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Exam tips

Advice on key points in the text to help you learn and recall content, avoid pitfalls, and polish your exam technique in order to boost your grade.
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Knowledge check answers


	1  Turn to the back of the book for the Knowledge check answers.
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Knowledge check

Rapid-fire questions throughout the Content Guidance section to check your understanding.
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Summaries


	•  Each core topic is rounded off by a bullet-list summary for quick-check reference of what you need to know.
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Commentary on the questions

Tips on what you need to do to gain full marks.
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Sample student answers

Practise the questions, then look at the student answers that follow.
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Commentary on sample student answers

Read the comments showing how many marks each answer would be awarded in the exam and exactly where marks are gained or lost.
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About this book


The aim of this Student Guide is to prepare you for the UK elements of the Edexcel A-level Politics Papers 1 and 2 examinations. Across the two papers, the UK Government and UK Politics sections are worth 50% of the Politics A-level, and all of the topics covered in this guide could appear in the exams. It is therefore vital that you are familiar and confident with all the material.

The Content Guidance section covers all the topics largely in the order that they appear on the Edexcel A-level specification. You are strongly advised to have a copy of the most recent version of the specification to refer to as you go through the topics. There are eight main topics:


	•  Democracy and participation

	•  Political parties

	•  Electoral systems

	•  Voting behaviour and the media

	•  The constitution

	•  Parliament

	•  Prime minister and executive

	•  Relations between the branches



You should use the Content Guidance to ensure familiarity with all the key concepts and terms, statistics, issues and arguments, and to have a range of relevant examples you can quote in your answers to show you are aware of the relative significance of these principles and concepts. There is a series of knowledge check questions throughout this section, which can act as a guide to some important examples which you can use when answering questions and which will also help to establish detailed knowledge. The answers to these knowledge checks can be found at the end of the guide. Exam tips are designed to help you avoid significant common errors made by students, as well as guiding you towards good practice. In order to achieve highly it is important to understand how the different parts of the specification connect together. Linked concepts are provided throughout the book to help you to do this.

The Questions & Answers section provides an opportunity to hone your exam technique and to become familiar with the essay skills and structures that examiners are looking for. The answers illustrate both good and weak technique.

This guide does not provide a complete range of examples or go into full detail, so you should use it alongside other resources such as class notes, the Edexcel UK Government and Politics textbook by Neil McNaughton and Toby Cooper and articles in Politics Review (both published by Hodder Education).





Content Guidance



UK politics


Democracy and participation

Democracy refers to a society where the people have real influence over the political decisions that will affect them, either directly or through representatives. It also means that government is accountable to the people. The key features of any democracy, as the term is generally understood, are as follows:


	•  The people have influence over political decision making.

	•  The government is accountable to the people.

	•  There are free and fair elections so that the government is granted legitimacy.

	•  Different beliefs, political parties and political associations are tolerated.

	•  The media are free and independent.

	•  The rights of citizens are legally guaranteed.

	•  There are legal limits to the powers of government, established by a constitution and an independent judiciary.



Legitimacy The idea that a government has a right to govern, normally granted through elections, implying that it has the consent of the people.


Representative and direct democracy


Direct democracy

Direct democracy is a system where the people themselves make important political decisions. The modern form involves the use of referendums. The main features of a direct democracy include:


	•  The people make decisions directly.

	•  Government acts on the instructions of the people.

	•  The process is continuous and ongoing.

	•  The people make decisions based on single issues.

	•  The people must be educated and engaged in the issues and the process.

	•  People are organised individually rather than as part of a group.

	•  Decisions will be based on majoritarian outcomes, though with some protections for minorities.



Direct democracy A form of democracy where people make political decisions directly instead of their elected representatives.

Table 1 Arguments for and against direct democracy




	Arguments for
	Arguments against





	It is the purest form of democracy. The people’s voice is clearly heard.
	It can lead to the ‘tyranny of the majority’, whereby the winning majority ignores the interests of the minority.



	It can avoid delay and deadlock within the political system.
	The people may be too easily swayed by short-term, emotional appeals by charismatic individuals.



	The fact that people are making a decision gives it greater legitimacy.
	Some issues may be too complex for the ordinary citizen to understand.







Representative democracy

In contrast to direct democracy, representative democracy refers to a system where the people are represented by others, either through elected officials and bodies, or through representative groups, like parties or pressure groups. The main features of representative democracy include:


	•  Decisions will be made by elected bodies, such as a parliament.

	•  The process relies on regular elections.

	•  Different groups will offer choices to the people.

	•  The people vote for a programme of options, rather than individual issues.

	•  Political activity will be organised via groups, rather than individually.

	•  The government must act based on what it believes to be in the best interests of the nation.

	•  The government must answer to the people, through elections.

	•  The public should be engaged and informed during election campaigns but do not need to be so well informed at other times.

	•  The process demands little from the people in between elections.





Representative and direct democracy compared


The similarities between representative and direct democracy

In both representative and direct democracy, the following similarities can be identified:


	•  Popular consent is important.

	•  There is an active role for the people.

	•  The decisions of the government derive from the people.

	•  The actions of the government are accountable to the people.

	•  The public must be informed and engaged in political matters.

	•  The processes will be governed by constitutional laws and rules.





The differences between representative and direct democracy

The following differences can be identified:


	•  With direct democracy the people themselves make political decisions, while with representative democracy decisions are made by members of elected bodies.

	•  With direct democracy decisions are made by referendum whereas with representative democracy decisions are made by government and elected assemblies.

	•  With direct democracy the people decide on single issues while in representative democracy people choose between full political programmes at elections.





Advantages and disadvantages of representative and direct democracy

Table 2 An assessment of representative democracy




	Advantages
	Disadvantages





	Representatives may have expert knowledge and experience which the general public do not possess.
	Elected representatives may be more interested in party politics than in the national interest. In general, parties may exercise too much control over their elected members.



	Representatives are likely to be more rational and less likely to be swayed by emotional appeals.
	There is no guarantee that representatives, whether elected or not, accurately reflect the views of those whom they claim to represent.



	Representatives are democratically accountable and therefore should behave in a responsible way.
	The UK electoral system produces a highly unrepresentative result.





Table 3 An assessment of direct democracy




	Advantages
	Disadvantages





	It gives legitimacy to political decisions if the people themselves make them.
	Issues may be too complex for people to judge.



	It is a decisive form of decision making and avoids excessive debate within the political system.
	The people may be swayed in their judgement by emotional appeals and false claims and information. They may not have enough information to make a rational decision.



	Decisions made by the people cannot be overturned by political leaders.
	Representatives are democratically accountable for their decisions, which helps to make them act responsibly. The people cannot be held accountable to themselves.







The case for reform of representative democracy

UK democracy is largely representative in nature. However, there are a number of problems with the system of democracy. This is sometimes described as a democratic deficit. The main problems associated with democracy in the UK include:


	•  The House of Lords is unelected.

	•  General elections produce unrepresentative outcomes. Governments may achieve an overall majority of the seats in parliament, but they never achieve a majority of the total votes.

	•  Some parties, such as the Liberal Democrats and the Green Party, are under-represented because of the electoral system, while others, such as Conservatives, Labour and SNP are over-represented.

	•  The system of devolution has led to an imbalance of representation across the UK.

	•  There is a lack of government accountability between elections and accountability to Parliament is weak.



Democratic deficit A flaw in the system where not enough democratic input occurs for those elected or in decision making.

Table 4 summarises the UK’s democratic deficit and shows the positive and negative aspects of representative democracy in the UK. It also shows the proposals that have been made to address these.

Table 4 Representative democracy in the UK assessed




	Democratic feature
	Positives
	Negatives
	Reform proposals





	Elections
	Nearly all over 18 can vote.
There is little electoral fraud and strong legal safeguards exist to prevent fraud.

	In general elections, the first-past-the-post system distorts support for parties and produces an unrepresentative House of Commons.
	Reform the electoral system and introduce some form of proportional representation.



	Parliament
	The House of Commons can hold the government to account.
	The House of Lords is unelected.
	Introduce an elected second chamber.



	Distribution of power
	Devolution has spread power away from London to the national regions.
	Devolved governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have varying powers.
England has no form of devolved representation, other than for some cities.

	Grant further powers to devolved governments.
Create English devolution.




	Public participation
	People are free to vote, to stand for office and to express political views.
	Turnouts at elections remain low by historical standards, while party membership is also lower than typically before the 1990s.
	A fairer electoral system might encourage more voting.
Widen the franchise to 16+ voters and perhaps make voting compulsory.




	Protection of rights and liberties
	Strong in the UK. The country is signed up to the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and the courts enforce it. The Supreme Court and the judiciary enforce the rule of law.
	Parliament is sovereign, which means that it can remove or weaken the protection of rights.
	Make Parliament subject to the ECHR.
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Exam tip

Use examples to illustrate the points you make in exam answers. This is especially important in questions about direct democracy and referendums. Examples of referendums can be found on page 30.
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Knowledge check 1

Identify the following:


	•  a pressure group that represents the concerns of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) citizens

	•  the name given to those elected to the Welsh Parliament

	•  the name given to those elected at local government level

	•  the subject of the national referendum held in the UK in 2011
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Linked concept

All democratic reforms are also examples of possible constitutional reforms and vice versa, so you should consider the link between these two areas. (See pages 43–49.)

In addition, individual elements, such as reform of elections and Parliament can only be properly considered with a knowledge of those specific concepts. (See pages 28–29 and 50–55.)
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Political participation

There are a number of ways in which people can participate in politics. The main examples are:


	•  voting in elections and referendums

	•  being a member of a political party

	•  being an especially active member of a political party

	•  standing for election to public office at local, regional or national level

	•  becoming a member of a pressure group or campaign group

	•  becoming involved in political campaigns online, including signing e-petitions



It is sometimes said that the UK is suffering from a participation crisis. This suggests that there is a decline in the number of people who are participating in politics in various ways. However, the evidence varies. In some ways participation is declining, but in others it is increasing (as shown in Table 5).

Participation crisis A belief, common in the twenty-first century, that political participation in the UK has declined so much that it has become a threat to the democratic health of the nation.

Table 5 Does the UK have a participation crisis?




	Evidence that it does
	Evidence that it does not





	Turnout at elections has been low in recent years, despite a small recovery in 2010–17, and variable at referendums.
	Several e-petitions have had very high response rates (e.g. for a second EU referendum in 2016 (3.8 million) and against a road pricing scheme in 2007 (1.8 million)).



	Membership of parties has declined significantly over the past 30 years.
	Membership of the Labour, Liberal Democratic, Green and Scottish National parties grew in the period 2015–19.



	There is a good deal of disillusion and apathy, especially among the young who have become disengaged from party politics.
	Young people are increasingly involved in pressure groups, social movements and online campaigns.



	Support for the two main parties has been in decline.
	Support for alternative parties and pressure groups has grown markedly since the 1990s.
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Linked concept

Participation is closely linked to the nature of voting systems and there is evidence to suggest that participation declines in safe seats that result from the first-past-the-post (FPTP) voting system. (See page 25.)
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The following suggestions have been proposed to try to increase turnout and participation:


	•  make voting compulsory

	•  make registering to vote more convenient, especially online

	•  possibly introduce online voting

	•  introduce weekend voting

	•  encourage more political education in schools

	•  extend the franchise to 16- and 17-year-olds to encourage more voting among the young



Reforming the electoral system might also help to increase turnout at elections as some form of proportional representation would see fewer votes ‘wasted’.
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Knowledge check 2

What has been the turnout in the following elections?


	•  2019 general election

	•  2021 Scottish Parliament elections

	•  2021 Welsh Senedd elections

	•  2021 London Mayoral election
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The franchise and suffrage


Milestones in the widening of the franchise


	•  Between 1832 (Great Reform Act) and 1928 the franchise was gradually extended.

	•  In 1832 the franchise was extended to about 8% of the adult population.

	•  In 1867 and 1884 the franchise was extended to most men but not women.

	•  In 1918 the vote was given to married women over 30.

	•  In 1928 the vote was given to all women.

	•  In 1969 the vote was extended to all adults over 18 instead of over 21.

	•  In 2016 16- and 17-year-olds were granted the vote in Scotland (though not for general elections).



Suffrage This refers to the right to vote. The term ‘franchise’ is an alternative.
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Knowledge check 3

Outline four ways in which people participate in politics in the UK.
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Suffragettes and suffragists

The suffragettes used both legal and illegal methods to campaign for votes for women. The suffragists stuck to legal methods. Their significance is:


	•  Contemporary pressure groups can learn a great deal from the methods of the votes for women movement.

	•  They illustrate the fact that illegal methods can bring beneficial publicity but can also be harmful to the cause.

	•  They demonstrate how a group of people excluded from the political process can affect the process from the outside.

	•  They demonstrate the importance of media publicity and public support for achieving goals.





Current movements to extend the franchise

There are currently debates about three key groups and whether the franchise should be extended to them:


	•  16- and 17-year-olds

	•  prisoners

	•  those sectioned for mental health reasons



Here we will focus on the issue of votes for 16- and 17-year-olds. The debate is outlined in Table 6.

Table 6 Should 16- and 17-year-olds be given the right to vote?




	Arguments in favour
	Arguments against





	With the spread of citizenship education, young people are now better informed about politics than ever before.
	16- and 17-year-olds are too young to be able to make rational judgements.



	Voting turnout among the 18–24-year-old age group is very low. Extending the franchise may encourage more people to become engaged with politics and to vote.
	Many issues are too complex for younger people to understand.



	The internet and social media now enable young people to be better informed about politics.
	Few people in this age group pay tax so they have a lower stake in society.



