is held on the general principles of the Bill. If it is a government Bill, the minister will commend the Bill to the House and the opposition’s spokesperson will normally outline the opposition’s views against the government proposal. If the Bill is rejected at this stage, it is withdrawn and no longer will be in contention to become legislation in its present form. 

Committee stage

The bill is now referred to a Public Bill Committee for consideration. A committee is established when the Bill is first introduced and is made up of MPs in proportion to 
their party’s strength in the House of Commons. The committee takes the name of the Bill. For example, if a Bill is called the Improvement in Education Bill, then the committee would be called the Improvement in Education Bill Committee. Public Bill Committees are able to invite experts from outside of parliament to give oral or written evidence in relation to the Bill’s contents. The committee will go through the Bill in great detail and will suggest amendments that the members feel will improve it.

Report stage

The amended Bill is returned to the House and there is an opportunity for all MPs or peers to debate the amendments or suggest further amendments to be made, these amendments are often proposed by the government. A vote is taken following the report stage.

Third reading

The Bill is now in its final form and is debated both on the principle and on the wording of the Bill. If the Bill is approved, it then goes to the other House (if it was introduced in the Commons it now goes to the Lords and vice versa) and goes through the same stages again. When both Houses agree on the final text of the Bill, it is able to move to the final stage.

Royal assent

Royal assent is the formal acceptance of the Bill by the monarch. It is convention that this is given and it is not given in person. The last time it was refused was in session 1707–8.

Once all parts of Parliament – Commons, Lords and monarch – have approved a Bill, it becomes an Act of Parliament and is entered into the Statute Book as a law. While this is a lengthy, time consuming process, it includes opportunity for scrutiny by Parliament and reflection on the part of government. 

Activities 
2G: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. What is legislation and what is the legislative process?

2. Why is there normally an awareness of the Bills which the government will introduce before they are published? Try to think of three different reasons.

3. What are Private Members’ Bills and why is it rare for these to be successful?

4. What evidence can you find to demonstrate that Private Members’ Bills can succeed in Parliament?

5. Why could it be argued that it is right that the government should dominate the legislative agenda?

6. Produce a diagram showing the steps a Bill must go through before it becomes an Act.

7. Outline all of the opportunities backbench MPs have to influence the Bills which pass through parliament.

The House of Lords

The role of the House of Lords

The UK Parliament is bi-cameral, meaning that it has two chambers. The work of both houses is similar: legislating, scrutiny of the government and debating important issues. The House of Lords is the second chamber of the UK Parliament but unlike the House of Commons it is not elected and its members (peers) are not required to seek re-election or re-appointment. The House of Lords has played a role in the UK political system for the past 700 years. In that time, its role has evolved and changed, particularly to take account of an increase in the power and influence of the Commons. In recent years, the House of Lords has undergone a great deal of change and further reforms continue to be discussed and debated. 

The main functions of the House of Lords

As part of the UK Parliament, the House of Lords has similar functions to the House of Commons. However, as an unelected body, there are some important differences. The main functions of the House of Lords are outlined below.

Legislation

The process of a Bill becoming law is outlined in a previous section. Most of the legislation passed by Parliament will be passed by both the Commons and the Lords before gaining Royal Assent. However, some Bills, such as the Finance Bill (which contains the budget), will be passed without the need of Lords’ approval. The House 
of Lords is sometimes known as a revising chamber, as it makes an important contribution to improving legislation that has already made its way through the legislative processes in the Commons. Many amendments are introduced by the government in the Lords. One advantage the Lords has over the Commons is that peers have more time to properly scrutinise legislation. A lot of an MP’s time is taken up by other demands; the same is not true for a peer in the House of Lords. In this respect, the House of Lords can make an effective contribution to the legislative process.

However, due to legislation in the form of the Parliament Acts 1911 and 1949, the Lords can only block legislation approved by the Commons for up to one year; furthermore, there are rules to ensure that the will of the elected body prevails if the Bill is re-introduced. Indeed, this mechanism was used to ensure the Hunting Act 2004 was passed without the consent of the House of Lords. This demonstrates that there is a clear limit on the ability of the House of Lords to make a powerful contribution to the legislative process. In recent years some people have argued that the Lords is the only parliamentary opposition to the legislation proposed by the government as the governing party has held such large majorities in the Commons. Others would argue that, regardless of government majority, legislation approved by the elected chamber should not be hampered by the concerns of an un-elected body. 

The Salisbury Convention is a further limit on the ability of the Lords to influence legislation; this dictates that the House of Lords will not block government legislation that was included as a commitment in that party’s winning manifesto. In other words, as the government holds a majority in the Commons it has a mandate from the electorate to enact these aspects of government policy.

One of the main challenges for any government is finding enough parliamentary time to complete the process of passing all of its desired legislation. The House of Lords is able to make a useful contribution in this respect. A number of Bills in parliament are introduced in the Lords, although these tend to be Bills that are non-contentious or technical in nature. This spreads the legislative workload between the two Houses. Between 1997 and 2005 the House of Lords spent 60% of its time dealing with legislation. 

Scrutiny of the government

It is the duty of parliament as a whole to monitor the work of the government by holding it to account for its actions and the decisions it makes. The House of Lords contributes to this scrutiny role in a number of ways. Similarly to the House of Commons, members of the House of Lords have the opportunity to question government ministers about their work. Many government departments will have ministers who are members of the Lords as well as ministers who are MPs from the Commons. The government ministers who are Lords will be available to answer questions on the work of government. Question Time in the Lords lasts for about 30 
minutes at the start of parliamentary business each day. Lords are also able to submit written questions and these would normally receive a full written reply from a government minister within two weeks. Many Lords ask a number of questions to assist them in raising issues of interest. For example, Lord Laird asked 358 written questions in session 2006–7. Peers will sometimes use this system to gain information that they can pass on to their party, particularly if they are in opposition. 

Another way that the House of Lords is able to scrutinise the work of government is through the use of debates. General debates can be held on any areas that are of interest to peers and usually take place once a week, lasting a maximum of five hours. Mini debates can also be held. These are the equivalent of adjournment debates in the House of Commons and these allow Lords to raise almost any subject, hear a variety of contributions and then gain a response from a government minister. Although this is a useful method of scrutinising the government, like much of the work undertaken in the Lords these debates receive little media interest and as such they will not place government ministers under intense pressure or scrutiny.

Peers are also able to become members of select committees of the House of Lords. Unlike Commons select committees, these do not mirror government departments. Instead, they focus on specialised areas and members hold an in depth knowledge and expertise. Such committees allow the House of Lords to scrutinise the work of government in these policy areas in a detailed way that is less likely in the House of Commons. However, the fact that Lords’ Select Committees do not mirror government departments could also be identified as a weakness as there may be some aspects of government policy and action that escape scrutiny. 

The House of Lords spends around 40% of its time scrutinising the work of government.

Providing independent expertise

Many members of the House of Lords have been appointed as peers due to a contribution they have made in an area of public life. For example, many peers will have made an outstanding contribution working in a specialist field, such as education or medicine, over many years. This means that the House of Lords as an institution holds a great deal of experience and expertise. This is very useful in the process of formulating public policy and legislation and also in ensuring that informed debates take place in the Lords chamber. 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, the select committee system in the House of Lords focuses on a few key policy areas, these include Europe, science, the economy and the constitution. This allows the Lords to use their specialist knowledge to ensure that the select committees can undertake meaningful work while providing expert advice to inform the work of government. For example, the European Union Committee has over 70 members and seven sub-committees and its members have a lot of experience in scrutinising draft EU legislation. The committee has also undertaken reports on constitutional issues, rail freight and weapons of mass 
destruction. Furthermore, the Science and Technology Committee includes many eminent scientists and professionals in this field. This committee has recently produced reports on issues such as the teaching of science in schools.

Judicial work

The House of Lords also acts as the highest court in the land – the supreme court of appeal. This function is carried out by a small number of Lords who, as senior judges and members of the House of Lords, are known as law lords (this will be examined further in the next section). The judicial function of the House of Lords has been reformed significantly by the Constitutional Reform Act 2005. This Act separates the role of the judiciary (legal system) from the legislature (parliament) and executive (government). From October 2009 the new UK Supreme Court holds the judicial function of highest UK court of appeal.

Activities

2H: Complete the following questions in full sentences.
1. In what way is the membership of the House of Lords very different to that of the House of Commons?

2. Outline the different ways in which the House of Lords can influence the course of legislation in Parliament.

3. Outline the limitations placed on the House of Lords’ ability to influence the course of legislation in Parliament.

4. Summarise the ways in which Lords are able to scrutinise the government.

5. Explain why the scrutiny mechanisms in the House of Lords may not be successful in holding the government to account or cover all areas of government policy and action.

