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PPrreeffaaccee

Over the years the Hansard Society has initiated a number of

high-level Commissions to deliberate and report on major

issues of public policy, as they relate, in the main, in

Parliament. Our Reports have always had a useful impact on

informed opinion and have, on a number of occasions, also

led to changes in policy or practice.

This Report, Members Only? Parliament in the Public Eye, is

particularly important and indeed timely. We have just

emerged from an election which generated more heat than

light; and it would be difficult to maintain that it has left the

profession of politics in high repute. No-one at Westminster can ignore the

evidence of widespread cynicism and voter alienation, which is in danger of

lapping at the skirts of the Mother of Parliaments herself.

Yet this is not to say that British citizens are uninterested in the issues of the day.

Quite the reverse. It is more that they see a weak connection between their

concerns and their perceptions of how Parliament works and what it does.

It is an enormous strength of this Report, for which I thank Lord Puttnam and his

colleagues on the Commission, that they do not fall into the easy trap of blaming

the messenger, the media in this case, for the lack of enthusiasm and respect for

the work of Parliament. It is too easy for Parliamentarians, of whom there were

distinguished representatives on the Commission, to rail at the media with the

same fury which Caliban vented upon the glass in which he saw himself.

The Commission has been forthright in recommending ways, some obvious and

overdue and some more visionary and perhaps provocative to traditionalists, in

which Parliament could remove the beam from its own eye.

Equally, despite the participation of leading journalists on the Commission, there

has been no reticence in addressing motes in the eye of the media which distort

and diminish people’s understanding of their legislature.

The Hansard Society in thanking Lord Puttnam’s Commission for an outstanding

Report, and those benign sponsors who made it possible, pledges itself to secure

the widest possible debate of their conclusions in the hope that, as so often

before, we can successfully change the parliamentary weather for the good.

Richard Holme

Rt Hon Lord Holme of Cheltenham CBE

Chair, Hansard Society

v
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FFoorreewwoorrdd

‘We the people’ is surely the most succinct declaration of

democratic intent ever drafted in the English language –

with ‘Government of the People by the People for the People’

running a pretty close second. We in Britain have nothing

similar, clearly there were no would-be Thomas Jeffersons

sitting among the Barons when the Magna Carta was

written! However, in the weeks running up to the May 2005

General Election the people of this country could well have

believed that the practices of their own Parliament were

soundly based on ‘Jeffersonian’ principles.

On the face of it, their opinions were sought, studied, taken account of, adjusted

for, and whenever possible manipulated in support of this or that party or policy.

And it's likely to happen again in four or five years – but not all that often in

between. Modern technology may have provided the means for a more fully

informed electorate, but Parliament itself has yet to summon up the will.

If we the people really are as important as we were encouraged to believe, then

this Report is a timely reminder to Parliament of the enormous amount that

remains to be done in closing the communication gap between itself and the

electorate.

When more than two-thirds of first-time voters choose not to use their franchise,

when the vote of only one person in 20 is considered significant in determining

the outcome of a General Election, and when any Government can achieve power

with the support of less than 25 per cent of those eligible to vote, it can only be a

matter of time before the legitimacy of our participatory democratic settlement

is seriously called into question. In these circumstances it's hard to believe that

our present form of parliamentary democracy is sustainable.

In reaching our conclusions and recommendations I’ve been fortunate to have

worked alongside a very talented group of journalists, communicators, politicians

and academics, all of whom brought to the table an extraordinary degree of

knowledge and commitment.

Our discussions were marked by a total absence of ideological baggage, and

were motivated instead by a unanimous desire to place citizens, young and old,

at the centre of the political food chain, rather than being left to pick up scraps

at its fringes.

Earlier this year, during a debate in the House of Lords on the ability of Parliament

to engage with the public, I made three points which seem worth repeating:

vi
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1. Parliament consistently fails to present itself as the sum of its parts. As a

result, much of what is best gets submerged in broad-brush criticism of

those areas in which it palpably fails to meet the expectations of the

world outside.

2. Irrespective of the incremental improvements being made in almost all

aspects of Parliament’s work, the pace and, in some cases, the nature of

change are failing to match that which is taking place in society at large.

The result being that Parliament is not only failing to stay abreast of

developments and opportunities but is, if anything, falling behind.

3. The level of informed, transparent and engaged democracy that any

citizen of the 21st century has a right to expect is, of necessity,

comparatively expensive. Cut-price democracy will never represent

much of a bargain.

Unsurprisingly, almost all of our recommendations have budgetary implications

but as we make clear in our Report, the costs involved, for example in creating an

exemplary parliamentary website, must be regarded as an investment in modern

democracy, not a charge against it.

We believe this new Parliament has the perfect opportunity to establish itself as

being entirely capable of serving the interests of all the people of this country.

Participation and an understanding of the process of government are a right, not

a privilege. Here is a series of recommendations that, taken together, would have

the effect of reconnecting Parliament with the people it exists to serve.

Lord Puttnam

Chair, Hansard Society Commission on the Communication of 

Parliamentary Democracy

6 May 2005

vii
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EExxeeccuuttiivvee  SSuummmmaarryy

A Voice for the People 

A more effective Parliament would make a greater contribution than anything

else to a renewal of British democracy. Parliament does not exist simply to provide

Government with a majority and a mandate; it should also be a voice for the

people – every day, not just once every four or five years.

But Parliament is simply not keeping pace with changes in society. So instead of

the support and involvement of the public that Parliament requires, we see

disengagement and cynicism, disappointing electoral turnout and low levels of

satisfaction. Parliament is increasingly sidelined from the centre of British

political life, with satire and neglect threatening to substitute for urgent or

informed interest. If these trends continue the whole of our political and civic life

will suffer.

The public have a right to expect a Parliament which communicates its work

promptly, clearly and usefully, which reaches out to all citizens and which invites

participation and interaction. Changes made by Parliament in recent years have

not been far-reaching enough to meet its communication responsibilities in a

rapidly-changing world. In the 21st century institutions that do not communicate

fail. And in this Parliament is failing.

Failing the Public

Members of the public are increasingly turning to single issues rather than to

parties and traditional political processes. Yet Parliament’s communication is still

predominantly organised around its own, often inward looking, procedures. In an

environment in which people need to see how Parliament relates to the rest of

our democracy and public debate, Parliament fails to link its work to other

representative bodies and forums for discussing public issues. Where the public

expect institutions to be responsive to their concerns, Parliament provides almost

no opportunities for direct voter involvement, interaction or feedback. Where the

public look for clear and readily accessible information, it remains unnecessarily

difficult to find the information people need.

The Public Eye

Change should be driven by what citizens have a right to expect from their

Parliament. Having listened to the public, parliamentarians, the media and

interest groups during our inquiry, we have come to the following conclusions:

•• The public have an absolute right to know what happens in Parliament, as well
as a right to participate. The public should be able to understand proceedings,
to contribute to inquiries and to access all forms of information about
Parliament. This would entail a complete overhaul of Parliament’s current
communication structure
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ix

•• Parliament should establish a Communications Service that brings together in
a single department the various communication activities essential to a
democratic institution. This department should develop a clear
communication strategy founded on the widest consultation with the public
and other interested bodies. The financial implications should not be seen as a
cost, but as an investment in contemporary democracy

•• The necessary overhaul of Parliament’s communication structure will be
incomplete without a change in the management of Parliament. Key steps are
a House of Commons Commission made independent of the influence of the
frontbenches; and the administration of the House of Commons by a Chief
Executive, experienced in the management of complex organisations in the
public realm

•• Parliament should be accessible to the public – whether in London, in local
regions, on television or via the internet. This means, for example, that
unnecessary broadcasting restrictions should be removed; the website, which
is confusing and poorly designed, should be radically improved; and visits to
Parliament should offer significantly more than a heritage tour.

Parliament should be an accessible and readily understood institution, a

Parliament that relates its work to the concerns of those in the outside world; and

a media that works with Parliament to communicate effectively with the public.

Parliament must be viewed through a far more engaged and informed public eye.
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OOuurr  RReeccoommmmeennddaattiioonnss

We urge all political parties to commit themselves to a renewal of British
parliamentary life. The long-term gains for our democracy will be immense.

We believe a Parliament that involves and engages the public more effectively in
its work, and where the public can exercise real influence, would respond to such
increased attention with improved performance.

Parliament is currently failing in its democratic duty. Its organisation, procedures
and general ethos are now seriously out of date. It has failed, in particular, to
respond adequately to the opportunities provided by modern communications
and in doing so has contributed to the growing alienation of the British public.
Parliament may be serving its members more effectively, but there is yet to be a
matching improvement in the service it provides to the public. Parliament needs
to reassert itself, to reconnect with the public and become what it has always
striven to be – the fountain of our democratic freedoms.

In order to achieve this, we make the following recommendations:

The Essentials of Modern Communications

R1 A Communications Service should be established for Parliament, bringing
together within its departmental remit the various communication
activities essential to a contemporary democratic institution [3.8]

R2 A single Joint Committee of both Houses should be established,
responsible for communication matters, though MPs or Peers should be
able to consider separately matters solely relevant to their respective
Houses [3.14]

R3 A communication strategy for Parliament should be adopted, having been
arrived at through a wide-reaching and open process of consultation with
parliamentarians, the media, the public and other interested bodies [3.28]

R4 The communication strategy should take Parliament at least to 2010 with
provision for a mid-term review, and it should be based on the optimum
principles of accessibility and transparency; participation and respon-
siveness; accountability; inclusiveness; and best practice in management
and communication [3.29]

R5 The communication strategy should be tabled for agreement by both
Houses [3.30]

R6 The communication strategy will require regular reporting back to MPs
and Peers, annual evaluation against targets, and provision for the public
to participate in the evaluation process [3.31]

R7 The communication strategy must be accompanied by the necessary and
long-term budgetary commitment from the parliamentary authorities. [3.37]
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Elements of a Communication Strategy

R8 A new Communications Department should set up an advisory group of
media representatives [4.6]

R9 Parliamentary officials should do much more to draw the media’s attention
explicitly to matters of public interest [4.12]

R10 The rules of television coverage in the chambers should be relaxed to
allow, for example, appropriate reaction shots, the relevant use of close-
ups, more panning shots of the backbenches and a greater range of
coverage during divisions. It should be an explicit objective of
parliamentary coverage to not just inform but to interest and engage the
viewer [4.20]

R11 There should be a relaxation of the rules for filming in the precincts of
Parliament, permission for walking shots, interviews with relevant persons
other than MPs, and a wider interpretation of parliamentary subject-
matter which genuinely reflects the richness of political activity taking
place at any one time within Parliament [4.23]

R12 The ban on still photographs should be reconsidered in light of the
communication principles set out above [4.24]

R13 The current restrictions on the number of passes available for media
outlets should be reconsidered [4.26]

R14 The parliamentary authorities should provide regular, formal induction for
journalists [4.27]

R15 A new Communications Department should establish effective processes
to manage, edit, develop and continually update the parliamentary
website [4.30]

R16 The parliamentary website should be radically improved. At a minimum, it
should be consultative, interactive and easily navigable [4.43]

R17 An improved website should engage the widest range of citizens, using

well-designed publicity and targeted advertising to help people

understand that there is a virtual route through which they have easy
access to their Parliament [4.44]

R18 Parliament should consider its role in consistently developing citizenship
education resources and the different curriculum approaches across the

UK. It should work closely with other organisations to support more

training for teachers, and more and better materials for young people [4.50]

R19 Parliament’s facilities, including the chambers, should be made available
during recess for groups of young people [4.53]

R20 Parliament should take young people, including pre-voting citizens, far more
seriously by involving them in its processes and decision-making [4.54]
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R21 In line with recent joint recommendations from the Accommodation and

Works Committee and Administration Committee, the Parliamentary

Education Unit should have a well resourced and dedicated teaching space

with multi-media facilities [4.61]

R22 Parliament should employ more full-time and contracted staff who are

fully trained and experienced in working with young people in a range of

different settings [4.62]

R23 A young persons’ consultative group should be established with the right

to attend and advise at key administrative meetings of both Houses [4.62]

R24 More should be done to enhance the effectiveness of parliamentary

outreach work [4.63]

R25 There should be a thorough review of the language and terminology

Parliament uses in accordance with our communication principles [4.69]

R26 Parliament should hold more meetings outside London. Select

committees, for example, should hold more formal proceedings and public

events beyond Westminster [4.73–4.74]

R27 All parliamentary procedures should be comprehensively reassessed from

the perspective of the communication principles we have advocated [4.75]

R28 Parliament should revisit and implement the recommendations on topical

debates put forward both by the Hansard Society Commission on

Parliamentary Scrutiny (the ‘Newton Commission’) and by the Liaison

Committee [4.78]

R29 The authorities in Parliament as they appoint staff, and the political parties

as they select candidates, should recognise the need for greater diversity if

Parliament is to function well. [4.79]

Media Coverage of Parliament

R30 A radical reform of parliamentary communication and presentation should

provide an opportunity for the media to enhance their coverage of

parliamentary business [5.12]

R31 There should be a renewed commitment by the commercial public service

broadcasters to provide national and regional news and current affairs [5.16]

R32 We encourage all public service broadcasters to increase the quality and

amount of political programming, particularly that designed to meet the

needs of young people [5.20]

R33 The BBC must be required by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport

and by Parliament to be explicit as to how it plans to report Parliament in

an engaging, innovative and accessible way as part of its contribution to

‘democratic value’ [5.25]
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R34 There should be greater integration between BBC Parliament and the

broader spectrum BBC programming to improve cross trailing [5.27]

R35 Given the availability of webcasting of all parliamentary proceedings, the

remit of BBC Parliament should be broadened to permit the live coverage

of other noteworthy parliamentary hearings or debates [5.30]

R36 The ‘democratic value’ principles contained in the BBC’s own Charter

Renewal document imply the need for a significant increase in resources

to BBC Parliament. BBC Parliament remains a seriously undervalued

democratic and broadcasting resource, with immense potential to provide

innovative parliamentary programming. The BBC should, in the coming

months, provide a clear and substantial action plan for its development,

and for a targeted and ambitious increase in its impact [5.31]

R37 Resources for BBC Parliament should not be at the expense of effective

funding for high quality public service broadcasting on the main BBC

channels. The BBC should continue to provide parliamentary coverage

across the full range of its output, where it has the power to reach mass

audiences. [5.32]

How Parliament Runs Itself

R38 We believe Parliament will communicate its own messages confidently and

effectively only when it is administered independently of frontbench

influence. We therefore propose that legislation be enacted to provide for

the House of Commons Commission to be elected by secret ballot, with

members of each party voting for a proportionate number of Commission

members from among their number [6.6]

R39 We recommend that the administration of the House of Commons be

headed by a Chief Executive, experienced in the management of complex

organisations in the public realm, reporting directly to the House of

Commons Commission. [6.11]
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Members Only? Parliament in the Public Eye

CHAPTER ONE

Introduction: an overview

A more effective Parliament would make a greater contribution than
anything else to a renewal of British democracy. Parliament does not
exist simply to provide Government with a majority and a mandate;
it should also be a voice for the people – every day, not just once
every four or five years.