	If someone is old enough to serve in the army, get married or pay tax, they should be old enough to vote.
	Turnout among the young (18–24-year-olds) is much lower than the rest of society and where 16- and 17-year-olds have been given the right to vote, they turn out in even lower proportions.






A campaign to extend the franchise

The Votes at 16 campaign brings together many other groups who support lowering the franchise to 16. It uses a variety of methods including:


	•  organising petitions

	•  writing to MPs and peers

	•  arranging meetings with MPs and political groups

	•  raising public awareness of the issue



So far the campaign has seen the right to vote in local and devolved elections in Scotland and Wales extended to 16- and 17-year-olds, but there has been no change in England or for general elections.





Pressure groups and other influences


Types of pressure group

Pressure groups are organised groups that seek to put pressure on those in power. They do not have any power themselves but seek to influence those who do by working closely with them inside the political process (insider groups) or by organising campaigns against those in power from outside the political process (outsider groups). Pressure groups, unlike other influencing groups, seek to promote policies that will benefit their members, either directly benefiting the members’ interests (sectional groups) or by benefiting a cause the members believe in (causal groups).

Pressure group An association or movement that campaigns either to further the interests of a section of society or to further a particular cause or issue.

By competing with each other and promoting key causes on an equal basis, pressure groups can promote a system of pluralist democracy, although unfair or imbalanced competition can lead to elitism which undermines democracy.

Pluralist democracy A type of democracy where decisions are made by a neutral government based on the interplay of ideas between groups of equal status.

Elitism A feature of society and the political system which suggests that some groups wield a considerable amount of influence, giving them an unfair advantage in political discussion.



Pressure group methods and factors in success or failure

Pressure groups experience varying degrees of success and failure. Success means promoting favourable legislation in parliament and preventing unfavourable legislation, as well as raising public awareness of an issue or persuading government to place an issue on the political agenda. Two areas of pressure group activity should be considered. These are the methods typically used by pressure groups (see Table 7) and the factors that contribute to their success or otherwise (see Table 8).

Table 7 Campaigning methods




	Pressure group
	Aims
	Methods





	Plane Stupid
	To prevent airport expansions
	

	•  Invading airports and blocking flights

	•  Occupying airport terminals

	•  Blocking entrances to airports

	•  Delaying Heathrow expansion with a judicial review case

	•  Organising e-petitions







	British Medical Association (BMA)
	To force government to withdraw a new contract for junior hospital doctors
	

	•  Regular withdrawal of labour for routine operations and treatments







	UK Finance (formerly British Bankers’ Association)
	To prevent government imposing excessive regulations on banks
	

	•  Lobbying ministers and sympathetic MPs and peers







	Friends of the Earth
	Promoting environmental protection
	

	•  Public campaigns to attract members

	•  Research and publicity campaigns to highlight environmental problems

	•  Lobbying ministers and parliament







	Liberty
	Protecting citizens’ rights and freedoms
	

	•  Initiating court cases against public bodies and government (mostly judicial reviews) when it is felt rights are under threat









Table 8 What makes some pressure groups more successful than others?




	Success factors
	Failure factors





	Size: Many members and/or followers suggests more pressure on government and possibly more available funds. Example: Age UK
	Small size: Such groups suffer from lack of active support and usually a lack of funds. Example: Local environmental protection groups



	Finance: With ample funds a group can mount successful campaigns and use publicity. Example: UK Finance
	Limited finance: Without enough funds, a group can fail to promote or organise itself and get its message out. Example: Save our Bluebell Common (Heaton Mersey Common)



	Public opinion: Some campaign groups enjoy the widespread support of the public. Example: Action on Smoking and Health (ASH)
	Adverse public opinion: Some groups fail to capture the public imagination. Example: Pro-smoking group, Forest



	Strategic position in society: Groups that are vital to society have more political leverage. Example: British Medical Association (BMA)
	Countervailing forces: Groups may fail because they face powerful adversaries. Example: Anti-fracking groups are opposed by powerful energy companies



	Government support: Some groups have views which accord with government policy. Example: Plane Stupid and the issue of a third runway at Heathrow since Boris Johnson became PM
	Government opposition: Sometimes groups and their aims fall out of favour with government. Example: BMA strikes against a seven-day NHS







Pressure group case studies

When undertaking a case study of a pressure group you should research the following:


	•  If it is a sectional group, who does it represent?

	•  What are its objectives?

	•  What are its main methods?

	•  What notable successes has it achieved?

	•  What are the reasons for its successes and failures?





Other collective organisations


Think tanks

Think tanks do not have members nor do they represent interests other than their own. Instead they carry out academic research and produce ideas in line with the aims of their foundation. These may be neutral, as in the case of think tanks linked to universities, or there may be a clear agenda, such as to promote free market or socialist ideas.

Think tank A colloquial term which refers to a research organisation that produces information and opinions about policy issues.

Think tanks seek to influence government by persuading it of the merits of their views and arguments and offering policy ideas that the government can simply adopt and use. Key examples include:


	•  Adam Smith Institute

	•  Centre for Social Justice

	•  Fabian Society





Lobbyists

Sometimes referred to as ‘public relations’ firms, lobbyists are political advisers who are hired by private interests to help them achieve their political goals. This may be through explaining how best to influence the political system, arranging meetings between clients and political figures, or advocating on behalf of clients in a bid to influence legislation or government decisions, such as the awarding of a contract or implementation of key legislation.

Lobbyists People employed by a client to influence the political process, particularly concerning legislation.

Lobbyists are usually people who have previously worked in the political system and have expert knowledge of the people and process of government. They can be useful in providing advice and information to the government but are often criticised for promoting the interests of their clients over the interests of the nation. Key examples include:


	•  Media Intelligence Partners

	•  Chartered Institute of Public Relations

	•  Government Affairs (Services) Ltd





Corporations

Corporations are major businesses that play a vital economic role in UK politics. As a result of their size, wealth and the number of people they employ, their opinions can often be used to influence government policy — by threatening to relocate to another country, threatening to close down key sources of employment or simply by advising of potential consequences that may result from government action. This can lead to beneficial outcomes for the economy, but corporations prioritise their own interests and profits ahead of the national interest, public will or a cause. As such, they can be seen to undermine the democratic process. Key examples include:


	•  Google

	•  HSBC

	•  Starbucks
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Linked concept

The various groups listed here aim to work closely with Parliament and the executive to develop policies and influence the passage of legislation. While this may be seen as negative, it can also help improve the quality of legislation by offering expert advice and opinions to lawmakers. (See pages 11–13.)
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Knowledge check 4

Give an example of each of the following groups:


	•  think tank

	•  lobbying firm

	•  corporation
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Exam tip

When discussing democracy in any context, it is important to consider how well dispersed power and influence are — well dispersed in a pluralist system or concentrated in a few hands in an elitist system. It is generally held that in a healthy democracy, power, influence and knowledge are widely dispersed.
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Rights in context


Milestones in the development of rights in the UK


	•  Magna Carta, 1215 This limited the power of the monarch, requiring the ‘barons’ to give consent before taxation could be imposed and securing certain rights, such as trial by jury.

	•  The Bill of Rights, 1688 This ensured a number of individual rights for British citizens. It covered things like freedom from cruel and unusual punishments and false imprisonment.

	•  The Human Rights Act 1998 This had the effect of bringing the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into UK law. It strengthened the protection of a whole range of rights and liberties. It made civil liberties a firm part of UK law.

	•  The Freedom of Information Act 2000 This Act gives citizens the right to view information held by any public body in two categories — first, information held about themself and, second, information which may be of public interest. The only exception is information that might threaten national security if published.

	•  The Equality Act 2010 This replaced several existing pieces of legislation establishing rights in the UK. The Act outlaws any kind of discrimination on the grounds of gender, ethnicity, religion, disablement and sexual orientation.



Civil liberties Those rights and freedoms which cannot be abused or reduced by any public body, effectively freedom from the government. They include such examples as freedom of thought, expression, association and movement.



Rights protection in the UK


How effectively are rights protected in the UK?

The issue of how well rights are currently protected in the UK is much disputed. The debate on this issue is shown in Table 9.

Table 9 The protection of rights in the UK: strengths and weaknesses




	Strengths
	Weaknesses





	There is a strong common law tradition.
	Common law can be vague and disputed. It can also be set aside by parliamentary statutes.



	The UK is subject to the ECHR.
	Parliament remains sovereign and so can ignore the ECHR or can even repeal the Human Rights Act.



	The judiciary has a reputation for being independent and upholding the rule of law, even against the expressed wishes of government and parliament. Civil rights are therefore virtually guaranteed.
	There is increasing pressure on government, as a result of international terrorism, to curtail rights in the interests of national security. The right to privacy, the rights of association and expression, as well as freedom from imprisonment without trial, are all under threat.





Civil rights Rights that are absolute and must be protected by the government, through the law, effectively freedom by the government. Specifically, the term refers to rights such as voting, standing for office and protection from discrimination.
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Linked concept

The protection of rights in the UK is closely tied up with the independence and neutrality of the Supreme Court and is a means of understanding the relationships between the various branches of government. The Human Rights Act, which gives the Supreme Court a great deal of authority in rights protection, is also an example of a key constitutional reform. (See pages 41–42.)
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Exam tip

When discussing rights in any context, it is important to distinguish between individual rights, which are largely protected in law, and collective rights, which are usually protected by government and parliament.
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Individual and collective rights

Problems can arise when the individual rights of citizens conflict with the rights of the community as a whole. In some cases these conflicts have no answer. They remain difficult political issues.

Table 10 Conflicts between individual and collective (community) rights




	Individual rights
	Conflicting collective rights





	Freedom of expression
	The right of religious groups not to have their beliefs satirised or questioned



	The right to privacy
	The right of the community to be protected from terrorism by security services who may listen in to private communications



	The right to press freedom
	The right of public figures to keep their private lives private



	The right to demonstrate in public places (right to association and free movement) and thus cause disruption
	The right of the community to their own freedom of movement



	The right to strike in pursuit of pay and employment rights
	The right of the community to expect good service from public servants who are paid from taxation







Pressure groups and rights protection

Pressure groups play an important role in ensuring rights are upheld and defended in the UK, helping to promote awareness of rights as well as offering support and assistance to those who have had their rights denied.

Liberty

Liberty is an open membership pressure group that aims to promote human rights in the UK by advocating for them, supporting legal challenges and campaigning against rights abuses.

In 2018 Liberty announced that it would represent Ed Bridges in challenging the use of facial recognition in public spaces as a violation of the right to privacy.

Since 2017 Liberty has campaigned against the 28-day statutory limit on immigration detention.

JUSTICE

JUSTICE is a group made up of lawyers who advocate for the protection of human rights. The group uses its expertise to work with governments to develop legal reforms that will help protect human rights in the UK, such as the Data Protection Act of 1998 and the Constitutional Reform Act of 2005. JUSTICE will also intervene by offering advice and legal support in cases relating to major rights issues in the UK legal system. It became the first non-governmental organisation (NGO) to argue a case before the UK Supreme Court in 2009.
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Summary

When you have completed this topic, you should have a thorough knowledge of the following information and issues:


	•  the features of direct and representative democracy

	•  the similarities and differences between direct and representative democracy

	•  the reasons for and arguments against reform of the UK’s democratic system

	•  the key milestones in the development of the franchise

	•  the work of groups to extend the franchise, including the suffragettes and suffragists and one modern campaign

	•  the ways in which pressure groups seek to influence those in power

	•  the various types of groups that seek to influence the political system and how they operate

	•  the nature and importance of judicial independence

	•  two examples of pressure groups at work in the UK

	•  the ways in which rights have developed in the UK, including key milestones

	•  the conflicts that have arisen over rights protection in the UK
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Political parties


Functions and features of political parties

Political parties play an


	•  to convert political demands into practical political programmes of action

	•  to provide organised opportunities for people to participate meaningfully in politics

	•  to recruit people who can stand for election to representative institutions at local, regional and national levels

	•  to manage election campaigns, presenting the electorate with choices between sets of policies

	•  to educate the general public about political issues

	•  to call government to account when in opposition






	•  Members hold broadly similar political views on a range of issues, centred around an ideology.

	•  They are seeking elected office and to gain political power within the political system.

	•  They are internally democratic, with members playing a role in decisions and choosing officials.

	•  They have formal membership.




The role of parties in the UK political system



Positive aspects


	•  They provide open opportunities for people to become active in politics.

	•  They are inclusive and make few demands on members.

	•  They make political issues coherent and help to make government accountable.

	•  They help to make elections and the operation of parliament effective and understandable to the public.





Negative aspects


	•  Adversarial party politics denies the creation of consensus and reduces issues to false, simplistic choices.

	•  Parties claim legitimacy through their electoral mandate even when they are elected to power with a minority of the popular vote.

	•  Parties sometimes become elitist so that small leadership groups can dominate policy making to the detriment of internal democracy.
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The funding of UK political parties



	•  collecting membership subscriptions from members

	•  holding fundraising events such as fetes, festivals, conferences and dinners

	•  receiving donations from supporters

	•  raising loans from wealthy individuals or banks

	•  the self-financing of candidates for office

	•  up to £2 million per party is available in grants from the electoral commission. In addition, ‘Short money’ and ‘Cranborne money’ are funds given to opposition parties for research — the amount depends on the party’s size in Parliament and the number of votes it won in the previous general election




Why is party funding controversial?


	1  The income of parties varies considerably, as shown in Table 11. This means that larger parties have a huge advantage over smaller parties.







