

UK CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Time available: 3 hours

Answer any SIX questions

All questions carry equal marks

Where questions are divided into sections, marks will be allocated equally between sections unless otherwise indicated
1. Describe the stages a Bill must go through to become an Act.

2. Discuss the influence of the media on UK politics.

3. Describe TWO of the following

(a)
Eligibility to vote in UK elections

(b)
Single Transferable Vote

(c)
Party list system.

4. In the light of recent events discuss the advantages and disadvantages of judicial inquiries.

5. Discuss the role and composition of the House of Commons and the House of Lords.

6. Why do people choose pressure groups rather than political parties as a means of expressing their political views? Illustrate your answer with examples.
7. Describe the functions of the Scottish Parliament OR Welsh Assembly.  What constitutional issues does the recent debate on student tuition fees raise?

8. Discuss the role and the composition of the European Court of Justice.

9. Explain in what ways central government influences the activities of local government.

10. Using appropriate examples, describe the main features of a Quango.
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Examiner’s comments

1.

Overall this was a popular question and most answered it competently. In addition to naming and describing the stages a bill should go through additional marks were available for those candidates who identified the different types of bill and could demonstrate the process leading up to the Bill entering Parliament.  

2.

The media does have such an important influence in so many ways that candidates had a lot of scope with this question.  Political parties and politicians rely on the media to get their message to the public.   The media and the press in particular is not politically unbiased and presents information in ways suiting their editorial direction.  The media run campaigns and support or oppose politicians’ plans.   I was also looking for points about the close scrutiny of politicians’ pronouncements and behaviour 24 hours a day and this has produced a response from politicians too.  Today’s politicians are more media conscious than ever resulting in sound bites, more presidential style of  Prime  Ministerial behaviour and spin doctors.

3.

The question over the eligibility to vote in elections sought the basic information about who can and who cannot vote in an election.   I was also looking for information about electoral registration to complete this topic.  As for the other two subjects both were about the proportional representation method available in elections in use in the UK.  The responses to these was quite varied which is surprising in that voting methods is so central to the course and often features in these exams. 

4.

This was topical following on not long after the Hutton enquiry.  It is correct that judges are independent of government but it would be naïve to believe that they do not hold political views.  It should be borne in mind that the Prime Minister will select the judges to perform the enquiry.   From the evidence of Hutton it is clear that the scope of any enquiry is crucial and the Prime Minister also  sets this.  How the judge interprets the scope is also very important and in the case of Hutton those keen to see a wide ranging examination of the issues surrounding the lead up to war were to be disappointed as he took a very narrow view of his remit.   It is the case that judges have greater access to witnesses and encounter less resistance than select committees.  Also in making their decisions they are more influenced by law than by public opinion or political expediency.   This could be seem as a strength and a weakness as an intricate adjudication on technical legal issues can appear of less relevance to the public than a less constrained examination.

5.

In these days of change particularly in the House of Lords it is easy to feel sympathy for candidates who may not have the most up to date texts that give the correct figures for the House of Lords. At the time of writing the exam the House of Lords was made up of 679 life, hereditary, bishops and law12 peers.   As well as giving the numbers of Peers and MPs it was important that answers showed an understanding that the Commons is the more powerful of the two Houses.   The Lords role is scrutinising and advising on the output of the democratically elected Commons although it can delay and amend legislation  the commons can force legislation through using the Parliament Acts.  

6.

Candidates in this type of question should realise that they have a lot of latitude in such questions because there is not a definitive correct answer. The marks will be awarded largely based on the quality of the discussion of the topic.  Most correctly identified that pressure groups tend to campaign on single issues as opposed to political parties which have a policies covering a vast range of issues.   Much of the attraction for pressure groups could relate to dissatisfaction with political parties and the existing political processes.   Large majorities arising from relatively low shares of  the vote, sleaze and spin may all contribute to a disenchantment with conventional political parties and mean people may seek to express themselves in other ways.  The weakening of parliament as an institution could also play into the hands of the pressure groups.   For their part pressure groups may employ tactics the parties do use and this to can add to their attraction by appearing to provide an immediate outlet for political expression.

7.

I was looking for candidates to provide a list of the functions of either the  Scottish Parliament or Welsh Assembly.  It is very relevant to include in a comprehensive answer the functions that have been retained by Westminster.   The issue of tuition fees raises interesting fundamental constitutional questions.   The MSPs voted to abolish the requirement for Scottish students to pay tuition fees for university.  In Westminster Scottish MPs were instrumental in giving the Labour government a  majority on imposing tuition fees on English students.  Most candidates identified the apparent contradiction in this situation whereby those members elected to Scottish constituency MPs had power over English and Welsh people in way that was not open to English MPs due to devolution. 

8.

I think that this was a tough  question about a very specific European institution and that is likely to be why only one candidate attempted it.   The purpose of the court to ensure that EU legislation is interpreted and applied across the EU.   The court is comprised of one  judge from each member state and  it is assisted by eight advocates-general who present opinions on  cases brought before the court.  The judges and advocates-general are chosen from member  states who are judges from the highest courts or eminent lawyers   Additional marks would have been available for those who could give a background of how the court came into being and for a description of the types of cases it deals with.



9.
There are several way that central government influences councils due to the fact that the Queen in Parliament is the supreme law making body in the land.   Central government shapes local councils, it can abolish them and central government grants councils their powers and functions.   Financially councils depend on central government too both for the bulk of their income but also the way in which it is limited in how it can spend it’s resources.  There are also a raft of other measures that central government use to exercise their influence.  CPA is the latest in a long line of measures that have been brought in by central government to try to improve services.  There have also been CCT and Best Value.  There are other initiatives such as E-govermmetn and local service agreements which determine what councils do.  There are also large numbers of inspectorates overseeing the work of councils as well as the Audit Commission which have been put in place by central government.



10. There was some confusion over what Quango stands for and also more than one of the candidates  gave examples of executive agencies.  Appointed by ministers as part of the executive and they are arms length from the government.   Quangoes perform a wide range of tasks both advisory and regulatory.   They are generally managed by a Chief Executive answerable to a Board and as such are not viewed as being directly accountable to the public. 
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