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The UK Cabinet Manual 

Almost two years after its inception, the UK finally has a Cabinet 
Manual. Gordon Brown saw it as a step towards a written constitution; 
David Cameron as cementing good coalition practices. Its more 
immediate purpose was to provide a guide to government formation 
should the 2010 General Election result in a hung parliament. A draft 
chapter covering government formation was published prior to the 
2010 election, and was widely regarded as a success. A full first draft 
of the Manual was published in December 2010 and subject 
to parliamentary and public scrutiny. 

There is very little that is new about the first edition. It covers the 
Sovereign; elections and government formation; the workings of 
Cabinet and the Cabinet Office; the executive and Parliament; the 
executive and the law; ministers and the civil service; relations with 
the devolved assemblies and local government; relations with the 
EU and international bodies; government finance and expenditure; 
and official information.

The Manual is meant to be a map to executive practices, written 
primarily for ministers and those advising them. But over time it may 
also become an invaluable source for those outside government, 
from journalists to students, on the inner workings of government. 
And while this may not be the intention, as practices are written 
down, the temptation to treat description as prescription will grow. 

The new Cabinet Manual was published on 24 October 2011.  
It can be found at: http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resource-
library/cabinet-manual 
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Lords Leader Lord Strathclyde describing it as potentially ‘the start of 
the end of self-regulation’. Peers also rejected a proposal that they 
should be able to refer to each other by name in debates (rather than 
as ‘the noble Lord’, ‘the noble Baroness’, etc.), but a proposal that the 
House of Commons could be referred to by name (rather than as ‘the 
other place’) was accepted. Several other small changes were agreed, 
but more substantial proposals from the Leader’s Group, such as 
creation of new select committees, or of a new ‘legislative standards 
committee’, have yet to be put formally to the House.

Backbench Business Committee controversies

While reform in the Lords is little to be seen, the effect of recent 
reforms in the House of Commons continues to be felt. In particular, 
the Backbench Business Committee is having a significant impact on 
the working of the chamber. This was most notable—and most high 
profile—when the committee scheduled a debate on 24 October on 
a motion to require a referendum on Britain’s continued membership 
of the EU. The debate caused considerable headaches for Prime 
Minister David Cameron, and 81 Conservative MPs voted for the 
motion in defiance of a three line whip (although it was still rejected by 
483 votes to 111 overall). This was not however trouble entirely of the 
Backbench Business Committee’s making: the motion followed over 
1–1medthe c.n21 5n,�js0 -1.333 TDs1vfrQacd Ca12edt�n, �8034he0 -1.333 TDs(1–1s031wQ)wn33 TDs( TDf4m67f11to beoe025he eff.ver )Tjs0 -211U. Tt�1d o(5oe026ca� dnuedÙns30gh  �asCa12irns C4hle|ca�’s co01d o Berreg06atr oeQ: Qca�: sns30cu\035025hM32iDccvatisidn37 eve� de(u5im)eea5oe026c(�n5i1 C)\08034h034a–1s031wQ)wn33 TDna on )Tjs0 -1.333 TDs3ca�)n s27c(enef5si21ttu24ndefiaorm235025hM33–1s0315jecC13: the Backbench Businon 
Backbench Business CommitillJ00s5Bu32on 



Monitor 50 | Constitution Unit Newsletter | January 2012 | ISSN 1465–4377 | Page 4

Electoral Commission reports on referendums

In October the Electoral Commission published its report on the 5 
May AV referendum. Amongst other things, it noted that in future the 
government should consider the implications of holding referendums 
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government and full and frank discussion is stymied. ‘If asked to give 
advice, I’d say I can’t guarantee they [ministers] can say without fear 
or favour if they disagree with something, and that information will 
remain private, because there could be an FOI request’. 

This is the proverbial ‘chilling effect’: opinions are not shared for 
fear of later ridicule and decisions and discussions are inadequately 
recorded, or conducted so informally as to prevent easy recording. 
‘Proper discussions’ are silenced, or replaced by chats in the corridor, 
texts or phone calls. 

All the Unit’s research on FOI has tried to look into whether the 
chilling effect exists, but it is a very slippery concept. The first problem 
is that people will not necessarily admit doing it. Not taking records 
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