	Party
	Income from all sources (£ millions)





	Labour
	14.5



	Conservatives
	15.4



	Liberal Democrats
	  4.1



	Scottish National Party
	    1.45



	Green Party (of Great Britain)
	  2.0



	Plaid Cymru
	  1.6







	2  Funding by large donors, both individuals and companies, may give those donors unaccountable influence.

	3  Some party donations undermine the reputation of the political process as they may be given in the hope and expectation that the donor be given an honour such as a peerage or a knighthood.

	4  As party memberships (and membership subscriptions) have been declining, parties rely more heavily on donations from rich benefactors.
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What measures have been proposed to solve these party funding problems?


	1  Impose restrictions on the size of individual donations to parties. To be effective the cap would have to be relatively low.

	2  Impose tight restrictions on how much parties are allowed to spend. This would make large-scale fundraising futile.

	3  Restrict donations to individuals, i.e. outlawing donations from businesses, pressure groups and trade unions.

	4  Replace all funding with state grants for parties, paid for out of general taxation.








	Arguments for
	Arguments against





	It will end the opportunity for the corrupt use of donations.
	Taxpayers may object to funding what can be considered to be ‘private’ organisations.



	It will end the possibility of ‘hidden’ forms of influence through funding.
	It will be difficult to know how to distribute funding. Should it be on the basis of past performance (in which case large parties will retain their advantage) or on the basis of future aspirations (which is vague)?



	It will reduce the huge financial advantage that large parties enjoy and give smaller parties the opportunity to make progress.
	Parties may lose some of their independence and will see themselves as organs of the state.



	It will improve democracy by ensuring wider participation from groups who have no ready source of funds.
	State funding may lead to excessive state regulation of parties.
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Established political parties


Left-wing and right-wing politics






	Left-wing ideas
	Right-wing ideas





	Redistributing income from rich to poor through taxation and welfare
	Low levels of taxation to encourage private enterprise and create incentives to work



	Strong support for the welfare state
	Acceptance of private sector involvement in the provision of public services



	Support for workers’ rights and trade union power
	The state should not interfere with the working of the economy save for exceptional circumstances



	The state should support industries which are vital to society and the economy
	Support for free markets in goods, finance and labour, including reducing trade union power



	Support for measures designed to create equality of opportunity
	Keeping welfare benefits relatively low as an incentive for people to find work and not become too dependent on the state



	A stress on equal rights for all groups in society
	A strong position on law and order and on national unity and patriotism
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Conservatives


	•  Increase the number of nurses by 50,000.

	•  No income tax, VAT or National Insurance rises.

	•  Pensions to rise by at least 2.5% per year.

	•  No one to have to sell their home to pay for care.

	•  Reach net zero on carbon emissions by 2050.

	•  Spend £6.3 billion on 2.2 million disadvantaged homes.

	•  Introduce a points-based immigration system.

	•  Continue the rollout of universal credit.

	•  Launch a democracy commission to consider the powers of the Supreme Court and the nature of the Human Rights Act.





Labour


	•  Scrap the benefit cap and two-child limit.

	•  Scrap university student tuition fees.

	•  Create a British Recovery Bond to help people save and invest in Britain post-pandemic.

	•  Provide start-up loans for 100,000 new businesses from across all regions of the UK.

	•  Extend the business rate relief and VAT cuts to hospitality and leisure.

	•  End public sector pay freezes.

	•  Provide local councils with funding to prevent tax rises.

	•  Invest £30 billion in creating 400,000 new green jobs.





[image: ]



[image: ]






Liberal Democrats


	•  Fund the NHS with a penny income tax rise.

	•  Provide free childcare for all children aged 2–4.

	•  Generate 80% of energy from renewable sources by 2030.

	•  Increase taxes on frequent flyers.

	•  Recruit 20,000 new teachers.

	•  Legalise cannabis.

	•  Freeze rail fares.





Factions within parties



Conservatives


	•  New Right — supports the policies adopted in the 1980s. They include neo-liberal ideas of free markets, low taxation, low levels of welfare benefits and the weakening of trade unions, plus neo-conservatism which wishes to see a strong, authoritarian state. The main group is called Conservative Way Forward.

	•  One-nation — now a small minority who wish to avoid policies which may be socially divisive. They are more centrist and accept a role for the state to ensure a low level of inequality.







Labour


	•  Old Labour — supports traditional left-wing socialist policies such as the re-nationalisation of some important industries and strong regulation of public utilities, strengthening trade unions and raising taxes to redistribute income and improve welfare services.

	•  New Labour — supports centrist policies such as poverty reduction programmes, mild redistribution of income and support for the welfare state but not excessively generous state benefits. New Labour supporters also take a pragmatic approach to economic management.







Liberal Democrats


	•  Modern liberals — support centre-left policies similar to those adopted by the centrists in the Labour Party, together with a strong position on environmental control and constitutional reform.

	•  Classical liberals — sometimes referred to as Orange Book liberals, they support constitutional reform and environmentalism, but they also support neo-liberal policies which would establish very free product, labour and financial markets.
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Emerging and minor political parties



	•  Scottish National Party (SNP)

	•  Plaid Cymru

	•  Green Party

	•  Democratic Unionist Party (DUP)

	•  Sinn Féin








	Party
	Principal policy
	General political stance





	SNP
	Scottish independence
	Centre-left



	Green Party
	Environmental protection
	Left



	Plaid Cymru
	Self-government for Wales
	Centre-left



	DUP
	Northern Ireland to remain part of the UK
	Right



	Sinn Féin
	Northern Ireland to leave the UK to join the Republic of Ireland
	Centre-left
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The importance of other parties in the UK



	•  When the governing party lacks an overall Commons majority, it may survive by reaching an agreement of support with a minor party. The Conservative Party made such a pact with the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) of Northern Ireland in 2017.

	•  A party that wins large numbers of votes (though not necessarily seats) may influence large parties who fear losing votes to it. This is most true of UKIP (who pressurised the Conservatives into holding a Brexit referendum following the 2015 general election) and the Green Party (who have persuaded more parties to adopt environmentalist policies).

	•  If an emerging party wins a significant number of seats in the House of Commons it can become influential as a member of the opposition. This has become true of the SNP since 2015.
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The ideas and policies of two minor parties






	Party
	Policies





	SNP
	Scottish independence








	Green Party
	Strong controls on environmental damage and strict emissions control targets
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UK political parties in context

Party systems and classifications



	•  Dominant-party system One party dominates the number of seats in the legislative body, such as the SNP in Scotland since 2007.

	•  Two-party system Only two parties have significant representation and a realistic chance of forming a government; one will be in power and the other will be the official opposition, such as usually occurs in the UK Parliament.

	•  Multi-party system More than two parties have significant numbers of representatives elected and many will have a chance of becoming a party of government, such as occurs in Northern Ireland and in many local councils across the UK.
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Factors in party success and failure



	•  How competent was the party in the past when it was last in office?

	•  How economically responsible does it appear to be?

	•  Is it trustworthy?

	•  How effective is the party leader? An effective leader can win support for their party but a poor leader will cost the party support. This will include issues such as:

	–  decisiveness

	–  ability to lead

	–  media image

	–  intelligence

	–  apparent honesty





	•  How unified is the party? A unified party has a clear message and instils confidence in the voters, whereas a divided party appears weak and confused.

	•  How is the party portrayed by the media? A party that is heavily criticised in the press will find it difficult to secure public confidence, while one that is well portrayed will gain confidence from the electorate.
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	•  the functions and features of political parties in the UK

	•  how parties are funded in the UK

	•  debates on reform of party funding in the UK

	•  the origins and development of the three established parties in the UK

	•  the current policies and positions of the established parties

	•  the development and policies of other parties in the UK

	•  the impact other parties have had on UK politics

	•  the nature of the party system across the UK and regionally

	•  factors that affect party success in the UK

	•  the distinction between left- and right-wing politics
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Electoral systems


Different electoral systems explained and assessed


First-past-the-post



	•  The country is divided into 650 single-member constituencies.

	•  Each constituency returns one Member of Parliament (MP).

	•  At elections, each party presents one candidate for election.

	•  The winner of the election is the candidate who wins more votes than any other candidate. This is known as a plurality.

	•  It is not necessary to win an overall (over 50%) majority of votes to win a seat.
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	Advantages
	Disadvantages





	It is easy to understand and usually produces a clear result in each constituency.
	The overall outcome is not proportional. Some parties win more seats than their support warrants, while others win fewer than they deserve.



	It produces one single representative for each constituency and so creates a close constituency–MP bond.
	It means that many votes are effectively wasted because they can have no impact on the outcome in safe seats.



	Accountability of the individual MP is clear to the electors.
	Votes are of unequal value because votes in safe seats are less valuable than votes in marginal seats.



	The system tends to produce a clear winner in the general election, i.e. a single party with a parliamentary majority. This helps to promote strong, stable, decisive government.
	It encourages some voters to vote tactically and so abandon the party they really want to support.



	It helps to prevent small parties breaking into the system. This is useful if the small parties are undesirable ‘extremists’.
	It prevents new parties breaking into the system and so produces political ‘inertia’.



	Arguably first-past-the-post has stood the test of time. Abandoning the system would be a dangerous step into the unknown.
	The democratic legitimacy of the government can be called into question as, since 1945, all winning parties have won with less than half of the popular vote.



	The result is usually achieved quickly, allowing democracy to function efficiently.
	Between 2010 and 2017 the ability of FPTP to return a clear parliamentary majority was called into question.







The additional member system (AMS)



	•  Two-thirds of the seats are elected using first-past-the-post, as for UK general elections.

	•  The other third of the seats are elected on the basis of closed regional list voting. The country is divided into regions and each party offers a list of candidates for each region.

	•  Voters therefore have two votes — one for the constituency and the other for one of the party lists.

	•  Party list seats are allocated based in part on the result of the regional list and through a variable top-up system which adjusts the proportions of votes cast on the list system. This is a complex calculation but, in essence, what happens is the seats awarded from the list system are adjusted to give a more proportional result.

	•  Parties that do less well in the constituencies (in Scotland, typically Conservatives or Greens) have their proportion of list votes adjusted upwards. Those that do proportionally well under first-past-the-post (typically Labour in Wales and SNP in Scotland) have their list votes adjusted downwards.

	•  The overall effect of variable top-up is to make the total result close to proportional of the total votes cast in both systems.
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	Advantages
	Disadvantages





	It produces a broadly proportional outcome and so is fairer to all parties.
	It produces two classes of representative — those with a constituency and those elected through the lists, meaning they are held accountable in different ways.



	It gives voters two votes and so more choice.
	It is more complex than first-past-the-post. Having two votes can confuse some voters.



	It combines preserving constituency representation with a proportional outcome.
	It can result in the election of extremist candidates.



	A majority government can be achieved if there is sufficient support, as occurred in Scotland in 2011.
	It is more likely to result in minority or coalition government, which can be unstable and more difficult to hold to account.
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Single transferable vote (STV)



	•  There are usually six seats available in each constituency.

	•  Each party is permitted to put up as many candidates as there are seats, i.e. up to six. In practice, parties do not adopt six candidates as they have no chance of winning all six seats available. Four is the normal maximum number from each party.

	•  Voters place the candidates in their order of preference by putting a number 1, 2, 3 etc. beside their names.

	•  Voters can vote for candidates from different parties or even all the parties, though few actually do.

	•  At the count an electoral quota is calculated. This is established by taking the total number of votes cast, dividing it by the number of seats available plus 1. So, if 50,000 votes are cast and six seats are available, the quota is 50,000 ÷ (6 + 1 = 7). This works out as 7,143. One is then added, giving a final figure of 7,144.

	•  The first preferences are counted for each candidate. Any candidates who achieve the quota are elected automatically.

	•  After this stage the counting is complex. The candidates securing the fewest first choice votes are eliminated and the second, third, fourth or even lower preferences of the voters who had voted for the eliminated candidates are transferred to the other candidates, until a candidate secures the quota to be elected.

	•  This process continues until six candidates have achieved the quota and are elected. If all but six candidates have been eliminated, then the remaining candidates will be elected, even if they do not achieve the quota.









	Advantages
	Disadvantages





	It produces a broadly proportional outcome.
	It is quite a complex system that some voters do not understand.



	It gives voters a very wide choice of candidates to choose from. The second and subsequent choices of the voters are taken into consideration in the counting.
	The vote counting is complicated and can take a long time.



	Voters can vote for candidates from different parties and show a preference between candidates of the same party.
	It can help candidates with extremist views to be elected.



	As there are six representatives per constituency, each voter has a choice of those to represent them and usually can be represented by someone from the party they support.
	With six representatives per constituency the lines of accountability are not clear.



	It promotes more consensus politics which can lead to greater political cooperation, essential in a divided society such as Northern Ireland.
	It is more likely to result in minority or coalition government.
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Supplementary vote (SV)



	•  Voters have two choices, a first and second choice. If any candidate achieves an overall majority, i.e. 50%+, of the first choice or round, they are automatically elected.

	•  If this does not happen the top two candidates go into a second round of counting. All the others are eliminated.

	•  The second-choice votes are added to the first choices to give two final totals. As there are only two candidates left, one of them must achieve an absolute majority of the remaining votes.

	•  Therefore, the winner usually has an overall majority of a combination of first- and second-choice votes.








	Advantages
	Disadvantages





	The winning candidate can claim to have an overall majority of support.
	A winning candidate may not enjoy the first-choice support of an overall majority.



	It is relatively simple for voters to understand.
	There is evidence of voters not understanding the system and wasting their vote by voting for the same candidate twice or two parties with no chance of finishing in the top two.



	Voters’ first and second choices are relevant.
	It is likely to promote a two-party system and make it even harder for small parties to win a seat.
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	•  Which system is likely to produce the most proportional result?

	•  Which system gives the most choice to voters?

