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The Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition is three years old. 

This commentary considers how well it has performed so far, before 

looking ahead to the next two years and beyond. In 2010 the prophets 

of doom (including Cameron before the election) had forecast that 

coalition government must inevitably be quarrelsome, short term 

and weak. By contrast, in its early years the coalition proved to be 

remarkably harmonious, stable in Parliament and bold in its decision 

making—for some critics, too bold. It was more consultative and 

collective in its approach to Cabinet government than its Labour 

predecessor, riven by the Blair-Brown feuds.

That honeymoon period has passed. The divisions are becoming 

sharper, over a referendum on Europe, the failings of the deficit 

reduction strategy, and the tit for tat over Lords reform and the 

Commons boundary reviews. The mid-term review in January showed 

how difficult it was to agree any new strategy: it became a restatement 

of the 2010 coalition agreement. With the 2015 election now looming 

into view, the partners will focus increasingly on differentiating 

themselves. 

As the divisions grow sharper, the media have started to speculate 

about whether the coalition can hold together. There has been loose 

talk about Cameron calling an early election. But the Prime Minister 

can no longer seek an early dissolution, because of the Fixed Term 

Parliaments Act 2011. That Act allows for mid-term dissolution in just 

two circumstances: following a successful no confidence motion; or 

following a resolution of two-thirds of the House of Commons. These 

are very high thresholds. The Act does help to buttress the stability 

of the government. Whether it also enables governments to focus on 

governing without worrying about the next election is something that 

we will find out over the next two years. 

There has also been speculation that the coalition partners must 

dissolve the coalition early, to fight the next election as two separate 

parties. In part this is wishful thinking from discontented Tories. It goes 

against the usual practice in Europe, and in Westminster countries 

like Scotland and New Zealand, where coalitions have governed 

through to election day. If the coalition does dissolve earlier, it will be 

because the Liberal Democrats decide to leave. They could continue 

to support the government on confidence and supply, under the kind 

of agreement which supported the Lib-Lab Pact in 1977-78. But they 

would be unlikely to benefit electorally unless they could show a big 

reason for leaving the government, on an issue which commanded 

public support. If the only reason was to achieve a more distinct 

profile the public would be left bemused, and the Lib Dems might 

not achieve their aim. Government gives politicians a lot more profile 

than opposition, especially for the third party. For the Conservatives, 

it would obviously weaken the government to lose their majority; but 

it could strengthen the Conservative case for seeking an outright 

majority at the next election. 

Lessons for future coalitions are explored in the last chapter of The 

Politics of Coalition, by Robert Hazell and Ben Yong, published in 

2012 by Hart Publishing. 

 

Queen’s Speech

The Queen’s Speech contained three constitutional items. The 

Northern Ireland Bill will prevent members of the Northern Ireland 

Assembly also being MPs in the House of Commons or the Irish 

Parliament; and it will increase the transparency of political donations. 

The Local Audit and Accountability Bill will close down the Audit 

Commission and replace it with a new local audit framework. And 

there is to be a draft Wales Bill, preventing Assembly members 

from also sitting in the House of Commons; but enabling candidates 

in Assembly elections to stand on both a regional list and in a 

constituency. It would also move the Welsh assembly on to sitting for 

fixed five-year terms, reducing the likelihood of Assembly elections 

clashing with parliamentary elections (see Devolution section, p.4-5).

Missing from the Queen’s Speech were three constitutional items 

which were in the Coalition Agreement in 2010, and were repeated 

in the Coalition’s 2013 mid-term review. These are regulation of 

lobbying, reform of party funding, and a right of recall for MPs. With 

only two legislative sessions left, it seems unlikely that these will  

be reached.

West Lothian Question report

In March the McKay Commission on the Consequences of Devolution 

for the House of Commons delivered its report. Despite its narrow 

terms of reference, the Commission started by considering the 

English Question more widely. England remains a gaping hole in 

the devolution settlement, with survey evidence showing growing 

resentment among the English at the advantages conferred on 

Scotland in particular, but the English do not seem to want devolution 

for themselves. In chapter two of their report the Commission reject all 

other solutions to the English Question: federalism, whether with an 

English Parliament or English regions; strengthening local government 

in England; or electoral reform, including proportional representation, 

or a reduction in the number of MPs representing Scotland, Wales  

or Northern Ireland. 
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Despite rejecting these wider solutions, the Commission felt that in 

response to the growing sense of grievance among the English, some 

way must be found of giving a voice for England. They developed a 

principle, which is the reciprocal of the Sewel convention, that the UK 

Parliament will not normally legislate on devolved matters except with 

the agreement of the devolved legislatures. Applying this principle to 

England, they suggested that decisions with a separate and distinct 

effect for England should normally be taken only with the consent of  

a majority of MPs for constituencies in England. 

This principle should be adopted by a resolution of the House of 

Commons. The main means through which it would be given effect 

would be a specially constituted Public Bill Committee with an English 

(or English and Welsh) party balance. But MPs from outside England 

should not be prevented from voting on matters before Parliament; 

and the right of the House of Commons to make the final decision 

should remain. So the whole House could still override the views of 

the specially constituted Public Bill Committee; but they would do so 

knowing the views of the party balance in England. 