6. In what ways can the House of Lords provide specialist independent expertise?

7. What is the judicial function of the House of Lords and why will this soon change significantly?

Composition of the House of Lords

Members of the House of Lords are appointed by the monarch; however, as with other powers of the monarch, this is exercised on the advice of the Prime Minister. Since 2000 the Appointments Commission has also nominated individuals for peerages (sometimes called people’s peers). Political parties represented in Parliament can have an input into the nomination of individuals for peerages although this has been the subject of controversy and is under review. 

The composition of the House of Lords has been the subject of much debate and change in recent years. Until 1958 all peers were hereditary. This meant that they inherited their title through family heritage. In 1958 life peers were created, meaning someone could be appointed as a peer and the title would die with them, rather than being passed down through the family. However, the majority of members in the House of Lords were still there due to the privilege of heritage, and many people argued that this should change. Critics argued that influence in the political process should be as a result of election or merit, not family background. Therefore, when elected in 1997, the Labour government pledged to end hereditary privilege in the House of Lords. The outcome was the House of Lords Act 1999, which abolished the right to vote in the House of Lords purely because of heritage. Hereditary peers would elect 92 of their colleagues who would still have voting rights. All life peers would continue to have voting rights, along with 26 bishops and 28 former and current law lords.

The House of Lords is currently composed of the following types of peer:

Life peers
Life peers are individuals who are appointed to the Lords and are given a title that lasts for their lifetime. It is not inherited by the individual’s children. Life peers have often made a major contribution to a particular area of public life in the UK. There are over 600 life peers.

Law lords
Law lords are members of the Lords who are appointed due to the high judicial office which they hold and they are salaried full time judges. There are currently 12 Law Lords who form the supreme court of appeal in the House of Lords. These judges will become the first members of the UK Supreme Court, which will become operational from October 2009.

Hereditary peers
Hereditary Peers are Lords who entered the House of Lords due to inheriting their title. However, since hereditary privilege was banned as a result of the 1999 Act, those hereditary peers who are still entitled to vote in the Lords are only those ninety-two who have been elected by their colleagues.

Lords spiritual
Lords spiritual are archbishops and bishops of the Church of England. Their membership of the House of Lords demonstrates that there is a relationship between Church and State. They must be serving in office to continue holding their peerage; therefore, when they retire from senior office in the Church, their peerage would be 
expected to go to the next most senior bishop. It is customary that the Archbishops are given life peerages on their retirement.

Proposals for reform

In February 2007 the government published a White Paper on further reforms to the House of Lords. A variety of options were outlined, as exemplified overleaf. The House of Commons, in a free vote, showed preference for a second Chamber that would be wholly or substantially elected. The figures below show the results of the vote on these options amongst members of the House of Lords. It is clear that there is a preference in the Lords to continue as an appointed body. The government is committed to publishing a further White Paper following further cross party talks.
14 March 2007: House of Lords reform, division held in the House of Lords – voting results
	Vote option
	Content
	Not Content
	Total no. voting
	Majority

	Fully appointed
	361
	121
	482
	240

	20% elected and 80% appointed
	No vote taken as House supported Not Content 
	No vote taken as House supported Not Content 
	n.a.
	n.a.

	40% elected and 60% appointed
	No vote taken as House supported Not Content 
	No vote taken as House supported Not Content 
	n.a.
	n.a.

	50% elected and 50% appointed
	46
	409
	455
	-363

	60% elected and 40% appointed
	45
	392
	437
	-347

	80% elected and 20% appointed
	114
	336
	450
	-222

	Fully elected
	122
	326
	458
	-204

	No change to the current composition
	Not moved
	Not moved
	n.a.
	n.a.


Activities

2I: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. Using all of the information on composition of the House of Lords, summarise all of the different ways in which someone could hold membership of the House of Lords, including information on how they may be chosen and who may chose them.

2. Briefly outline the reforms to membership of the House of Lords that have taken place since 1958.

3. Describe the following types of peer: life peer, elected hereditary peer, law lord, lord spiritual.

4. Why could it be said that the two Houses within parliament hold different views on reform of the House of Lords?

5. Why do you think it is important that the government participate in cross party talks on the issue of Lords reform?

Debate point
Parliament is the legislature in our political system; it passes the laws. The two main parts of parliament – the House of Commons and House of Lords – play an important role in the UK political system. In the next section you will learn about the Executive role that is carried out by the government. However, at this stage it is important to consider how influential parliament actually is. We know that frontbenchers on the governing party side are members of the government and, therefore, hold a lot of influence. The question is whether or not other members in parliament are able to exert significant influence. Some people argue that there are too many limits on the powers of both Houses to allow parliament, as a whole, to influence the government. What do you think?

2J: Read the essay question below and complete the activity that follows.

‘Backbenchers in Parliament have little opportunity to influence the government.’ Discuss.

(15)

1. In your jotter, without looking at your notes, make a quick list of ways that both Houses can influence the government.

2. Now, again without looking at notes, make a list of any limits on parliament’s ability to influence the government.

Section 3: The Executive

What is the Executive?

In most democracies, such as the United Kingdom, there are three main institutions of governance: a legislature, an executive and the judiciary. You have already learned about both the legislature and the judiciary through our study of parliament. The executive institution in the United Kingdom is Her Majesty’s Government, led by the Prime Minister. There are three main parts to the executive: the Prime Minister, the Cabinet and the civil service. However, junior ministers also form part of the executive in the United Kingdom.

Traditionally the role of the executive is to implement the laws agreed by the legislature. In the UK, this would mean that it is the Prime Minister and Cabinet’s role to simply enact the will of Parliament. While this is true, it ignores the fact that the government provides a great deal of political leadership within our disciplined party system. The Prime Minister, as well as being head of the executive, is also the leader of the largest party in the House of Commons. This gives the Prime Minister a great deal of power and influence within government and within parliament. Realistically, this means that it is the government that provides the vast majority of policy proposals and these will then be debated by parliament and implemented by the government.

Activities

3A: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. Outline the three institutions of governance in most democracies. Using all of your learning in this unit try to add a little information on each institution.

2. What are the three main parts to the Executive in the United Kingdom?

3. Why could it be said that, in effect, the government carries out a dual role in the political system?

The Prime Minister

Appointment and role

The leader of the largest party in the House of Commons is invited by the monarch to become the Prime Minister and head of government. The reason for this is that the leader of the largest party is the person likely to command the most support in Parliament. Furthermore, as party leader, that individual is also likely to have won an election and, therefore, the support of the electorate to lead the government of the country. 

The role and powers of the Prime Minister are subject to much debate. Traditionally, the Prime Minister has been seen as primus inter pares or ‘first among equals’. This means that they are simply a minister who takes the lead within a body of ministers (the Cabinet) who share the same rank and importance in advising the monarch. However, as the head of Her Majesty’s Government, the Prime Minister has a number of powers which can be executed in the name of the monarch and are subject to very few checks and balances. Over the years the Prime Minister has benefited from a number of constitutional conventions which place additional power in the hands of the person who holds that office. Furthermore, the style and personality of the individual holding the office can affect the power which the Prime Minister has. A key issue to consider in examining the Executive, is whether the Prime Minister dominates government, a situation which therefore weakens the notion of cabinet government in the UK. The extent to which this may be true will be examined in detail throughout this section.

Activities

3B: Answer the following questions in full sentences.
1. Why is it always the leader of the largest party in the House of Commons who is invited by the monarch to become Prime Minister?

2. What is the traditional view on the role of Prime Minister and what does this mean?

3. For what reasons may the Prime Minister be able to exert more power and influence than the Cabinet as a whole?

Powers of the Prime Minister

The Prime Minister has a number of powers at his/her disposal which are not available to other members of the Cabinet. 

Appointment

The Prime Minister has considerable power to appoint individuals to important positions within government and public life. This is sometimes called the power of ‘patronage’ as the Prime Minister will be able to reward friends and allies as their ‘patron’. Of particular importance is the Prime Minister’s ability to ‘hire and fire’ within government. MPs and Lords have the chance of being appointed government ministers and further promotion to and within the Cabinet. This gives the Prime Minister a great deal of power and influence over all colleagues within his/her political party as many will be keen to be seen as allies to aid their chances of career progression. The Prime Minister also appoints a number of individuals out with government, such as archbishops, bishops, senior judicial appointments and members of the House of Lords. Consequently, many people involved in public life will realise that co-operating with the Prime Minister and his/her advisers and allies could be helpful in their own career advancement. For example, in 2007 when Gordon Brown was appointed Prime Minister, following the resignation of Tony Blair, he appointed his close colleague Alistair Darling MP to the senior post of Chancellor of the Exchequer. By appointing a close ally to this post, the Prime Minister is seen to be strengthened within Cabinet. However, this also means that the Prime Minister is closely associated with any mistakes made by the Chancellor. For example, in 2007, Northern Rock bank experienced serious financial difficulties and the chancellor was criticised for his approach to the crisis. As a close ally, it was difficult for the Prime Minister to avoid being associated with the Chancellor’s actions.