	•  Which system is most likely to produce an overall majority for the winning party?
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	System
	Type of system
	Where used





	First-past-the-post
	Plurality
	UK general elections





	Additional member system (AMS)
	Hybrid
	Scottish parliamentary elections






	Single transferable vote (STV)
	Proportional
	All Northern Ireland elections





	Supplementary vote (SV)
	Majority
	City mayoral elections
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Comparing first-past-the-post with other systems






	Objective
	FPTP
	AMS
	STV
	SV





	Strong, stable, single-party government
	Usually very strong
	Possible but less likely than under FPTP
	Very rare
	More likely than under FPTP



	Maximum voter choice
	Limited to only one choice which may have limited impact
	Two choices with two chances of securing desired representation
	Up to six choices on a preferential basis with as many chances of securing some degree of desired representation
	Two preferential choices, though only one candidate elected



	A multi-party system
	Unlikely as it tends to promote a two-party system
	More likely than FPTP, though evidence suggests single-party dominance occurs in the UK
	Far more likely than any other system used in the UK
	Even less likely than under FPTP



	Strong constituency representation
	Strong due to single-member constituencies
	The FPTP candidate holds this, but the top-up candidates do not
	Large multi-member constituencies make this much less likely
	The same as FPTP



	A proportional outcome
	Unlikely due to wasted votes and safe seats
	More likely due to the top-up element, though it depends on the percentage of top-up seats (fewer in Wales than in Scotland, making it less proportional)
	Far more likely than under FPTP or any other system
	Could be even less proportional than under FPTP due to two-party dominance



	An absolute majority for the winner in each constituency
	Mixed, but about 50–60% chance under FPTP
	The FPTP seats are going to be the same but the top-up seats are not likely to see an absolute majority
	Very unlikely
	Much more likely than under any other system



	Votes are of equal value
	No, as a result of safe seats, wasted votes and unequal representation
	More likely than under FPTP but still widespread variation
	Much more likely than under any other system
	Slightly better than under FPTP but still not very equal








Electoral systems analysis


Debates about why different electoral systems are used in the UK



	•  New Labour had committed itself to electoral reform, partly after 18 years in opposition and partly as a means of gaining support from the Liberal Democrats if a coalition were needed.

	•  Having been elected with a huge majority in 1997 and benefiting from FPTP, New Labour cooled its approach to electoral reform until the prospect of defeat in the 2010 general election.

	•  However, having committed themselves to electoral reform they needed to introduce new systems somewhere in the UK.

	•  It was also hoped that introducing more systems that created fairer representation might encourage greater participation.

	•  In some devolved regions, AMS was introduced as a means of allowing smaller parties to gain some representation and ensuring the regions did not end up as a copy of Westminster. This improved the level of democracy and representation.

	•  For elected mayors, who hold a great deal of administrative power, it was important to use SV as a way of ensuring that the winning candidate had support from a majority of the people.

	•  In Northern Ireland, the history of violence that resulted from key parties being excluded from power meant STV would be used to ensure that nearly all parties would gain some form of representation as well as ensuring that one party could not win an absolute majority.

	•  STV was introduced by the Scottish Parliament in order to improve democracy and create a more representative set of councils.





	–  Levels of participation and turnout have not improved noticeably as a result of the introduction of alternative electoral systems.

	–  In Scotland and Wales one party has been dominant for a prolonged period of time with no real single party of opposition.

	–  Though small, instances of spoiled ballots as a result of confusion are higher (around 3% of the total) than under FPTP (around 1%).
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The impact of electoral systems on types of government, the party system and voter choice






	System
	Party system
	Government formation
	Voter choice





	FPTP
	Tends to two-party
	Usually strong government with a majority
	Little choice



	AMS
	Multi-party
	Difficult for one party to gain a majority
	Voters have two votes



	STV
	Multi-party
	A majority government is very unlikely
	Voters have many choices



	SV
	Tends to two-party
	A majority government is more likely
	Voters have two choices








Referendums


The experience of referendums in the UK since 1997






	Year
	Issue
	Level
	Why held
	Yes (%)
	No (%)
	Turnout (%)





	1997
	Should additional powers be devolved to Scotland and a Scottish Parliament established?
	Scotland
	A fundamental change in the system of government needed popular consent.
	74.3
	25.7
	60.4



	1997
	Should additional powers be devolved to Wales and a Welsh Assembly established?
	Wales
	A fundamental change in the system of government needed popular consent.
	50.3
	49.7
	50.1



	1998
	Should the Belfast Agreement be implemented?
	Northern Ireland
	This required support across the whole of the divided community.
	71.7
	28.9
	81.0



	2004
	Should additional powers be devolved to northeast England and a regional assembly established?
	Northeast England
	A fundamental change in the system of government needed popular consent.
	22.1
	77.9
	47.7



	2005
	Should a ‘congestion charge’ zone be introduced in Edinburgh?
	Edinburgh
	It was a highly controversial proposal.
	25.6
	74.4
	61.7



	2011
	Should the UK adopt the alternative vote system for general elections?
	National
	The coalition government was divided on the issue of electoral reform.
	32.1
	67.9
	42.2



	2014
	Should Scotland become an independent country?
	Scotland
	A fundamental question about who governs Scotland and a manifesto commitment of the SNP in the Scottish Parliament elections of 2011, which they had won with an outright majority.
	44.7
	55.3
	84.6



	2016
	Should the UK remain a member of the EU?
	National
	A fundamental constitutional question. The governing Conservative Party was split on the issue. Also, to meet the challenge of UKIP.
	48.1
	51.9
	72.2
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	•  Which referendum had the highest turnout?

	•  Which referendums were locally based?

	•  Which referendums were regionally based?

	•  Which referendum had the highest majority?

	•  Which referendum had the narrowest majority?
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The reasons why referendums have been held



	•  An issue might be very divisive so a referendum can settle the issue and unite the population. Example: the devolution referendums of 1997.

	•  An issue may be of huge constitutional significance and so requires pure democracy. Example: the 2014 referendum on Scottish independence.

	•  It helps to entrench and safeguard constitutional changes. Example: the 1998 referendum on the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland.

	•  To judge public opinion on an issue. Example: local referendums on congestion charges.
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The case for and against referendums







	Arguments for
	Arguments against





	Referendums are the purest form of democracy, uncorrupted by the filter of representative democracy. They demonstrate the pure will of the people, as occurred in the EU vote in 2016.
	The people may not be able to understand the complexities of an issue such as the consequences of leaving the EU or adopting a new electoral system.



	Referendums can mend rifts in society, as occurred with the decisive result of the 1998 vote on the Belfast Agreement.
	Referendums can also cause social rifts. This arguably occurred in both 2014 in Scotland and in 2016 with the EU referendum.



	Referendums can solve conflicts within the political system and so stave off a crisis. This was especially the case with the EU referendums in both 1975 and 2016.
	There is a danger that the excessive use of referendums may undermine the authority of representative democracy.



	Referendums are particularly useful when the expressed (as opposed to implied) consent of the people is important, so that the decision will be respected. This was very true of the votes on devolution in 1997.
	A referendum can represent the ‘tyranny of the majority’. This means that the majority that wins the vote can use their victory to force the minority to accept a change which is against their interests. The Scots, who voted strongly to stay in the EU in 2016, claimed they were being tyrannised by the English majority.



	Arguably the people are much more informed than they have ever been in the past. The internet and social media in particular have facilitated this. This makes them more capable of making decisions for themselves rather than relying on elected representatives.
	Voters may be swayed by emotional rather than rational appeals. It may also be that they are influenced by false information.



	They can be useful in preventing the government from making a mistake or enacting an unpopular policy, as occurred in 2004 when the northeast of England decisively rejected the government’s proposed plans for regional devolution.
	Some questions should not be reduced to a simple yes/no answer — they are more complicated. Certainly the 2011 question on electoral reform is an example of this. Perhaps several different options should have been considered, not just one.
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	•  the workings of the different electoral systems used in the UK

	•  the advantages and disadvantages of each of these electoral systems

	•  the impact of different electoral systems on the type of government elected

	•  the impact of different electoral systems on party representation

	•  the impact of different electoral systems on voter choice

	•  the arguments surrounding electoral reform at Westminster

	•  what referendums are and how they are used in the UK

	•  the impact referendums have made on politics in the UK

	•  the case for and against the use of referendums in a representative democracy
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Voting behaviour and the media


Social factors affecting voting


Class and voting



	•  Class AB Higher managerial, company director, higher professional such as lawyers

	•  Class C1 Supervisors, clerical workers, junior managers, lower professional such as nurses

	•  Class C2 Skilled manual occupations

	•  Class DE Unskilled manual workers, basic catering, unemployed










	Election year
	% class AB voting Conservative
	% class DE voting Labour





	1964
	78
	64



	1987
	57
	53



	1997
	59
	59



	2010
	40
	40



	2015
	45
	41



	2017
	43
	59



	2019
	45
	39







	•  Class dealignment. A diminishing proportion of the population consider themselves a member of a specific class. Class is less important in society than it used to be.

	•  The parties have tended to move towards the centre of the political spectrum which means they appeal to people across the class boundaries.

	•  Other factors than class have become important, most notably age.
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Partisanship and voting attachment



	•  Class dealignment has occurred. This means that the old strong links between the working class and Labour and the middle class and the Conservatives have weakened. As a result of class dealignment people have weaker party attachments.

	•  The parties have tended to adopt centrist policies which can attract a wider range of voter support but alienate more committed members.

	•  There is a growing support for alternative parties based on issues, such as the Greens and SNP.

	•  There is a general widespread dissatisfaction with the performance of parties at Westminster so people feel less attachment to them.

	•  There has been a long-term decline in party membership, so there are fewer committed party supporters.
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	•  What proportion of middle-class voters supported the Conservatives in (a) 1964 and (b) 2019?

	•  What proportion of working-class voters supported the Labour Party in (a) 1964 and (b) 2019?

	•  Which party appears to have suffered more from class dealignment since 1964?
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Gender, age, ethnicity and region in voting patterns


Gender





Age
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	•  The 18–24 age group is much more likely to support the Labour Party than the Conservatives.

	•  The 35–44 age group is the most likely range to support the Liberal Democrats.

	•  The older a voter is, the more likely they are to support the Conservative Party.
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Ethnicity







	Election
	% BAME voting Conservative
	% BAME voting Labour
	% BAME voting Liberal Democrat





	1997
	18
	70
	9



	2010
	16
	60
	20



	2015
	23
	65
	4



	2017
	21
	65
	6



	2019
	20
	64
	12









Region






	Region
	% Conservative
	% Labour
	% Liberal Democrat
	SNP or Plaid Cymru





	East of England
	57.2
	24.5
	13.4
	n/a



	Northeast of England
	38.3
	42.6
	6.9
	n/a



	Northwest of England
	37.6
	46.4
	7.9
	n/a



	Southeast of England
	54.2
	22.1
	18.3
	n/a



	Southwest of England
	52.9
	23.3
	18.1
	n/a



	East Midlands of England
	54.9
	31.8
	7.8
	n/a



	West Midlands of England
	53.5
	33.9
	7.9
	n/a



	London
	32.0
	48.1
	14.9
	n/a



	Yorkshire and the Humber
	43.0
	38.8
	8.0
	n/a



	Scotland
	25.1
	18.6
	9.5
	45.0



	Wales
	36.1
	40.9
	6.0
	9.9








	•  The south of England is heavily dominated by the Conservative Party.

	•  The same is true of the rural Midlands, though to a slightly lesser extent.

	•  The north of England is dominated by Labour.

	•  Scotland is heavily dominated by the SNP.

	•  London is different from the rest of the south of England in that Labour has more support there.
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Summary of factors affecting voting






	Factor
	Estimated influence





	Gender
	There is a slight tendency for women to favour Labour, but gender is not that important in explaining voting behaviour.



	Age
	This is a key factor. Older voters favour the Conservatives significantly. Young voters have a strong Labour bias.



	Ethnicity
	This is another significant factor in voting behaviour. Labour tends to benefit from BAME votes, but these BAME votes tend to be concentrated in urban areas already dominated by Labour.



	Class
	Class used to be the most important determinant of voting behaviour but is becoming much less influential.



	Region
	There are considerable variations in regional voting patterns. Scotland is heavily dominated by the SNP, while the south of England is solidly Conservative. The north of England is Labour country, while the English Midlands are closely contested between the two main parties.








Political factors affecting voting


Party leaders



	•  their record in office (e.g. Margaret Thatcher, 1979–87)

	•  compassion (e.g. John Major, 1990–92)

	•  decisiveness (e.g. Tony Blair, 1997–2007)

	•  strong leadership (e.g. Margaret Thatcher)

	•  clear vision (e.g. Tony Blair, Nicola Sturgeon for the SNP and Jeremy Corbyn in 2017)

	•  communication skills (e.g. David Cameron, 2010–16)

	•  populist appeal (e.g. Jeremy Corbyn, 2017, Boris Johnson, 2019)





	•  John Major’s perceived weakness in the face of a divided party contributed to his heavy defeat in 1997.

	•  Gordon Brown was seen as weak and indecisive when he sought election in 2010.

	•  Nick Clegg was seen as untrustworthy when the Liberal Democrats suffered a crushing loss of seats in 2015.

	•  Theresa May’s poor media performance in the 2017 campaign and failure to attend the televised leaders’ debate weakened her position as leader.

	•  In 2019 Jeremy Corbyn seemed to have no clear vision for Brexit and was uncertain in his position, while focusing on policies that did not resonate with voters.
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	•  Which is the least significant social factor?