Parliament is essential to the health of our democracy. To function
effectively, Parliament requires the support and engagement of the
public. But we see instead public disengagement and cynicism, with
declining electoral turnout, low knowledge of, and satisfaction with,
Parliament, and little information on Parliament available in the
mainstream media. If this trend continues, the whole of our political
and civic life will suffer.

The public have a right to expect a Parliament which communicates
its work promptly, clearly and usefully, which reaches out to all
citizens and invites participation and interaction. There is nothing
utopian about these recommendations and while there has been
some progress, Parliament still falls seriously short of achieving
these ambitions.

Effective communication from Parliament can only increase
understanding and appreciation of its work. Greater transparency
will also be an incentive to improve performance in those areas
where Parliament is currently failing. For all this to happen, however,
Parliament must re-establish its own institutional identity, distinct
from Government and the individual MPs and Peers who are its
members.

1.1 Parliament faces a crisis of confidence, power and respect. It is taken less
seriously than ever before by the media and the public.The Commons is losing
influence in the country. Satire and neglect threaten to substitute for urgent or
informed interest.

1.2 Our Commission on ‘Parliament in the Public Eye’ was set up by the Hansard
Society to examine the communication of parliamentary democracy – how
Parliament presents itself, and is presented by others, to the public.

1.3 Parliament is first and foremost a representative body and without clear
communication there can be no adequate representation. This Report
examines what 21st century communication looks like, what the public want

2
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1. Introduction: an overview

and expect from those who claim to serve them, how Parliament is failing to
relate to, let alone connect with, today’s nation, and how it might start the
process of reconnection.

1.4 Why does this matter? Because if people cannot understand what

Parliament does, or why it does it, if people find its culture and language

alienating, if voters cannot easily present their views and questions and

believe they can make a difference, and if there is no continuing

‘conversation’ between Parliament and people, then Parliament cannot fulfil

its purpose effectively.

1.5 We present this Report because we believe that without an effective

Parliament our democracy is bound to fail. Government and media are not

enough for a healthy modern society. Indeed, without Parliament, both the

legitimacy of Government and the freedoms of the press are unlikely to stand.

1.6 The media are vital to the health of civic and political life. No other institution

probes, reports and questions as effectively or reaches so many people; but

the media are not, and do not claim to be, representative.That is Parliament’s

unique constitutional role at the heart of national politics.

1.7 Furthermore, a more effective Parliament improves the performance of

Government.Vigorous and plural debate, and the testing and questioning of

policy, not only improve the way in which ministers do their jobs but help to

achieve public acceptance of governmental power.

1.8 Parliament is ideally placed to help resolve many of today’s complaints and

criticisms. It has the potential to offer plurality and diversity of viewpoint, a

speedy response to emerging issues, a fast-moving policy debate taking place

between equals, responsiveness to individual opinions, and authoritative

decisions. Parliament has an essential role in ensuring a mature and balanced

political discourse, reducing the danger of extreme and distorted solutions.No

other body can offer this range of functions.Yet we are in danger of letting this

essential democratic institution decline in public perception. Every other

constitutional issue pales into insignificance beside this.

Parliament – in search of an identity?

1.9 To investigate how Parliament communicates is to come up immediately

against a fundamental problem. What, or whom, do we mean by

Parliament? There are, for a start, two autonomous chambers with distinct

3
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Members Only? Parliament in the Public Eye

powers, administered separately. We can identify constitutional functions

which they share and certain other functions they have agreed to exercise

jointly. But to what extent, for the purposes of communication, are they a

single Parliament as opposed to two Houses with differing approaches

and aims in communication?

1.10 We examine in this Report the communication of both Houses of Parliament,

and consider the extent to which it is desirable and feasible to achieve a

single communication structure and strategy for Parliament encompassing

both Houses. But we concentrate most of our attention on the House of

Commons as the elected and representative chamber.

1.11 Not only should we ask whether Parliament is one or two institutions.

Focusing on the House of Commons, we immediately come across three

inter-related political realities – the Commons as 646 individuals, the

Commons as a collection of political parties, and the Commons as a single

political body voted in by the electorate to perform certain parliamentary

functions. An MP from the Government party might one moment be in a

select committee, exercising the parliamentary function of scrutinising the

Executive, only to be interrupted by the division bell calling him or her to

pass through the voting lobby as directed by the Government Whip, then

ending the day dealing with the urgent casework of individual constituents.

1.12 It is vitally important to appreciate these three inter-related political realities of

parliamentary life. First, there are the 646 individual MPs, each of whom has his

or her own political career. MPs have differing views as to the main purpose of

being in Parliament (such as scrutinising the Executive, enacting or opposing

a manifesto, representing constituents), and also their own views of

communication. Voters continue to respect their local MPs and much of the

effective communication of what Parliament does, especially at the local level

and in the local media, is currently through the constituency Member. To 

over-emphasise Parliament as a single institution is to ignore the fact that MPs

individually enjoy a high degree of independence in their communications

with the public and are significantly more liked, trusted, and respected than

Government, Parliament, political parties, and politicians in general.

1.13 A second identity available to MPs is that of their party affiliation and their

relationship, be it of support or opposition, to the Government of the day.

With no separation of powers, coverage and communication in Parliament

can often simply mean communication by the Government and opposition

parties (a cabinet minister making a statement in the chamber, for example).

4
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1. Introduction: an overview

1.14 Both of these identities – the individual constituency MP and the party

politician – provide important opportunities for Parliament to communicate

to the public. Websites, press articles, interviews in local media and blogs by

local MPs, questions tabled or debates initiated by the parties to highlight

their political positions: these all are fruitful and effective ways in which

parliamentary work and its importance can be communicated. We are

extremely supportive of such activity and encourage both local MPs and the

political parties to use their communications and media access to convey

the value of Parliament’s work. But we cannot lose sight of the political

realities facing individual MPs and political parties, and the fact that these

operate on a different canvas from simply Parliament itself. Nor do they

always operate in the best interests of Parliament.

1.15 In this Report we are mainly concerned with the third aspect: Parliament as

a political institution in its own right, with its own particular functions and

contribution to democratic life. These functions include:

•• the scrutiny of Government policies and actions

•• representing and communicating the views and interests of citizens 

•• debating, approving or rejecting, and amending as appropriate, proposed
legislation.

1.16 These distinct parliamentary functions must all be communicated if we are

to secure greater public trust and involvement in our established

democratic processes. But the evidence suggests that Parliament’s

constitutional role is not generally understood. To the public, Parliament is a

location, a Palace, the theatre for ministerial and prime ministerial

statements, the boxing ring for fights between Government and the

Opposition. Parliament sums up and symbolises the whole concept of

‘Westminster politics’. The distinction between Parliament and Government

is not one that many outside Westminster understand and appreciate.

1.17 Remarkably, it was only in 1978 that the House of Commons

(Administration) Act established some sort of corporate and legal identity

for the elected chamber. But parliamentary candidates still stand on a

manifesto which states only what their parties would hope to do in

Government, not what they will do in Parliament. Parliament does not have

an effective corporate identity – it is not even the sum of its parts.

1.18 The main responsibility to communicate Parliament’s work must rest with

Parliament itself. But Parliament will never communicate its work

convincingly, never command the necessary resources nor develop the

5
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Members Only? Parliament in the Public Eye

necessary strategy, if it lacks a distinct and confident institutional identity.

This brings us to fundamental questions central to, but much wider than, our

remit. In this Report we make radical recommendations on Parliament’s

administration, resourcing, communication strategy and on how Parliament

engages with and involves the public. But we know that such changes will

happen only if Government and the political parties – above all MPs and

Peers themselves – make them happen.

1.19 If our democracy is not to wither further, there has to be a rethinking of

the place of Parliament in our political life. The newly elected

Parliament provides a huge opportunity for all Members to take charge

of change and re-establish the rights of Parliament.

1.20 The development of a stronger and distinct parliamentary identity is in the

interests of democracy as a whole. Government and political parties will also

benefit. Certainly, as Parliament has become increasingly remote from the

political and social expectations of the public over the last 25 years,so the wider

reputation of politics over that same period has also suffered. We urge all

political parties to commit themselves to a renewal of British parliamentary

life.The long-term gains for our democracy will be immense.

The Powers and Independence of Parliament

1.21 Some of the submissions we received stated that Parliament could not

hope to receive greater attention without having greater power in relation

to the Executive. One form of such increased power occurs when the

Government has a small majority or no majority at all. But there are also

demands that the constitutional relationship between Government and

Parliament be altered in such matters as the use of the Royal Prerogative,

for example, when British troops are ordered into military action without

the need for Parliament’s consent.

1.22 Such consideration of the respective powers of Parliament and Government

takes us beyond our brief. Of course, if Parliament gained in day-to-day power

whether through reduced Government majorities, or by increased

constitutional rights, there would be a corresponding increase in media and

public attention.But our concern in this Report is to consider how – regardless

of these issues – the public might be more involved and interested in the

parliamentary activities carried out on their behalf: of scrutiny and debate,

questioning and accountability. If the public lose interest in these democratic

processes we believe the health of democracy inevitably suffers.

6
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1.23 Other submissions called for Parliament to act more independently of
Government and the political parties. This is less a question of granting new
powers to Parliament than MPs, both individually and collectively, exercising
its current powers more independently of party constraints. It is surprising
that MPs still allow the frontbenches and whips to control the process by
which Parliament’s internal affairs are managed and directed. We call in this
Report for Parliament to take back control of its own affairs from the whips.

1.24 We also received recommendations to reduce the number of whipped
votes, to remove whips completely, to end the practice of nomination by the
whips to membership of select committees. There were recommendations
to reduce significantly the size of the payroll vote.11

1.25 These questions must be discussed realistically. Political parties remain at
the heart both of Parliament and of the British political system. Any blueprint
for Parliament which aims effectively to wish them away is neither workable,
nor even desirable. Moreover, Parliament is acting more independently
today than it has in past decades – if one is to judge independence by the
number of backbench rebellions. Despite popular thinking, backbenchers
have been more likely to rebel nowadays than in the past.The experience of
select committees has also provided many examples of cross-party
consensus criticising government policies and actions.

1.26 There is little doubt that, if MPs acted even more independently of party lines
and frontbench pressures, Parliament would attract greater media and public
attention.We believe MPs must reconsider whether they have yet achieved the
right balance between the sometimes competing claims of Parliament and of
party on their loyalty.Despite the increase in independently minded behaviour,
this is not reflected accurately in the perceptions of the public and media.A visit
to most standing committees at work would still reveal the worst influences of
the party system on the functions of Parliament.

1.27 We believe that a Parliament which involved and engaged the public more
effectively in its work would respond to such increased attention with
improved performance.Professor Colin Seymour-Ure told us that,‘News media
report Parliament if Parliament matters.’ 22 Scrutiny, questioning, debate – these
all matter when done well. We need the virtuous circle to be established –
greater public attention leading to improved performance leading to further
public engagement.

7

11 This was also a recommendation of the Hansard Society Commission on Parliamentary Scrutiny: Hansard Society
Commission on Parliamentary Scrutiny, The Challenge for Parliament: Making Government Accountable (Vacher Dod
Publishing; London 2001)
22 Professor Colin Seymour-Ure in evidence to the Commission
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Our Inquiry

1.28 The Commission was set up by the Hansard Society in January 2004 to
examine the communication of parliamentary democracy. More specifically,
it looked at the presentation of Parliament; the effect of Parliament’s
procedures on publicising its work; the role of the media in explaining
Parliament; and the potential of new channels of engagement. The terms of
reference for the Commission can be found in Appendix 2.

1.29 Lord Puttnam chaired the Commission and was supported by vice-chair
Jackie Ashley. Commissioners were drawn from the fields of media, politics
and academia. The Commission benefited enormously from the wealth of
knowledge and experience that each member brought to its deliberations.
A list of members of the Commission and biographical information can be
found in Appendix 1.

1.30 The Commission issued a call for written evidence to a wide range of
individuals and organisations. We subsequently received 70 high quality
submissions from parliamentarians, media organisations, youth groups,
public affairs organisations, interest groups, members of the public and
others. A complete list of contributors can be found in Appendix 3. In
addition to this, the Commission obtained a substantial insight into
parliamentary communications through a series of meetings and seminars.