The Commission’s report will now be considered by Nick Clegg, as  

the minister responsible for overall devolution strategy, and Chloe 

Smith, the new Parliamentary Secretary in the Cabinet Office for 

Political and Constitutional Reform. There are three reasons why 

they may decide to do nothing. First, they will not want to do anything 

before the Scottish independence referendum, so as not to provoke 

the Scots (Alex Salmond’s solution to the English Question is 

Scottish independence). Second, they may feel that minor changes to 

parliamentary procedure will not assuage the wider English sense of 

grievance. And third, they may conclude that there is already in place 

a political self-correcting mechanism: no governing party will want to 

upset English voters if they want to win the next election, because the 

English comprise more than 80 per cent of the total electorate. 

Prof Charlie Jeffery and Sir Stephen Laws talked about the McKay 

Commission’s report at a Constitution Unit seminar in May. See video 

on our website http://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/events

Lords reform rumblings

Lords reform remains far from the government’s agenda, following  

the failure of last year’s bill. But both peers and MPs are keeping up 

pressure for smaller scale changes. In the Lords there have long been 

concerns that a new set of appointees may be coming, on top of the  

large number of new peers already created by Cameron in his first year.  

On 28 February there was a heavy government defeat on a motion 

proposed by Lord Steel of Aikwood (former party leader David Steel, 

Liberal Democrat), as amended by Lord Hunt of Kings Heath (Philip Hunt, 

Labour), calling for ‘restraint’ in creation of new peers, the immediate 

introduction of retirement procedures, and the barring of those peers who 

do not attend or are convicted of criminal offences. A total of 217 peers 

voted for the amended motion, while only 45 supported the government, 

making this (at 172 votes) the coalition’s largest defeat, and the third 

largest defeat in the chamber since its reform in 1999. Steel’s original 

motion went much further, seeking to deny an introduction ceremony 

to any new peers until a system of permanent appointment had been 

established. This was clearly seen by some as a step too far. But it was 

an ingenious proposal by which the House might get control of its own 

numbers, and could yet be returned to.

In the Commons, the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee 

announced in late January an inquiry into ‘House of Lords reform: 

what next?’, with particular emphasis on possible incremental 

changes such as introducing retirement, a cap on the size of the 

House, a proportionality formula for appointments, and/or fixed term 

appointments. Written evidence was invited by 26 March, and oral 

evidence will follow. The Unit’s Meg Russell sub34
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registration. IER introduction will involve checking current electors’ 

names against a DWP database, with those who do not match being 

asked to provide NI numbers and dates of birth as proof of identity. 

Full implementation is expected in 2015 or 2016. At earlier stages, 

the government was forced to make several concessions: removing a 

rolling opt-out, and ensuring that a civil penalty would be created for 

those who refused to respond when requested to register to vote. 

The Act paves the way for an historic change to the UK electoral process, 

and the potential enfranchisement of over 6 million eligible voters identified 

by the Electoral Commission as missing from the register in 2010.

NORTHERN IRELAND

The 15th anniversary of the Belfast agreement came, and went, in 

April. There were no political celebrations and journalistic and academic 

coverage was remarkably downbeat. ‘Is this it?’ was the leitmotif. A 

feminist commentator even despairingly urged the restoration of direct 

rule from Westminster, on the grounds that this could not be more 

conservative than the devolved government.

For example, the extension of the Marie Stopes Clinic to Northern 

Ireland late last year provoked a storm of political protest, from both 

unionists and nationalists. Women in Northern Ireland continue to 

be denied access to the 1967 Abortion Act. No one can imagine 

the legalisation of gay marriage by Stormont, where the Democratic 

Unionist Party health minister, Edwin Poots, has sustained the ban  

on blood donations by gays.

With the parties sustaining Stormont’s populist resistance to water 

charging, health and education spending is suffering drastically, over 

and above the depressing effects of Westminster austerity. Mr Poots 

(whose brief includes social care) was embroiled in a visceral public row 

as massive closures in senior citizens’ care homes were signalled and 

an end to heart surgery for children in Belfast was mooted, with parents 

left considering having to take their child 100 miles to Dublin instead.

In education, meanwhile, the strength of sectarian religious and 

political interests means that the idea of integrated schooling—despite 

there being a statutory duty to promote it—has been diluted in favour 

of ‘shared’ school campuses. This would achieve some economic 

rationalisation but do nothing to break down the walls in the heads of 

teachers, parents and children.

In April, the first and deputy first ministers, Peter Robinson of the DUP 

and Martin McGuinness of Sinn Féin, finally announced a successor 

to the A Shared Future policy framework elaborated under direct rule 

to promote reconciliation. But an announcement was all that it was—a 

series of modest, bullet-point proposals which represented the lowest 

common denominator on which the two could agree.

