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and – through overreliance on the ‘urgent procedure’ 
and last-minute publication of regulations – severely 
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The changing electoral landscape was also 
demonstrated by a parliamentary by-election in June, 
when the Liberal Democrats gained the previously safe 
Conservative seat of Chesham and Amersham. The seat 
was left vacant by the death of its widely-respected MP 
Cheryl Gillan, who was a member of the Unit’s Council 
and the Independent Commission on Referendums.

Electoral reform proposals

The government has set out plans for wide-
ranging electoral reforms, in three separate sets of 
announcements.

In March, Home Secretary Priti Patel said in a 
written statement that ministers wish to replace the 
Supplementary Vote system currently used for electing 
mayors and police and crime commissioners (PCCs) 
with First Past the Post. She said that this was ‘[i]n line 
with the Government’s manifesto position in favour of 
first past the post, which provides for strong and clear 
local accountability, and reflects that transferable voting 
systems were rejected by the British people in the 2011 
[Alternative Vote] nationwide referendum’. The proposal 
was in the 2017 Conservative manifesto, but not that 
of 2019. The 2011 referendum took place before the 
Supplementary Vote system was introduced for PCC 
elections, and related to the very different context of 
parliamentary elections. The statement indicated that 
legislation for the change would be brought forward 
‘when parliamentary time allows’, but it was not 
mentioned in the Queen’s Speech in May.

Home Secretary Priti Patel (
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A notable absence from all of these proposals concerned 
the protection of democracy against online harms. 
As detailed in Monitor 77 (page 10), proposals in this 
area first made by the government of Theresa May in 
April 2019 envisaged measures designed to address 
widespread misinformation, but updated plans issued 
last December dropped them. The Online Safety Bill 
announced in the Queen’s Speech and subsequently 
published in draft form confirmed this change of heart. 
The bill is focused on harms caused by online activity to 
individuals, focusing particularly on children, but leaves 
the democratic arena to the free market.

Boundary reviews begin

The process of reviewing Westminster parliamentary 
constituencies has begun. The current boundaries are 
badly out of date, being based, in the most extreme case 
of Scotland, on electorate data from 2001. Two reviews 
have been initiated but aborted in the interim, drawing 
MPs’ ire because they would have reduced the number 
of constituencies from 650 to 600. As detailed in Monitor 
77 (page 10), legislation passed in 2020 scrapped 
that change. It also altered the review process, most 
notably by removing parliament’s ability to block the 
implementation of its conclusions.

The Boundary Commission for England published its 
initial proposals on 8 June. Given population shifts and 
the ending of overrepresentation for Wales, England as a 
whole will have 10 more constituencies than at present. 
Most regions will see their numbers rise, but the North 
East, North West, and West Midlands will see reductions 
of two apiece. 

Publication of the proposals triggered an eight-week 
consultation period. Submissions to the consultation will 
be published in early 2022, after which it will be possible 
to respond to the initial submissions. 

Revised proposals will then be published in late 2022, 
followed by a further consultation. The final proposals 
will be published in June 2023. The new boundaries 
could then be brought into effect almost immediately, 
although a delay is permitted. If, as widely speculated, 
an election is called for May 2023, the existing 
boundaries will be used again. 

The Boundary Commissions for Scotland, Wales, and 
Northern Ireland must follow the same procedures, but 
have adopted slightly different timetables. Their initial 
proposals are expected in the autumn.

Developments in deliberative democracy

Further steps towards the normalisation of citizens’ 
assemblies as part of the democratic system have taken 
place in Scotland. Scotland’s Climate Assembly – the 
second assembly to be convened by the devolved 
authorities there, and the first anywhere in the UK to 
have a statutory footing – published its interim report 
in March, just before the Scottish Parliament broke up 
ahead of the May elections. Ministers welcomed the 
Assembly’s ‘ambitious findings’. The final report was 
published in June. Under the legislation underpinning the 
Assembly, ministers will then have six months to set out 
‘how they intend to respond to the recommendations’.

As explored in a post on the Unit’s blog, the SNP’s 
election manifesto pledged annual citizens’ assemblies 
and made a commitment to ‘genuine public involvement 
in decision making’. It also proposed a further assembly 
ahead of any independence referendum to help shape 
an independent Scotland, and an assembly to represent 
those aged under 16. Though the SNP fell just short of 
an overall majority, its Green Party allies share a similar 
vision: they pressed for the Climate Assembly; and their 
manifesto pledged to ‘formalise citizens assemblies… 
locally and nationally’.

Local citizens’ assemblies meanwhile continue to be 
called across the UK, even though restrictions related to 
COVID-19 make their operation harder. The most popular 
topic remains climate change: since the last issue 
of Monitor, climate assemblies have been convened 
or announced by local councils in Devon, Lambeth, 
Hackney, and Glasgow – the last of these intended to 
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Standards in public life

In June, the Committee on Standards in Public Life 
(CSPL) took the unusual step of publishing the findings 
of its Standards Matter 2 review in advance of its final 
report. It did so to contribute to current debate about 
standards regulation, saying that four areas require 
significant reform: the 
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The Commons Justice Committee is also examining 
these issues: it currently has open inquiries into court 
capacity, the future of legal aid, and COVID-19 and the 
criminal law. 

Action on threats to MPs, and the right to 
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of betrayal among many unionists over the Protocol, 
causing their leaders to take an increasingly hard line, 
and worrying language has emerged from groups close 
to loyalist paramilitaries. 