However, the Prime Minister does not have complete freedom in who is appointed to the government. Consideration will be given to the strengths and weaknesses of colleagues and also their support within the political party. The Prime Minister may prefer to keep some potential enemies busy with a government job rather than having more freedom and time to cause problems on the backbenches. For example, the rivalry between former Prime Minister Tony Blair and then Chancellor Gordon Brown has been the subject of extensive commentary. Tony Blair kept Gordon Brown as Chancellor for ten years even though he was not perceived to be a close ally, according to many commentators. Tony Blair may have felt that sacking him would have caused more problems as Gordon Brown was powerful and influential within the Labour Party and in Parliament.

The power of appointment is controversial as some people argue it means the Prime Minister is able to reward people for the wrong reasons, for example, if an individual had given money to help pay for a political party’s campaigns, they may then receive 
an honour such as a peerage. To counter this, in 2007 the Prime Minister called for a series of reforms to be made, such as removing the power to appoint peers from the Prime Minister. Further reforms have been suggested to the Prime Minister’s use of the other prerogative powers of the monarch and this will be examined later.

Majority party leader
The Prime Minister is appointed due to the fact that s/he is leader of the largest party in the House of Commons. Being leader of the largest party brings power within Parliament. The chief whip reports directly to the Prime Minister, demonstrating that it is the Prime Minister who instructs the chief whip as to the wishes of the Cabinet. This means that backbenchers will be indirectly instructed how to vote by the Prime Minister. It also means that the Prime Minister will have access to information from the chief whip that other Cabinet ministers may not have. This gives the Prime Minister additional power and influence as s/he is able to keep in touch with the mood of backbenchers. However, it also demonstrates that the Prime Minister is reliant on members of the Cabinet – in this example the chief whip – in order to be effective in the job. 

As party leader, the Prime Minister also benefits from additional party attention. Party leaders make keynote speeches to party conferences and events and this gives them opportunities to set out their policy direction and political priorities for the party. Internally, party leaders also exert a great deal of power and influence over the party offices and staff meaning that they have an organisation working personally in their interests in a way that other Cabinet ministers may not. 

The media is also important in raising the profile of party leaders and this gives the Prime Minister an opportunity to gain press and TV coverage. The Prime Minister will benefit from this as s/he can comment on events and issues that cover any policy area. However, in contrast to this cabinet ministers may only focus on their specific departmental remits.

Cabinet chairperson
The Prime Minister, as chairperson of the Cabinet, chairs the meetings and will normally decide which issues will be placed on the agenda for discussion. By chairing the meetings the Prime Minister will be able to influence the discussion by deciding how much time is allocated to each issue and will ‘sum up’ the mood of the meeting, with votes very rarely being taken. The Prime Minister will also control the flow of information to Cabinet members in advance of meetings. Such a procedure can limit the chance of members to properly consider issues in advance of meetings. For example, former Cabinet Secretary Lord Butler states that it was normal for Cabinet ministers to get very little opportunity to properly consider issues before they came to Cabinet discussion. This limits the idea of Cabinet government and makes government more prime ministerial.

The Prime Minister will also chair the most important Cabinet committees and will decide who sits as members on each of these. Cabinet committees undertake much of the work of government. Many committees will report recommendations to Cabinet and these will normally be approved at full Cabinet. For example, former Prime Minister Tony Blair set up a Cabinet committee to look at the ‘respect agenda’, attempting to tackle the rise in anti-social behaviour, school indiscipline and criminal activity. These issues crossed a number of different government departments and the Prime Minister was seen to be taking the lead and making the key decisions on an important cross-departmental policy issue.

As Cabinet chairperson, the Prime Minister takes the opportunity to discuss any important issues with cabinet ministers on an informal one-to-one basis. This led to accusations of ‘sofa government’ being made against former Prime Minister Tony Blair. This term was used in the Butler Review in 2004. The suggestion was that decision making was too informal, and many important issues would be discussed in informal ‘chats’ within small groups of allies rather than at structured meetings. Since most Cabinet ministers are busy running large government departments the Prime Minister is the only member of the Cabinet who has a wider awareness of issues crossing across all government departments. This strengthens the Prime Minister’s powers to influence decisions, particularly those taken informally outside of formal Cabinet meetings.

Due to the power of the Prime Minister and the time pressure on Cabinet ministers, critics argue that Cabinet actually makes very few decisions collectively and that an ‘inner-cabinet’ has emerged. This means that the Prime Minister and a small number of powerful colleagues and advisers make the decisions in advance of Cabinet. Indeed, one of the most important decisions taken following the new Labour Government’s 1997 election victory was to give independence to the Bank of England on the setting of national interest rates. This decision was taken before the Cabinet had met. Former Cabinet Secretary Lord Butler has stated that the only collective Cabinet decision taken in his eight months in office was on the development of the Millennium Dome in London and that was an occasion when Tony Blair was absent at a memorial service and Cabinet was chaired by the then Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott.

Use of the monarch’s prerogative powers

The Prime Minister is able to make use of the monarch’s prerogative powers. These powers are enacted in the name of the monarch but, by convention, the decisions are taken by the Prime Minister. This ensures that decisions are taken by the elected head of government, in the name of the Head of State. These powers include appointment of many public posts (as examined earlier), the decision to engage in armed conflict and go to war, the right to call a General Election, the signing of international treaties and the writing of the Queen’s Speech, which sets out the government’s legislative programme and policy priorities. The signing of international treaties ensures that, while the Prime Minister is not Head of State, s/he is the country’s political 
spokesperson on the world stage and as such s/he receives a great deal of media interest and an international status that is not available to other members of the Cabinet.

The use of these powers is very controversial. Due to the fact that these powers are exercised in the name of the monarch they are subject to very little parliamentary scrutiny. This means that the final decision on whether to go to war or call an election rests with the Prime Minister rather than parliament as a whole. No other member of the Cabinet has the final decision in relation to these powers and this demonstrates the Prime Minister is more than primus inter pares. However, the Prime Minister would be subject to a huge amount of political pressure if there was not widespread support from Cabinet and parliamentary colleagues for the decisions made. Furthermore, in 2007 newly appointed Prime Minister Gordon Brown stated that he would consider changes to the use of these powers, proposing that parliament be given the final say on any decisions to wage war, that the Prime Minister no longer chooses Church of England bishops and that parliament should ratify international treaties.

Style and personality of the Prime Minister

The powers outlined above are available to all Prime Ministers. In other words, they are universal. However, Prime Ministers, as individual human beings, have different personalities and different styles of approach to the job. This can have an impact on the way powers are used, and therefore on the relationship between Prime Minister and Cabinet.

The Prime Minister can be seen as dominant in style and authoritarian over party colleagues. In recent times this style would apply to Margaret Thatcher (1979– 90) and Tony Blair (1997–2007). Both leaders were accused of dominating their Cabinet and having little time for dissent or disagreement. Former Cabinet Secretary Lord Butler has said that Margaret Thatcher achieved her aims by ‘haranguing, dominating and putting the fear of God into people’. However, both John Major (1990–97) and Gordon Brown (2007–) have been seen to have a more consensual approach within Cabinet. Butler described John Major as managing his Cabinet ‘like the captain of a team’. The importance of personality lies in the ability to successfully execute the powers available. This will vary depending on a number of factors, in particular, the personalities of Cabinet colleagues. For example, some Cabinet ministers may be affected by the dominant type of leadership displayed by Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair, whereas others may demand a more consensual approach. Ultimately, the Prime Minister could then use his/her power of patronage to remove those members from the Cabinet who objected to his/her approach. However, the Prime Minister’s style of leadership may not fit naturally with such bold action.

Activities

3C: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. Why is the power of appointment sometimes called the power of ‘patronage’?

2. In what ways does the power of appointment affect the behaviour and attitudes of those inside and outside of the Prime Minister’s political party?

3. To what extent does the Prime Minister enjoy total freedom to appoint whoever he/she wants to the Cabinet?

4. Why has the Prime Minister’s power of appointment to public posts caused controversy?

5. How is it possible for the Prime Minister, as majority party leader, to ensure he/she has a link to the actions and mood of back bench MPs within the government party?

6. In what way does being majority party leader ensure the Prime Minister can set the political and organisational direction for their party?

7. In what ways can the Prime Minister, as Cabinet Chairperson, dominate the meetings of Cabinet?

8. How can Cabinet Committees provide an opportunity for the Prime Minister to take a lead on important policy areas?

9. What is ‘sofa government’ and why was Tony Blair accused of by-passing traditional structures of government?

10. It is sometimes argued that an ‘inner-cabinet’ can be in operation in the UK. Give evidence that many decisions are taken out with Cabinet meetings and that some of these decisions are very important for the whole government.

