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song from the Manchester band M-People, 
emphasised pride and passion in the context of 
the strong regional identity of the north east. By 
contrast, the local political class and regional 
MPs were conspicuous by their absence. John 
Prescott campaigned assiduously, but had only 
the briefest support from the Prime Minister 
(despite his being a North-East MP) in a joint 
photo-opportunity with Charles Kennedy, 
leader of the Liberal Democrats. This reþected 
private doubts about elected assemblies or 
opposition to the package on offer amongst 
many politicians. But it also meant that de 
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Various groups have sprung up to offer their 
advice. The óElect the Lordsô group (http://
www.electthelords.org.uk) is campaigning for 
a directly elected solution and is sceptical of 
the Bragg proposals. Meanwhile a cross-party 
initiative has been launched by ýve senior MPs. 
Co-ordinated by Liberal Democrat Shadow 
Leader of the Commons Paul Tyler, it also 
includes former Commons leader Robin Cook 
and Public Administration Committee chair 
Tony Wright (both Labour) and former Cabinet 
ministers Kenneth Clarke and Sir George 
Young (Conservative). In November 2004 the 
group announced their intention to publish a bill 
óin a spirit of helpfulnessô setting out a blueprint 
for a 70% directly elected upper house.

New faces in the Lords
In October it was announced that Britainôs 
two retiring European Commissioners, former 
Conservative Party Chairman Chris Patten and 
former Labour leader Neil Kinnock, would both 
be appointed to the House of Lords. Kinnock 
stressed that he would use his appointment 
to argue from within for further Lords reform. 
Meanwhile the Liberal Democrat hereditary 
peer Conrad Russell died on 13 October. His 
departure from the upper House sparks a by-
election to ýll one of the three Liberal Democrat 
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wayô of restricted hunting under licence failed in 
2001 and 2002 when MPs refused to back the 
proposal. Consequently a confrontation with the 
Lords became inevitable. When the government 
reintroduced the current bill backbenchers 
reluctantly accepted an amendment to delay 
implementation by 18 months. However, fresh 
attempts by the Lords to allow limited hunting 
on licence, or to extend the delay to three years, 
were rejectedðdespite the Prime Ministerôs 
pleas for compromise. Consequently the 
Parliament Acts were invoked on 18 November. 
Through both chambersô refusal to compromise 
the ban comes into effect in February 2005, 
against the wishes of the government.

Many raised concerns about the use of the Acts 
for such a controversial measure. However, the 
result is not a demonstration of an over-mighty 
executive overruling Parliamentðindeed, 
quite the reverse. It was MPsðso often 
characterised as powerlessðwho forced this 
result on a reluctant prime minister. Meanwhile 
some commentators who generally bemoan 
MPsô lack of spirit found themselves proposing 
that the use of the Parliament Acts would be 
somehow óunconstitutionalô, since government 
was not behind the bill and it was passed on 
an unwhipped vote. Yet if the primacy of the 
Commons is really what matters, this is one 
measure on which MPs undoubtedly got their 
way.

Constitution Committee report 
on the legislative process
In October the Constitution Committee in the 
House of Lords published a report entitled 
Parliament and the Legislative Process. 
Despite the committeeôs location, many of its 
recommendations related to the Commons.

The committee welcomed the Governmentôs 
formal commitment to ópre-legislative scrutinyô 
of all bills in draft. However, this has not been 
universal in practice and government remains 
very much in controlðdeciding the timetable 
for consultation and largely, in practice, which 
parliamentary committee scrutinises the bill. 
The report argued that all these arrangements 
should be tightened up. Normally draft bills 
should go to a House of Commons departmental 

select committee, but those where there is 
wider interest should go to a committee drawn 
either from different departmental committees 
or from both the Commons and the Lords. A 
new óbusiness committeeô should make more 
transparent the decisions currently largely 
taken behind closed doors by the whips. This 
could consider whether bills had received 
sufýcient scrutiny at draft stage, and if further 
evidence taking was necessaryðbut in any 
case, all bill committees should be empowered 
to take evidence. Additionally parliament should 
engage in more ópost legislative scrutinyô, 
assessing billsô impact after they come into 
effect. This responsibility should be shared 
with Government departments, with select 
committees reviewing their ýndings rather than 
getting too bogged down in a large and difýcult 
new area of work.