1.31 Between May 2004 and November 2004 the Commission held 10 round-
table seminars. These closed events enabled a broad range of views to be
heard and so shaped the direction of the Commission. They were

supplemented by speakers at Commission meetings held during 2004,
including Sir Robert Phillis, Peter Kellner and Sir Bernard Crick. Appendix 4

lists events held by the Commission and individuals we met with.

1.32 The Commission organised a series of activities to consult the public. In

addition to written evidence received from members of the public, the

Commission organised, with the help of the Hansard Society’s e-democracy

programme, an online forum to examine the issues under consideration.This

took the form of a ‘Citizens’Panel’– as set out in Appendix 5.The 55 members

of the ‘Citizens’ Panel’ responded to a series of questions over a four-week

period (October–November 2004). Their discussion and deliberation

enabled the Commission to have sustained input from a public panel and to

test its emerging recommendations. The Commission also held an event in

Parliament in February 2005 for members of the public and other interested

parties.

8
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1.33 The Commission wanted continuous participation from young people and

so a group was set up by the Carnegie Young People Initiative to follow the

work of the Commission over its lifetime. Our inquiry greatly benefited from

the insight, experience and contribution made by the Young People’s

Working Group. It was comprised of four people between the ages of 17 and

25. Members of the Group participated in a range of events, including an

event specifically for young people; reviewed evidence received by the

Commission; commented on our work, and drew up recommendations.

More information can be found in Appendix 6.

Structure of the Report

1.34 In this Report we turn next to the widespread evidence of political

disengagement, together with cultural, social and political trends and

changes, which have left Parliament floundering in their wake. The Report

then sets out the need for a Communications Department, a communication

strategy and dedicated budget.

1.35 We go on to describe in more detail how Parliament currently organises its

communication and how this communication might be improved. We look

at how the public come across Parliament in the media, on the internet, in

schools and the community and in visits to both Houses. We consider the

implications for Parliament’s proceedings of a commitment to far more

effective engagement with the public.

1.36 The Report then discusses how media reporting of Parliament might be

improved and the continuing obligations on public service broadcasters to

inform and engage the public in Parliament’s work.

1.37 An inescapable conclusion of our inquiry has been that Parliament’s poor

performance in its communications is part of its broader weakness as an

organisation. We therefore end with a wider examination of how Parliament

conducts its affairs and runs its own administration.We recommend a reform

of the House of Commons Commission and the appointment of a Chief

Executive for the House of Commons. These reforms will provide the

independent political support and managerial expertise needed to support

a modern Parliament in a fast-changing world.

9
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CHAPTER TWO

Failing the public?

TThheerree  iiss  wwiiddeesspprreeaadd  eevviiddeennccee  ooff  ppuubblliicc  ddiisseennggaaggeemmeenntt  ffrroomm
PPaarrlliiaammeenntt,,  iinn  ppaarrttiiccuullaarr  aammoonngg  yyoouunngg  ppeeooppllee,,  bbllaacckk  aanndd  mmiinnoorriittyy
eetthhnniicc  ggrroouuppss  aanndd  ootthheerr  ddiissaaddvvaannttaaggeedd  ssoocciiaall  ggrroouuppss..  SSuucchh
eevviiddeennccee  iinncclluuddeess  llooww  eelleeccttoorraall  ttuurrnnoouutt,,  ppoooorr  lleevveellss  ooff  kknnoowwlleeddggee
aanndd  ttrruusstt,,  aanndd  mmeeddiiaa  ccoovveerraaggee  wwhhiicchh  pprroovviiddeess  iinnssuuffffiicciieenntt
iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  oonn  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt’’ss  wwoorrkk..

PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  ssuuffffeerrss  ffrroomm  tthhee  wwiiddeerr  ddeettaacchhmmeenntt  ffrroomm  ‘‘ttrraaddiittiioonnaall’’
ppoolliittiiccss  bbuutt  ssoommee  ooff  tthhiiss  ddiisseennggaaggeemmeenntt  iiss  aallssoo  aa  rreessppoonnssee  ttoo  hhooww
PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  ccuurrrreennttllyy  pprreesseennttss  iittsseellff  ttoo  tthhee  ppuubblliicc..  SSoocciieettyy  hhaass
cchhaannggeedd  mmaassssiivveellyy  iinn  rreecceenntt  yyeeaarrss  aanndd  tthhee  ppaaccee  ooff  cchhaannggee  iiss  sseett  ttoo
aacccceelleerraattee,,  bbuutt  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  iiss  ssiimmppllyy  nnoott  kkeeeeppiinngg  uupp..

MMeemmbbeerrss  ooff  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  aarree  iinnccrreeaassiinnggllyy  ttuurrnniinngg  ttoo  ssiinnggllee  iissssuueess
rraatthheerr  tthhaann  ttoo  ppaarrttiieess  aanndd  ttrraaddiittiioonnaall  ppoolliittiiccaall  pprroocceesssseess..  BBuutt
PPaarrlliiaammeenntt’’ss  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  iiss  ssttiillll  oorrggaanniisseedd  aarroouunndd  iittss  oowwnn,,  oofftteenn
iinnwwaarrdd--llooookkiinngg,,  pprroocceedduurreess..  WWhheerree  ppeeooppllee  nneeeedd  ttoo  sseeee  hhooww
PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  rreellaatteess  ttoo  tthhee  rreesstt  ooff  oouurr  ddeemmooccrraaccyy  aanndd  ppuubblliicc  ddeebbaattee,,
PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  ffaaiillss  ttoo  lliinnkk  iittss  wwoorrkk  ttoo  ootthheerr  rreepprreesseennttaattiivvee  bbooddiieess  aanndd
ffoorruummss  ffoorr  ddiissccuussssiinngg  ppuubblliicc  iissssuueess..  WWhheerree  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  eexxppeecctt
iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss  ttoo  bbee  rreessppoonnssiivvee  ttoo  tthheeiirr  ccoonncceerrnnss,,  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  pprroovviiddeess
aallmmoosstt  nnoo  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  ffoorr  ddiirreecctt  vvootteerr  iinnvvoollvveemmeenntt,,  iinntteerraaccttiioonn  oorr
ffeeeeddbbaacckk..  WWhheerree  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  llooookk  ffoorr  cclleeaarr  aanndd  rreeaaddiillyy  aacccceessssiibbllee
iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn,,  iitt  ttoooo  oofftteenn  rreemmaaiinnss  uunnnneecceessssaarriillyy  ddiiffffiiccuulltt  ttoo  ffiinndd  tthhee
iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn  ppeeooppllee  nneeeedd..

2.1 The current relationship between Parliament and the public is essentially
dysfunctional. Each side knows that somewhere along the line they have
stopped communicating. A new relationship must be established in which
people feel they are genuinely involved in the parliamentary process, that the
debate is their debate.Democratic processes and institutions claim to act, and
to draw their legitimacy, from citizens. Much of the evidence we received
suggests that any sense of such commitment and engagement is declining,
with possibly serious consequences for the longer-term health of the United
Kingdom’s political culture.

2.2 There is no simple measure of disengagement from political institutions.
Rather, there are a range of indicators: levels of participation and action in
the political process; levels of knowledge and interest; and levels of

12
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satisfaction and perceived efficacy.These factors were highlighted in recent
Audits of Political Engagement by The Electoral Commission and the
Hansard Society.3 We believe they provide a comprehensive framework
from which to assess attitudes towards Parliament.

Levels of participation

2.3 Electoral turnout is cited as one of the clearest indicators of disengagement
from Parliament. Turnout in 2001 was just 59.7 per cent compared with 71.5
per cent in 1997. Turnout, of course, can go up as well as down and it can be
hard to disaggregate short-term and long-term factors. But in the recent
2005 election, turnout remained at a consistently low level of 61 per cent.
This average masks the particularly low turnout in a number of
constituencies. The downward trend has been a feature of all parliamentary
democracies in developed countries in recent years. Refusing or not
bothering to vote may be as much a statement about the parties and
Government, and a sign of a broader political detachment, as a view
specifically of Parliament. But whatever the combination of causes, the fact
of low electoral participation affects the status and health of Parliament.
How far does electoral turnout have to drop before the legitimacy of the
system is questioned? Even if legitimacy is not yet lost, at some point does
Parliament lose the right to claim that it is in the House of Commons that the
‘national conversation’ takes place?

2.4 Election statistics show a recent, but serious, drop in participation among
specific sections of society. For example, younger adults are not getting into
the habit of voting as they grow older. Peter Kellner, Chair of YouGov, told us
in June 2004 of a creeping and more firmly entrenched disengagement
moving up the generations.

2.5 It should not be assumed that those who vote are fully or adequately
engaged with our democratic processes. Recent polling by MORI finds that
older generations have a more entrenched belief in the duty of voting and a
more ingrained habit of turning out to the polls at a general election.4 Duty
and habit, while valuable qualities, do not, however, equate to hearts-and-
minds participation. Such people are just as likely to be disappointed with
the way Parliament is working as those who stay at home. This is the danger
of relying solely on electoral turnout to judge detachment. Increased
turnout does not necessarily equate to improved engagement.

13

3 The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (The Electoral Commission and
the Hansard Society; London 2004); and The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political
Engagement 2, (The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society; London 2005)
4 MORI in evidence to the Commission
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2.6 Participation in politics cannot then solely be measured by levels of turnout in
elections. Modern societies have a wide range of political activity beyond
voting. Direct political activities include signing a petition, taking part in a
demonstration, responding to a consultation or presenting views to an MP.
Other activities, such as boycotting products, are a demonstration of political,
social and ethical concerns and a willingness to act on them. These various
activities are on the increase.

2.7 Many of these political activities relate directly to Parliament and are often
intended to prompt a parliamentary response. The Electoral Commission and
the Hansard Society’s most recent Audit of Engagement found that one adult
in six is a ‘political activist’ – defined as having done at least three from a list of
eight political activities in the last two or three years.5 Parliament should do
more to engage with such alternative and wider political activity. While there
is continuing evidence of disengagement from traditional and established
politics, it appears that people have far from lost interest in the world around
them and issues of importance.

Poor knowledge of Parliament

‘Most of the population simply do not have a clue about how Parliament

works or what our MPs do.’ 6

2.8 It is impossible to value and engage with Parliament properly if you have
little knowledge of its purpose, and surveys suggest considerable ignorance
of how Parliament works. Indeed, recent focus groups conducted for the
Hansard Society found that very few participants were able to discuss with
any level of confidence how Parliament works or what is done there. One
person commented, ‘Nobody knows about Parliament except the people in
Parliament.’ 7 This is worrying given that levels of knowledge affect not only
participation, but also attitudes towards an institution. The more people
know – or think they know – about an organisation or an individual, the
more favourable they tend to be towards it.8

2.9 The view that ‘all politicians are the same’ is a common belief that deters
citizens from voting.9 Some arrive at this conclusion from a politically
informed standpoint. However, research has found that many believe this
simply because they do not have sufficient information to distinguish

14

5 The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement 2 (2005)
6 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
7 MORI, Enhancing Engagement – Parliament and the Public: Research Study conducted for the Hansard Society (MORI;
London 2004)
8 The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004)
9 Milner, H., ‘The Voters’ Paradox: bringing back the knowledge dimension’ (PSA Conference Paper; 2002)
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between candidates or parties.Worryingly, it seems that this second group is
on the rise and that this relates, in turn, to lower levels of turnout and to
higher levels of disengagement from Parliament.

2.10 This mirrors evidence received by the Commission. Members of our Citizens’

Panel, particularly younger participants, cited poor understanding as the

reason behind their disengagement from Parliament: ‘People feel alienated

from politics simply because they do not understand it! I have peers who are

undergraduates in top universities and in their early 20s yet who are

completely ignorant about the workings of Parliament. Yet it is not through

disinterest on their behalf but the lack of education that has led to this

apathy. Through education comes understanding and people are far more

likely to engage in politics and participate if they understand it.’10

2.11 The Daycare Trust found through consultations with disadvantaged parents

across the country that there was a complete disengagement from political

processes due to a lack of knowledge and confidence in participants’ ability

to make a difference.11 MORI focus groups support this finding, with lack of

knowledge of day-to-day activities in Parliament the most cited barrier to

engagement. MORI found that few participants could discuss with any level

of confidence how Parliament works or what goes on there.12

2.12 MORI polling has also charted how people perceive their knowledge of

politics and Parliament.13 In 2003 only 33 per cent said they knew ‘a great

deal’or ‘a fair amount’about the way the Westminster Parliament works, with

67 per cent saying they knew ‘a little/hardly anything’ or ‘had never heard of

it/didn’t know’.This is the lowest percentage claiming significant knowledge

of Parliament since the question was first asked in 1991.

2.13 It is interesting to compare this percentage, relating to the Westminster

Parliament,with the percentage of those claiming they know a great deal or fair

amount about ‘politics’ – 42 per cent – and about the role of MPs – 45 per cent.

It appears that people think themselves particularly ignorant of how

Parliament works, even when compared with politics generally, or the work of

individual MPs.Furthermore,since 1991 there has been a gradual upward trend

in people’s perceived knowledge of the European Union and local councils, in

marked contrast with the decline recorded for the Westminster Parliament.

15

10 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
11 The Daycare Trust in evidence to the Commission
12 MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)
13 MORI in evidence to the Commission
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2.14 MORI has been measuring how interested people say they are in politics for

over 30 years, and has found the level remarkably stable.14 For most of this

period, around three in five people say they are at least fairly interested in

politics, but this has dropped to half in MORI’s latest research. Interest in local

issues, national issues and international issues are all higher than in politics.

