IRRV EXAMINATIONS JUNE 2007

LEVEL 1 
UK CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK
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 and composition of the House of Commons.
2. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages if the State were to fund political parties.
3. What are the main roles of EITHER the Audit Commission in England OR the Accounts Commission for Scotland OR the Wales Audit Office?
4. Describe the relationship between a Government minister and the civil servants in his department.
5. How are laws made in the UK Constitution?
6. Describe the composition and function of the European Commission.
7. Describe the constitutional relationship between central government and local government.
8. Outline the roles of an elected member of a local authority.
9. Describe the functions of EITHER the Scottish Parliament OR Welsh Assembly.  Contrast the body you have chosen with the Westminster Parliament.
10. Write a brief account of TWO of the following:
a) Collective responsibility








b) The Commissioner for Local Administration

c) An executive agency 
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1.
Describe the role and composition of the House of Commons.

One point to consider when tackling this question is that the number of MPs is not static.  I would recommend a few days prior to the exam spending a half hour on the internet getting the up dated figures for Westminster MPs as well as the different Parliaments and European institutions.  It is a quick win in terms of being up to date and accurate. 

What was sought in this question is the important role that the House of Commons plays in making and scrutinizing legislation.   It is appropriate to specify how MPs are elected, acknowledge the existence of parties and to explain how governments are formed.  It is important that candidates showed that they understood that the House of Commons is the most important of the two houses of Parliament because it is the elected house.  Candidates could then go on to discuss the relationship between the commons and the lords.

2. Discuss the advantages and disadvantages if the State were to fund political parties.

There are really four main issues with this subject:  the role of the media in political campaigns; the different sources and amounts of funding of the political parties; how state funding could be allocated in a way that was fair and should the state limit an individual’s ability to spend their own money on the party that they support.  Some candidates correctly identified the current row with the “Cash for Honours” situation as being an example of the type of situation that state funding would seek to avoid.  Those who attempted this question and were able to discuss these issues would achieve good marks.

3. What are the main roles of the Audit Commission/Accounts Commission for Scotland?


Some answers looked rather narrowly at the day-to-day role of arranging for audit, disseminating best practice, Best Value and CPA inspection and coordinating data matching.  This is all correct but it was also important to demonstrate that the strategic purpose of these bodies was specified.    These organizations have been created to oversee council and other public providers performance on behalf of central government and to judge whether they are using public money efficiently and effectively.

4. Describe the relationship between a Government minister and the civil servants in his department.

What was sought here was an appreciation of the relationship that there is a lot of interdependence between the minister and their civil service staff. 

Most were able to draw the distinction between the transient politician and the more permanent career civil servant.  The minister is responsible for the actions of his/her department (although as some pointed out they don’t resign very often these days) and yet is not likely to have the depth of knowledge on all the detail that the civil servants have.  The civil servants have to work to support the minister by providing advice and information.  That is in spite of the fact that they may work with ministers from different political parties.  Some candidates did talk about the trend for special advisers from outside the civil service that work with ministers so that they are not completely dependent on the department staff.

5. How are laws made in the UK Constitution?


A common mistake on this question was for candidates to concentrate solely on statute law.  A number of essays only looked at how Acts of Parliament are made and that limited their chances of passing. The bulk of law – case-law – is actually made in courts and tribunals.  Related to statute law is the fact that ministers can create secondary legislation.  It is also the case that councils make by-laws.  The role of Europe can also be brought into this question in that many regulations, directives and court decisions made in Europe directly affect how laws are made in the UK.

6.
Describe the composition and function of the European Commission.

This is the type of question that should be avoided unless candidates are confident that they know the subject well and are able to express it in an essay.  The questions on Europe often require more technical information that all the others in this paper.   The key points to get across are that the Commission exists to propose legislation and it manages and implements European Union policies and the budget.   It also enforces EU law on member states and represents the EU on the international stage.  This is another question where you should be up to date and accurate on the numbers of commissioners and where there are drawn from.

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

Answers to this question should show an understanding that the Queen in Parliament is the supreme law making body in the land.  As central government is the most powerful law making body in the country it stands to reason that it is superior to councils.  Indeed as councils are creatures of statute central government can therefore dissolve and create councils.  Another way in which central government is over local government is through the funding of councils.  Central government provides the bulk of the funds through Formula Grant, Redistributed NNDR other specific grants and then it sets capping limits on Council Tax increases.  There are also a number of bodies such as the Audit Commission etc that are creations of the central government that exercise further control over councils.  The relationship is not quite one-way traffic but it is almost.  There are some local links between local MPs and councils and through political party contacts as well.  Also councils do act on behalf of the executive and are often in the forefront of consultation and providing information.  

8.
Outline the roles of an elected member of a local authority

A number of the responses to this question got too bogged down in the representative role of councilors and seemed to be reciting their experience of councillors and their activities.  As local politicians, they do represent their constituents and take up cases and complaints and it is an important part of the role.  Many neglected to talk about their role in the policies and performance of the council in the performance of its duties.  Members will tend to be involved in executive or scrutiny functions.  These are important functions in that they may be a directly elected mayor or part of a group such as a cabinet steering policy and responsible for performance.  They may be on the scrutiny side where they exist to hold the executive to account for their performance in the role.  

9.
Describe the functions of either the Scottish Parliament or Welsh Assembly.  Contrast the body you have chosen with the Westminster Parliament.

This question is quite a straightforward one if you have revised on the subject because the main part of an adequate answer is a list of the functions of the Scottish Parliament or Welsh Assembly.   This is really to be set beside the functions retained by Westminster with an assessment of how this situation has come about and the implication of devolution on the UK constitution.  Please try not to misspell Parliament!

10. Write a brief account of TWO of the following: (a) collective responsibility (b) the Commissioner for Local Administration (c) an executive agency.


What is sought here is, unsurprisingly, a brief description of two of the three terms.  Collective responsibility is the obligation that binds members of the cabinet together in their support of the decisions and actions of their government.  Their continued membership of the cabinet is not compatible if they publicly disagree or criticize government.

The Commissioner for Local Administration is the ombudsman that exists as an independent complaints mechanism for citizens who have a dispute with their local council that cannot be resolved internally.  They are empowered to investigate the actions of individual councils and where they find maladministration can instruct councils to compensate complainants.

An Executive Agency is a branch of the executive that delivers government services. An agency does not set the policy required to carry out its functions - these are determined by the government department that oversees the agency. They are headed by chief executives, who are responsible for day-to-day operations. They are normally directly accountable to the responsible minister, who in turn is accountable to Parliament. They were created to bring more flexibility into the running of government departments employing more private sector methods and breaking up the civil service monopoly.  Candidates could also examine the extent to which accountability is undermined by the existence of these agencies and use examples of recent events where ministers have not taken ulitmate responsibilty for failings in their department’s functions.
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