IRRV EXAMINATIONS, DECEMBER 2004

UK CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Level 1
Time available: 3 hours

Answer any SIX questions

All questions carry equal marks

1.
Explain the role of the whips in the Westminster parliament.

2.
With reference to the local government associations of England, Scotland or Wales describe the functions and activities of pressure groups.

3
Discuss the judicial role of the House of Lords.

4.
Describe the voting system used for European Parliamentary elections and compare this with the system used for Westminster Parliamentary elections.

5.
Describe the composition and functions of the European Commission. 
6
Describe the main functions of the Speaker in the House of Commons

7.
How can central government exercise control over individual council services?  Illustrate your answer with examples.

8.
Discuss whether the way that the UK is governed can still be described as “Cabinet Government”.
9.
Why are Regional Assemblies being considered and what are the likely implications of their introduction for local authorities?

10.
Describe the three branches of government and explain the extent to which they are separate in the UK Constitution.
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1.
Explain the role of the whips in the Westminster parliament.

This was the most popular question attempted by 83% of candidates.  When considering the role of Whips there is a tendency to overstate the idea that Whips are arm-twisters ensuring that MPs are kept in line and voting for the government.  While the Whips have been known to behave like that what should be kept in mind is that the role of the Whip is that of party manager – they provide information to MPs on the importance of issues identifying priority decisions.  The Whips provide a link between the government and the backbenches, they spot talent and advise the Prime Minister.   It is true that Whips do indeed they ensure party discipline but it is important that candidates put this in perspective. 






2.
With reference to the Local Government Associations of England, Scotland or Wales describe the functions and activities of pressure groups.

The answers to this question too often became quite general descriptions of pressure groups.  To really get to the crux of the question needed a more careful analysis.  The local government associations are pressure groups in that they lobby and act on behalf of their members in negotiations with central government.  Unlike many pressure groups the Associations are well connected and often close to central government.  The associations also have party political memberships and that can influence their relationships and demands of central government.  Because of these aspects candidates could have compared and contrasted examples of pressure groups with the associations. 

3
Discuss the judicial role of the House of Lords.

Not many candidates attempted this question which did seek quite specific information.  The House of Lords is the highest court in the land and as such deals with appeals on points of law for the UK in civil law and for the England, Wales and Northern Ireland for criminal law.  Candidates were expected to know this and to provide examples of the type of case that the HofL would deal with.  As well as knowing how cases would arrive before their Lordships candidates could pick up marks for descriptions of the role of law lords and some of the judicial functions they have.  The Lords relationship with the European Court of Justice also attracted marks.

 4.
Describe the voting system used for European Parliamentary elections and compare this with the system used for Westminster Parliamentary elections.

What was sought here was an adequate description of the Single Transferable Voting system.  The question also allowed for this system to be contrasted with the first past the post system.  Candidates were also expected to bring in descriptions of multi-member constituencies and how those compare with Westminster parliamentary constituencies.  This question did give scope to contrast the voting systems and additional marks could be gained for providing the rationale for either system and an assessment of their relative merits.

5.
Describe the composition and function of the European Commission.

The composition of European Commission has recently changed from a body of 20 and then 30 where the members were drawn from each EU country, with the most populace countries providing 2 commissioners.  Now there are 25 commissioners with one from each member state.  It is the Commission’s job to propose legislation ,  manage and implement EU policies and budget.  The commission also acts like the civil service enforcing EU law and it also represents the EU in international negotiations.   

6
Describe the main functions of the Speaker in the House of Commons

Overall this subject was well-handled candidates recognising the Speaker presides over debates, maintains order and refuses inadvisable motions for delay.  There is a tendency to labour this point and to ignore other aspects of the Speakers work such as calling MPs to speak, enforcing the rules of the House and judging the relevance of a member’s speech.  The speaker also acts as the spokesperson for the House with external bodies.

7.
How can central government exercise control over individual council services?  Illustrate your answer with examples.

This was another popular question,  some however concentrated too much on the higher levels of control exerted by central government.  What was sought here was an understanding of how individual services could be influenced by central government.  Initiatives such as CCT, Best Value and CPA are all measures that central government has imposed on local councils to improve the performance of services.  Other aspects include the DWP performance standards, ring-fenced funding as well as audit and inspection regimes.  

8.
Discuss whether the way that the UK is governed still be described as “Cabinet Government”

I was surprised that this was the least popular question.  I think that it was topical especially in the light of recent criticism of Blair’s approach to cabinet government.  Plainly cabinet government still exists but most correctly identified that the system has been weakened over the last twenty years.  The role of special advisors, more presidential types of prime minister and a more centralised media savvy political machine all work against it. Yet there remains the principle of collective responsibility, all ministers 

9.
Why are Regional Assemblies being considered and what are the likely implications of their introduction for local authorities?

This is quite an academic question as it now appears that regionalisation is dead in the water.  Regions were being considered because of the principle of subsidiarity and bringing decision making to as low a level as is possible.  Regions it was hoped would provide for economic regeneration on a regional basis and would result in large administrative units like other European countries.  One of the main reasons that they appear to have been rejected is because they are obviously another level of government and how they would effect the other tiers of local government was not made clear.  They clearly would have an effect and marks were gained by those that identified the effects regional government would have on counties and districts.

10.
Describe the three branches of government and explain the extent they are separate in the UK Constitution.


This question was on the whole  dealt with well which reflects the importance of the subject within the course itself.  The main outcome was for candidates to show they understood the roles of the Executive, Legislature and Judiciary.  Most could point to the role of the Lord Chancellor as an area where the functions are not separate and additional marks could be gained for other examples such as the role of the crown and developments such as delegated legislation and executive imprisonment without trial.
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