Twice as many people are very interested in national issues than in politics

and even more are very interested in local issues. Consequently, it is not that

people are disengaged from the issues that surround them, but that they are

failing to associate these concerns with the term ‘politics’ and with the work

of the Westminster Parliament: ‘There are people in our society who believe

politics in no way affects their lives.’ 15

Low satisfaction with Parliament

2.15 The Audits of Political Engagement also assessed people’s satisfaction with the

political system and its institutions. Thirty-six per cent of respondents were

satisfied with Parliament’s performance, 32 per cent were dissatisfied and

another 32 per cent expressed no opinion.16 These averages mask a significant

variation across social class and age, and a more modest variation between

genders. 40 per cent of those aged over 55 were positive about Parliament,

compared with only 28 per cent of 18 to 24 year olds, and there was a similar

difference between middle- and working-class groups.The high proportion of

respondents that expressed no opinion can be assumed to reflect the

prevalence of low levels of understanding about Parliament.

2.16 Satisfaction is linked to trust. An overwhelming message from our evidence

is a lack of trust in and identification with Parliament. One contributor to our

Citizens’ Panel concluded, ‘The vast majority have no trust whatsoever in

politicians.’ 17 Distrust in the national Parliament has often been higher in the

UK than for most of Europe. A 2004 poll of the 15 (at the time) Member States

of the European Union [EU] found that 61 per cent of UK respondents said

they did not trust their national Parliament, compared with an EU average of

54 per cent.18 Gender and education were both factors in levels of trust, with

29 per cent of men tending to trust Parliament compared with 20 per cent

of women; 21 per cent of those educated to age 15 or under tended to trust

Parliament, compared with 42 per cent of those educated to 20 or beyond.

16

14 MORI in evidence to the Commission
15 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
16 The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004)
17 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
18 European Opinion Research Group, Standard Eurobarometer 61/Spring 2004: Public Opinion in the EU15, (Directorate
General Press & Communications; 2004)

Chapter_02.qxd  26/05/2005  10:49  Page 16



2. Failing the public?

On a more positive note, the most recent polling reports a drop in the

proportion of the UK public who do not trust Parliament – down to 54 per

cent.19

2.17 In contrast, most people do trust their local MP. Forty-one per cent said they
were satisfied with their local MP in 2003, and this figure has remained almost
constant since 1991 (43 per cent); while those saying they are dissatisfied has
declined from 23 per cent in 1991, to 13 per cent in 2003.20 Satisfaction seems
to relate closely to whether people have had contact with their MP and
whether they know their MP’s name. While there are no differences in views
between men and women or by social class for this indicator,ethnicity is a key
factor: 42 per cent of white people are satisfied with their MP compared with
30 per cent among those from black and minority ethnic groups.21 The
relatively high satisfaction with individual MPs does not translate, however,
into satisfaction with MPs generally.

People are more likely to be engaged if they think that ‘getting
involved works’

2.18 Over two-fifths of the public (41 per cent) disagree with the statement that,
‘When people like me get involved in politics, they can change the way that
the country is run’, 36 per cent agree with it and one in five expresses no
opinion either way.22 Perceptions of the efficacy of participation have been
found to be closely linked to other attitudinal measures, such as levels of
interest in politics and perceived knowledge and opinions of how the
system of Government works.

2.19 MORI found that a feeling of ‘not being listened to’ prevents the public from
engaging with Parliament.23 Thus, when people do feel informed about a
political issue and want to make their views known, there is a general sense
that it is a waste of time to do so. As one person commented, ‘Individually,
you’ve got no chance of changing anything.’ 24

Parliament’s declining media profile

2.20 In a MORI survey 52 per cent of respondents considered the media to be one of

the three institutions with the most impact on people’s lives (compared with

17

19 European Opinion Research Group, Standard Eurobarometer 62/Autumn 2004: Public Opinion in the EU (Directorate
General Press & Communications; 2005)
20 MORI in evidence to the Commission 
21 The Electoral Commission and Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004)
22 Ibid.
23 MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)
24 Male, Stockport, younger in MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)
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only 30 per cent for the Westminster Parliament).25 While trust in the press is not

that high, public service broadcasters continue to enjoy high levels of trust. In

the recent survey of public attitudes towards conduct in public life, published

by the Committee on Standards in Public Life, 82 per cent of respondents said

that television news shapes their views, the most frequently cited influence by

a wide margin.26 The media remain a vital factor in informing and engaging

people with Parliament’s work.

2.21 It is clear that satisfaction with Parliament could be significantly increased by
greater knowledge of its activity. But our evidence was of declining coverage
in our national newspapers. Ralph Negrine writes of, ‘the paucity of
information about Parliament and its work which is currently available in the
general news media’.27

2.22 Studies of the number of items in newspapers with a parliamentary
connection reveal the impact of the demise of the ‘parliamentary page’ in
broadsheet newspapers. Recent attempts by three papers to revive their
parliamentary pages have not lasted long and there is little point in
dreaming of their return. It would in any event be a mistake to think of
such coverage as a ‘golden age’ of parliamentary reporting. While such
reports may well have catered for a restricted group needing to know as
soon as possible about key debates, they probably did little to inform the
wider population about the work of Parliament: ‘in reality the reports were
exclusive, often unreadable and largely unread except by those who
hoped to be quoted in them’.28 In our age, when Hansard is available the
next day on the web, the case for such reporting is all but dead.

2.23 Ralph Negrine makes the point that,‘In the newspapers of 1966, there were
many small items of news – within the paper and on the parliamentary
page – whose newsworthiness would, at least by today’s standards, be
dubious. In other words, we might also wish to question whether all the
items that made up the totality of parliamentary and political coverage in
the past were deserving of attention.’ 29

2.24 The decline in the amount of coverage in the press is related both to a

change in the position of Parliament in British public life and different tests

of newsworthiness in today’s media. It must also be seen in the context of

18

25 The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004)
26 Committee on Standards in Public Life, Survey of public attitudes towards conduct in public life, (Committee on
Standards in Public Life; London 2004)
27 Dr Ralph Negrine in evidence to the Commission
28 Alan Rusbridger, Editor of The Guardian, in evidence to the Commission
29 Ralph Negrine in evidence to the Commission
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a more general decrease in political coverage. There is less information

about Parliament communicated to the public by the media, and that

which does get through is strongly determined by an increasingly

sensationalist news culture and does not remotely reflect the variety of

parliamentary work. Even where Parliament continues to be reported on

the public service broadcasting channels, there is evidence that television,

like the press, concentrates on a few Government and frontbench MPs, with

limited coverage of the political engagement of other backbenchers.30

Political and social trends

2.25 British society and politics have changed enormously in the past few
decades and there is every reason to believe that most of these trends will
continue. But Parliament has simply not kept up. If our representative body
becomes an anachronism our democracy suffers. In this section we identify
the main social and political trends which challenge the way in which
Parliament currently operates.

People remain strongly engaged with political, social and ethical
issues, but there has been a decline in identification with political
parties.

2.26 Does the disengagement described in the introduction mean that the
public have no interest in political life? Were that true, it would be hard to see
how Parliament could begin to re-establish a relationship with the British
people. But we were told repeatedly that people were turned off
‘Westminster’ politics and political institutions, but remained engaged with
political and ethical issues. In the last two years Britain has seen some of the
largest political demonstrations in its history, but these focused on particular
issues (the countryside, war in Iraq) rather than a particular party.

2.27 As previously stated, The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society
Audits of Political Engagement found that, while there has been a decline in
the proportion of people expressing an interest in politics, there remains a
very real interest in political issues, and an aspiration to have a say in how the
country is run.

2.28 The contrast between continuing engagement with issues but detachment
from Westminster politics is illustrated by the fact that two in five of the
public have donated money or paid a membership fee to a charity or

campaigning organisation, while only one in 20 has paid to join a political

19

30 Ibid
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party or donated money to one (see
Figure 1).31 While party membership
has declined dramatically from its peak
in the 1950s (see Figure 2), member-
ship of, for example, Greenpeace and
Friends of the Earth has increased ten-
fold since 1981.32

2.29 The kind of party politics we now see at
Westminster is not considered either
relevant or attractive by most of the
public. MPs tend to be seen as engaged

for much of the time in
the small world where
party point-scoring is
the main activity.
Hopefully, our Report
provides a ‘reality
check’. This continuing
interest in ‘issues’ is an
important route thro-
ugh which Parliament
can re-engage the
public. The subject-
based select commit-

tees are one means

through which such
issue-based politics might be developed. But at present, amazingly, it is not
possible to search the parliamentary website by ‘issues’ (for example, to find out

what has been happening around climate change), nor can one easily receive

subject-specific information from Parliament.

2.30 For the most part, Parliament is seen by the public simply as a battle ground

between the parties, each aiming to increase its seats at the next election.

This is not a politics which attracts the interest or respect of a vast majority of

the British people. As Robin Cook MP said, ‘The tribal character of party

20
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31 The Electoral Commission and Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004). Figure 14: Political
membership and giving.
32 POWER Inquiry, Commission Research Paper - The decline in political participation and involvement in Britain: an
introduction, (POWER; London, 2005)
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politics may now be a trap for Parliament. The world outside Parliament has

changed . . . The challenge to the Commons is whether we can adjust to the

less tribal society, which we are supposed to represent.’ 33

Parliament now has to ‘compete’ with a number of other political bodies
and processes – such as the devolved assemblies, the EU institutions,
the rise of judicial review and think-tanks – if it is to attract attention.

2.31 There has also been a fundamental change in the role of Parliament within

our political life. Better communication and improved engagement will not

restore Parliament to a monopoly position, which some nostalgically regret.

Nor would we necessarily want that. If we believe in people relating

effectively to those bodies which represent them, this must go beyond the

Westminster Parliament to include local authorities, devolved and regional

assemblies, and the European Parliament.

2.32 The Editor of The Guardian, Alan Rusbridger, made the point persuasively,

‘The truth is that Parliament is often only a backdrop to a political game

played elsewhere. In a world of devolution, judicial review, think-tanks, the

European Union, rolling broadcast news and the Today programme, the

House of Commons can struggle to get noticed.That is a reflection of reality.

In news terms, when and what almost always outweighs where. A prime

ministerial comment in the street or in a press conference often counts for

as much as a prime ministerial comment in the chamber.’ 34

2.33 The Electoral Commission told us that, ‘One particular challenge facing

Parliament in communicating its work is that it is increasingly operating in a

“crowded market”. Someone in Scotland is now represented by 18 different

elected representatives, rising to 19 in areas with community councils.

Communicating the respective jurisdictions and performance of these

institutions – and Parliament’s role within the “mix”– represents a significant

challenge.’ 35

2.34 Added to this is a Government which every day communicates directly to

the media and public. The Government uses its immense resources to

communicate and consult with citizens. Even Whitehall has opened up,

though maybe not enough, to the media and public. Policy debates on

almost every level are vigorously pursued by a host of think-tanks, NGOs and

21

33 Rt Hon Robin Cook MP, Hansard Society Annual Lecture 2002
34 Alan Rusbridger in evidence to the Commission
35 The Electoral Commission in evidence to the Commission
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voluntary organisations.The debate in the chamber is often just a repetition

of arguments rehearsed extensively beforehand in conferences, seminars,

media studios and public events.

2.35 Further, many of the key challenges facing us require global solutions.

Whether it is climate change, HIV, conflict resolution, migration, terrorism –

the international mobilisation of resources and political will required to

address such issues dwarfs the powers of any national Parliament.

Nevertheless, Parliament has a key role to play and should do more to

convey the way in which its work can make a difference. But more often

than not this role is one of lobbying, persuasion and co-operation, rather

than the long-lost imperial model of a Parliament whose writ held sway

around the world.

2.36 All these facts of political life cannot and should not be wished away. Many

involve increased opportunities for political engagement and information.

Parliament cannot look back wistfully to its former pre-eminence, but now

has to go out and make its case for attention and involvement. It requires a

clear and agreed sense of its true ‘added value’ to the political process.

2.37 Parliamentary communication should be planned as part of the broader

political reality. There must, for example, be consideration of how

Parliament’s work can be communicated in a way which links up with the

activity of both the Government and other democratic institutions. At

present, the parliamentary website gives little sense of the activities and

functions of other representative bodies, such as the Scottish Parliament,

National Assembly for Wales, or local authorities.

Important changes have taken place within Parliament, with the most
effective activity moving away from the chamber to the committee
corridor, Portcullis House and the offices of individual MPs.

2.38 Even within Parliament itself, the focus and energy of political life has

moved from the chamber to committees. Since the current system of

select committees was established in 1979, their work has steadily

increased in impact and reputation. Many of those we spoke to contrasted

select committees and pre-legislative scrutiny committees with a chamber

‘either rowdy or empty’, and with standing committees, which are

politically driven and whose purpose is the amendment of Bills, but which

were generally seen as failing to deliver much in the way of effective

scrutiny.

22
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2.39 Just as the work of select committees has expanded and is receiving
increasing publicity, there has been a similarly large increase in the postbag
and workload of the individual MP. ‘All-party groups’ have also grown in
number at Westminster and, while they vary in size and activity, the more
lively exert real influence in their subject areas.

2.40 Not only must Parliament renegotiate its place in political life, but there also
needs to be a recognition that the Commons chamber has, for the most part,
ceased to be effective or central to scrutiny. Select committees, the
representations of individual MPs and the work of all-party groups all
continue to scrutinise, question and represent on behalf of voters. Far more
could be done to communicate the range of parliamentary activity which
continues to make a difference to people’s lives.

