IRRV EXAMINATIONS JUNE 2003

LEVEL I

UK CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Answer any SIX questions.

All questions carry equal marks.

(maximum marks 300)

1.
Describe the main functions of the Speaker in the House of Commons. How is an MP chosen to become Speaker?

2. In what ways can the Prime Minister maintain the support of her/his party in parliament?

3. In what ways can the public seek to influence the actions of their local authorities?

4. Describe the composition and functions of the Magistrates’ Court (England and Wales) OR the Sheriff Court (Scotland).

5.
Describe the constitutional relationship between central government and local government.

6. In what circumstances can a Council have a directly elected mayor?  How are such arrangements meant to revitalise local government?

7.
Why would a voter choose to join a pressure group as opposed to one of the larger political parties?

8.
What is the role of the House of Lords?  Why is it proving difficult to reform it?

9.
Using suitable examples describe the main features of a Quango and an Executive Agency. What are the differences between them?

10. Describe the three main institutions of the European Union and their respective roles.
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Examiners Comments

1. Most candidates were well versed in the role of the speaker of the House of Commons and overall this question was popular and well handled.  The speaker presides over debates interprets the rules of the House, calls members to speak and judges whether speeches are relevant.   Many could trace the history of the role and the remaining ceremonial duties such as acting as spokesperson for the House.   Where candidates struggled was in identifying the way that an MP is elected to the position of Speaker.  This issue came to the fore after the problems with the election of the present Speaker.  The decision as to which MP will be Speaker is taken by the House as if they are debating any other motion.  The motion to elect Mr or Ms X is moved other candidates are put forward as amendments and they are moved and decided on.  Once an amendment is carried the main question as amended is put to the House for decision or if no amendment is carried the main question is put for decision.  This voting method was shown to be very problematic where there are a large number of candidates for the job of Speaker.

2. The simplest answer to this question is for the Prime Minister to remain an electoral asset rather than a liability – if they can do that they are very likely to retain party loyalty.  The position of the Prime Minister as leader of the party cannot be overstressed as influencing members of their party to remain loyal.  Political parties do not want to give the impression that they are riven with splits and that the PM does not command their support – that is a recipe for not getting re-elected and politicians do not like that.  Added to this is the principle of collective responsibility for members of the cabinet whereby they collectively own the decisions and actions of the government.  This can be and is used to retain the support of ministers for the policy direction of the PM.  Candidates mostly identified the Whips as an important tool to retain party loyalty however some dwelt too much on the Whips.  They are after all party managers and the party’s electoral fortunes are likely to be more important than any individual Prime Minister.  Many correctly identified patronage as a powerful tool to keep aspiring and ambitious politicians loyal.

3. This was another popular question with candidates which is not really a surprise.  There are a large number of ways individuals can influence their councils.  They can use their votes to change the composition of the council.  The public can lobby and complain to councillors to effect change.  The public can also mount campaigns, organise petitions and use the media to try to change the actions of their local authority.  They can try to get elected themselves, complain to officers or MPs as well.  There are other more subtle ways that their views can influence councils such as by contributing to consultations: giving their views in citizen’s panels, focus groups and questionnaires.  With this question most candidates got the bulk of these methods but there were surprising differences in the emphasis given to individual items.

4. This is a very factual question and what was sought was a description of the type of cases that are dealt with by the magistrate’s court.  Marks were available for those who could relate the function that the magistrate’s court has within the overall justice system.  They had to demonstrate an understanding of role of the inferior court and the volume of cases with which they deal. Candidates were expected to be able to describe the difference between a lay magistrate and a stipendiary magistrate and to explain the role of the clerk.  

5. The constitutional relationship between central and local government is determined by money and power.  Central government is dominant because it has a great deal more of both commodities.  The queen in parliament is the supreme law-making power in the country and has the power to create and dissolve councils.  Councils as creatures of statute receive the bulk of the funding from central government not just in the form of RSG and redistributed NNDR but also specific grants etc.  While central government is clearly dominant it needs councils to deliver many vital services.  Central government therefore needs local government to deliver services and this gives councils the ability to influence key areas of government policy.  Government consults local government associations, professional bodies and officers on relevant aspects of activity.  Central government has sought to exert more influence over the way that councils provide their services through the Audit Commission and through initiatives such as CCT, Best Value and CPA.  So even in areas that are delegated the oversight of central government remains in place. 
6. There are two occasions where a mayor can be elected either with a council manager or with a cabinet.  This part carried 60% of the marks for this question.  So what was required was a clear description of the make up of such councils and of how these arrangements can only come about as a result of a conducting a referendum.   Whilst many were able to quote examples overall the content was not often handled in a way that produced a structured, clear answer.   The second part of the question was an opportunity to deal as expansively as one wished about the creation of a clear accountable figure to personify the council and it’s performance. 
7. Most of the candidates attempting this question did identify the main difference between political parties and pressure groups in that pressure groups tend to campaign on a single issue as opposed to political parties where a view on every topic is required.  Many also pointed to disillusionment with the conventional politics which caused those who care about an issue to seek forms of political expression outside the realms of parliamentary parties.  The conclusion is that parliament is seen to be failing because MPs are not viewed as being capable of delivering necessary change.   It should be but was not pointed out that membership of pressure groups and political parties is not mutually exclusive. Some people may be passionate about an issue and support the party that offers the best policies on that issue.  However as the rise in single issue politics is because people view conventional politics as: remote, weakened, complicated or stuffy.

8. This is a topical question given the government’s discomfiture over attempts to reform the Lords.  What was sought here was a demonstration of insight into the work of the lords.  The fact that it is non-elected, advisory and exists to check excesses of the Commons.  The power of the Lords is limited by the Parliament Acts and cannot hold up money bills and it has a judicial role as the highest appeal court in the country.  The second part of the question gave candidates a chance to discuss the current debate over how best to change the Lords.  A chamber of the legislature in this day and age where membership is based on birthright to many is not acceptable and provided the impetus for change.  Legislators however can’t agree on how to replace it.  There is a strand of opinion which adheres to tradition and would not see the Lords reformed.  Some wish a democratically elected Lord’s other a chamber of appointees some would have no second chamber.  All arguments have there merits and demerits and it appears that reform was stimulated by stronger feelings against the status quo than a purposeful sense of how the lower house would be comprised.

9. There were an interesting few variations on the words forming the acronym QUANGO which is a minor point.  This question called for the use of examples of Quangos and Executive Agencies and some of these were confused.  Overall most who attempted the question could identify the differences between the two.  Executive Agencies being much more closely attached to the government departments from which they sprang.  

10. Most candidates could identify the three main institutions of the European Union ie the Commission, the Council of Ministers and the European Parliament.  The quality of the description of the roles ranged from the very comprehensive to patchy and confused.  The Commission is the executive arm of the EU, it has the right to initiate draft legislation, acts as guardian of the Treaties and represents the EU on the international stage chiefly on trade and cooperation.   The Council is the EU’s legislative body in co-decision with the European parliament.  It coordinates broad economic policy, concludes international agreements and shares budgetary authority with the parliament.  The parliament shares with the Council the power to legislate and budgetary authority and also exercises democratic supervision over the Commission.
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