Perhaps the most extraordinary development in this regard was the 

revelation in March that Stormont would not follow Westminster in 

tightening up the UK’s notorious libel laws. Never minded to antagonise 

the rich or powerful, the finance minister, Sammy Wilson of the DUP, 

was responsible for failing to bring this before the devolved executive. 

Libel tourists may no longer have London as an option but the High 

Court in Belfast will continue to accommodate them.

Dr Robin Wilson, Honorary Research Fellow

SCOTLAND

Referendum pre-campaign hots up 

The focus of constitutional debate in Scotland has, unsurprisingly, 

centred on the referendum campaign in the last four months. At the 

end of January, the Scottish government confirmed the wording of the 

question, adopting that recommended by the Electoral Commission: 

‘Should Scotland be an independent country?’. It also accepted spending 

limits amounting to around £6 million (considerably increased from 

those initially proposed by the Scottish Government), and a 16-week 

period for the formal campaign during which those limits would apply. In 

March, it announced its proposed referendum date: 18 September 2014. 

Since then, it has published its two referendum bills—one extending the 

franchise to 16- and 17-year olds and making other preparations, the 

other relating to organisation of the referendum itself. These are now 

being considered in the Scottish Parliament, first by the Referendum Bill 

(Scotland) Committee, before moving to the full Parliament. 

While the process of legislating for the referendum may be smoothly 

underway, the same cannot be said for the pro-independence 

campaign. The UK government and the pro-Union ‘Better Together’ 

campaign have started to turn their guns on key elements of the 

proposed form of Scottish independence. The UK government has 

released the first two of its Scotland Analysis papers (13 are promised 

in all), addressing issues of state succession and international law, 

including membership of the European Union, and of currency. These 

papers are meant to be ‘factual’, with the UK government eschewing 

any ‘pre-negotiation’ of the terms of independence despite calls from 

SNP politicians to do so. In practice, the papers also set out the 

parameters of any future negotiation and give an indication of the UK 
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Conservatives have also established a working group to look at how 

devolution works, with a remit to report early in 2014. The Unionist 

side continues to regard this more positive approach as a low priority, 

instead focussing on attacking plans for independence. 

Alan Trench, Honorary Research Fellow  

www.devolutionmatters.wordpress.org

WALES

Making the legislative Assembly work 

In Wales, the Labour government appears to have abandoned the idea 

of forming a coalition with another party to supply it with a majority for 

the rest of the Assembly’s term. The March reshuffle brought Mark 

Drakeford, former special adviser to Rhodri Morgan and coiner of the 

idea of ‘progressive universalism’, into government as health minister, 

and elevated Alun Davies to the cabinet from being a deputy minister. In 

2011 there was speculation that the cabinet was deliberately kept small 

to make room for a coalition partner later on; filling up the ranks suggests 

that that idea has been ditched. The Labour administration clearly feels 

happier governing alone with 30 of the Assembly’s 60 seats than seeking 

an accommodation with either the Liberal Democrats or Plaid Cymru. 

The legislative programme has seen a number of carefully-framed 

bills that avoid difficult constitutional issues about the limits on the 

Assembly’s powers. The bill on organ donation has replaced an ‘opt-

out’ scheme with one based on deemed consent, achieving a similar 

outcome without being so legally provocative. An innovative private 

member’s bill from Mick Antoniw AM will enable the Welsh government 

to recover NHS costs for victims of asbestos diseases, when civil  

claims for those conditions are settled. 

Considering the Welsh constitution 

The promised spring response from the UK government to the Part 

1 report of the Silk Commission, on financial devolution, had still not 

materialised in May. That did not prevent the Welsh government 

hinting that it would agree to partial income-tax devolution on the 

Calman model, saying it would help block a Yes vote in the Scottish 

independence referendum. Signs are that the Treasury is also happy  

to move ahead with such devolution, suggesting that the main 

opposition to it comes from the Wales Office. 

The Silk Commission has been moving ahead with Part 2 of its work, 

on whether further powers should be devolved and what those might 

be. Among the evidence it received was a lengthy submission from the 

Wales Office, indicating considerable reservations about devolution 

of any further functions. It also received a carefully-framed note from 

the Welsh government, calling for the ‘reserved powers’ model to 

be applied, devolution of a range of other functions to bring Welsh 

devolution into line with that for Scotland, and in the longer term 

devolution of criminal justice and policing and rejecting the idea of 

devolving social security. The Welsh government emphasised that 

these were not immediate priorities, nor was the creation of a Welsh 

legal jurisdiction—despite the problems there would be in moving to a 

‘reserved powers’ model without one. 

Although the May Queen’s Speech contained no mention of 

implementing the Silk report, it did contain a draft Wales bill. This 

concerns electoral arrangements for the National Assembly, extending 

Assembly terms to 5 years, removing the ban on ‘dual candidacy’ and 

allowing candidates to run for both constituency and regional-list seats, 

and banning AMs from also sitting as MPs. It does nothing about the 

size of the Assembly, which would remain at 60. 

Alan Trench, Honorary Research Fellow  

www.devolutionmatters.wordpress.org
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