2.41 The continuing emphasis of broadcasters on the chamber and most
particularly on Prime Minister’s Questions gives a greatly distorted image of
Parliament. The aim of the Commons’ authorities to increase coverage of
select committees is welcome. To that should be added consideration of
how to publicise the broad range of informal parliamentary activity.

The development of a rights-based political culture and a less
deferential society.

2.42 There is a growing awareness of an individual’s identity and rights as a
citizen. This has partly been mirrored in policy and legislation. The Human
Rights Act brought the provisions of the European Convention on Human
Rights within the ambit of British law. Equality and anti-discrimination
legislation has been developed and extended in a number of areas.
Embryonic rights to information are found in the recently implemented
Freedom of Information Act.

2.43 The right to know, the right to be heard, the right to be treated equally, the
right to be served well by the political process, these are all demands to which
a modern Parliament has to respond. A sample quotation, summarising
opinions expressed during the BBC’s research into public disillusion with
politics, is typical of much we heard during our inquiry, ‘Parliament lacks a
contemporary personality. It’s seen as boring, old fashioned and formal, dating
from a deferential age when people would stop and listen to those “better and
wiser”. For younger groups, time-honoured procedures communicate not
revered tradition, but a refusal to accept that times change. Furthermore, they
no longer feel respect for Parliament but morally superior to those who seem
to have forgotten that they are there to serve the people.’36

23

36 BBC, Beyond the Soundbite (2002)
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2.44 Much in that quotation might be unfair or excessive. But perceptions matter.

Parliament is no longer taken on trust, no longer deferred to. It has

continually to make its case and prove itself worthy of the citizen’s

consideration. Parliament has to present itself as an institution which can

serve and further the individual’s democratic rights. Parliament has to re-

think itself as a service provider to citizens and identify what citizens can and

should legitimately be demanding of it.

The rise of consumerism affects all aspects of life – the public have
expectations of a customer-focused approach, of speed of delivery,
of choice and of the ability to specify needs and complain when they
are not met. The performance of individuals and institutions are
assessed and evaluated against transparent standards.

2.45 The emphasis in a

market-led economy on

the consumer, and the

changes in customer

service introduced in

recent years, have resul-

ted in people being

much clearer as to the

kind of service they

want as well as,

conversely, what they

are not prepared to

accept.

2.46 Consumers increasingly expect service at their own convenience, not at the

convenience of the provider. We are increasingly critical of any situation in

which we appear to be at the mercy of a monopoly supplier.

2.47 The BBC’s research found that in a fast-moving world a vote every four years

is perceived as a ‘poor deal’, even archaic, by today’s consumer-savvy

electorate.37 People are increasingly using consumer values and ideas to

evaluate their relationship with politics and politicians, for example, choice,

service, accountability. Many people were clearly influenced in their view of

politics by consumer culture. It is second nature to them that the customer

is always right and the consumer is accustomed to expecting efficiency,

quality, service and accountability from the ‘brands’ it trusts.
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2.48 Both the public and private sectors have also developed an emphasis on

performance management, independent evaluation of success,

accountability for poor performance and the need to deal effectively with

complaints from clients/customers/citizens. This culture of accountability

seems to have passed Parliament by.While there are annual reports from the

House of Commons Commission on aspects of parliamentary

administration, there is no corporate sense of what an effectively performing

Parliament would look like.

2.49 Many of these disciplines, which other institutions and individuals are so

familiar with, and which Parliament so often demands of others, are

perfectly applicable to Parliament itself. However, Parliament often

appears to have exempted itself from the expectations common

elsewhere in our society.

Media culture is changing and is further influenced by the impact of
new technologies.

2.50 Parliament has slipped many years behind current developments in digital

information and communication. Indeed its recent history has always been of

adapting to new technologies years, sometimes decades, after their

introduction in the rest of society. Television is an obvious example. Colin

Seymour-Ure pointed out to us that the cinema newsreel passed Parliament by

completely.38 Perhaps Parliament’s political capital allowed it to do so in the

past, but it can do so no longer.

2.51 New technologies have multiplied the diversity, flexibility, quantity and

immediacy of communication. We have a more entertainment- and media-

based culture, higher expectations about speed of decision-making, much

greater access to information, and ever more participation and direct

communication without the need for intermediaries. There are implications

for the future of the media and of politics with the rise of peer-to-peer news

reporting and self-initiated virtual communities engaging with particular

issues or wider political campaigns.

2.52 But technology is only part of the story. People are no longer content to be

observers of a debate and a process which claims to be taking place on their

behalf. Political debate has been democratised and Parliament must

acknowledge and catch-up with it.

25
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2.53 Declining participation in elections, and low knowledge of, and satisfaction

with, Parliament are all linked to Parliament’s increasing remoteness from

the world in which most people are living. Ease of access, clarity,

responsiveness and services aimed to meet specific requirements, these

have become commonplace expectations. In failing to keep up with such

trends in society, Parliament is short-changing the public it claims to serve.

In the remainder of this Report we set out how such failings can be

addressed.

26
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CHAPTER THREE

The essentials of modern communications

PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  hhaass  iinn  tthhee  llaasstt  ffeeww  yyeeaarrss  mmaaddee  rreeaall  aanndd  ssiiggnniiffiiccaanntt
iimmpprroovveemmeennttss  ttoo  iittss  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  wwiitthh  tthhee  ppuubblliicc..  BBuutt  tthheeyy  hhaavvee
nnoott  bbeeeenn  ffaarr--rreeaacchhiinngg  eennoouugghh  ttoo  mmeeeett  iittss  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn
rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess  iinn  aa  ffaasstt--cchhaannggiinngg  wwoorrlldd..  RRaaddiiccaall  cchhaannggee  iiss  rreeqquuiirreedd,,
ssttaarrttiinngg  ffrroomm  ffiirrsstt  pprriinncciipplleess,,  aass  ttoo  wwhhaatt  cciittiizzeennss  hhaavvee  aa  rriigghhtt  ttoo  eexxppeecctt
ffrroomm  tthheeiirr  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt..

TToo  mmeeeett  tthhee  rriigghhttss  ooff  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  ttoo  aaccccuurraattee  aanndd  ccoommpprreehheennssiivvee
iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn,,  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  rreeqquuiirreess  tthhee  ssaammee  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonnss  rreessoouurrccee
aass  tthhaatt  eennjjooyyeedd  bbyy  ootthheerr  ssiiggnniiffiiccaanntt  ppuubblliicc  oorrggaanniissaattiioonnss..  IInnsstteeaadd  ooff
tthhee  ccuurrrreenntt  ddiiffffuussee  aanndd  ccoommpplleexx  ddiissttrriibbuuttiioonn  ooff  rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittiieess,,
tthheerree  sshhoouulldd  bbee  aa  ssiinnggllee  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonnss  ssyysstteemm,,  rrooootteedd  iinn  aa
ddeeppaarrttmmeenntt  rreessppoonnssiibbllee  ffoorr  aallll  aassppeeccttss  ooff  eexxtteerrnnaall  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn
aanndd  wwiitthh  aa  ddeeddiiccaatteedd  bbuuddggeett..  WWiitthh  tthheessee  iinn  ppllaaccee,,  aa  ssttrraatteeggyy  ccaann  bbee
ddeevveellooppeedd  wwhhiicchh  sseettss  oouutt  aa  cclleeaarr  aanndd  ccoommpprreehheennssiivvee  ppllaann  ttoo  rree--
eennggaaggee  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  wwiitthh  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt’’ss  wwoorrkk..

‘The Commons Information Office is a useful, if little known, source of
guidance but there is no obvious point of access for journalists and the wider
public to discover what is happening at Westminster, what is about to
happen and what might be of interest to them . . . There is no Westminster
counterweight to the government communications machine – which
provides more than 50 press officers at some large domestic departments.’ 39

3.1 At present the main Commons departments are organised around officials
whose posts were established centuries ago, such as the Clerk of the House

or the Serjeant at Arms. To them have been added more recently some
departments, such as Finance and Administration or Refreshment, more

typical of a modern organisation. It would, however, be hard to find any other
significant institution with a need to communicate with the outside world as

one of its ‘core tasks’ which does not have a Communications Department.

3.2 There have been improvements to the organisation of parliamentary

communication. Both Houses have begun to acknowledge that the

communication of Parliament’s work should be handled by professionals.
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39 The Guardian in evidence to the Commission
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The first Director of Public Information for the House of Lords and a

Communication Adviser for the House of Commons have both been

important appointments (in 1996 and 2000 respectively). These

developments have been welcomed. We also heard praise for the

introduction of select committee media officers who seem to be

increasingly effective. These appointments, however, cannot be said to

constitute a ‘Communications Department’.

3.3 The Modernisation Committee in its Report on Connecting Parliament and

the Public called for ‘the establishment of a central press office for the House

of Commons, to take a more pro-active role in promoting the House and its

work’. 40 The Committee cited the example of the National Assembly for

Wales which has a Public Information and Education Service. As the

example implies, what is needed is not just a press office, but a single

Communications Department that has responsibility for all aspects of

Parliament’s communication. This would mean that the services currently

delivered by, for example, the Commons Information Office, the Lords

Information Office, the Parliamentary Education Unit, the Communications

Adviser and media officers, the Central Tours Office, the Broadcasting Unit

and Parliamentary Recording Unit, and those responsible for the website,

are all provided from within a single department.

3.4 The Scottish Parliament has already consolidated its communication activity

in exactly this way.The Modernisation Committee was told in evidence that,

‘In 2003 the Scottish Parliament created an Access and Information

Directorate, bringing together their “outward facing” offices together with

information services. The new Directorate comprises the Parliament’s Media

Relations Office, Broadcasting, Security, Research and Information Services,

Corporate Publications and Participation Services which covers Education

and Outreach, participation events, public enquiry handling, and public

information and visitor services. The creation of the Directorate reflects the

Scottish Parliament’s continuing commitment to live up to one of its key

founding principles of openness, accessibility and participation.’ 41

3.5 With such a department many of the requirements for parliamentary

communication would fall into place – a department clearly responsible for

consultation on the drafting and implementation of a strategy; an adequate,

29

40 House of Commons Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons, Connecting Parliament with
the Public: First Report of Session 2003-04 (2004), HC 368
41 Ibid.
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transparent and accountable communication budget; a cadre of

communication professionals working alongside procedural experts; an

authoritative voice within Parliament’s administration which can comment

on the communication significance of all aspects of parliamentary activity;

and an identifiable point of contact for media and the public. The current

system fails to provide any of these essential elements.

3.6 At present the administration of parliamentary communication is

extremely confusing, with the management of different aspects of

communication dispersed across various separate departments. The

Communications Adviser and media officers in the Commons come within

the Office of the Clerk; the Parliamentary Education Unit and the

Information Office are in the Commons Library; responsibility for the

website remains diffuse and unclear; the Central Tours Office comes within

the Department of the Serjeant at Arms, as does the Parliamentary

Communications Directorate, whose only external communication

responsibilities relate to the running of the parliamentary switchboard. All

of these services also operate on behalf of the House of Lords, apart from

the Information Offices, the Commons Communications Adviser and select

committee media officers.

3.7 In an attempt to compensate for this diffuse structure an advisory body has

been established, the Group on Information for the Public, or GIP, consisting

of senior officials from all relevant Commons departments and also

including the Director of Information from the House of Lords. GIP is charged

by the Board of Management ‘with developing policy and coordinating

activities’ in the areas of public understanding and access.

3.8 GIP meets about once a month. Its budget, held by the Office of the Clerk, for

public information materials and customer research amounts to £55,000 a

year. It does not have any executive powers nor the authority to identify and

champion substantial reform. GIP has done important work in areas such as

webcasting and visitor facilities, but much of its work appears to be reactive

to external initiatives, be it House committees or bodies outside Parliament.

While this is a useful role, it does not come close to meeting the proactive

requirements of a Communications Department as outlined above. We
recommend that a Communications Service be established for
Parliament, bringing together within its departmental remit the
various communication activities essential to a contemporary
democratic institution.

30
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3.9 In various areas the House of Lords already shares in communication

arrangements administered by the House of Commons. We accept that

there are some aspects of communication which are specific to each House

and that may call for distinct units within a single department, for example,

separate media officers to ensure that the Lords is not denied appropriate

attention.

3.10 Joint working and shared resources are essential if Parliament, and

parliamentary functions, are to be communicated effectively to the public.

The perspective of the public, of the citizen, is the important one. This

requires coordination and consistency in the manner in which the work of

Parliament is communicated across both Houses.

Accountability to parliamentarians

3.11 There seems to be little understanding among parliamentarians of current

communication structures. But without such political engagement and

support, officials will, quite understandably, only ever propose minor and

incremental change. The question of political accountability for Parliament’s

communication is a difficult one. Government communication can at root be

reduced to the views and direction of a single person, the Prime Minister.The

House of Commons has 646 Members, and there are about a further 700 in

the Lords, all with their own perspective on how Parliament should function.

It is vital that Parliament’s communication is ultimately controlled by the

Members themselves rather than being primarily the work of officials. A

system is needed which can provide genuine consultation, information and

accountability for parliamentarians while at the same time delivering

efficient decision-making. Officials need knowledgeable and committed

political support to implement real and meaningful change.

3.12 At the end of this Report we make some recommendations on the

involvement of MPs in the general administration of the House of Commons.

Involvement of parliamentarians in communication is at the moment

principally achieved through the domestic select committees. There are a

number of such committees which claim responsibility for various aspects of

communication. In the Commons there is the Broadcasting Committee, the

Information Committee, the Administration Committee, the Accom-

modation and Works Committee,42 and now the Modernisation Committee;

in the Lords there is the House Committee and the Information Committee.