11. What powers are included in the prerogative powers of the monarch?

12. In what ways can use of the prerogative powers increase the status of the Prime Minister?

13. Why are these important powers subject to limited democratic control?

14. Give evidence that this is a controversial aspect of the United Kingdom’s constitution.

15. What impact can style and personality have on the powers of the Prime Minister?

The Cabinet

What is the Cabinet?

Within the United Kingdom political system the Cabinet is a formal body and is the most senior decision making body within Her Majesty’s Government. The use of the term ‘cabinet’ originates from the fact that a small group of advisors to the monarch would meet in a private ‘cabinet’ space such as a small room. While the relationship between parliament, government and monarch has changed considerably, the Cabinet has remained and is headed by the Prime Minister.

Who is in the Cabinet?

The Cabinet consists of around 20 senior members of the government. They are usually the senior ministers who run government departments and are called ‘Secretaries of State’. For example, the Ministry of Defence deals with all issues relating to defence in the UK. It is in charge of the army, navy and air force. Running that department are four government ministers; the most senior of the four is in overall charge and is called the Secretary of State for Defence – in 2008 this was the Right Honourable Des Browne MP. As a senior government minister, Des Browne MP is appointed by the Prime Minister to be a member of the Cabinet. 

The Cabinet, as a collective body of government, is required to be accountable to parliament and therefore members of the Cabinet should be drawn from parliament. The vast majority of Cabinet members are MPs; however, members of the House of Lords can also be Cabinet members.

What is the Cabinet’s role?

The Cabinet is the formal body that has responsibility for overall direction and implementation of government policy. This means that the Cabinet:

· proposes legislation 

The Cabinet discusses white papers by government departments prior to publication. Major policy issues may be discussed in some detail if it has an impact on the strategic direction of the government. The Cabinet also agrees the time which will be allocated to legislation in parliament and this is then published by the Leader of the House, who is a senior member of the Cabinet. The time available to complete the legislative process of various Bills going through parliament may be very short and the Cabinet will decide on the priorities.

· ensures co-ordination 

Many of the policy areas being worked on by individual government departments will have an impact on others. For example, the Department for Children, Schools & Families may work on healthy eating initiatives and this will have an impact on 
the work being undertaken in the Department of Health. Therefore, it is important that government work is co-ordinated. The Cabinet is responsible for this, although much of this will be undertaken in Cabinet committees.

· supervises the administration of policy

The Cabinet considers the likely practical problems of implementing government proposals by consulting with special interest groups within parliament and with pressure groups outwith parliament. 

· makes decisions.

As the senior decision making body within government, the Cabinet is a forum for discussion on areas of disagreement. This may be of particular importance where different departments have competing interests. The Cabinet will make final decisions on areas of disagreement and will try to find consensus. Furthermore, the Cabinet may be of the view that some matters are too important to be left to the Prime Minister and individual departments alone. However, this will depend on the personalities who take up positions in Cabinet and the personality of the Prime Minister.

Meetings of the Cabinet

The Cabinet holds weekly formal meetings that take precedence over all other business at that particular time. Cabinet ministers are expected to attend and they address each other by their official titles. 

The importance of Cabinet meetings is dependent on the level of consultation and discussion the Prime Minister is prepared to allow (see earlier notes on the personality and style of the Prime Minister). The trend over the course of the 20th century has been for Cabinet meetings to decrease in frequency and length. This has led some to question how seriously the Cabinet, as a body, is taken within government. During Tony Blair’s term as Prime Minister, the number of Cabinet meetings fell to a historically low figure, around 40 per year and lasting around an hour in duration. One Cabinet meeting in 1997 lasted only 30 minutes. 

However, when Gordon Brown became Prime Minister in 2007 the day for Cabinet meeting was changed from a Thursday to a Tuesday; as there are fewer parliamentary commitments on a Tuesday the Cabinet are able to meet for much longer if required. This signalled a shift in approach towards the Cabinet. Some ministers believed that Tony Blair did not value the Cabinet; two former Cabinet ministers, Clare Short and Chris Smith, complained that most decisions were taken on issues before Cabinet had met or had a chance to discuss or consider the matter. In this respect, Tony Blair was accused of acting in a presidential manner, leading some observers to comment that the UK had Prime Ministerial rather than Cabinet government.

Cabinet committees

Much of the work which is undertaken to fulfil the roles of the Cabinet (outlined previously) is carried out by Cabinet committees. Membership of these committees, and who chairs them, is decided by the Prime Minister. Decisions made in these committees have full Cabinet authority and, therefore, there is not a requirement to present the decisions to full Cabinet meetings. Some would argue that this actually weakens the power of the Cabinet as a body, since smaller groups formed by the Prime Minister can make decisions which do not go to full Cabinet. In 2008 there were 28 Cabinet Committees; the Prime Minister created a new committee on Health and Wellbeing and one on Africa. 

The Cabinet Office

The Cabinet Office is a government department, headed by ministers and staffed by civil servants. It has existed in some form for almost 100 years. Its role has changed through time, although it has continued to support the Cabinet in maintaining the effective administration of government which has always been at the centre of its responsibilities. In 2008, the Cabinet Office outlined its core functions as:

1. Supporting the Prime Minister – to define and deliver the Government's objectives. 

2. Supporting the Cabinet – to drive the coherence, quality and delivery of policy and operations across departments. 

3. Strengthening the civil service – to ensure the civil service is organised effectively and has the capability in terms of skills, values and leadership to deliver the Government's objectives.

Increasingly, the Cabinet Office has offered support to the Prime Minister and is in close contact with the Prime Minister’s office. The head of the Cabinet Office is the Cabinet Secretary, who attends Cabinet and offers support to the Prime Minister as Cabinet Chairperson. The Prime Minister is also officially the ‘Minister for the Civil Service’ and therefore the Cabinet Secretary works under the instruction of the Prime Minister. A close working relationship between the Prime Minister and the Cabinet Secretary will help the Prime Minister ensure effective control of the workings of government.

Collective responsibility

In theory, members of the Cabinet make all decisions collectively. Therefore, all Cabinet members are responsible for the decisions made. As such, they are bound by collective responsibility. This means that all members must publicly support and vote for the decisions made. Furthermore, this applies to all members of the government (those ministers not in the Cabinet) and it applies to all areas of the government’s work. If a member of the government cannot agree and vote with a certain area of 
government policy, they are expected to resign. This gives the Prime Minister a great deal of power; since the Prime Minister sums up the mood of Cabinet meetings and controls membership of the committees, it is very likely that decisions made will be those supportive of the Prime Minister’s position. 

Most Cabinet ministers will have worked very hard to attain that position in government and will be reluctant to resign unless over the most serious of disagreements. Two notable exceptions are the late Robin Cook who resigned as Leader of the House of Commons and Clare Short who had been International Development Secretary. In 2003, both resigned in disagreement over the war in Iraq.

Another aspect of collective responsibility is the collective responsibility of the government to account to parliament. If, on an issue of confidence, the government is defeated in a vote in the House of Commons, then the entire government is expected to resign rather than simply the minister individually responsible for that particular issue. 

Activities 

3D: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. What is the Cabinet’s position within the UK Government?

2. Describe the membership of the Cabinet.

3. Explain why decisions regarding the time to be given to legislation may be very important.

4. In what ways may the Cabinet be an arena for conflict within government?

3E: Produce a spider diagram outlining the main roles of the Cabinet.

3F: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. Explain why the importance of the Cabinet as a body is subject to change.

2. Provide evidence to suggest that Tony Blair did not value the role of the Cabinet as a political decision making body.

3. Explain how the Cabinet Committee system can limit the power of the Cabinet as a body.

4. Why do you think the Cabinet Office may be more interested in helping the Prime Minister meet his/her aims than helping the Cabinet as a whole?

5. Explain what is meant by ‘collective responsibility’ and outline the way in which it increases the power of the Prime Minister.

The role of a Cabinet minister

Key points about the role of a Cabinet minister
In addition to being a member of the Cabinet, Cabinet ministers also have various important roles as senior individuals within government. These relate to the ongoing and day-to-day work of the Cabinet minister and are outlined below. All of these roles demonstrate that while the Prime Minister has a great deal of power, other individuals within the Cabinet also play an important role within the UK political process.

Head of department and individual responsibility
Cabinet ministers are head of their own government department. They have individual responsibility for the performance of their department and are accountable to Cabinet and parliament. They will report back to Cabinet on the progress they are making and will take responsibility within Cabinet for any mistakes made. However, the extent of a Cabinet minister’s individual responsibility is subject to debate. Many Cabinet ministers are personally aware and involved in only a small proportion of the workings within their department. Therefore, the Cabinet minister rarely takes responsibility for administrative mistakes. 

