[image: image1.png]y/
Irrv

INSTITUTE OF REVENUES
RATING & VALUATION





UK CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK

Wednesday 6th December 2006

9.25 am-12.30 pm (incl. 5 mins. for reading)

Time allowed: 3 hours

	Answer SIX questions 

All questions carry equal marks   

Where questions are divided into sections, marks will be allocated

    equally unless otherwise indicated.
Maximum marks 300



1.
Describe the role of the Whips in the Westminster parliament.
2.
Describe the role and functions of the Monarch in the UK constitution and how they are exercised.

3.
(a) Briefly describe the sources of revenue of local government , and 
(b) Briefly discuss how this funding affects local government’s ability to act independently.
4.
Describe the role and the composition of the European Court of Justice.

5.
Explain how the public might influence the working of local government.
6.
Using appropriate examples, describe the main features of a Quango, outlining any criticisms which might be made of them.

7.
In what ways can a Prime Minister seek to maintain the support of her/his party in Parliament?
8.
Describe TWO different voting systems used in elections in the UK and discuss their respective advantages and disadvantages.

9. 
Describe the essence of the “West Lothian Question” and discuss its implications for the UK constitution.
 10.
In what ways does Parliament hold the executive accountable for its actions?

Examiner’s Comments 
1.
Describe the role of the Whips in the Westminster parliament

The main bulk of the marks were available for those candidates who described the Whips role as party managers.  Parties in parliament are made up of mostly busy MPs and the Whips provide them with information on votes and their significance.  The Whips provide a channel for communication between the leadership and the party.  Candidates should remember that all the major parties in parliament have whips.  The whips are used to try to maintain discipline in order to maximise the parties voting strength in divisions and will use all means at their disposal.  Because of their work they also are able to spot talent in the houses and report this to their respective leaders.

2.
Describe the role and functions of the Monarch in the UK constitution and how they are exercised.

Most of those who answered this question identified the large ceremonial and representative role of the monarch.  The monarch is the head of state of a constitutional monarchy in a state that does not have a written constitution.  That means that much of the ways that things work now is through convention.  It is true that the role of the monarch today is very restricted on what it has been in the past and candidates have correctly related the reduction in powers over the years.  The monarch however does still have power with in the system.  They meet regularly with the Prime Minister and they see diplomatic and military correspondence.  Indeed they select the Prime Minister and that has not been without controversy in the last 60 years or so.

3.
(a) Briefly describe the sources of revenue of local government, and 

(b) Briefly discuss how this funding affects local government’s ability to act independently.

The marks for this were allotted equally between the two elements of the question.  The main sources of revenue are RSG or Formula Grant, Redistributed NNDR, Council Tax and Fees and charges.  Some candidates mentioned council rents which is, though acceptable, is more of a special case as this income is ring-fenced within the Housing Rent Account and is money that not every council has at its disposal.  

Candidates were expected to describe each of the income sources.  The other half of the marks related to how the sources of income affected councils’ independence. Candidates generally correctly identified the extent to which central government determines the level of income – directly through RSG and NNDR and less directly Council Tax levels through capping.  Some candidates also went on to detail the mechanisms such as CCT and CPA and bodies such as the Audit Commission that have been put in place because central government believe that it is justified to oversee the spending of large amounts of its money.

4. Describe the role and the composition of the European Court of Justice.

Not many people chose this question.  This is wise because unless you have particularly revised on the topic the information needed for a satisfactory answer is very specific.  Marks were awarded for background of Court and that the court exists to ensure that EU legislation is interpreted and applied across the EU. The role of the court is to ensure that the European Treaties are interpreted and applied in accordance with the law.  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 and are drawn from the ranks of judges from the highest courts or eminent lawyers. The four most common types of cases brought before the ECJ are requests for a preliminary ruling, proceedings for failure to fulfil an obligation, proceedings for annulment, and proceedings for failure to act.

5. Explain how the public might influence the working of local government 
Clearly there are a number of significant ways to influence the working of local government.  These are by voting in council elections, lobbying councillors in the many ways that are available.  There are also channels such as participating in consultations, focus groups or citizens’ panels.  There are also ways liking communicating with officers and using complaints mechanisms.  The public can also contact external bodies such as the Local Government Ombudsman or their MP for them to take up an issue with their council.  One looks for candidates to describe the means and explain how this could influence how the council behaves.  Candidates who took a small time to plan their responses benefited from more well structured essays.

6.
Using appropriate examples, describe the main features of a Quango, outlining any criticisms which might be made of them.

Almost all the candidates who attempted this question understood at a general level that Quanqos are bodies carrying out executive functions at arms length from central government.  There are still some who think the N in quango stands for national and the Quango and NGO are interchangeable as terms.  Unfortunately for them they don’t.  All too often candidates stated in sweeping terms about the lack of accountability.  It is true that there is limited accountability.  However, Quangos are accountable to the public as their customers at one level and via their MPs and Ministers at another.  This is quite diluted but it does not equate to unaccountable as some contended.

7.
In what ways can a Prime Minister seek to maintain the support of her/his party in parliament?

In these days of more presidential style politics the Prime Minister is very important to the prospects of the party and the MPs he leads.  A PM can therefore rely on much loyalty from his/her own party because the fate of the PM and the party are closely intertwined.  The Prime Minister can generally rely upon the support of his cabinet and other ministerial colleagues through the principle of collective responsibility.   The PM can use the Whips to help maintain party discipline.   They also have available to them a good deal of personal patronage that can be used to help motivate party members to follow an agreed course of action.  

8.
Describe TWO different voting systems used in elections in the UK and discuss their respective advantages and disadvantages.

The people who tackled this question all described the First Past the Post System as one of the systems to be contrasted with the party list system or Single Transferable vote system.  Some of the descriptions of first past the post were quite cursory.  A significant difference is different roles that constituencies play in the two systems.  For a complete answer the nature of constituencies, their representatives and the difference in immediacy between the systems needed to be clearly expressed.  While not really a large issue the bald assertion that coalitions are unstable is often too strongly stressed.   Indeed coalition government existed effectively during the Second World War.  Also the assertion that the current Westminster voting system delivers clarity and stability is also open to challenge if one looks at the history of the 1970s where the governing party had small majorities and remained in power with the aid of other parties.
9. Describe the essence of the “West Lothian Question” and discuss it’s implications for the UK constitution.

This was a question that gave scope to candidates to reveal what they knew on the West Lothian Question and to discuss a topical issue on the constitution.  Raised by Tam Dalyell whose constituency used to be called West Lothian asked how it could be right that a Scottish MP at Westminster after devolution could vote upon matters such as education affecting English seats - but that same MP could not vote on such matters affecting his own constituency because they would have been devolved to a Scottish Parliament.  The West Lothian Question has become political shorthand for the constitutional problems that arise because of devolution.  There are some that see it as the start of the break up of the union.  It has prompted calls for and English Parliament and for changes to the funding for Scotland.  All these are relevant considerations for an essay on this question.
10.
In what ways does Parliament hold the executive accountable for its actions?
Perhaps because it was the last question on the paper some candidates particularly struggled on this question.  What was sought was an account of the ways that parliament can scrutinise and question the activities of government.  There a number of ways: Parliament debates proposed legislation and in committee scrutinise proposed legislation; select committees can question the actions of ministers and civil servants; MPs can ask parliamentary questions; MPs can initiate private members bills and Early day motions.  Candidates who could demonstrate an understanding of the way that this has been eroded and why this had happened stood to gain high marks for this question.
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