31

42 The Information Committee, Administration Committee, Accommodation and Works Committee and Catering
Committee are collectively known as the Domestic Committees and governed by Standing Order No.140
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Each was set up at a different stage of parliamentary development and

reform. None has comprehensive responsibility for communication matters

and there is overlap between their remits.

3.13 Visitor facilities, for example, have been reported on by the Lords’ House

Committee and by the Accommodation and Works and Administration

Committees in the Commons. They were also discussed by the

Modernisation Committee as part of a wider review of communication

between Parliament and the public. The Broadcasting Committee is

responsible, under powers delegated from the Speaker, for deciding on the

rules of coverage in the Commons chamber, Westminster Hall and other

public proceedings. It is the Administration Committee, however, which

decides on other ‘access points’ for broadcasters in the precincts of the

Palace and on the rules which should apply.

3.14 We recommend that there be a single Joint Committee of both Houses
responsible for communication matters, though MPs or Peers should be
able to consider separately matters solely relevant to their respective
Houses. The Committee would advise the House of Commons Commission

and the House Committee in the Lords on the work of the Communications

Department, have delegated responsibility to determine rules for

broadcasting and filming,undertake inquiries to gather views on best practice

and how Parliament’s performance might be improved and act as a channel of

communication between the parliamentary authorities and MPs and Peers. It

would also be a clear point of contact for members of the public who wished

to raise communication concerns. Once the broad parameters have been

agreed, the current role of the Finance and Services Committee to consider

issues with budgetary implications could be maintained.

3.15 We set out in the diagrams below an attempt to capture the current

arrangements for external communications, along with our proposed

reformed system.

32
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3. The essentials of modern communications

A Communication Strategy

3.16 A number of principles should drive all of Parliament’s communication with
the public, namely:

i Accessibility and Transparency

Accessibility requires Parliament to maximise the ability of the public to
attend or observe its proceedings, and obtain information. Transparency
requires Parliament to ensure that its purpose, proceedings and means of
engagement are made clear to all.

ii Participation and Responsiveness 
Participation requires Parliament to provide, throughout its work,
opportunities and encouragement for the public to engage with its
proceedings so as to express their views, ask questions, respond to proposals
and suggest initiatives. Responsiveness requires Parliament not only to
listen but also to respond, and to initiate and engage in constructive
discussion with the public.

iii Accountability to the public
Accountability requires Parliament to ensure that its performance is
consulted upon, planned, explained and evaluated on a continuing basis.

iv Inclusiveness
Inclusiveness requires Parliament to ensure in all its proceedings and
communication that the diversity of the British public – for example, in age,
ethnicity, location, knowledge, gender, sexuality, and disability – is addressed
and reflected.

v A model of good practice in management and communication
To be a model of good practice requires Parliament to apply best practice,
creativity and initiative in management, communication and engagement,
continually learning from as wide a range of sources as possible.

3.17 Hansard Society Scotland pointed to the principles adopted by the Scottish
Parliament – sharing the power; accountability; access and participation; equal
opportunities – as important in defining the new approach of that assembly.43

When we visited the Scottish Parliament, we were told by a number of people,
and could see ourselves, that these principles had a real impact on the life and
decision-making of the Parliament. All four principles have an effect at every
level on communication and participation, from the reception visitors receive
when they enter the campus, to new procedures, such as that for Public
Petitions, which provide genuine opportunities for engagement.

35

43 Hansard Society Scotland in evidence to the Commission
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3.18 The third principle, ‘access and participation’, is of particular relevance: ‘The

Scottish Parliament should be accessible, open, responsive and [should]

develop procedures which make possible a participative approach to the

development, consideration and scrutiny of policy and legislation.’44 This

principle has ensured that the relationship with the public is not just an ‘add-

on’ but integral to all the Scottish Parliament’s work.

3.19 The Commons Information Select Committee drafted a set of principles for the

use of information and communications technology (ICT) in their report

Digital Technology: Working for Parliament and the Public.45 As well as assisting

Members in carrying out their work in the Commons, the Committee sought

to enable the public to engage more fully with the work of the House. In doing

so, the Committee recognised the importance of a communication strategy

that: maximises the accessibility and transparency of Parliament; enhances the

professionalism of Members and staff in all aspects of parliamentary life; uses

ICT to increase public participation in the work of the Commons; recognises

the value of openness and uses ICT to enable public access to proceedings

and papers; and develops and shares good practice. The House of Commons

Commission agreed that the Committee’s five principles should be taken into

account in its strategic plan.

3.20 The recommendations of the Commons Information Committee are an

important first step. However, they neither aim nor claim to be a

comprehensive set of principles to govern Parliament’s communication with

the public, such as those which we have set out above.

3.21 The submission from the House of Lords’ Director of Public Information

states that the Lords has an ‘aim’ to ‘improve and increase public

understanding and knowledge of the role and work of the House’.46 The

House of Commons Commission adopted an outline strategic plan in

October 2001 which defined four core tasks for the House service, one of

which is ‘providing information and access for the public’.47

3.22 This core task has been translated into a development objective for 2001-

2006, ‘to improve public understanding and knowledge of the work of the

House and to increase its accessibility, subject to the requirements of

security’.

36

44 Ibid.
45 House of Commons Information Committee, Digital Technology: Working for Parliament and the Public. First Report
of Session 2001-02 (2002), HCI 065
46 Mary Morgan, Director of Public Information, House of Lords, in evidence to the Commission
47 House of Commons Commission, Twenty-Fourth Annual Report 2001-2002 (The Stationery Office; London 2002)
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3.23 These recent statements on accessibility and communication are welcome

and are leading to improvements, some of which we discuss in the next

chapter. But they do not amount to a strategy.

3.24 A strategy should provide:

•• focus and momentum for change

•• a comprehensive agenda which tackles all aspects of the issue

•• an agreed set of ambitions against which people and institutions can be

held to account, together with appropriate measures and criteria

•• processes to achieve targets, including clear responsibilities both for the

overall programme and for specific tasks

•• a process also for involving and engaging those with responsibility and

interest in the outcome

•• and the necessary resources to secure its goals.

3.25 A strategy needs to cover a number of years and be consulted upon among

MPs and Peers, media and public. There need to be annual targets and a

process of evaluation which incorporates independent elements.

3.26 Corporate goals and indicative measures relating to communication are to

be found in the House of Commons Commission Annual Report.48 While

recent developments in both Houses reflect a desire for a more strategic

approach to communication, they do not amount to a strategy with the

characteristics listed above. For a start there was little or no consultation in

the planning of these ‘strategies’ – most MPs and Peers seem unaware of

them; there seems similarly to have been little or no discussion with the

media or public, let alone with those communities which evidence suggests

are most alienated from parliamentary processes. Nor are there any of the

timetables, responsibilities, budgetary commitments or review processes of

a strategy that can honestly be said to be worth the name. There is no

document which sets out a strategy looking comprehensively at all aspects

of Parliament’s interaction with the public, beginning with an assessment of

what the public need and have a right to expect from their Parliament.

3.27 This Report in its recommendations contains many of the objectives we think

a parliamentary communication strategy should adopt. It is not our role to

draw up a detailed strategy for both Houses, but we would again assert the

need for the strategy to be based on the principles set out in this Report.

37

48 Annual reports of the House of Commons Commission can be found at www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm/
cmhocpap.htm
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3.28 We recommend a communication strategy for Parliament which is arrived
at through a wide-reaching and open process of consultation with
parliamentarians, the media, the public and other interested bodies.

3.29 The communication strategy should take Parliament at least to 2010
with provision for a mid-term review, and it should be based on the
optimum principles we have outlined – accessibility and transparency;
participation and responsiveness; accountability; inclusiveness; best
practice in management and communication.

3.30 Once drafted by the parliamentary authorities, the communication
strategy should be tabled for agreement by both Houses.

3.31 The communication strategy will require regular reporting back to MPs
and Peers, annual evaluation against targets, and provision for the
public to participate in the evaluation process.

Budget

3.32 A comprehensive and effective communication strategy for Parliament will
cost money. There is currently no identifiable communications budget for
Parliament. Items of communication are subsumed within general
departmental budgets. Moreover, there appears to be a commitment overall
not to increase Parliament’s budget from 2001-02 levels, with only some
provision for modest growth beyond the medium term – mainly for
investment in technology and to meet unforeseen requirements. This is

incompatible with Parliament’s need to dramatically improve its
communication with the public.

3.33 Parliament’s expenditure on communication is hard to estimate given that

Parliament’s communication effort is so decentralised. An approximate
estimate provided to us by GIP, excluding visitor arrangements but including

other major elements of communication, is between £2 million and £2.5
million for staffing and other direct costs such as publications designed for

the public (but not, for example, Hansard or select committee reports).When
overheads such as accommodation and telecommunications are taken into

account, a further £1.5 million should be added to the costing. About 31 staff
are directly employed in communication areas.

3.34 Of course a comparison with Government is not comparing like with like, but

it is worth noting that the Phillis Review in 2004 estimated that some 2,600

people worked in Government communications directorates and that the

38
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3. The essentials of modern communications

total cost of advertising, marketing and other paid-for publicity, as well as

staff costs, was around £320 million.49 The purpose of such communication is

vastly different from that of Parliament but it gives some sense of scale to

Parliament’s current communication efforts. Parliament’s current

expenditure is not meeting its communication needs nor has it kept pace

with expenditure in the outside world. In what is increasingly characterised

as a media and communications age, Government and corporate resourcing

of communication has increased dramatically.

3.35 MORI research undertaken for the Hansard Society showed that members of
the public, when made aware that future communication initiatives could be
costly, generally viewed expenditure on information about Parliament as a
reasonable use of public funds.50

3.36 Democracy is a public good worth investing in. The communication
strategy should in the first instance be determined by what the public have
a right to expect of a modern Parliament. The resulting costs can then be
debated publicly as part of the process of agreeing the strategy. There will
be a significant cost to re-engaging the public and Parliament should not
be embarrassed by that fact. For a sum equivalent to a single lottery roll-
over, Parliament’s communication with the public could be radically
transformed.

3.37 The communication strategy must be accompanied by the necessary
and long-term budgetary commitment from the parliamentary
authorities.

Our recommendations

R1 A Communications Service should be established for Parliament, bringing
together within its departmental remit the various communication activities
essential to a contemporary democratic institution

R2 A single Joint Committee of both Houses should be established, responsible
for communication matters, though MPs or Peers should be able to consider
separately matters solely relevant to their respective Houses

R3 A communication strategy for Parliament should be adopted, having been
arrived at through a wide-reaching and open process of consultation with
parliamentarians, the media, the public and other interested bodies

39

49 Phillis, B. et al., An Independent Review of Government Communications (Cabinet Office; London 2004)
50 MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)
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R4 The communication strategy should take Parliament at least to 2010 with

provision for a mid-term review, and it should be based on the optimum

principles of accessibility and transparency; participation and

responsiveness; accountability; inclusiveness; and best practice in

management and communication

R5 The communication strategy should be tabled for agreement by both

Houses

R6 The communication strategy will require regular reporting back to MPs and

Peers, annual evaluation against targets, and provision for the public to

participate in the evaluation process

R7 The communication strategy must be accompanied by the necessary and

long-term budgetary commitment from the parliamentary authorities.

40
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CHAPTER FOUR

Elements of a communication strategy

AA  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  ssttrraatteeggyy  ffoorr  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  sshhoouulldd  aaddddrreessss  aallll  tthhoossee
rroouutteess  tthhrroouugghh  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  ddeeaall  wwiitthh  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  ––  tthhee  mmeeddiiaa,,  tthhee
iinntteerrnneett,,  tthhee  ccllaassssrroooomm  aanndd  ccoommmmuunniittyy,,  aanndd  iinn  vviissiittss  ttoo  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt..

TThhee  ssttrraatteeggyy  sshhoouulldd  ffoorrggee  aa  bbeetttteerr  rreellaattiioonnsshhiipp  bbeettwweeeenn  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt
aanndd  tthhee  mmeeddiiaa  iinn  oorrddeerr  ttoo  iimmpprroovvee  ccoovveerraaggee  ffoorr  tthhee  ppuubblliicc;;  pprroovviiddee
aa  rraaddiiccaallllyy  eennhhaanncceedd  wweebbssiittee  ttoo  aallllooww  rreeaall  iinnvvoollvveemmeenntt  iinn
PPaarrlliiaammeenntt’’ss  wwoorrkk  ffrroomm  aallll  sseeccttiioonnss  ooff  ssoocciieettyy;;  iinnccrreeaassee  tthhee
rreessoouurrcceess,,  ffaacciilliittiieess  aanndd  ooppppoorrttuunniittiieess  ffoorr  eennggaaggeemmeenntt  bbyy  yyoouunngg
ppeeooppllee;;  eennccoouurraaggee  aa  rreevviieeww  ooff  hhooww  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  ggooeess  aabboouutt  iittss  wwoorrkk
ttoo  rree--eennggaaggee  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  wwiitthh  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt’’ss  ffuunnccttiioonnss..

WWhheenn  ffuullllyy  aanndd  ccoonnssiisstteennttllyy  aapppplliieedd,,  tthhee  pprriinncciipplleess  ooff
ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  oouuttlliinneedd  iinn  tthhiiss  RReeppoorrtt  sshhoouulldd  hhaavvee  aann  eeffffeecctt  aatt
eevveerryy  lleevveell  ooff  ppaarrlliiaammeennttaarryy  lliiffee  ––  aallwwaayyss  ppllaacciinngg  tthhee  eemmpphhaassiiss  oonn
tthhee  rriigghhttss  aanndd  iinntteerreessttss  ooff  tthhee  ppuubblliicc..