For example, in 2007 Her Majesty’s Revenue & Customs – a government agency – lost the personal and bank details of 25 million people. The agency was within the control of the Chancellor, Alistair Darling, who was under some pressure to resign. However, this was resisted due to the fact that this was an administrative error rather than a policy error on the part of the minister or the government. Furthermore, if it had been a major policy error on the part of the government then it can be argued that the government as a whole is responsible due to collective responsibility. This means it is rare for individual Cabinet ministers to resign as a result of individual responsibility. 

However, Cabinet ministers are still ultimately responsible for the performance of their department and on rare occasions, when it is felt that the specific department is performing poorly, the Minister will be held responsible. For example, in 2006 then Home Secretary Charles Clarke MP was sacked. One of the factors contributing to his loss of office was the fact that 1,000 foreign prisoners were released rather than deported. Cabinet ministers are also in charge of departmental strategy and decisions but work will be delegated to other Ministers in the department such as junior ministers.

Participation in the work of the Cabinet
Cabinet ministers attend cabinet meetings and are members of its committees. Committee membership is not restricted to a minister’s own specific policy remits. For example, in 2008 the Secretary of State for Transport, Ruth Kelly MP, was a member of the Health & Wellbeing Committee of the Cabinet and would be expected to 
contribute to policy discussions and decision in this area. All Cabinet ministers are able to contribute to all areas of policy at full Cabinet meetings.

Makes legislative proposals
Cabinet ministers will be heavily involved in writing green papers, white papers and Bills. While they personally will not write the Bill (staff will do this), it is with their authority and they will be expected to personally approve all official departmental publications. This gives the Cabinet minister a chance to show s/he has mastered his/her brief and demonstrate that good progress is being made with the work of the department. As part of the scrutiny process for the legislation they propose, Cabinet ministers will appear in front of Parliament committees to explain legislative proposals and answer questions. General committees are established for each Bill making its way through parliament (see the legislative process section) and Cabinet ministers will be invited to these committees to discuss the proposals. Cabinet ministers will also take opportunities to support and promote their department’s legislation more informally through discussing the merits of their legislation with backbenchers and encouraging them to support it.

Accountable to parliament
Cabinet ministers answer questions at Question Time on the work of their department. This allows backbenchers to scrutinise the work of the department, while at the same time, allowing the Cabinet ministers the chance to defend the work of government and demonstrating collective responsibility. They will also participate in debates on Bills introduced by the government that are within the responsibility of their department.

Cabinet ministers may also be called to give evidence to select committee investigations on subjects that fall within the remit of their department.

Collective responsibility
As has been examined previously, all Cabinet ministers must publicly support and vote for the decisions taken at Cabinet, even if they disagree or were absent. If they are unable to do this then they are expected to resign. While this is a limit on the power of individual Cabinet ministers, it is also a reminder that government within the United Kingdom operates on a collective basis and the support of all members is necessary for the success of the government.

Activities

3G: Answer the questions below in full sentences.
1. In what way do the various roles of a Cabinet minister help to contribute to the debate on whether the Prime Minister is primus inter pares?

2. Why is the extent of individual responsibility placed on Cabinet ministers very limited?

3. Give evidence to show that Cabinet ministers can lose their job if their own department is found to be very poorly functioning. 

4. While Cabinet ministers are focused on their own department, in what way is it possible for them to gain a wider view of the workings of government and other departments?

5. Explain how legislation provides Cabinet ministers with an opportunity to promote themselves and their contribution to the government.

6. What opportunities exist for Cabinet ministers to defend the work of the government as a whole?

7. Why can collective responsibility also be seen as supporting the role of Cabinet ministers within the UK political process?

Debate points
So far in this section you have learned about two of the main parts of the Executive: the Prime Minister and the Cabinet. Next, you will learn about the third part, the civil service. However, the areas we have covered already lead to many questions of debate, a few of these include:

· Is the traditional view of the Prime Minister being primus inter pares completely outdated? 

· To what extent does the Cabinet fulfil a significant role in the UK political process?

· Are Cabinet ministers individually and collectively in a position to challenge the power of the Prime Minister?

· Is the Executive dominant in UK decision making?

· Can parliament limit the many powers of the Prime Minister and Cabinet?

3H: Pick one of the debate points above. Work with a partner and take a side each. Spend five minutes thinking about and taking note of various points to back up your side, then discuss it for five minutes and try to win the argument! Afterwards, help each other think of examples for all of the points that have been made.

The civil service

The role of the civil service

In addition to the political element of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, the Executive branch of government in the United Kingdom has a non political, un-elected element: the civil service. The civil service supports the government of the day by helping it develop and implement policies and by administering the public services for which the government is responsible. 

There are over 400,000 civil servants in the UK who work at various levels in the service of ‘the crown’. Examples include people who work at government agencies and bodies such as the Child Support Agency and the Student Awards Agency for Scotland. However, through reform of the civil service, much of this work is now carried out at ‘arms length’ from the government.

Senior civil servants are very much involved in the work of government. Theoretically, this simply involves administering the decisions made by the government. However, the government also relies on senior civil servants to assist in policy development and assistance in the running of government. The main roles of senior civil servants are examined below.

Policy advice
Senior civil servants are knowledgeable in the field they are working in. They will often have specialised in a particular department for some time and will have built up a wealth of knowledge. They are also professionals and are skilled at researching and disseminating a large amount of information. They must be politically neutral and not allow their own political views to influence their advice. For this reason, they must not be active in a political party. 

Running of departments
Government ministers are extremely busy. In addition to their departmental responsibilities, they have duties within the Cabinet and as major figures within their party they are called on to speak at events and contribute to party policy development. Further commitments will require time to be spent in their own constituencies and personal lives. This means that ministers require a lot of organisational support. Civil servants are therefore involved in dealing with correspondence, diary organisation and any administration in relation to the minister’s government duties. 

Implementing policy
When decisions have been taken by government (and where relevant agreed by parliament), it is up to senior civil servants to plan the implementation of the 

decisions. A great deal of planning and preparation will normally be undertaken while a Bill is making its way through the process of being written within a department and then agreed by Parliament and much of that planning will be concerned with how the proposal could be implemented. It is up to senior civil servants to work out the detail of these plans and see them through into action. For example, when the Department of Health planned a ban on smoking in public places, the civil service would have worked out how this could be enforced at the same time as the planning and writing of the Bill was taking place. 

The role of special advisers

A controversial addition to the civil service has been the appointment of special advisers. These are people directly appointed by the Prime Minister or other Ministers and they are allowed to be party political, i.e. they are often active supporters of the governing party. Special advisers are well paid and are very influential with ministers as they share the same political views. This gives them power within departments and there have been concerns that special advisers are leading to a politicisation of the civil service. The main concern is that they are gradually reducing the impartiality of the service and blurring the lines between the career civil servants (those who stay regardless of party in government) and the temporary special advisers (who lose their jobs when their party loses power). There have been accusations that special advisers have been able to instruct career civil servants in the work they are doing. For example, elected Prime Minister Tony Blair appointed Labour Party supporter Alistair Campbell to the post of Director of Communications and he was able to give instructions to press officers within the civil service. 

Can civil servants exert influence?

An important question that is often asked is whether the civil service is able to exert influence on the political process within the UK. Some people argue that senior civil servants have excessive influence over their government ministers. Below are some of the key points on both sides.

Political neutrality
In order to influence, it is necessary to give an opinion. Civil servants must be politically neutral and should not take sides or allow their own political views to influence their work. This would be a limit on their influence as they would not be free simply to advance their own views by openly supporting or opposing party policies. This will mean it is necessary to use evidence and consideration with ministers rather than opinion. On the other hand, senior civil servants have made a career in this environment and will know how to give their views without jeopardising their position. Furthermore, it could also be argued that, since there are now more 
special advisers who are allowed to be partisan, the civil service is becoming politicised anyway. For example, Labour doubled the number of special advisers, which suggests that political impartiality is decreasing.

Being accountable to ministers
Senior civil servants are accountable to their minister (who in turn is accountable to Cabinet and parliament) and if they do not work as directed they could be disciplined. This limits their influence as they are aware they must work as directed. For example, Martin Sixsmith was a senior civil servant in the Department of Transport and was sacked by Cabinet minister Stephen Byers after a disagreement. Ministers are increasingly aware that criticism from parliament can harm their career prospects. Former Home Secretary John Reid was criticised by parliament over the number of people absconding from jail. He launched an investigation into his own department and branded it ‘unfit for purpose’. This demonstrates that ministers are aware they must have control over their department. Senior civil servants also need the support of their minister and, may therefore, have less influence. However, the minister also relies on civil servants to be supportive of their ideas and be successful in implementing their policies. This gives the civil servants more influence with the minister as s/he will want his/her policies to be a success in order to work for re-election.