	•  Which is the most significant social factor?
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Policies and manifestos








	Election
	Successful manifesto pledge
	Unsuccessful manifesto pledge





	1979
	Conservative plan to introduce a ‘right to buy’ scheme on council homes
	Labour commitment to defeat world poverty



	1997
	Commitment to introduce devolution to Wales and Scotland
	Conservative pledges to support traditional families through tax allowances and benefits



	2010
	Conservative pledge to reduce the deficit
	Labour pledge that failing police forces will be taken over by successful ones



	2015
	Conservative pledge to hold an in–out EU referendum
	Labour pledge to reduce university tuition fees to £6,000 per year



	2017
	Labour commitment to increase police numbers
	Conservative pledge to use people’s homes to fund social care (the so-called ‘dementia tax’)



	2019
	Conservative promise to get Brexit done
	Labour commitment to the nationalisation of key industries







Campaigning



	•  party political broadcasts on mainstream TV

	•  leafleting

	•  targeted advertising via social media platforms

	•  holding meetings and rallies

	•  televised leaders’ debates

	•  campaign adverts on advertising boards

	•  get out the vote activities (calling, knocking on doors, online messages to encourage key groups to turn out)

	•  daily press briefings to promote the party

	•  constituency visits by the ‘big beasts’ of the party

	•  targeting key marginal seats

	•  negative campaigning by trying to undermine their opponents

	•  political stunts to gain press attention and spark interest from voters, such as Labour’s 2015 ‘Woman to Woman’ pink bus campaign





Wider political context



	•  the failure of Parliament to deal with Brexit before the 2019 election

	•  the terror attacks in the run-up to the 2017 election, which undermined the Conservative Party’s reputation for strong law and order

	•  hostility towards the Liberal Democrats in 2015 following their role in the coalition

	•  the financial crisis of 2008 that led to a rejection of New Labour

	•  the War on Terror, which cost Labour some support in 2005

	•  the financial crash of 1992 and the accusations of sleaze and scandal that damaged the Conservative Party in the 1997 election

	•  the economic strife and ‘Winter of Discontent’ that cost the Labour Party support in the 1979 election
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Voter turnout



	•  Young voters turn out in smaller numbers than older voters. As Labour, Liberal Democrats and the Greens are more popular among the young, this means that these three parties are disadvantaged by this factor. This effect was reduced somewhat in 2017 when the votes of the 18–24 age group increased significantly.

	•  The over 65s turn out to vote in much larger numbers than other age groups (sometimes as high as 80%). As older people tend to support the Conservatives and UKIP, these two parties benefit from higher turnout.

	•  Members of class DE vote in smaller numbers than class AB. This gives an advantage to the Conservative Party.

	•  Although Labour is supported by a large majority of BAME voters, turnout in this group is relatively low.







The influence of the media



The role and impact of the media on elections
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	•  Which party receives most support from newspapers?

	•  Which are the two most significant newspapers in terms of Conservative support?

	•  Which is the only mass circulation newspaper supporting Labour?
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	Newspaper
	Political preference
	Circulation (000s)





	Sun
	Very strongly Conservative
	1,371



	Daily Mail
	Very strongly Conservative
	1,200



	Daily Mirror
	Very strongly Labour
	500



	The Times
	Moderate Conservative
	406



	Daily Telegraph
	Very strongly Conservative
	336



	Daily Star
	No preference
	321



	Daily Express
	Very strongly Conservative
	313



	i
	Conservative/Liberal democrat
	231



	Financial Times
	Conservative/Liberal Democrat
	169



	Guardian
	Moderate Labour
	135








	•  Newspapers may contribute to setting the agenda — by identifying certain issues they make them most significant — and so favour some parties more than others. This often applies to the economy.

	•  Newspapers may influence people concerning the image of leaders. A major press campaign in 2015 suggested Ed Miliband was ineffective.

	•  The press may influence people’s image of the parties in general (valence), which may influence some floating voters.

	•  Even though newspapers may have little influence over voters, some politicians believe they do and so they can be influenced to change their policies to please newspaper owners.

	•  In 2017 Jeremy Corbyn appeared to defy a very negative press image by increasing his standing during the election campaign.
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Political opinion polls



	•  The media and political parties pay a great deal of attention to opinion polls.

	•  In recent elections and referendums, opinion polls have proved to be inaccurate. They failed to predict the Conservative general election victory in 2015, the ‘Leave’ vote in the 2016 EU referendum and the hung parliament in 2017.

	•  Voters may adjust their intentions according to what the polls reveal. For example, some voters may have decided not to vote for Labour in 2015 as they feared a Labour–SNP coalition. Some may have voted to leave the EU as a protest as they expected the outcome to be ‘Remain’ and their vote would not matter.

	•  If the polls show a clear outcome one way or another it may discourage people from voting at all.

	•  Parties may adjust their policies as a result of opinion poll findings even though those findings may be inaccurate.









	For banning
	Against banning





	They may influence the way people vote.
	It would infringe the principle of freedom of expression.



	They have proved to be inaccurate so they mislead the public.
	If they are banned they will become available privately for organisations that can afford to pay for them.



	Arguably politicians should not be slaves to changing public opinion as expressed in the polls.
	Polls give valuable information about people’s attitudes, which can guide politicians usefully.



	 
	They would still be published abroad and people could access them through the internet.








General election case studies



	•  What were the main features of the outcome? How did each party perform?

	•  What were the main changes since the previous election? Which parties gained ground and which lost ground?

	•  What were the main issues at the election?

	•  What were the main factors that influenced the outcome? Was it valence issues? Leadership factors? Economic factors? Long-term changes in social factors?

	•  How was the political system affected by the outcome? Did government change? What was the size of the government majority? Was there a hung parliament?
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	•  the results and impact of at least three general elections

	•  the factors that explain the outcomes of at least three elections

	•  the role of manifestos in election campaigns

	•  the importance of social factors, including class voting, on electoral outcomes

	•  the way in which voting patterns have changed over time and the possible reasons for these changes

	•  the role of the media in determining voting behaviour

	•  the importance and relevance of opinion polls, media bias and persuasion in electoral campaigns
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UK government


The Constitution



	•  It distributes power between political institutions, both between the centre and regions, and between institutions at the centre.

	•  It establishes how institutions relate to each other.

	•  It usually specifies the main processes of government such as the electoral system and the legislative process.

	•  It normally specifies the limits to government overall.

	•  It establishes the civil rights and freedoms of the citizens.

	•  It establishes who is a citizen and how one can become a citizen.

	•  It establishes the method by which the constitution can be amended.





The nature and sources of the UK Constitution


The development of the UK Constitution






	Date
	Development
	Nature of change





	1215
	Magna Carta
	Mostly now out of date, but this established the principle of the rule of law.



	1688–89
	The Glorious Revolution and Bill of Rights
	The Bill of Rights established the sovereignty of Parliament and its supremacy over the monarch.



	1701
	Act of Settlement
	Among other terms, this Act established the monarch as ruler of the whole of the United Kingdom.



	1911 and 1949
	Parliament Acts
	Limited the power of the House of Lords and so established the House of Commons as superior to the Lords.



	1972
	European Communities Act
	Brought the UK into the European Union; since rescinded.



	1998
	Devolution Acts
	Large amounts of power were transferred from Westminster to governments in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.



	1998
	Human Rights Act
	Brought the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into UK law.



	2005
	Constitutional Reform Act
	The Supreme Court was established, thus confirming the independence of the judiciary.



	2017
	The UK agrees to leave the EU
	Following a referendum in 2016, the UK began the process of leaving the EU.
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	•  Which developments established key constitutional principles?

	•  Which developments marked significant transfers of power from some institutions to others?

	•  Which developments specifically affected the distribution of sovereignty?
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The nature of the UK Constitution



	•  It is uncodified. This means it is not found in one single, authoritative document.

	•  It is not entrenched. This means there is nothing to protect it from being changed by a simple process, normally an Act of Parliament. Entrenchment implies safeguards to prevent the constitution being amended too easily and without evidence of widespread consent.

	•  It has a variety of sources. This means it can be found in several forms and in a large number of separate documents and principles.

	•  It is unitary. In a unitary constitution sovereignty lies in one place. In the UK this is the Westminster Parliament.

	•  It is not supreme. In most democratic nations the constitution holds ultimate sovereignty. This is not the case in the UK, meaning constitutional laws are subject to Parliament, not the other way round.

	•  It is very flexible. Because it is not entrenched and because it is under the control of Parliament the UK Constitution can be changed very easily, by a simple Act of Parliament.
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The main sources of the UK Constitution






	Type of source
	Description
	Example





	Parliamentary statutes
	An Act of Parliament, passed in the same way as any other Acts
	The European Union (withdrawal) Act 2020, confirming the official withdrawal of the UK from the EU



	Constitutional conventions
	Unwritten principles that are accepted as binding within the political community
	The Salisbury Convention that the House of Lords must not obstruct proposals contained in the governing party’s last election manifesto



	Common law
	Laws established through the courts in the process of interpreting the law
	Many of the rights of citizens exist through common law, maintained by the judges



	Authoritative works
	Great works of legal authority which act as guides to the operation of the constitution
	The Coalition Agreement 2010, which set out the process and rules for forming a coalition government



	Treaties
	International agreements that become binding on the UK
	The Lisbon Treaty 2009, which increased the areas of responsibility for the EU









How the UK Constitution has changed since 1997


Reform of the UK Constitution, 1997–2010



	•  to make the UK generally more democratic

	•  to bring the constitution into line with other modern systems

	•  to decentralise power away from central government

	•  to improve the status of human rights in the UK
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	•  Reform of the House of Lords, 1999

	•  Electoral reform, 1998

	•  Devolution, 1998

	•  Human Rights Act, 1998

	•  Reform of the Supreme Court, 2005








	Reform
	Year
	Legislation
	Detail





	Devolution
	1997/98
	Scotland Act


	The transfer of considerable powers to governments and elected bodies in the three countries



	Electoral reform
	1998
	Scotland Act


	The devolution settlement, including the introduction of new electoral systems in the three countries: STV (single transferable vote) in Northern Ireland, AMS (additional member system) in Scotland and Wales



	Human Rights
	1998
	Human Rights Act
	Brought the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) into UK law, making it fully binding



	House of Lords reform
	1999
	House of Lords Act
	Most of the hereditary peers were removed, leaving only 92 in the House of Lords. It became a mostly appointed chamber



	Supreme Court
	2005
	Constitutional Reform Act
	Twelve of the most senior judges were removed from the House of Lords, forming a fully independent Supreme Court as the highest court in the country
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	•  two reforms that enhanced human rights in the UK

	•  a reform that decentralised power

	•  two reforms that make the UK more democratic
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Reform of the UK Constitution, 2010–15



	•  the Fixed Term Parliaments Act 2011

	•  further devolution to Wales, 2012





Reform of the UK Constitution since 2015



	•  withdrawal from the European Union

	•  further devolution to Scotland in response to the 2016 referendum

	•  devolution of powers to city regions







	Reform
	Year
	Legislation
	Detail





	Fixed-term parliaments
	2011
	Fixed Term Parliaments Act
	Except under exceptional circumstances, general elections must be held at regular 5-year intervals. Exceptions must be approved by a two-thirds majority in Parliament.



	Further devolution to Wales
	2016
	Government of Wales Act
	The Welsh government had the power to apply to the UK Parliament for additional powers, including powers over taxation and law making and renaming itself the Welsh Synedd (Parliament).



	Further devolution to Scotland
	2016
	Scotland Act
	More powers were devolved to Scotland, in particular power over a range of taxes, including income tax, and over some welfare benefits.



	Exit from the European Union
	2017–19
	2016 referendum and European Union (Notification of Withdrawal) Act 2017
	The exit from the European Union has wide-ranging constitutional implications.



	The creation of metro regions
	2017–21
	Various agreements between the UK government and city governments
	Elected mayors and combined local authorities would be granted considerable powers transferred from Westminster in metro regions such as Greater Manchester, North Tyneside and West Yorkshire.
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	•  three reforms that decentralised power

	•  one reform that affected sovereignty in the UK

	•  one reform that affected prime ministerial power
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Devolution



	•  Devolution is a process, not an event. This means that it can continue over a long period of time.

	•  Devolution refers to the transfer of powers from central government and parliament to regional authorities.

	•  What is being transferred is power and not sovereignty. The UK Parliament remains sovereign, the ultimate source of all power. Devolved powers can be reclaimed by the UK Parliament and the devolved governments must apply to the UK Parliament for any further transfer of powers.

	•  Devolution in the UK is described as asymmetric. This means that the amount of power being transferred to regions can vary from one region to another. Thus Scotland has more autonomous powers than Wales or Northern Ireland.

	•  Devolution should not be confused with federalism, as in the USA and Germany, where sovereignty is divided and it requires a constitutional amendment to change the distribution of sovereignty.

	•  Devolution has three elements: administrative, legislative and financial. These are described in Table 37.








	Element of devolution
	Description
	How it applies in the UK





	Administrative
	The power to determine how services are run and the responsibility to run them within principles set by central government
	All devolved areas, including Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and the metro regions in England, have wide administrative powers and responsibilities over key services.



	Legislative
	The power to make primary legislation (fundamental laws)
	Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have this power. Wales gained this power in 2017.




	Financial
	The power to levy taxes and to spend the proceeds of taxation autonomously
	Scotland had very limited financial power after 1998, but has had considerably more financial autonomy since 2016. Wales and Northern Ireland do not have such power though it has increased since 2014. Metro regions have very limited financial powers.
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Devolution in England



	1  Devolution to English regional authorities (regional devolution) Although London has had an elected mayor and assembly since 2000, other regions rejected devolution, including most cities asked in 2012. However, since 2017 England has seen the development of eight metro regions with directly elected mayors and considerable administrative powers.