4.1 We have made clear that for Parliament to re-engage with the public, it can no
longer be a place which is seen to involve people only once every four or five
years at the ballot box.A new relationship must be forged between Parliament
and the public in which people feel continually involved and listened to.
Parliament must become more ‘us’ and less ‘them’. A Communications
Department, a communication strategy, a communication budget – these
basic elements of successful engagement, commonplace elsewhere in public
and commercial life, should, as a matter of urgency, be adopted by Parliament.

4.2 The process of drafting a detailed communication strategy is for Parliament
to own and complete. We have set out above what we see to be the
prerequisites for this process – for consultation, agreement, review and
resourcing. In this chapter we look at some of the necessary elements of a
successful communication strategy. Such a strategy would enhance the
functions of Parliament, namely: the scrutiny of Government policies and
actions; representing and communicating the views and interests of
constituents; and debating, approving, amending or rejecting, as
appropriate, proposed legislation.

4.3 The public can come across Parliament in a number of ways: in the media, on

the internet, in the classroom and community, on visits to Parliament itself.

In all these areas Parliament has made a number of changes and

42
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4. Elements of a communication strategy

improvements, some of which we outline below. We welcome all such

progress. An understanding within Parliament of the necessity for effective

communication is gradually emerging. The recent report from the

Modernisation Committee, Connecting Parliament with the Public, was a

particularly important contribution.51 But the scope of such change has

been limited by a lack of clear political leadership, a lack of comprehensive

reform, a lack of strategic vision, and endemic weaknesses in Parliament as

an organisation. We hope that the recommendations of our Report will

provide the required momentum for parliamentarians and officials alike to

catch up and keep pace with the society around them.

Improving media coverage

4.4 Research shows that trust and respect for an institution increase as

knowledge and understanding of that institution is strengthened. It follows

that the more information that

reaches the public about

Parliament, the better. In this

section we examine the steps

Parliament can take to improve

the amount and quality of its

media coverage.

4.5 As noted in Chapter Two, it would

be a mistake in this context to

mourn the passing of some

‘golden age’ of parliamentary

reporting. It is certainly true that

the press used to devote more

column inches to the activities of

Parliament,but it is easy to confuse

quantity with quality and to exaggerate the impact such coverage ever had

upon readers. The question, in any case, is not how we should restore old

practices, for that is neither feasible nor desirable. The question is how

Parliament should set out its stall in the age of 24/7 electronic media,

unprecedented competition among newspapers and the exciting opportunities

offered by the new media. As we have said before, our recommendations are

emphatically not governed by nostalgia,but by a desire to see Parliament adapt

itself to fit the needs and pressures of the modern world.

43

51 House of Commons Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons, Connecting Parliament with
the Public: First Report of Session 2003-04 (2004), HC 368
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4.6 Parliament must reassess its relationship with the media in light of the core

principles of accessibility, transparency and accountability. Both in written

submissions and in the seminars we held with media representatives we

repeatedly heard the complaint that a culture of mutual suspicion had

arisen between Parliament and journalists. Reporters feel they are

automatically viewed as potential trouble-makers or even the ‘enemy’ by

the parliamentary authorities – self-evidently, a perception which makes

effective parliamentary communication all but impossible. While it is

inevitable that journalists will often find themselves in an adversarial

relationship with individual politicians or parties, there is no reason why the

relationship between the press and Parliament per se should be hostile.

Quite the opposite, in fact: the media and Parliament have an

overwhelming shared interest in co-operation, which, if developed, could

be to the great benefit of the public. There is a strong case for the

formalisation of the relationship: A new Communications Department
should set up an advisory group of media representatives.

4.7 Parliament as an insti-

tution also needs the

confidence to identify its

own ‘news’ to communicate

to the media. Hitherto,

Parliament has tended to

provide information but not

news. It has been left to

journalists to sift through

the countless webpages

and press releases for items

of interest. A number of

editors and journalists

explicitly called upon

Parliament to be more

active in guiding reporters,

without resorting to ‘spin’.

44

Comments from the media:

Elinor Goodman, Political Editor of Channel 4 News,

put it starkly when speaking to the Modernisation

Committee: ‘You are in a competitive news market

where other people are trying to guide us and sell us

stories.What you are selling us are essentially lists.’ 52

The Evening Standard called for ‘. . . a small unit with

an official who is senior enough to use discretion

about what is put out. A Press Office could also act

as an interface with the Speaker and the Serjeant's

office and with committee clerks who are usually

helpful but understandably cautious in dealing

with the Press.’ 53

The Daily Mail said, ‘While an avalanche of paper is

issued every day covering every aspect of what is

happening in Parliament, the House authorities

make little effort to make it digestible, accessible or

relevant.’54

52 Select Committee on Modernisation, Connecting Parliament with the Public (2004)
53 The Evening Standard in evidence to the Commission
54 The Daily Mail in evidence to the Commission
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4.8 In a frantic world of deadlines and limited time it is not surprising – as was
admitted by many journalists who spoke to us – that good parliamentary
stories are so often missed. It is also not surprising that the well-packaged
Government story is more readily picked up. Parliament also has to accept
that media organisations are much leaner than they used to be, and can no
longer spare journalists to spend their time in the gallery or a committee
room in the hope of coming across a story. Journalists pick up stories from
their contacts, from official press officers and from one another, not from
long hours sitting expectantly with a notepad in the gallery. These are the
realities of the modern media, and Parliament has to adapt to them if its
profile is to rise.

4.9 The parliamentary website’s homepage should highlight significant
proceedings about to take place, or the headline findings of select
committee reports published that day. A cursory look at websites of the
Scottish Parliament, the Australian House of Representatives and the
London Assembly, to take just three examples, shows how our own
Parliament could easily move to a more ‘news-based’ approach.

4.10 Traditionally, parliamentary officials have been reluctant to be involved in
selection or editorialising of any kind. There are understandable concerns
about appearing partisan, and offending political parties, Members or
committees by what is highlighted and what is not. Even so, there is already
recognition within Parliament of the need for change: the submission we
received from the Clerk of the House of Commons and the Clerk of the
Parliaments acknowledged that the website needed ‘a more informative

“news” page with daily changing content’.55

4.11 While some committees already receive good coverage for their work by

virtue of controversial subjects, media-savvy chairs or inherent public

interest, this is now being complemented by the work of select committee

media officers. They are now choosing particular reports to push to media

outlets and explaining why the findings are of particular news interest.Were

they to treat every committee report and recommendation with equal

weight their work would quickly be discredited. We accept that doing the

same for legislative debates, for example, is a more sensitive matter as one of

the advantages for officials of promoting select committee activity is its

cross-party nature. But this problem need not be insuperable. When the

media show interest in particular issues during the second reading of a

specific bill, parliamentary officials would be completely justified in drawing

45

55 Clerk of the House and Clerk of the Parliaments in evidence to the Commission
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journalists’ attention to relevant debates and amendments during standing

committee and report stage. The subsequent increase in media attention to

these stages of the legislative process might also improve the quality of MPs’

detailed scrutiny of bills.

4.12 We recommend that parliamentary officials do much more to draw the
media’s attention explicitly to matters of public interest.

4.13 This should not be confused with the quite separate process of press

briefing by political parties and individual MPs concerning parliamentary

matters. Indeed, the whole point is that Parliament needs to provide an

independent corrective to this, acting as a modern institution which alerts

the media (and thus the public) to important proceedings in a clear and

neutral way. Parliamentary officials need the confidence to see that this is

entirely consistent with their traditions of neutrality. MPs need to accept that

communication of this sort is not inherently partisan.

4.14 In embracing openness more enthusiastically,Parliament must also reconsider

seemingly arbitrary restrictions on reporting which still exist. Journalists and

broadcasters told the Commission of their longstanding concerns that

Parliament imposes unnecessary barriers to legitimate reporting. In particular,

broadcasters criticised the current rules of broadcasting in the chambers and

elsewhere in the parliamentary precincts as being far too restrictive.

4.15 Channel Five

told the Com-

mission that,

‘Another reason

why Five News,

in common with

other news pro-

grammes, has

reduced its cov-

erage of Parlia-

ment is because of the severe restrictions which apply to television news

organisations. In particular, the largely static TV coverage within the

chambers and the limited access for cameras within the precincts of

Parliament.’56 This opinion was shared by the BBC as well as other

broadcasters.
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56 Channel Five in evidence to the Commission

C
o

p
yr

ig
h

t 
D

a
ily

 E
xp

re
ss

Chapter_04.qxd  26/05/2005  10:55  Page 46



4. Elements of a communication strategy

4.16 Removing unnecessary

restrictions would not

only make possible

more and higher

quality coverage, but

would also be a

powerful symbol of

Parliament’s institu-

tional desire to improve

its openness and res-

ponsiveness to the

public, and its recog-

nition that the institu-

tion belongs to the

nation, not only to

those who work or are

elected to serve there.

When providing evid-

ence to the Commis-

sion, Channel 4 said

that,‘In return for giving

up some of their priv-

acy, we believe that

parliamentarians would

be giving out an impor-

tant message to

viewers – “This is your

building. We are your

representatives.” The

feeling given off at the

moment is that the

building belongs to

MPs and Lords – not to

the people.’58

4.17 The current rules for

broadcast coverage of

parliamentary proceedings are determined by the Broadcasting Committee,

47

One of the longest sittings of Parliament took place in

March 2005 when the Anti-Terror Bill went back and

forth between the House of Commons and House of

Lords. The BBC’s Political Editor, Andrew Marr,

subsequently wrote that when Parliament’s

broadcasting rules are unnecessarily restrictive it is

the public who miss out:

’Parliament is so important and yet so television-

hostile that even I despair. The truth about last

week’s marathon sitting of both Houses is that it

was a great democratic achievement this country

could be proud of.

‘Television viewers were cheated of perhaps the

best demonstration of parliamentary democracy

doing what it should that there has been for

decades. Thanks to the rules Parliament imposes,

voters could not see it happening, or gain any real

visual sense of the struggle. We cannot show

reaction shots, or cut around the chambers in a way

that gives a sense of rhetorical drama. Nor can we

film anywhere else, except in the central Lobby, and

even then under severe restrictions

’I had wanted to show, for instance, the sterling

efforts of the catering staff, working round the clock

serving up fried breakfasts, coffee and sustaining

meals. But no . . . It would have been wonderful to

show the voting lobbies, crowded in the small hours

with famous faces; or to be invited into the morale-

boosting meetings of either side; or to interview

weary, defiant parliamentarians on the Commons

terrace; or even to talk to the tough, seen-it-all,

rather shrewd staff of the two Houses. But all this is

forbidden, and I cannot understand why.

’We live in a television-saturated age and in a

parliamentary democracy which is not as noticed

as it needs to be. And these two facts are somehow

connected.’ 57

57 Andrew Marr writing in the Daily Telegraph, 16 March 2005
58 Channel 4 in evidence to the Commission
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the most recent version of the rules being found as an Annex to their First

Report of Session 2002-03, The Rules of Coverage.59 We will not rehearse all

details of the rules but two recent examples of their application give a

flavour of their effect and implementation.When purple paint was thrown at

the Prime Minister during Prime Minister’s Questions in May 2004, the BBC

showed a slow-motion shot of the paint landing on the frontbench.

Otherwise the incident would have been so quick as to be invisible. When

supporters of fox hunting entered the chamber from behind the Speaker’s

Chair in September 2004, the wide-angle shot of the chamber was used to

show how access was achieved. In both cases, although the BBC felt there

was a clear public interest in showing what took place, it was severely

reprimanded by the parliamentary authorities: slow-motion shots are

forbidden as is the use of the wide-angle shot of the end of the chamber for

anything other than editing purposes.

4.18 Of course, such restrictions do not only have an impact on coverage of

(comparatively rare) instances of disorder. The tight rules governing close-

ups and reaction shots, for example, are felt by broadcasters to result in static

and unengaging television. The Broadcasting Committee also considered

such representations in its Report. The Committee heard the same appeals

as this Commission from the BBC and Channel 4 for relaxation of coverage

rules. In the Committee’s findings, the successful experience in Scotland of

shots of the public gallery and of cutaways is cited – only then to be

unaccountably rejected. The Committee argues that only a single feed

without cutaways and other variations can meet the different requirements

of the various broadcasters. We do not believe this to be a valid argument.

All broadcasters seem to be united in favour of these changes and are used

to ironing out such different expectations in a responsible manner through

discussion.

4.19 The refusal to relax the rules of coverage in response to the requests of

broadcasters is just another example of decisions being made about

Parliament’s communication on an ad hoc basis, without a proper strategy

and agreed set of principles. The Committee states the objective of

broadcasting to be the provision of ‘a full, balanced, fair and accurate

account of proceedings, with the aim of informing viewers about the work

of the House’. In doing this, the director should ‘have regard to the dignity of

the House and to its function as a working body rather than a place of

entertainment’. We agree with these objectives, but their interpretation by
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59 House of Commons Broadcasting Select Committee, The Rules of Coverage (2003), HC 786
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MPs seems to ignore the advice of experts about modern communication

and how it works. There is no attempt to define what ‘added value’ the

televising of Parliament brings to the work of Hansard. Reforming the rules

on broadcasting would provide real accessibility and transparency for the

public, rather than merely a visual record of contributions in the chambers.

4.20 We recommend that the rules of television coverage in the chambers be
relaxed to allow, for example, appropriate reaction shots, the relevant
use of close-ups, more panning shots of the backbenches and a greater
range of coverage during divisions. It should be an explicit objective of
parliamentary coverage to not just inform but to interest and engage
the viewer.