Policy development and research
In addition to research and reporting writing, senior civil servants co-ordinate the production of speeches, bills and answers to parliamentary questions. This allows them to put particular emphasis on policy areas/policies which they are interested in and support. For example, government minister Nigel Griffiths famously complained that the civil servants in his department tried to have too much influence. He was later sacked in a re-shuffle. This demonstrates that ministers have concerns about civil servants, and that on occasion and in certain situations, they have considerable influence.

Permanency 
Many civil servants have permanent status and often build up a long length of service in a specific department. Following many years of work in the same job, they will often have many contacts and a lot of knowledge and information. This is in complete contrast to the minister who may be in a department for a short period of time. For example, John Reid MP held eight Cabinet jobs in government in nine years – four in one year. In situations such as this, the ministers may rely on civil servants to guide them for a large part of their time in the department. Naturally, this can only increase the civil servants’ influence as ministers will also be aware they do not have much time to master their brief. However, before becoming Prime Minister, Gordon Brown 
filled the role of Chancellor of the Exchequer for over nine years and would know as much about his department as many of the civil servants.

Education and training
A further aspect that increases the influence of senior civil servants is that they are trained, educated professionals who are focused full time on their brief and have a great deal of expertise and knowledge. However, government ministers, as MPs, also have to be knowledgeable about their constituency and may not have a background or any experience in the policy area for which they are a minister. This means that civil servants could be selective in the facts given to the minister and this, therefore, allows them additional influence. 

On the other hand, parliament as a body of over 600 MPs and many peers, will also contain members with expertise in many different areas and therefore this acts as a balance against the influence of the civil servants. The fact that ministers are accountable to parliament will therefore limit the influence the civil servants have in this respect. 

A further issue that is often raised in relation to the educational background of senior civil servants is a concern that many come from the country’s ‘social elite’, with a high proportion having been educated privately and having attended Oxford or Cambridge universities compared to the population as a whole. The main concern is that senior civil servants will have access to networks of associates within the civil service who will co-operate with each other to ensure they have a lot of influence. Some people now consider this concern to be out of date as the selection process for employment within the civil service has become more transparent and accessible. 

Administrative responsibility
Senior civil servants are in charge of the day-to-day running of ministerial offices. This means that they are able to control the flow of information to the minister and will be in charge of organising the minister’s diary. In this respect, senior civil servants can act as ‘gatekeepers’ to the minister, being able to control who gets to see and meet with them. However, with the emergence of special advisers in recent years, most ministers will have one who will take a strong interest in the diary commitments and will ensure that the minister’s political preferences are acted on. This can lead to a clash between the priorities of special advisers and those of permanent career civil servants.

Activities

3I: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. What is the main role of the civil service?

2. Outline the three main roles of senior civil servants.

3. What is a special adviser?

4. What impact do you think special advisers have on the power and influence of career civil servants?

3J: Using the information in this booklet, work on a plan and essay for the following question.

‘Senior civil servants can exert a great deal of influence within the government of the United Kingdom.’ Discuss

 (15)

Section 4: External influences on decision making
Pressure groups

An important feature of any democracy is the ability of the people to express a view and influence the actions taken by the government. The most common way to do this is at an election. However, elections are generally held every four years and there will be many different issues that members of the public will take into account when deciding how to vote. In between elections there may be individual issues that people feel very strongly about and on which they would like to express a view. Furthermore, some people feel strongly about ongoing issues all of their lives, for example, concern for the environment or animal welfare. 

One way in which people can express a view on issues and take action to influence the work of government is by being a member or supporter of a pressure group.

What is a pressure group?

Pressure groups are organisations that bring people together to campaign on issues that reflect the views of their members. They are different from political parties in that it is rare for their members to stand as candidates in elections and they do not seek to run the country. Instead, pressure groups seek to influence decision makers and ensure they take account of their demands.

Pressure groups can be formed on a temporary basis, either locally or nationally, to deal with a specific issue which has arisen. For example, at a local level, a group may form to campaign against a school closure or prevent development on greenbelt land. On a national level, groups may form to campaign against specific decisions taken by the government such as the Stop the War Coalition which formed to campaign against the government’s decision to go to war in Iraq in 2003. Other pressure groups are permanent and have long-term aims such as improving human rights world-wide through the pressure group Amnesty International or protecting the rights of children in Scotland with the pressure group Children 1st.

Cause and interest groups

It is useful to understand the different reasons for pressure groups being formed. Most pressure groups fall into one of two categories.

Cause groups

Cause groups, which are also known as promotional groups, represent a belief or principle. They seek to act in the interests of that particular cause. Usually, membership is not restricted at all as anyone can join and by doing so signify their acceptance of the belief or principle. For example, Greenpeace seeks to improve the environment across the world. Anyone can be concerned about the environment and, therefore, anyone can support or join Greenpeace. Many cause groups campaign for vulnerable sections of society such as children, the elderly or the homeless.

Interest groups

Interest groups, which are also known as sectional groups, represent a certain section of the community. Their function is to look after the common interests of that section and membership is normally restricted to that section. For example, the TUC represents workers in trades unions and the CBI represents business organisations. Therefore, to have membership of either organisation you would need to fall into the category of people which each group represents. 

Insider and outsider pressure groups

Not all pressure groups hold the same influence with decision making institutions or indeed with other sections of society such as the media. Some pressure groups hold a great deal of influence while others do not. 

Insider groups

Insider groups enjoy a close relationship with decision makers in government. They will have access to policymakers such as civil servants, ministers, MPs or senior activists within political parties. Some insider groups may contribute to the policy formulation process for party manifestos or will be invited to contribute to the early consideration of legislative proposals. 

Many insider groups hold this position as they are well organised, well financed and have access to a great deal of specialist knowledge that can be useful for the government. Furthermore, some insider groups have a membership that is central to achieving the government’s aims. For example, a pressure group representing healthcare workers would be influential in the development of health policy as it is its members who are in the position to deliver on the policy and influence whether it succeeds or fails.

It is often the case that some pressure groups would naturally enjoy a close relationship with a certain political party. For example, while Labour is in power, trades unions enjoy a position of influence as insider groups. This is because they share many of the values of the Labour movement and party. However, when the Conservatives are in power the trades unions will have a lot less influence and may become outsider groups, depending on the political circumstances.

While insider groups benefit from having a close relationship with the government, this also places restrictions on the methods they are able to use to influence public opinion; they may lose their status as insider groups if they are seen to behave in an unreasonable way or be overly critical of the government. Therefore, insider groups ‘play by the rules’. They stay within the law and would normally be prepared to keep discussions confidential if required.

Outsider groups

Outsider groups are so called because they operate outside the formal political process. Outsider groups need to force themselves onto the political agenda as they do not enjoy access to government. Many outsider groups want radical change in policy, and as such, are seen to have little in common with the government or parliament. 

Like insider groups, some outsider groups are well financed due to large donations from supporters. However, other outsider groups have limited funds and poor organisational structures as they tend to attract a small, but committed, membership base. 

Outsider groups tend to focus on the media and public opinion in order to achieve their aims. While they are aware that the government may not share their concerns on a particular issue, the government will take notice if it is obvious that the media and public opinion is being affected by the work of a pressure group. Outsider groups use methods that produce media attention and, as such, may include a willingness to break the law. 

Activities

4A: Answer the questions which follow in full sentences.

1. Why are elections not always a sufficient opportunity for people to have their say?

2. What is the purpose in forming a pressure group?

3. Explain the difference between pressure groups and political parties.

4. Why may individual pressure groups be in existence at different periods of time?

5. Outline the differences between cause and interest groups.

6. Outline the differences between insider and outsider groups.

The methods used by pressure groups and their effectiveness

Pressure groups will use a variety of methods to influence and scrutinise the government. The methods selected will depend on the relationship the group has with the government and the media. For example, if a pressure group knows it has a good relationship with the media, it may use less drastic methods than if it struggles to gain media attention. Details of some methods are given below.

Demonstrations
Demonstrations include marches, protests and rallies. In 2002, Fire fighters demonstrated in Belfast and in London to highlight their campaign for a 40% wage increase. In 1997, the Countryside Alliance held massive marches through the streets of London to protest against government plans to ban fox hunting.

The Fire Brigades Union staged a series of one- and two-day strikes that did not solve the dispute at that stage. These demonstrations were well covered by the media and in the fire fighters case the government intervened to say that an independent review group would look at their salaries. 

However, there are also examples of demonstrations being less effective. The Countryside Alliance lost their battle to keep hunting with dogs legal, although it took the government seven years to pass the relevant law. The Anti-Capitalist Movement has used demonstrations, causing damage in Whitehall and Oxford Street in recent years. It lost public support and the government is unlikely to listen seriously to its case when it is causing damage to public buildings and receiving negative media attention. A common fall back position for the government is to argue that a democratically elected government cannot be seen to be yielding to such tactics.