	2  Autonomous powers for England as opposed to the three national regions (English devolution) This has been limited as there is little evidence of demand for it among English voters. It also would not work as England is such a disproportionately large part of the UK.

	3  English Votes for English Laws (EVEL) To redress the West Lothian question, the coalition government introduced EVEL in 2015. When English-only matters are being considered by the Westminster Parliament, MPs representing Welsh, Scottish and Northern Irish constituencies withdraw and take no part.






Scottish devolution



	•  power over the health service

	•  power over education

	•  power over roads and public transport

	•  power to make criminal and civil law

	•  power over policing

	•  power over local authority services

	•  regulation of energy industries

	•  control over a range of welfare services including housing and disability

	•  control of half the receipts from VAT collected in Scotland

	•  control over income tax rates and over all receipts from income tax

	•  control over air passenger duty and over its revenue

	•  control over some business taxes

	•  the power over who can vote in Scottish local and national elections (not general elections)





[image: ]



[image: ]






Welsh devolution



	•  power over the health service

	•  power over education

	•  power over a variety of local authority services

	•  power to regulate public transport

	•  power over agricultural regulation and support

	•  some control over taxes, including business tax, stamp duty on property sales and landfill tax

	•  power to borrow money on open markets to fund infrastructure projects such as roads and hospitals

	•  arts subsidies

	•  power over who can vote in Welsh local and national elections (not general elections)
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Northern Irish devolution



	•  power to pass laws not reserved to Westminster

	•  power over education administration

	•  power over healthcare

	•  power to regulate transport

	•  power over policing

	•  power over the law courts

	•  power to regulate and support agriculture

	•  sponsorship of the arts
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	•  the Scottish government but not the Welsh government

	•  the Northern Ireland Assembly but not the Welsh government

	•  all three devolved governments
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Evaluating devolution






	Positive indications
	Negative indications





	The United Kingdom has not broken up. A key objective of devolution was to head off nationalist tendencies.
	Scottish nationalism is endangering the United Kingdom, especially after the UK voted to leave the EU.



	The peace has largely held in Northern Ireland, although the political arrangements remain fragile.
	Disagreements between the main parties in Northern Ireland have seen long periods when power was taken back by Westminster and a period of two years without a government from 2017 to 2019.



	There remains widespread public support in all three countries for devolution (not reflected in voting turnouts). No serious proposals have been made to reverse it.
	Turnouts in elections to devolved parliaments and assemblies have been low, suggesting some political apathy.



	It has made some decisive differences, e.g.:

	•  Scotland has no tuition fees.

	•  Northern Ireland policing has, on the whole, maintained peace.

	•  Welsh agriculture has been well protected.

	•  Social care is free in Scotland.

	•  The Welsh health service is improving after several years of decline.




	The three countries still do not have full financial autonomy and on major issues, such as leaving the EU or calling referendums, they have to accept the decisions of the Westminster Parliament.








Debates on further constitutional reform



Positive developments


	•  The judiciary can now be said to be genuinely independent.

	•  Power has been decentralised through regional and metro devolution.

	•  Proportional representation for elections to devolved regional assemblies has improved democracy and representation.

	•  Elected mayors and metro regions improve local democracy.

	•  Citizens’ rights are now better protected.

	•  The House of Lords is a more effective body.





Negative aspects


	•  The electoral system of first-past-the-post (FPTP) for general elections remains grossly unrepresentative in its outcomes.

	•  The House of Lords remains an unelected, undemocratic part of the legislature.

	•  Devolution in Scotland has led to growing calls for independence and the break-up of the UK.

	•  The asymmetrical nature of devolution has created political disparity across the UK.

	•  The prerogative powers of the prime minister remain indistinct and largely unconfined.

	•  The largely unreformed House of Commons remains unrepresentative.

	•  The UK Constitution remains uncodified, creating uncertainty and lack of public understanding and retaining the danger of excessively powerful government.
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Possible future reforms



	•  The House of Lords may be further reformed to make it either fully elected or partly elected and partly appointed. Either way the remaining hereditary peers are likely to lose their voting rights in the future.

	•  The electoral system for general elections remains on the agenda. If there is a future hung parliament and more indecisive election results, or excessive unfairness to small parties, the issue may well re-emerge.

	•  Devolution is ‘a process and not an event’. There may well be further transfers of power to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, and possibly even to city regions, in the future.

	•  The issue of English devolution and whether or not it should be granted full devolution or continue the process of metro regions and local devolution is under considerable debate.

	•  There is an ongoing debate on the size of the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Despite proposals, so far both remain large.

	•  The Conservatives would like to replace the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) with a British Bill of Rights. A new set of rights would then be under the control of the UK Parliament instead of the Council of Europe.






The debate over a codified constitution






	For codification
	Against codification





	It would clarify the nature of the political system to citizens, especially after changes such as devolution and House of Lords reform.
	The uncodified constitution is flexible and can easily adapt to changing circumstances. If codified, constitutional changes would be difficult and time-consuming.



	The process of judicial review would be more precise and transparent.
	Conservatives argue that it is simply not necessary; the UK has enjoyed a stable political system without a codified constitution.



	Liberals argue that it would have the effect of better safeguarding citizens’ rights.
	As the UK operates under a large number of unwritten conventions, especially in relation to the monarchy and prerogative powers, it would be very difficult to transfer them into written form.



	It might prevent the further drift towards excessive executive power (assuming it was also entrenched).
	The lack of constitutional constraints allows executive government to be strong and decisive.



	It would bring the UK into line with most other modern democracies.
	The process and who would be responsible for writing the constitution could become divisive issues.
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	•  the nature of the UK Constitution

	•  the sources of the constitution

	•  constitutional reform, 1997–2010

	•  constitutional reform, 2010–2015

	•  constitutional reform since 2015

	•  the nature of devolution

	•  an evaluation of devolution

	•  the debate over codification of the constitution

	•  possible future constitutional reforms
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Parliament


The structure and role of the House of Commons and House of Lords


The House of Commons and types of MP



	•  There are currently 650 Members of Parliament (MPs), each representing a geographical area known as a constituency.

	•  Candidates for elections are selected by committees drawn from local constituency parties.

	•  Frontbench MPs are government ministers, senior and junior, plus leading spokespersons from opposition parties (about 150).

	•  Backbench MPs are all those MPs who are not frontbenchers (about 500).

	•  Many backbench MPs are members of select committees. These are permanent committees with various roles including calling government to account (mostly between 11 and 15 members each).

	•  Legislative committees (also called public bill committees) are temporary committees which scrutinise proposed legislation and propose amendments to improve the legislation (mostly 20–40 in size).

	•  Party whips are senior MPs whose role is to keep party discipline, inform MPs about parliamentary business and occasionally discipline dissident MPs.

	•  The Speaker, who is elected by MPs, is neutral and keeps order in the house. The Speaker also rules on various disputes that arise over the order and nature of business running through the house.
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The House of Lords and the selection of peers



	•  The members are all peers — none are elected.

	•  There are only a small number of select committees and they have limited importance.

	•  Bills are not scrutinised by special committees, as in the Commons, but by members of the whole House.





	•  Hereditary peers have inherited the title from their father and will pass their peerage on to their sons (a few daughters). There are normally 92 of these peers, replaced by other hereditary peers when they die.

	•  Life peers are appointed for life by party leaders and an Appointments Commission. They do not pass on their title to their children. As of March 2021, there were 687 life peers. These are a mixture of former politicians and civil servants, other prominent citizens, often retired political appointees and experts in various fields. Some are there as an honour while others are there to take an active part in politics.

	•  Lords spiritual are senior bishops of the Church of England. There are 26 of them.








	Party
	Number of peers





	Conservative
	259



	Labour
	174



	Liberal Democrat
	86



	Archbishops and bishops (neutral)
	26



	Crossbenchers (no party allegiance)
	187



	Non-affiliated
	44



	Other parties
	10
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The powers of the House of Commons and House of Lords


The functions and powers of the House of Commons



Legitimation




Making government accountable




Scrutinising legislation





Constituency representation




Representation of interests




National debate





The functions and powers of the House of Lords



Revising




Delaying




Secondary legislation




National debate
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	Powers and functions of the Commons only
	Powers and functions of both houses
	Functions largely in the House of the Lords only





	Examination and approval of the financial affairs of the government
	Debating legislation and voting on legislative proposals
	Examining secondary legislation and making recommendations for further consideration



	Complete veto of legislation in certain circumstances
	Proposing amendments to legislation
	Delaying primary legislation for up to 1 year



	Dismissal of a government by a vote of no confidence
	Calling government and individual ministers to account
	 



	Select committee examination of the work of government departments
	Debating key issues of the day
	 



	Final approval for amendments to legislation
	Private members may introduce legislation of their own
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The legislative process






	First reading
	MPs are informed about the bill, or proposed legislation, but it is not debated at this stage. Several weeks normally elapse before further progress.



	Second reading
	The main debate on the bill. If it is passed it will move to detailed scrutiny.



	Committee stage
	The bill committee considers the bill line by line and may propose amendments.



	Report stage
	The bill is debated again with all the passed amendments included.



	EVEL vote
	If the bill is declared English or English and Welsh only then this additional stage takes place in the House of Commons where only English or English and Welsh MPs may vote on the issue.



	Third reading
	A final debate and a last opportunity to block the legislation.



	Passage to other house
	Most bills are first presented in the House of Commons so they next pass to the House of Lords. (It can be the other way round.)



	Same procedures as above
	With the exception that the Lords scrutinises with a committee of the whole house.



	Royal assent
	The formal passage of the bill into law.







The ways in which Parliament interacts with the executive


Backbench members of the Commons



	•  taking part in debates on legislation and voting in divisions

	•  speaking in general debates on government business

	•  speaking in backbench debates when national or constituency interests can be aired

	•  scrutinising proposed legislation at committee stage

	•  possibly being a member of a House of Commons select committee

	•  active membership of a campaign committee of MPs on a particular issue

	•  taking part in fact-finding missions, usually with groups of MPs and often abroad

	•  membership of a committee formed by an MP’s own party to develop policy on a particular issue

	•  campaigning, lobbying and speaking on behalf of an outside interest or cause

	•  listening to grievances of constituents against a public body and sometimes acting to try to redress those grievances, including lobbying ministers and government officials

	•  attending important events in the constituency, including listening to and perhaps joining local campaign groups
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Backbench members of the Lords



	•  representing sections of society in Parliament, ensuring that their interests are taken into account

	•  representing important political causes, ensuring they are given as much publicity as possible

	•  scrutinising legislation — peers with special expertise play a valuable role in examining proposed legislation

	•  calling the government to account (though this receives less publicity than its equivalent activity in the Commons) — every government department has a frontbench representative in the Lords

	•  sitting on committees that investigate aspects of government policy and produce reports which may be critical or supportive and may suggest changes to proposals
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	•  Baroness Benjamin

	•  Baroness Grey-Thompson

	•  Lord Dannatt

	•  Lord Finkelstein

	•  Baroness Chakrabarti
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The work of select committees


The Public Accounts Committee (House of Commons)



	•  It scrutinises value for money of public spending and generally holds the government and its civil servants to account for the delivery of public services.

	•  Its chair is always a member of the main opposition party.

	•  The chair has great prestige, not to mention an increased salary over other MPs.

	•  The chair and members are elected by all MPs and so are not controlled by party leaders.

	•  Its members, despite being party supporters, always tend to act independently, on the whole ignoring their party allegiance. This means the government has no advantage on the committee even though it has a majority of members on the committee.

	•  Its reports are often unanimous in their conclusions, so it stands above party politics.

	•  It has a high profile in the media. Many of its important hearings are broadcast as news items.





Departmental select committees (House of Commons only)



	•  There are 19 such committees, each investigating the work of a government department.

	•  They scrutinise the work of each department in terms of efficiency, effectiveness, fairness and value for money.

	•  The members are elected by MPs on a party basis as the proportion of seats is determined by party representation.

	•  The chair, who receives an increased salary, is elected by a vote of the whole house.

	•  Membership varies between 11 and 14.

	•  The governing party usually has a majority on each committee.

	•  The chairs may be from any political party.

	•  The small parties have a scattering of members.

	•  Like the PAC, DSCs act largely independently of party allegiance and often produce unanimous reports.

	•  Also like the PAC, DSCs can call witnesses who may be ministers, civil servants, outside witnesses such as pressure group representatives, or experts.

	•  Their reports and recommendations are presented to the whole House of Commons and receive considerable publicity, but they are not legally binding on the government.
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Other select committees in the House of Commons


	•  The Liaison Committee is made up of all the chairs of the departmental select committees. Twice a year this committee questions the prime minister extensively and sometimes quite aggressively over key aspects of government policy.

	•  The Backbench Business Committee determines the business of the house for 35 days a year. It decides what will be debated by backbenchers on those days.






The role and significance of the opposition



	•  to force the government to explain and justify its policies and decisions

	•  to highlight the shortcomings of the way the government is running the country

	•  to present alternative proposals to those of the government, if appropriate

	•  to make itself ready to be an alternative government if the current government is defeated at the next general election






Ministerial questions



	•  All ministers have to appear before the Commons on a regular basis to answer questions. They may face criticism and will be required to explain and justify policy and decisions.

	•  Ministers who are peers also have to appear regularly in the House of Lords.

	•  Ministers must answer written questions from MPs and peers.