Constitutional Reform Bill
Following completion of the billôs passage 
through the House of Lords in December, 
the Lord Chancellor Lord Falconer said óWe 
now have all four pillars of our constitutional 
reform bill in place: the Judicial Appointments 
Commission, the reformed ofýce of Lord 
Chancellor, the concordat with the judiciary 
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an independent organisation, is in charge of 
hearing and ruling on appeals by dissatisýed 
requesters.

In October, following months of uncertainty (see 
Monitor 28), Constitutional Affairs Secretary 
Lord Falconer announced that most requests 
made under the Freedom of Information Act 
would be free of charge. Only those requiring 
more than 3İ days of work (or costing more 
than Ã600) on the part of central government 
ofýcials will be charged to the requester (a 
Ã450/2İ days limit is placed on all other 
public bodies). The governmentôs decision to 
make requests free to the public is in keeping 
with the original pledge made óto change the 
culture of ofýcial information,ô as Lord Falconer 
stated in his speech to the Society of Editors 
annual conference on 18 October. Although 
the labour it takes to process a complaint will 
not be charged, public ofýcials have the right 
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Affairs had made preparations to establish 
a formal, in-house, review. However, this 
move appears to have been vetoed in cabinet 
by opponents of any move to proportional 
representation. Meanwhile, the Arbuthnott 
report on the four different electoral systems in 
use in Scotland will issue a consultation paper 
in February/March 2005, and a ýnal report 
is expected in December 2005. (http://www.
arbuthnottcommission.gov.uk)

The Government has rejected the 
recommendation of the Electoral Commission 
that all-postal voting be scrapped. The 
Commission argued in August last year that 
the public wanted a choice of voting methods, 
and that imposing all-postal ballots was 
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BulletinBoard
Constitution Unit Seminar Series
You can book a free place at our seminars 
by visiting our website: http://www.ucl.
ac.uk/constitution-unit/events, or by emailing 
constitution@ucl.ac.uk.

The New Cross–Party Proposal for 
Lords Reform 
Sir George Young Bt MP

1pm, Tuesday 26 January

Funding of Political Parties 
Sam Younger, Chair, Electoral Commission 

1pm , Monday 14 February

Freedom of Information: the first three 
months 
Maurice Frankel, Director, Campaign for 
Freedom of Information

6pm, Tuesday 12 April 

Parliament and the Media 
Peter Riddell, Political Correspondent, The 
Times and member of the Puttnam Commission 
on Parliament in the Public Eye

1pm, Thursday 16 June 

Constitution Unit News
The latest addition to the Constitution Unit team is Akash Paun, who replaced Guy Lodge in early 
November as Research Assistant. Akash recently ýnished a Masterôs degree at the London School 
of Economics, where he is also employed part-time as a teacher of English as a foreign language. 
Akash will support senior staff in various research projects, primarily on questions relating to 
devolution.

Also departing from the Unit are Alan Trench, senior research fellow in devolution, who leaves to 
start work on his PhD, and Matthew Butt, administrator on publications and the website, who will 
be joining the web development team at the University of East London.

Britain’s Place in Europe and the New 
EU Constitution 
Anand Menon, Director, European Studies 
Institute, University of Birmingham

6pm, Tuesday 5 July

Publications received
Direct elections for a reformed second chamber, 
by Lewis Baston, Electoral Reform Society, 
September 2004.

British Social Attitudes Survey 2004, edited by 
Alison Park, John Curtice, Katarina Thomson, 
Catherine Bromley and Miranda Phillips, Sage, 
London, 2004

Constitutional Law and National Pluralism, 
Stephen Tierney, Oxford University Press, 
Oxford, 2004

Parliament, Politics and Law Making: Issues 
and developments in the legislative process, 
Ed. Alex Brazier, Hansard Society, London, 
2004