Petitions
This is one of the most popular methods used by pressure groups. It involves members of the public signing their name against a statement they agree with; this can be used to demonstrate how many people feel strongly about a given issue. The ‘Snowdrop’ Petition is probably one of the most successful examples in recent years. The demand to ban hand guns began after the Dunblane school shooting and the petition was signed by over 700,000 people. The petition was circulated throughout schools by the teaching unions. In 1997, following the election of the Labour government, the private ownership of handguns was banned. It may have been effective because of the circumstances, its widespread support from the public, or the political support it received. 

The more publicity a petition gets the more likely it is to be successful. A recent example of a petition gaining publicity was in 2007, with a petition against road congestion charging appearing on the Prime Minister’s website. This petition received 
almost 2 million signatures and had the backing of the British Drivers Association pressure group. The petition’s presence on the Prime Minister’s official website and the receipt of so many signatures meant that the issue became very well publicised. However, the petition itself did not force the government to abandon plans for road charging.

Lobbying parliament and government

Parliament and Whitehall is the main arena for decision making in the UK. Whitehall is where government power lies. Insider groups, such as the Howard League for Penal Reform and the BMA, are often consulted by Ministers and these groups actively seek meetings to discuss various issues of mutual interest. However, there is often no need for such groups to lobby parliament as having close relations and effective influence within government means that the need to attract the attention of back bench MPs becomes less significant. Some less influential groups may have less direct contact with the government and may wish to build support among MPs and Lords. Lobbying parliament, especially if there is a large group, is likely to receive media coverage. If MPs become involved with a particular cause, this will probably gain at least some media attention.

Furthermore, some pressure groups employ professional lobbyists. Lobbyists are people with professional influence who make a living out of building links with decision makers including MPs, Lords, senior civil servants, and increasingly special advisers. While the use of professional lobbyists can be effective, there have been negative media stories about ‘cash for access’, and pressure groups may wish to avoid being associated with this.

Gaining celebrity support

Some pressure groups have limited resources and therefore seek as much free publicity as possible. The people most likely to secure this are celebrities. The pop star Sting has long promoted a range of causes, including Amnesty International, through songs, CDs and concerts. Actress Joanna Lumley fronts several animal rights groups and actress Annette Crosbie is the President of the League Against Cruel Sports. Furthermore, celebrities are often wealthy and may be willing to make considerable personal donations to the campaigns that they support.

The effectiveness of this method depends on how famous the celebrity is. The more newsworthy, the more publicity the pressure group will get. Pop star Bono is the main media spokesperson for the Drop the Debt campaign and has been able to enlist the support of Bill Gates and the Clintons in the USA. He also had a well-covered tour of poorer parts of Southern Africa in 2002. This demonstrates that celebrities, as well as gaining media attention, can build links with other people of power and influence. The Make Poverty History campaign, led by Bono and fellow musician Bob Geldof, helped ensure that the British government pushed for a deal at the G8 meeting in 
Gleneagles to cancel debt for the poorest African countries. This had some success, with the debt for the poorest 18 countries being cancelled completely. 

Media advertising

Some pressure groups are able to fund large advertising campaigns in the media. Although this is very expensive, it means that the group can completely control the information which is distributed, as they do not need to rely on journalists to communicate their message. Many pressure groups also use this method to raise money. For example, the Cancer Research Campaign regularly advertises on television.

An example of this method being used to apply political pressure occurred when the Countryside Alliance took out full-page adverts in newspapers like the Daily Record just before the Bill to ban fox hunting was introduced in parliament. This was an attempt to sway public opinion and influence decision makers. Ultimately, some may say this was a waste of money as the Bill was passed. However, the group may have gained new members and supporters as a result of the campaign. A point worth noting is how success of pressure groups should be measured. Some groups may regard anything less than a change on the law as failure, others may be content with being offered the chance to discuss matters with the government.

Direct action

Direct action involves pressure groups taking matters into their own hands. It may involve publicity stunts, or more seriously, actually tackling the issue that concerns them. This often means that the law will be broken. For example, animal rights pressure groups that object to animal testing may forcibly release the animals from the research laboratories. This is illegal. Furthermore, the CND has been staging regular protests outside the nuclear submarine base at Faslane. This leads to protesters blocking the road and being arrested by the police. In 2007 an alternative pressure group was formed near Faslane by local community members who were angry at their daily lives being disrupted by the actions of the anti-nuclear campaigners.

The Animal Liberation Front has staged regular protests outside Huntingdon Life Science because this medical research group tests medicines on animals. They have sent death threats to workers and assaulted the facility’s director. This has achieved nothing and has led to the government stepping in to ensure that the facility was able to continue financially. However, some anti-vivisection (animal testing) illegal direct action has produced results. The pressure group Save the Newchurch Guinea Pigs (SNGP) campaigned for six years to close a farm that bred guinea pigs for scientific research. Their methods included marches, petitions and demonstrations. However, the group also staged direct action and various illegal activities such as vandalism, theft, intimidation and the grave-robbing of one of the owners’ deceased relatives. 
Following these actions the farm’s owners closed the farm in 2005 and four people were arrested for intimidation and sentenced to jail.

Activities 

4B: Read the following questions and answer them in full sentences.

1. Explain what may influence the choice of methods used by a pressure group.

2. What risk is there for pressure groups who take action further, for example, by causing damage to property?

3. Why can pressure groups be an effective way for pressure groups to demonstrate support?

4. Why is it difficult to attribute failure or success to any one particular pressure group method, such as a petition?

5. For what reasons may some pressure groups feel they have no need to actively lobby MPs?

6. Explain why celebrity support can be very welcome to a pressure group in relation to its resources.

7. In what way would advertising campaigns allow pressure groups more control over their public image?

8. Why is the use of direct action often very controversial?

4C: Produce a mind map on the effectiveness of pressure group methods.

Rights and responsibilities of pressure groups

Pressure groups have a democratic right to give a voice to the views of their members. This means that the pressure group is seen to speak on behalf of its entire membership, and by doing so, this ensures a stronger voice for the individuals involved. However, some people would argue that very few pressure groups ensure that the majority of members within the group are consulted and involved in the formulation of pressure group policy. This leads some people to argue that pressure groups often promote minority views, rather than the collective view of a mass membership.

It is widely accepted that pressure groups have the right to undertake the methods described earlier. In a democracy, people have the right to protest, to freedom of speech and expression and the right to voice criticism of the government. However, as most people would argue that since pressure groups want to influence the law and the law makers, they should observe and follow the law themselves. This means that pressure groups can be accused of ignoring their responsibilities when they choose to break the law in pursuit of their goals.

Campaigns undertaken by pressure groups can cost considerable amounts of money. In order to finance this, pressure groups have the right to fundraise. This may involve national campaigns or donations from wealthy supporters. Pressure groups, like charities, must ensure that the money is used as intended. Furthermore, some pressure groups have been accused of attempting to ‘buy influence’ in the political process, either through donations to political parties or campaign donations to individual politicians. Therefore, pressure groups have a responsibility to ensure transparency in their financial arrangements.

Activities

4D: Answer the questions which follow in full sentences.

1. Outline three rights of pressure groups and the responsibilities that go with them.

2. Which right do you think is most important for pressure groups? Give reasons.

3. Which responsibility do you think is most important for pressure groups to follow? Give reasons.

4. What difficulties do you think pressure groups might encounter enacting their rights and following their responsibilities?

Are pressure groups good for democracy?

It is often presumed that the active existence of pressure groups demonstrates a healthy democracy. However, some people argue that pressure groups can actually undermine democracy. There are arguments on both sides, and it is useful to consider these further.

Some pressure groups have substantial resources and access to wealthy supporters. The success of a campaign might have more to do with finance than the quality of the argument. This may explain why groups such as the Countryside Alliance have more media success (for example, by taking out full-page adverts in the tabloid press) than groups, such as the League Against Cruel Sports, that rely on supporters actively looking out information on their website. This inequality in resources could have an impact on success and it could be argued this is not in the interests of a healthy democracy. 

As highlighted in an earlier section, some pressure groups are willing to participate in illegal direct action. In a democracy procedures are in operation to ensure that law and order secures our safety. The public have an opportunity to influence the law of the land through elections and through pressure groups and political parties between 
elections. However, many would argue that if the law is to be respected, it cannot be seen to be optional. In this respect, some pressure groups are clearly anti-democratic, in that they are willing to break the law to secure their aims. In some cases, such as Save the Newchurch Guinea Pigs, innocent and law abiding individuals have had to alter their way of life due to the actions of an un-elected organisation.

The way in which pressure groups can influence decision makers is not always transparent. Most consultation with the government takes place behind closed doors. Furthermore, government consultation is mainly the preserve of insider groups, such as the BMA. This suggests that influence is not distributed equally. However, some would argue that this is quite natural, and if the public are not impressed by the way the government is influenced on issues, they can show disapproval at the following election. 