	•  The prime minister faces Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs) every week. They face questioning by the leader of the opposition and backbench MPs.
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	•  the structure of the House of Commons

	•  the structure of the House of Lords

	•  the individual and comparative powers of the Houses of Commons and Lords

	•  the nature of the legislative process

	•  the work and importance of backbench MPs

	•  the work and importance of select committees

	•  the role and significance of the opposition

	•  the role and importance of ministerial questions
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Prime minister and executive


The structure, role and powers of the executive



	•  the development of government policy

	•  conducting foreign policy, including relations with other states and international bodies

	•  organising the defence of the country from external and internal threats

	•  managing the finances of the state

	•  responding to major problems or crises such as armed conflict, security threats, economic difficulties or social disorder

	•  controlling and managing the forces of law and order, including the police, courts, armed forces and intelligence services

	•  drafting and securing the passage of legislation

	•  organising the implementation of legislation

	•  organising and managing the services provided by the state





	•  the prime minister and their close advisers

	•  the cabinet — 20 to 25 senior ministers appointed by the prime minister, usually to run government departments

	•  various bodies that feed information and advice into the cabinet and to the prime minister

	•  government departments, of which the Treasury holds a place of special importance as it controls government finances

	•  the senior civil servants who serve government ministers. Of these the cabinet secretary is the most senior. They serve both the prime minister personally and the cabinet collectively

	•  various advisers and policy-developing bodies (often called ‘think tanks’) that serve the prime minister, sometimes referred to as part of the ‘Downing Street Machine’








	Key individual or body
	Role(s)
	Supporting elements





	The prime minister
	Chief policy maker and chief executive

	Cabinet






	Cabinet
	Approving policy and settling disputes within government


	Cabinet committees





	Treasury
	Managing the government’s finances

	Senior civil servants





	Government departments
	Developing and implementing specialised policies for various aspects of the government’s responsibilities
	Civil servants
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The concept of ministerial responsibility


Individual ministerial responsibility



	1  Ministers must be prepared to be accountable to Parliament for the policies and decisions made by their department. This means answering questions in the house, facing interrogation by a select committee and justifying their actions in debate.

	2  If a minister makes a serious error of judgement, they should resign.

	3  If a serious error is made by the minister’s department, whether or not they were involved in the cause of the error, they are honour-bound to resign.

	4  If the conduct of a minister falls below the standards required of someone in public office, they should leave office and may face dismissal by the prime minister.





	•  Ministers are no longer prepared to accept responsibility for errors or poor performance by their departments. Unless a major error can be directly attributed to the minister and is very serious, ministers do not normally resign.

	•  This means that ministers are prepared to lay the blame on lower officials and civil servants. In the past, such unelected officials were protected by the doctrine of ministerial responsibility.

	•  It is now up to the prime minister to decide whether a minister has to be removed from office under the doctrine. Increasingly, under Boris Johnson, ministers are being protected and not forced to resign despite serious errors of judgement in their personal or political lives.
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Collective ministerial responsibility



	•  Ministers are collectively responsible for all government policies.

	•  All ministers must publicly support all government policies, even if they disagree privately with them.

	•  If a minister wishes to dissent publicly from a government policy, they are expected to resign first.

	•  If a minister dissents without resigning, they can expect to be dismissed by the prime minister.

	•  As cabinet meetings are secret, any dissent within government is concealed.





	•  It prevents dissident ministers from expressing their views publicly.

	•  It maintains the image of unity of the government.

	•  It underpins prime ministerial control over ministers.

	•  It guarantees a number of votes for the government in any close parliamentary vote. The guaranteed votes of over a hundred ministers is known as the payroll vote.
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	•  Why was collective ministerial responsibility partially suspended in 2010–15 and during the EU referendum campaign in 2016?

	•  Why was it almost impossible for Theresa May to enforce collective ministerial responsibility after the 2017 general election?
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	Positive aspects
	Negative aspects





	It creates a government which is united, strong and decisive.
	Some argue it puts too much power into the hands of the prime minister.



	The public, Parliament and the media are presented with a clear, single version of government policy.
	It means that ministers cannot be openly honest about their view on policies. This may stifle debate within government.



	Though ministers cannot dissent publicly, the confidentiality of the cabinet means that ministers can engage in frank discussions in private.
	Resignations under the doctrine are dramatic events which may seriously undermine government.



	It helps the PM secure loyalty from ministers.
	It encourages ministers to leak information rather than being open about their opinions.








The prime minister and the cabinet


The sources of prime ministerial power



	•  The prime minister is the leader of the governing party and so usually commands a majority in the House of Commons.

	•  The prime minister enjoys prerogative powers. These are the powers formerly given to the monarch. As the monarch cannot exercise these powers in a modern democracy, they are exercised instead by the PM.

	•  The prime minister is party leader in the House of Commons. This gives them a degree of control over parliamentary business.

	•  The prime minister can claim some authority from the people as they have ‘won’ the previous general election.

	•  The prime minister is chair of the cabinet and can dominate its proceedings.
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The powers of the prime minister



Prerogative powers


	•  The prime minister has complete power to appoint or dismiss all government ministers (known as patronage), whether in the cabinet or outside the cabinet. The PM also has a say in other public appointments, including the most senior civil servants.

	•  The prime minister has power to negotiate foreign treaties, including trade arrangements with other states or international organisations.

	•  The prime minister is commander-in-chief of the armed forces and can commit them to action, though in recent times prime ministers have looked for parliamentary support.

	•  The prime minister conducts foreign policy and determines relationships with foreign powers. In this sense the PM represents the country internationally.

	•  The prime minister heads the cabinet system (see below), chooses its members, sets its agenda and determines what cabinet committees should exist and who should sit on them.






Other powers


	•  The prime minister is chief policy maker. This power derives from the PM being the governing party leader.

	•  It is generally true that the prime minister sets the general tone of economic policy. Usually this is done alongside the chancellor of the exchequer, who is normally a close colleague.

	•  The prime minister can speak for the country when abroad or when meeting other heads of state.





Limitations on the power of the prime minister






	Prime ministerial limitations
	Adverse circumstances for a prime minister
	Examples





	The prime minister may be overruled by the cabinet.
	There may be a split in the cabinet or the prime minister may be trying to impose a controversial policy.
	Margaret Thatcher (1990) when she tried to impose the controversial poll tax



	The prime minister may not be able to command Parliament.
	The PM may have a slim parliamentary majority or no majority at all.
	Theresa May (2017–19) when she lost her majority



	Adverse events may render the prime minister relatively powerless.
	Economic crises can cause major problems for a prime minister.
	Gordon Brown (2008–10) following the great recession of 2008



	The prime minister may lose the confidence of their own party.
	A split in the party can undermine the prime minister.
	Theresa May (2017–19) with divisions over the nature of Brexit



	Though the prime minister has wide patronage powers, they may be forced to appoint to the cabinet adversaries who have a strong following in the party.
	A dissident wing in the governing party may be held in check if some of its members are promoted to cabinet.
	David Cameron (2010–15) during the coalition
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Factors affecting the prime minister’s choice of ministers



	•  Many prime ministers prefer a cabinet which is ideologically unified. This was certainly the case with Tony Blair (1997–2007) and Margaret Thatcher (1979–90).

	•  Some prime ministers prefer or are forced into constructing a balanced cabinet with representatives from different parts of the party. This was done by John Major (1990–97), David Cameron (2010–16) and Theresa May (2016–19).

	•  Increasingly, prime ministers are concerned with the social balance of the cabinet so they promote a good number of women and members from a range of ethnic backgrounds.

	•  One or two ministers should be from the House of Lords so there is senior government representation in that house.
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The relationship between the prime minister and cabinet



	•  Patronage is a key element. Because the prime minister alone appoints and dismisses ministers, all members of the cabinet owe them their loyalty. The threat of dismissal is a powerful weapon to use against dissident ministers. Prime ministers use patronage to control cabinet and they dismiss and appoint ministers routinely to maintain loyalty.

	•  Some prime ministers, such as Margaret Thatcher (1979–90), Tony Blair (1997–2007) and Boris Johnson (2019–present) used patronage to fill the cabinet with their own close supporters. This means the prime minister can always rely on a majority of support in cabinet.

	•  Collective ministerial responsibility is a key element of control.

	•  By convention the prime minister controls the cabinet agenda. By determining what cabinet will discuss, the PM can avoid opposition and conflict and show preference for their own policies.

	•  The prime minister is closely assisted by the most influential senior civil servant, the cabinet secretary. The cabinet secretary has influence over all government departments and so helps to secure prime ministerial control.

	•  The prime minister makes appointments to cabinet committees which discuss and propose policy detail. By manipulating their membership, the prime minister can exert control.

	•  Most prime ministers maintain an ‘inner cabinet’ of close, senior ministerial colleagues who have great influence of their own. The PM can control cabinet by reaching separate agreements with the inner cabinet.

	•  Some prime ministers prefer to reach agreements with colleagues outside cabinet and then present the others with a fait accompli at formal meetings. Under Tony Blair this became known as ‘sofa politics’.
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	•  Under unusual circumstances the prime minister can be outvoted in cabinet. Almost certainly, for example, David Cameron was persuaded, against his wishes, to promise a referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU after 2015, while in 2016 Theresa May was probably forced by her cabinet to accept that the UK would leave the European single market after exiting the EU.

	•  In extreme circumstances the cabinet can remove the prime minister if it loses confidence in them. This happened to Margaret Thatcher in 1990 and appeared to be a factor in Theresa May’s resignation in 2019.

	•  Some ministers are virtually ‘unsackable’ because they would be dangerous if returned to the back benches. This was said of Boris Johnson in 2016–17.
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	The powers of the prime minister
	The powers of the cabinet





	The prime minister is perceived by the public to be government leader and representative of the nation. This gives them great authority.
	If the cabinet is determined, a majority of members can overrule the prime minister.



	Prime ministerial patronage means the prime minister has power over ministers and can demand loyalty.
	Ultimately the cabinet can effectively remove the prime minister from office, as happened to Margaret Thatcher (1990) and Tony Blair (2007).



	The prime minister now has a wide range of individuals or bodies that advise them personally.
	Cabinet may control powerful ministers with a large following who can thwart the will of the prime minister. Tony Blair was rivalled by Gordon Brown in 2005–2007, as was David Cameron by several influential Eurosceptics in 2010–15.



	The prime minister chairs cabinet and controls its agenda, which means they can control the governing process.
	If the prime minister leads a divided party it is more difficult to control cabinet. This happened to John Major in 1992–97 and was a constant problem for David Cameron in 2010–16.



	The prime minister enjoys prerogative powers and so can bypass cabinet on some issues.
	Ministers can ‘leak’ disagreements to the media and to colleagues and so undermine the prime minister by publicising cabinet splits.



	The prime minister can use collective ministerial responsibility to silence critics and hold cabinet together.
	 







	•  how much authority the prime minister has in terms of their parliamentary majority, media image and command over the governing party

	•  whether there is ideological unity within the cabinet

	•  whether the prime minister has powerful rivals within the cabinet

	•  how skilfully the prime minister can manipulate cabinet






Prime ministerial case studies
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	•  She won very large parliamentary majorities in 1983 and 1987.

	•  She enjoyed a mostly positive public and media image after 1982.

	•  She led a hugely successful military campaign to liberate the Falkland Islands from Argentina in 1982.

	•  She removed her adversaries from cabinet and led a unified government.

	•  She developed a strong ideology (neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism) and carried her party with her.

	•  From 1982 to 1989 the economy improved.

	•  She won widespread acclaim abroad, especially over her firm stance in the Cold War and her resistance to European integration.

	•  She faced weak opposition from a divided Labour Party.





	•  In her first 3 years she was unpopular and led a divided party.

	•  A substantial minority of the public actively disliked her.

	•  She was very stubborn and began to make enemies in her own party.

	•  The economy began to weaken at the end of the 1980s.

	•  She made a major error in promoting the very unpopular poll tax, which led to her downfall.
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	•  He won very large parliamentary majorities in 1997, 2001 and 2005.

	•  He enjoyed a positive media image until 2003.

	•  He led two successful military campaigns to liberate Kosovo in 1998–99 and Sierra Leone in 2000.

	•  He enjoyed a positive image abroad.

	•  He led a unified cabinet and party.

	•  He developed a strong ideological position (New Labour and the ‘third way’) which was supported by most of the party and the whole government.

	•  The economy improved during his term of office.

	•  Public services improved under his premiership.

	•  He faced weak opposition from a divided Conservative Party.





	•  The media, especially the conservative tabloids, ran a campaign against him after 2003.

	•  Members of his own party believed he was accumulating too much personal power.

	•  His public image was tarnished over the war in Iraq.

	•  He was challenged by a strong adversary with a large following in the party — Gordon Brown.
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	•  What were the sizes of Tony Blair’s majorities in 1997, 2001 and 2005?

	•  What was the role of the ‘dodgy dossier’ in his ultimate downfall?
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How does a PM compare to a president?






	Yes
	No





	They take on many of the roles of head of state and speak for the nation.
	They are not head of state.



	The election of the governing party owes much to the prime minister’s leadership.
	The prime minister is not directly elected.



	Despite parliamentary constraints the prime minister is chief foreign policy maker.
	The prime minister’s conduct of foreign policy is increasingly subject to parliamentary approval.



	Once in action the prime minister makes strategic military decisions.
	The prime minister should no longer commit armed forces to action without parliamentary approval.



	The prime minister controls the intelligence services at home and abroad.
	A prime minister can be removed from office by Parliament or their own party whereas a president cannot.



	The prime minister negotiates and agrees foreign treaties.
	The powers of the prime minister are not codified in a constitution but are conventional.



