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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. The position of the Prime Minister has been described as “First among equals”. Discuss whether this holds true for recent British Prime Ministers.

2.
Describe the role and composition of TWO of the following

a) The European Commission

b) The European Parliament

c) The Council of Ministers.

3.
Describe the composition and role of a tribunal with which you are familiar and outline the legal processes open to a person who does not agree with its outcome.

4.
In the UK constitution describe how the executive branch of government can be held to account for its actions.

5.
Explain what is meant by lobbying parliament and how individuals and groups lobby parliament.
6.
Discuss why someone should vote in a UK general election.

7.
Discuss the relationship between a government department and the minister in charge of that department

8. Describe the stages a Bill must go through before it becomes an Act of Parliament.

9. Describe the initiatives central government has employed to obtain value for money services from local councils.
10. Compare and contrast the role of a backbench MP and a Cabinet Minister.
IRRV Examinations June 2005

 UK Constitutional Framework Exam 

Examiners Comments

1.
The position of the Prime Minister has been described as “First among equals”.  Discuss whether this holds true for recent British Prime Ministers.

Most of the candidates who attempted this question mentioned the concept of a “presidential “ style of Prime Minister.  However a number did not then go on to describe what that actually means in practice.  What was sought in this question was an explanation of Cabinet government and collective responsibility.  It is recognised that there has been a trend away from cabinet government and an erosion in the role of parliament in it’s relations with the Prime Minister.  The causes of this and an examination the increasingly professional presentation and of the role of the 24 – 7 media in the change would gain further marks.

2.
Describe the role and composition of TWO of the following

d) The European Commission

e) The European Parliament

f) The Council of Ministers.

This was quite a popular question and generally candidates provided good answers.  It is a topic that requires precision because the individual agency functions are quite specific.   There is a danger with all the recent enlargements that up to date information is used.  The most common problems related to people using out of date information relating to a pre-enlargement EU.




3.
Describe the composition and role of a tribunal with which you are familiar and outline the legal processes open to a person who does not agree with it’s outcome.

Candidates sensibly chose tribunals that were close to home such as Valuation Tribunals and HB Appeals tribunals.  On the whole the descriptions of these tribunals were detailed.  There were variations in the quality of the information provided by candidates about the various levels of appeals that could be used if the appellants were not satisfied.  

4.
In the UK constitution describe how the executive branch of government can be held to account for its actions.

There was a lot of potential with this question for candidates to show what they had learned about the separation of powers and the different branches of government.  The executive can be held to account by Parliament in a number of ways.  Through debates,  Ministerial and Prime Ministerial question times and by select committees.  They are also held to account by the electorate by lobbying,  voting in elections and  referenda.  The press also play a part in the presentation of the performance of the executive and act in the interests of the electorate or sections of the electorate.  The executive are accountable to the judiciary for the lawfulness of it’s actions via judicial reviews and judicial enquiries.   The more of these themes the candidates used the more marks they would receive for their answer

5.
Explain what is meant by lobbying parliament and how do individuals and groups lobby parliament?

There was quite a mixed range of quality in the answers supplied by the candidates. A common problem was to concentrate on pressure groups to the exclusion of other ways of lobbying. What was sought here was an explanation of the term lobbying and a description of the different types of lobbying.  Basically lobbying is about influencing MPs and Ministers by raising concerns or issues or putting forward a point of view on some aspect the parliament can determine.   There are a number of ways to lobby from contacting individual MPs to demonstrations, organising campaigns forming pressure groups etc.  There also exist professional lobbyists who will seek to influence MPs on behalf of individuals and organisations.

6.
Discuss why someone should vote in a UK general election.

This was an open question and really just sought to stimulate candidates to consider the importance of voting in a democracy and to identify the dangers of not doing so.  With a question like this it is worth taking a short amount of time to think through the structure of the answer.  All too often those who attempted this question produced quite poorly structured answers.

7.
Discuss the relationship between a government department and the minister in charge of that department.

This question really has two levels of answers to it in that there is the orthodox view of the minister as being responsible for the actions of the department while the civil servants within the department exist to service the minister by providing them with advice and information.   The relationships in reality are often more complex and those candidates who considered both of the these levels gained the most marks.

11. Describe the stages a Bill must go through before it becomes an Act of Parliament.

The bulk of the marks were for correctly identifying the different stages a Bill must go through.  Most candidates were able to provide that although a number of candidates would have benefited from expanding on their descriptions of each of the stages.  There was more confusion in some of the background information supplied.  This is true of the part played by Green Papers and White Papers in the process of the formation of a Bill where there was some confusion.

12. Describe the initiatives central government has employed to obtain value for money services from local councils?


Many candidates were able to identify the main initiatives such a CCT, Best Value and CPA although there was some confusion about the mechanics of each.  Candidates were expected to provide a description of these main initiatives and also to consider the existence of the Audit Commission and Accounts Commission.  Further marks were available for those who showed an awareness of the other related developments such as e-government, the Gershon and Byatt reports.









13. Compare and contrast the role of a backbench MP and Cabinet Minister

Some confusion in answers arose due a lack of acknowledging that ministers and backbenchers are MPs and represent their constituencies.  Candidates tended to focus on ministerial roles which is appropriate in terms of providing a contrast.   It would have been well worth while in describing the role of backbenchers so that the fact that both have work to do dealing with local issues and constituents could be drawn out.  Backbenchers have other roles such a scrutiny roles perhaps as members of committees or in the House generally.  Some former ministers too are backbenchers and can use the fact that they are on the back benches to criticise the government.  All this is relevant to this topic. 
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