Another aspect of pressure groups that relates to their contribution to democracy is how they organise themselves as institutions. The decision making process within many groups often ignores the members. In some cases, leaders are often appointed for life, making it difficult for members to change policy or to make the leadership accountable. An example is Fathers 4 Justice – there is no process for members of this pressure group to hold its leadership to account or to call for a change of leadership.

However, there are many arguments to suggest that pressure groups make an important contribution towards our democracy. Insider groups may provide information which will help the government to make informed decisions. For example, trade unions include people who are working in specific fields and will have a lot of experience in particular areas. This information will be gathered within the group and can be passed onto the government and used to improve policy.

Pressure groups allow an opportunity for the public to express opposition to policies that are unpopular or ineffective. Governments are occasionally accused of using their four- or five-year parliamentary terms to pursue unpopular policies in the middle of the term without much opportunity for the public to express unhappiness. However, mid-term protests, such as the fuel demonstrations or the anti-war campaigns, highlight the areas of the government’s work which are, at the very least, controversial.

Participation is an important aspect of any democracy. The more people that are involved and active in the decision making process, the stronger the democracy within a nation will be. Pressure groups provide an informal and accessible way for people to become involved in the democratic process without the requirement to join a political party. For example, more than 8 million people in the United Kingdom are members of trades unions. A trade union provides security in the workplace, which may be the main motivation for members to join. However, many members will also experience democratic participation as a result of their membership and some will take that a stage further to active political participation. For example, many Labour MPs have 
risen through the ranks of the trades unions to become active in the Labour Party and subsequently have been selected as a parliamentary candidate.

Activities

4E: Produce a spider diagram showing ways that trade unions are good and bad for democracy. Use the information provided to add example, and add any more recent examples you can think of from the news.

The media

The media is a collection of different means of mass communication. It includes newspapers, television, radio and the internet. All of these mediums transmit information and, as such, are of interest to politicians who rely on that information to portray them in a positive light. The media can also act as an influence on the decisions taken and can play an important part in scrutinising political parties and government.

Television and radio

An important part of television and radio broadcasting in the UK is public service broadcasting, for which the UK has a strong reputation around the world. All people in households with a television set pay a licence fee, from which the BBC finances its services, which include a commitment to high quality current affairs TV and radio programmes. Commercial TV and radio stations have been increasing their market share steadily in the UK for the past 50 years and the rising standards of living within the country mean that more people than ever have access to digital, cable or satellite television with multiple channel options. Regardless of whether the station is public sector or independent, television and radio stations are expected to be neutral in their presentation of the news. This means that they should report the facts and must not convey an obvious bias in their reporting. 

The requirement of neutrality does not prevent television or radio from effective scrutiny of public policy. Many high quality investigative and current affairs programmes ensure that the media play an important role in holding the government to account. Programmes such as Newsnight, Panorama and Dispatches have developed a reputation for hard-hitting and effective questioning of government actions and policy. For example, Dispatches has developed a reputation for effective and detailed questioning of government spending on the NHS.

However, it is not only current affairs programmes that make a contribution to the development and scrutiny of government policy. TV chef Jamie Oliver’s 2005 TV series ‘Jamie’s School Dinners’ led to a meeting with then Prime Minister Tony Blair and a chance to press for more funding for improved school meals. This led to the government pledging to spend an extra £280 million to tackle the issue. 

Newspapers

Newspaper readership in Britain is high, with around 80% of households receiving a daily national newspaper. Unlike TV and radio, newspapers are free to be openly biased in their political reporting. This makes newspapers very important to all political parties. The number of newspapers is such that there will always be press opposition to and scrutiny of the government.

Due to the freedom available to newspapers in terms of party bias, the ownership of newspapers can be an important issue within the political system. The media corporation, News International, is seen as being very influential as it owns both The Times, one of the most widely circulated broadsheets, and the Sun, one of the most widely circulated tabloid. Most newspapers confine their opinion to editorial comment or columnists’ sections; however, the style of reporting stories can have a huge impact on the reader. For example, the daily tabloid newspaper, the Mirror, was a fervent opponent of the Iraq war and published a large number of stories which added weight to its editorial opinion that the policy adopted by the government was the wrong one. 

Newspaper campaigns can also encourage the government to act on issues of concern. For example the Daily Record, one of the most popular tabloids in Scotland, previously launched a campaign against ‘loansharks’. This led to a commitment from both the UK and Scottish governments that there would be further action to prosecute people who were involved in this activity. 

The support of newspapers becomes particularly important at election time. Many newspapers choose to recommend voting for a particular party on election day. This has an impact on the electorate but, perhaps more importantly, it means that parties take the newspapers seriously. The support of newspapers can be a welcome boost to any party’s election campaign. However, a question of interest to those interested in examining who holds influence in the decision making process is whether the newspapers expect anything in return for that support. Some people have suggested that the owner of News International, Rupert Murdoch, a vehement opponent of the European Union, expects political parties to adopt at least a moderately anti-EU position if they wish to gain the support of his newspapers. 

The internet

The internet has become increasingly important to politicians and political parties. The views and comments of many political ‘bloggers’ reach thousands of people every day, and can help distribute either positive or negative information about the work of government. Furthermore, many people receive news updates through the internet and many internet based email accounts provide news updates on their homepage.

The internet sites of most newspapers now include forums for discussion after each news article and these regularly include hundreds of comments offering various political views. This allows members of the public an opportunity to express views on the actions of the government, and if many people express similar views on an issue, there is a possibility that the government may act as a result. Online petitions are a further example of this. Reference was made earlier to the petitions section on the Prime Minister’s website and many people have taken the opportunity to demand government action in various areas.

Why is media scrutiny important?

As outlined earlier, the UK political system leads to disciplined and loyal party groups in parliament. The government normally has a majority and, therefore, it is unlikely that it will be easily defeated. The opposition in parliament has to counter the whole weight and power of the government machine, including the effectiveness of the civil service. Therefore, the media would strongly argue that they have an important part to play in the scrutiny of the government.

There are limits to the lines of democratic accountability. For example, the Prime Minister is not directly elected and carries many of the prerogative powers of the monarch. Important issues like the decision to send troops into conflict is not currently subject to parliamentary approval. Some would argue that it is important that the government is subject to ‘the court of public approval’. Awareness that the government’s every action will be scrutinised and publicised by the media will have an impact on its behaviour. This may encourage more consultation to secure some level of cross party support on very controversial issues.

On some issues, it could be argued that the public interest is not in line with the interests of parliamentarians as a group, regardless of party. Therefore, there are some areas where parliamentary scrutiny may be particularly lax. In 2008 a Conservative MP, Derek Conway, was subject to a huge amount of media scrutiny, as he was accused of malpractice in the use of his parliamentary expenses. The press accused him of ‘milking the system’ by paying his children salaries for, according to some, very little work. Many in the media would point to this as an example of the importance of media scrutiny as it is unlikely that parliamentarians would subject themselves to in-depth questioning of their use of public money. 

Freedom of information legislation

An important tool for the media in accessing and publicising information in the public interest is the recent freedom of information legislation. In 2005 the Freedom of Information Act came into force. The aim of this new law was to make the actions of government and public bodies open and transparent and to make clear that the public have a ‘right to know’ any information which concerns them. In the past it was widely accepted that public institutions such as schools, hospitals and GP surgeries held information about individuals and that these would not be accessible to those individuals. However, as the amount of information held by the state has increased, so too have concerns about the information being held and the way it may be used. Under the new law, the public are entitled to request access to the majority of information held by public bodies.

The Act covers over 100,000 public bodies including:

· central and local government

· educational institutions, such as schools and colleges

· the NHS

· the police and armed forces

· non-departmental public bodies, such as the SQA.

The Act has been widely used by journalists to uncover stories that previously would have been kept out of the public knowledge. Freedom of Information (FOI) requests have produced a number of press revelations, for example, that 74 serving police officers with the Metropolitan Police Force have criminal records.

Some people have claimed that the legislation, while demonstrating progress, does not go far enough to ensure full transparency in our public institutions. For example, it is claimed that there are more exemptions in the UK’s Freedom of Information legislation than in any other democracy in the world with such legislation. However, the Act has clearly resulted in a great deal of interest as there are now over 120,000 FOI requests every year. 

Activities

4F: Answer the following questions in full sentences.

1. Describe what is meant by the term ‘media’.

2. Why could it be argued that TV and radio are more limited in their ability to scrutinise government and political parties?

3. Give evidence to show that TV programmes can have an influence on government policy.

4. Why is it likely that newspapers will be able to influence public opinion in the UK?

5. Explain why it is likely that there will always be opposition to the government from the press.

6. Give evidence that newspapers expect to and, on occasion, are able to influence government policy.

7. Why has the internet become more important to politicians?

8. Outline three reasons why the ability of the media to scrutinise the government is important.

9. Why may freedom of information legislation be a useful tool for the media?

10. What impact do you think freedom of information legislation has on the actions of government? 
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