These concerns, along with a perception among DUP 
members – reinforced by polling – that their support 
was fragmenting, and unease at her relatively liberal 
attitudes, opened the way for the ousting of Arlene 
Foster as party leader and First Minister. The leadership 
election that followed brought out deep divisions in the 
party, previously concealed. Edwin Poots, the agriculture 
minister, narrowly defeated MP Jeffrey Donaldson, who 
was perceived as more of a moderate. 

But Poots was himself forced to resign less than three 
weeks later, after accepting arrangements brokered 
between the UK government and Sinn Féin by which 
Westminster guaranteed fulfilment of interparty 
commitments on the Irish language. These arrangements 
guaranteed that Sinn Féin renominated Michelle O’Neill 
as deputy First Minister as Mrs Foster left, without which 
an Assembly election would have been called. 

The leadership vacancy led Donaldson to stand again: 
he was elected unopposed, and quickly issued an 
apparently robust but carefully worded statement on 
the Protocol. Donaldson is expected to take on the role 
of First Minister, but is not currently a member of the 
Assembly. Should Givan resign, a failure by the DUP or 
Sinn Féin to nominate candidates for First Minister and 
deputy First Minister would provoke an election.

Such acute standoffs were intended to be averted by  
the New Decade, New Approach deal that ended the 
three-year hiatus in Northern Ireland government in 
January 2020. It envisaged making collapse of the 
institutions much harder, but the necessary legislation 
was only recently introduced at Westminster.

Northern Ireland politics remains highly volatile. In the 
last year the Executive has appeared to hold together 
only because it needs to be seen to tackle the pandemic. 
An election might, given shifts in electoral support 
towards centre ground parties in the last year, usher in a 
markedly different sort of politics; but it might also make 
the institutions unsustainable. Progressively minded 
unionists saw hope, however, in simultaneous change 
at the top of the smaller Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), 
with new leader Doug Beattie seeking to widen unionist 
support beyond its traditionalist core. 

The chaotic politics continue to feed, though hardly to 
inform, the debate about Irish unity. The final report of t
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in proportional representation systems – the election 
reaffirmed the SNP’s electoral dominance. Its 64 seats, 
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These are likely to include increasing the size of the 
Senedd to as many as 90 members and introducing 
the Single Transferable Vote system, in line with the 
recommendations of the Expert Panel on Assembly 
Electoral Reform and the Committee on Senedd 
Electoral Reform. 
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later agreed that the Convention would be gender 
balanced, and that 17 of its 155 seats would be reserved 
for members of the country’s indigenous population.

Elections for the convention took place in May. 
Government-backed candidates fared poorly, and will be 
unable to block proposals alone, whilst a large number 
of independent candidates were elected. 

The convention commenced its work on 4 July. It has 
nine months to complete its mandate, with the option of 
a single extension of no more than three months. How it 
will fare is uncertain, as its membership includes many 
new political actors whose ideological positions are 
unknown, and who are not organised into parties, which 
could adversely affect the building of alliances that can 
command the necessary majority within the convention 
to approve proposals. 

A Chilean voter casts her ballot (CC BY 2.0) by Mediabanco.

People on the move 
Labour deputy leader Angela Rayner was named 
Shadow Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster as 
part of a mini-reshuffle that saw her replace Rachel 
Reeves. Reeves took the place of Anneliese 
Dodds as Shadow Chancellor, while Dodds was 
given Rayner’s previous job of party chair. Alan 
Campbell took over from Nick Brown as Chief 
Whip, and Thangam Debbonaire 
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to update digital campaign regulation, devolution and 
the future of the Union, and the government’s proposed 
rebalancing of the relationship between parliament, 
the executive and the courts. Numerous high-profile 
academic and media commentators contributed, 
including Professors Alison Young, Petra Schleiter, 
Kate O’Regan, Rachel Gibson, Laura McAllister, Adam 
Tomkins, Katy Hayward, and the Unit’s Meg Russell; plus 
Chris Bryant MP, Joshua Rosenberg, Peter Riddell and 
Dominic Grieve.

Lord Chancellor Robert Buckland addresses the Unit’s June 
conference.

Buckland’s speech is available to view on the 
Constitution Unit’s YouTube page, where videos of the 
panels will continue to be published throughout July. You 
can also subscribe to the Unit’s podcast, which will soon 
release episodes for each panel.   

The Unit is also publishing a series of blogposts – some 
of which are already online – authored by conference 
panellists, including Professor Tim Bale, Professor John 
Denham, Dr Kate Dommett and Electoral Commission 
Chair John Pullinger. 

Dr Tom Fleming to join Constitution Unit 
in September

We are delighted that the Unit will be expanding in 
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parliament in an article discussing how executive power 
has been unchecked during the pandemic (4 April).  
Meg also authored a piece on the same topic in the FT 
(24 April) and joined discussions on the matter on Radio 
4’s Today in Parliament (23 April) and on an episode of 
the UCL’s Coronavirus: The Whole Story podcast (27 
April). She co-authored a letter to the Times (24 April)  
on the government’s relationship with parliament.

Articles on Cornwall Live (16 April) and Kent Live  
(26 April) discussing what might change when Prince 
Charles becomes King cited the Unit’s research.  
Articles in the Nottingham Post (23 May), Berkshire Live  
(27 April), and the Express (28 April) exploring what title 
Prince Charles might adopt when he becomes King  
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