	Some charismatic prime ministers such as Churchill, Thatcher and Blair have adopted a presidential ‘style’.
	Prime ministers cannot promote patriotic support for the state to the same extent as presidents often do.
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	•  the nature and roles of the executive

	•  the sources of prime ministerial power

	•  the functions and powers of the prime minister

	•  the nature and roles of the cabinet

	•  the nature and importance of individual ministerial responsibility

	•  the nature and importance of collective ministerial responsibility

	•  the nature of the relationship between the prime minister and the cabinet

	•  the extent to which the prime minister controls the cabinet

	•  the strengths and weaknesses of the office of prime minister

	•  the nature and importance of the royal prerogative

	•  factors in the selection of ministers

	•  the main features of the performance and experience of two prime ministers

	•  the extent to which the prime minister is effectively a president
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Relations between the branches


The Supreme Court


The role and composition of the Supreme Court




	•  Twelve senior judges sat in the House of Lords as neutral peers.

	•  When an appeal case was to be heard, five or more of these judges, known as ‘Law Lords’, would hear the case.

	•  The head of the Law Lords was the Lord Chancellor, who was a political figure, a member of the cabinet and the head of the whole judiciary.

	•  Law lords were appointed by the Lord Chancellor in consultation with the government.





	•  It is still the highest court of appeal in the UK.

	•  Its members do not sit in the House of Lords.

	•  Its head is the President of the Supreme Court.

	•  The Lord Chief Justice heads the judiciary, not the Lord Chancellor.

	•  The members of the court are appointed by an independent commission with no political influence.

	•  With the UK leaving the European Union, the Supreme Court cannot be overruled by the European Court of Justice.

	•  However, the court does have a constitutional duty to uphold the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR).






Judicial independence



	•  Judges need to be able to enforce the rule of law (equality under the law) without any external pressure.

	•  Judges hear cases of political importance involving the government itself so they must not be subject to pressure from government if they are to give a neutral judgement.

	•  Judges must be able to protect the rights of citizens without fear of retribution if they defy government wishes.

	•  The judiciary is, in some cases, a key check on executive power.





	•  Judges are appointed for life, so cannot be dismissed if the government disagrees with their judgements.

	•  Judges cannot have their incomes threatened if they make decisions against government wishes.

	•  Judges are appointed by a commission which is independent of government.

	•  It is the duty of government to protect judges from external pressure, for example from the media.






Judicial neutrality




	•  Justices are highly trained and experienced in the law and in removing personal biases from their decision making.

	•  Justices may not join a political party nor publicly support any group or organisation.

	•  Justices must explain their rulings based on legal arguments only.

	•  Supreme Court cases are usually heard and decided upon by a group of five justices, meaning they can check the neutrality of each other.
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The Supreme Court and the executive and Parliament



	•  The Supreme Court enforces the ECHR when interpreting executive actions and in cases of judicial review.

	•  The Supreme Court cannot set aside a piece of parliamentary legislation, but it can declare that a law is incompatible with the ECHR, which puts pressure on government to amend the law accordingly.

	•  Similarly, the Supreme Court declares common law, often when asserting the rights of citizens.

	•  The Supreme Court imposes the rule of law, ensuring that all citizens are treated equally. This usually occurs as a result of judicial review.

	•  In cases of ultra vires, the courts decide whether a public body has exceeded its legal powers. This is also the case when justices rule that the government has exceeded its constitutional powers.

	•  The Supreme Court makes final rulings on areas of conflict within the political system, such as between Parliament and devolved bodies, or between Parliament and the executive.
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	Issue
	Detail





	Sentencing in criminal cases
	Justices wish to have a free hand in determining sentences on a case-by-case basis.




	Rights
	Justices have a duty to preserve human rights, but these may hinder the government’s attempts to maintain national security, notably over terrorism.



	Freedom of expression
	While the government seeks to control the spread of religious extremism by prosecuting extreme preachers etc., justices have a duty to preserve freedom of expression.



	Freedom of information
	The government believes some information should be secret in the national interest, whereas justices are sympathetic to appeals under the Freedom of Information Act.



	Judicial review
	Justices have become more open to hearing appeals by citizens against public bodies which may have acted unlawfully, acted beyond their powers, been negligent or discriminated against certain people.











	Powers
	Limitations





	The independence of the court is guaranteed in law.
	It cannot activate its own cases but must wait for appeals to be lodged.



	It can set aside executive actions that contradict the ECHR or the rule of law.
	The sovereignty of Parliament means that the court’s judgements can be overturned by parliamentary statute.



	It can interpret law and so affect the way it is implemented.
	The European Court of Human Rights can hear appeals from the court and overturn the decision, but this is not binding.



	It cannot overrule the sovereignty of Parliament but it can declare proposed legislation incompatible with the ECHR, which is influential.
	The Supreme Court has no power to enforce its decisions, so is dependent on those in power following its rulings.



	It has the power to declare the actions of bodies or members of the executive as ultra vires and therefore declare them unconstitutional.
	Unlike Parliament, the Supreme Court holds no democratic legitimacy as it is unelected and unaccountable to the people.








The relationship between the executive and Parliament


The influence and effectiveness of Parliament



	•  It is legally sovereign. Its laws and orders must be obeyed and are enforced by all courts.

	•  It calls government to account and, if firm enough, can change policy.

	•  Select committees in the Commons are becoming increasingly influential.

	•  It can refuse government requests to commit UK armed forces to combat.

	•  It can, under very unusual circumstances, refuse to agree the government’s annual budget.

	•  It can order emergency debates on key national issues and crises.

	•  In very extreme circumstances it can veto legislation.

	•  In some circumstances it can amend legislation against the government’s wishes.

	•  The UK Parliament can, under unusual circumstances, force an early general election by dismissing the government in a vote of no confidence.
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	•  When was the last time the UK government faced a vote of no confidence? What were the circumstances?

	•  When was the last time the UK government lost a vote of no confidence? What were the circumstances?
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The power of the executive over Parliament



	•  Normally the government enjoys the support of the majority of MPs in the House of Commons. It can expect to win virtually every critical vote. It can usually, though not always, rely on the support of the majority.

	•  The patronage of the prime minister demands the loyalty of most of their party’s own MPs.

	•  The government controls the legislative process and can block most amendments from the floors of the Commons and Lords.

	•  Collective ministerial responsibility means the government presents a united front to Parliament.

	•  The House of Lords lacks democratic legitimacy.

	•  The House of Lords can delay, but cannot veto, legislation.

	•  The Salisbury Convention means that the Lords cannot block legislation for which the government has an electoral mandate.

	•  Ministers are backed by a huge army of civil servants and advisers, while MPs and peers lack such back-up.
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The balance of power between Parliament and the executive






	Factors in the growing influence of Parliament
	Factors that retain executive power





	Parliament is achieving considerable influence over foreign and military policy. During the minority years (2017–2019) Parliament refused to accept the government’s proposals for Brexit.
	Since 2019, the government has enjoyed a strong majority and the House of Commons has become much less able to challenge the executive.



	The select committees are increasingly influential and have come under greater backbench control. They have forced government to reconsider such issues as bank regulation, attacking tax avoidance and evasion, and defence procurement of equipment for the armed forces.
	The government still relies on a large ‘payroll vote’ where all ministers, numbering over a hundred, are bound by collective ministerial responsibility.



	The Liaison Committee calls the prime minister increasingly to account. It is a more effective method than Prime Minister’s Questions every week.
	Government still controls the legislative programme and the Public Bill Committees which propose amendments.



	During the Covid-19 pandemic, a number of ‘red wall’ Conservatives challenged the executive over lockdown measures and support for their communities.
	Prime ministerial patronage still creates loyalty among the government’s own MPs.



	The House of Lords has become increasingly proactive and obstructive. This is especially true when opposition in the Commons is weak, as occurred after 2015.
	Government still has a huge advantage in resources (advice and research) over Members of Parliament.
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The UK and the European Union


The nature of the European Union



	1  It is a customs union.

	2  It is a free market.

	3  It is a partial political union.

	4  Some, but not all, member states are part of a monetary union. This means they use the same currency — the euro.







Why UK membership of the European Union was controversial




	•  The political institutions of the EU were considered undemocratic and especially unaccountable.

	•  The EU was producing too much ‘red tape’ and regulation for industry, which was inhibiting progress and imposing excessive costs on business.

	•  Many felt that the UK was losing sovereignty as the political union of Europe developed.

	•  It was felt that the UK was forced to contribute more funds to the EU than the value of the benefits it received, i.e. the UK was subsidising less efficient countries.

	•  The free movement of labour and people was leading to too many migrants entering the UK, putting stress on public services and threatening British ‘culture’.

	•  The excessive subsidising of industry and agriculture was promoting inefficiency.

	•  It was feared that there was a long-term agenda of creating a ‘federal Europe’ wherein national sovereignty would be lost altogether.
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	•  A close union of European states will prevent armed conflict in the future.

	•  It is widely believed that free trade promotes economic growth and understanding among all the countries involved.

	•  Europe needs to be a strong power bloc, especially in view of the rise in aggressive Russian nationalism.

	•  The diversity that comes with free movement of people and labour will enrich society.

	•  The European Union creates a huge market for UK goods and services.

	•  The European Union will create greater economic equality among all member states.

	•  The depressed areas of the UK have benefited from EU subsidies.

	•  UK agriculture has benefited from EU subsidies.

	•  Workers and consumers are better protected within EU rules.
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The constitutional and political impact of the UK leaving the EU






	Constitutional
	Political





	The UK has regained full national sovereignty.
	The debates over the nature of Brexit deeply divided both main parties.



	The European Court of Justice will no longer have any jurisdiction in the UK.
	There is debate over how powers returned to the UK will be distributed among the devolved bodies and the workload for the Supreme Court.



	The exit has removed a potential check on the government, allowing the government to contemplate repealing the Human Rights Act and other rights previously guaranteed by the EU.
	The political divide between Scotland and the rest of the UK has widened with the threat of the break-up of the UK.



	There is a continuing conflict over the relationship of Scotland with the EU, given that the Scots overwhelmingly voted to remain in the EU in the 2016 referendum.
	It has enhanced the authority of the prime minister who has achieved control over the future trade position of the UK.
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The location of sovereignty in the UK


Legal and political sovereignty



	•  Legal sovereignty means ultimate legal power. No other body or institution can overrule Parliament, which has legal sovereignty. The courts will only enforce laws passed by the UK Parliament and will only uphold powers granted by the UK Parliament.

	•  Political sovereignty refers to where power lies in reality. Although we know the UK Parliament is legally sovereign, we have to understand that real power may lie elsewhere. This is often called political sovereignty.






The changing location of sovereignty
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	•  Political sovereignty has moved to the devolved administrations.

	•  Some of the political sovereignty of the executive is shifting towards the UK Parliament. This is particularly true in the areas of foreign interventions and negotiation of foreign treaties.

	•  The increasing use of referendums has transferred political sovereignty to the people.

	•  The prime minister has lost control over the date of general elections under the Fixed Term Parliaments Act.

	•  The Human Rights Act shifted control over the enforcement of rights from the UK Parliament to the Supreme Court.





Where sovereignty now lies



	•  In a referendum the people are sovereign even though, technically, the result of a referendum is not binding on Parliament.

	•  At a general election the people are sovereign because they determine who shall exercise power for the next 5 years.

	•  For issues which are part of the government’s electoral mandate, it can be said that the government is sovereign because it has popular consent for what it is doing.

	•  With devolved issues, the devolved administrations are effectively sovereign as it is unthinkable that they would be overruled by the UK Parliament.

	•  When implementing the ECHR, the Supreme Court becomes sovereign.
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	•  the importance of the establishment of the Supreme Court in 2005

	•  the nature and role of the Supreme Court

	•  an assessment of the power and operation of the Supreme Court

	•  the nature and importance of judicial independence and neutrality

	•  the ways in which judicial independence and neutrality are established

	•  the ways in which the government can control the UK Parliament

	•  the ways in which the UK Parliament can control the power of the government

	•  the ways in which the balance of power between the executive and the legislature has changed

	•  the impact of the UK’s exit from the EU on the constitution and politics of the UK

	•  the distinction between legal and political sovereignty

	•  the changing location of sovereignty in the UK
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Table 26 Age and voting in four general elections
1979 1997 2010 2015 2017 2019

Age % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % %
range Con Lab Al* Con Lab LD Con Lab LD* Con Lab LD* Con Lab LD* Con Lab LD*
18-24 42 | 41 | 12 | 27 | 49 | 16 | 30 | 31 | 30 | 27 | 43 5 |27 | 62| 5 19 | 62 9

25-34 43 | 38 | 15 | 28 | 49 | 16 | 35 | 30 | 29 | 33 |36 | 7 |27 |66 | 9 |27 | 51 | 11
365-44** | 46 | 35 | 16 | 28 | 48 | 17 | 34 | 31 | 26 | 35 | 35 | 10 | 33 | 49 | 10 | 36 | 39 | 13

45-54 31 | 41 |20 | 34 | 28 | 26 | 36 | 33 8 | 43 | 40 | 7 46 | 28 | 14
56-64*** | 47 | 38 | 13 | 36 | 39 | 17 | 38 | 28 | 17 | 37 | 3 9 51 |34 | 7 |49 | 27 | 1
65+ 36 | 41 | 17 | 44 | 31 | 16 | 47 | 23 8 |61 |25 | 7 64 | 17 | 11
Total,all | 43 | 40 | 13 | 31 | 44 | 17 | 37 | 30 | 24 | 38 | 31 8 |37 |30 8 45 | 33 | 12
ages

Source: IpsosMORI/Ashcroft polling

*The third party was the SDP/Liberal Alliance in 1979, the Liberal Democrats thereafter.
**In 1979 this figure is for 35-54.

**In 1979 this figure is for 55+.
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