4.21 As previously noted, while rules for coverage of formal parliamentary

proceedings are decided by the Broadcasting Committee, rules for filming

elsewhere in the parliamentary estate are decided by the Administration

Committee. Interview points have been agreed, one in Central Lobby, one in

the Committee Corridor outside Committee Room 16 (the Committee later

stopped any filming at this point relating to meetings of the Parliamentary

parties), one on the first floor of Portcullis House and one in the atrium of

Portcullis House. Walking shots are not allowed in corridors. Interviews can

only take place with Members and even then only ‘on a parliamentary subject’.

4.22 While any improvements in access are welcome, it is the Central Lobby point

which is mostly used. This is perhaps in part a result of the restrictive rules

being applied. The Committee work in the Committee Corridor and

Portcullis House would come alive from the broadcasters’ point of view if, in

addition to Members, they could interview witnesses or attending members

of the public. Walking shots, with the agreement of the Member concerned,

are an obvious means of enlivening coverage. But the BBC was reprimanded

for showing the Prime Minister walking to a crucial Parliamentary Labour

Party meeting, jacket over shoulder and shirtsleeves rolled up. Restricting

those issues which may be discussed to ‘a parliamentary subject’ also

unnecessarily limits the public’s sense of what goes on in Parliament to

overtly formal proceedings.The work of all-party groups or particular events

held in Parliament are of wide interest to the public and should also be

accessible to film crews.

4.23 There is an understandable concern that film crews do not interfere,or obstruct

those in Parliament going about their daily work, or film individuals without

their consent. However, we recommend relaxation of the rules for filming in

49
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the precincts of Parliament, permission for walking shots, interviews with
relevant persons other than MPs, and a wider interpretation of
parliamentary subject-matter which genuinely reflects the richness of
political activity taking place at any one time within Parliament.

4.24 It is not only broadcasters who are affected by the existing restrictions.

Newspapers are effectively prevented from using still photographs from the

chamber on their front pages. The Guardian told the Commission that

Westminster’s ban on access to still photographs is a real block to their

work.60 We recommend that the ban on still photographs should be
reconsidered in light of the communication principles set out above.

4.25 An increased number of journalist passes need to be issued to reflect the

extraordinary expansion of the media. At present web-based journalists,

subject-specialist journalists and others told us that they find it difficult to

obtain passes and thus access to the precincts. If Parliament wants more

coverage and less of the ‘Westminster village’ mentality to dominate the way

it is reported, it is clearly in the institution’s interest to open its doors to those

outside the traditional group of broadcasters and newspapers.

4.26 There are obvious implications in increased access of this kind, not least for

security and facilities, but in a modern democracy we do not believe that

these can be allowed to remain insurmountable. They are certainly

outweighed by the prospective benefits to media and Parliament alike. This

is not about office space, but about access. Again, to go back to our core

principles, we should start from the proposition that Parliament needs a

good reason to deny a parliamentary pass to a properly accredited journalist

who can make a reasonable case for regular access. There should be a

presumption of access, not a presumption of exclusion. We recommend
that the current restrictions on the number of passes available for
media outlets be reconsidered.

4.27 It amazed us how many seasoned reporters still admitted to difficulties

finding their way round parliamentary documents and information. An

induction process could be a way of opening up Parliament to media

contacts, and of strengthening working relationships between

parliamentary staff and journalists. We recommend that the
parliamentary authorities provide regular, formal induction for
journalists.
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60 The Guardian in evidence to the Commission
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The internet 

4.28 We have emphasised the need for a fundamental rethink by Parliament of its
relationship to the citizen, in which the principle of encouraging
participation will be an essential component. Interactive, digital
technologies provide a timely and fast-developing opportunity to expand
and enrich public participation in Parliament’s work.

4.29 The need to reform the website was a constant theme in the evidence we
received. We were told by the parliamentary administration that some
changes have been recently introduced through a redesign in July 2002 and
others are planned. They concede that, ‘The site still meets the needs of the
specialist user more effectively than those of the casual visitor’ 61 – for ‘casual
visitor’ we would have written ‘members of the public’. The recent report of
the Modernisation Committee, Connecting Parliament with the Public, has
called for ‘a radical upgrading of the website at an early opportunity, which
will require significant investment in systems and staff ’.62 We agree
wholeheartedly with this assessment.

4.30 As we investigated this issue it became apparent that there is no clear
governance of the website within Parliament – various officials are involved
via an e-group in the House of Lords and a web group in the House of
Commons but there is no strategic or overall authority and control. If one
year’s radical redesign is not to become the following year’s out-of-date
embarrassment there must be continuous consultation and improvement.
We recommend that a new Communications Department establish
effective processes to manage, edit, develop and continually update
the parliamentary website.

4.31 The site remains in essence an online archival resource, impenetrable to

most people, difficult to navigate, with almost no opportunity for
interaction, and a wholly inadequate search engine. We have found

commercial search engines such as Google immeasurably superior to
Parliament’s own search engine in finding material on the parliamentary

site. There are few photographs and hardly any effective visual content, the
overall impression being dry and thoroughly unengaging.

4.32 The gap between Parliament’s website and those of many private companies,

and indeed parts of Whitehall, is massive. Other outlets are providing

resources that should be covered by the parliamentary website, for example
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61 Roger Sands, Clerk of the House, and Paul Hayter, Clerk of the Parliaments, in evidence to the Commission
62 Select Committee on Modernisation, Connecting Parliament with the Public (2004), para 50
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the faxyourmp.com and theyworkforyou.com websites. Such websites give

valuable detail on the voting record of individual MPs and provide issues-

based searches and email alerts. Parliament is failing to provide a badly

needed democratic service.

4.33 In the wider world, many are contributing to discussion boards, blogs, wikis,

email lists, texting, sms exchanges, but you would not know it from a visit to

the parliamentary site. We are not advocating these developments for their

own sake, and not all developments will always be appropriate for

Parliament, but increasingly the public, and in particular teenagers and

young adults, will expect such provision from any organisation which claims

to be responsive let alone represent them in the wider world.

4.34 The House of Commons Commission’s response to the Modernisation

Committee’s website recommendation states that ‘more extensive changes

are being planned for as part of the second phase of the Parliamentary

Information Management Services (PIMS) project and the third phase of the

Web Centre project. A business case will be prepared for the development of

external access to PIMS, which would then become the primary means of

providing public access to parliamentary information.’ 63

4.35 The public have a right to a clear commitment from the parliamentary

authorities to modern internet accessibility. Used creatively, digital media

could communicate Parliament more directly to citizens. We propose below

five ways in which this could happen.

4.36 Information on demand: Citizens leading busy lives want to access

information at their own convenience. Webcasts of debates and committee

meetings should be archived and there should be a simple search facility

enabling citizens to find Hansard reports, documents and webcasts by issue

or the name of a particular MP. There should be links from archived material

to relevant online consultative and discussion fora on the parliamentary

website, enabling a constant interflow between the parliamentary output of

information and citizens’ input of comments and experience.

4.37 Personalised information: A key characteristic of new media is the capacity

to narrowcast: whereas broadcasters try to talk to ‘everyone’, the internet can

be used to target smaller communities and even individuals. Parliament

should move towards providing personalised information on demand to
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63 House of Commons Commission, Connecting Parliament with the Public: the House of Commons Commission's
Response to the Committee's First Session of 2003-2004 (2004), HC 69, p 4
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those who want it. Email and sms alerts to those with an interest in particular

issues and policies – or the activities of their own MP – should be provided.

One member of our Citizens’ Panel argued, ‘If we are to use the “new”

technology to gain accessibility then the real issue is to ensure people get to

find out about what they are interested in and what affects them. So for me

the key is to do with segmentation and registration of the various audiences

and populations.’ 64 Another participant in our Panel asked,‘Who has time to

dredge through all the reports? I don’t. What I need is to be able to register

with a service which can alert me to the dates and times of specific debates

or committees, so that I can either follow them on TV or radio, or read a

summarised report, without bias or sensationalism.’ 65

4.38 Parliament recently introduced an email alert system and this is to be

welcomed. It is not well presented and there is only a very basic ability to

customise alerts. It is nevertheless an important basis from which to develop

a more sensitive system which could, for example, be customised according

to the parliamentary activities of your local MP or issues of interest.

4.39 Interactivity: An imp-

ortant feature of digital

ICT is the possibility of

feedback. Broadcasting

is defined by one-to-

many transmission. The

internet allows people

to talk back. A website

saying, ‘This is who we

are, but we’re not

particularly interested

in who you are’ does not

fit with the culture of

the internet. One of the most successful uses of the internet by

parliamentarians has been online consultations with members of the public

who can offer knowledge or experience relevant to particular areas of policy

or legislation.The Modernisation Committee has stated that,‘We believe that

the greater use of online consultation is a good way for Parliament to take

account of the views of the wider public.’ 66 In his study of two of the online

parliamentary consultations, Stephen Coleman concluded that, ‘Most

53

Feedback from the Commission's own Citizens' Panel

included the following comments:

‘It’s the first time I have ever taken part in anything

remotely political and I enjoyed it immensely . . . Not

sure how relevant my comments were, as I’m not

particularly educated or a “political animal”but I felt

comfortable enough to take part.’

‘I would like to thank you for the opportunity to

take part in this exercise. If anything, I feel less

disenfranchised for having taken part.’

64 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
65 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
66 Select Committee on Modernisation, Connecting Parliament with the Public (2004), para 53
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participants in both of the consultations were not ‘the usual suspects’: party

members, lobbyists or people who lived in or around the Westminster

village. The voices heard in these consultation forums would probably not

otherwise have been heard by parliamentarians.’ 67

4.40 Peer-to-peer: As well as traditionally ‘vertical’ paths of one-to-many and

many-to-one communication, the internet is facilitating new, dispersed

networks of peer-to-peer interaction. Many of these groups have a direct

interest in linking with the work of Parliament. For example, an online

network such as Netmums, in which mothers with toddlers share

information, experiences and opinions, could be linked in to select

committee inquiries where issues affecting parents of small children are

being considered.The point here is that parliamentary communication is not

just a matter of enabling ‘outsiders’ to see what is going on in Parliament, but

also about using communication technology to make possible dramatically

better models of ‘knowledge exchange’ between the work of Parliament and

wider social networks.

4.41 Connecting institutions: As governance becomes more devolved, citizens

need to communicate with a range of different institutions that represent

them – and representatives in such institutions need to exchange views with

one another. The easy links made possible via the web should be used to

ensure that different levels of representation are obvious to citizens, and

accessible through a single front door, and that elected representatives can

interact together in one online space.

4.42 We must also mention the potential of individual MPs’ websites to

communicate effectively something of Parliament’s work. While, as we

explained at the outset of this Report, communication by individual MPs to

their constituents has not been the focus of our inquiry,we must acknowledge

the good work in this area done by an increasing number of MPs.

4.43 We recommend that the parliamentary website be radically improved.
In doing so, the following requirements should be met:

•• It should be proactive as well as reactive – the purpose of the site
should not be simply to provide information to those already in the
know, but should invite participation from people who are not
familiar with the workings of Parliament
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67 Coleman, S., ‘Connecting Parliament to the Public via the Internet: Two case studies of online consultations’ in
Information, Communication & Society Vol 7, No 1 (March 2004), pp 1-22
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•• Visits to the website should enable citizens to become engaged
through contributing, where appropriate, to interactive discussions
and consultations

•• Attempts should be made to provide more than one level of access to
material, with the availability of explanatory summaries provided as
well as original documents

•• The site should provide constantly updated information about the
parliamentary schedule

•• Parliament should work to integrate the interactive features of the
web with the live coverage of proceedings on BBC Parliament

•• The site should meet accessibility requirements. It needs to be easily
navigable and searchable by, for example, topic and MP. A site with a
low bandwidth would better suit those without broadband access.

4.44 Research by the Hansard Society has found that, at present, most people are

unaware of the parliamentary website.68 An improved website should
engage the widest range of citizens, using well-designed publicity and
targeted advertising to help people understand that there is a virtual
route through which they have easy access to their Parliament.

Young people

‘. . . they [young people] care far more about

broad social issues than the narrow world

of politics and politicians.’ 69

4.45 Young people have widely been

identified as a group that is less engaged

with traditional politics and Parliament.

We argue that building connections with

young people is central to Parliament’s

longer-term health and effectiveness.

Whereas in the past people tended to

vote in greater numbers as they grew

older and took on the responsibilities of

mortgage, job, family etc, it now appears

that habits of not voting, of feeling

disengaged from the institutional political process, are continuing and even

55

68 Hansard Society, Connecting Communities with Parliament (Hansard Society, 2004)
69 Save the Children, On the Right Track: What matters to young people in the UK? (Save the Children; London 2003)
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deepening as people enter their later 20s and 30s. The social and political

trends we identify among young people today are not just signs of youth

but are fast becoming aspects of adulthood.

4.46 Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states

that young people have a right to have their opinions heard when decisions

are being made that will affect them. Government and the devolved

executives have responded to this through the introduction of policy

initiatives and greater opportunities for young people to be involved in

consultations.70 Parliament is once again lagging behind and needs to be

more aware and responsive to the policies being put in place by other

institutions. Many decisions made in Parliament affect young people and

therefore they should have appropriate opportunities to feed into decision-

making processes.

4.47 Members of our Young People’s Working Group argued that young people

are interested in political issues, but do not always understand Parliament’s

role in dealing with these issues. Many young people have little

understanding of how our political system works and the dominant figures

within it. Recent polling by ICM for Ofsted found that only 16 per cent of 14-

16 year olds could recognise the leader of the main opposition party at the

time.71 These findings were mirrored in the experiences of a participant in

the Commission’s online Citizens’ Panel, ‘I’m an A-level student (of politics

incidentally) but apart from in my politics lessons, the vacuum of even basic

understanding is scary . . . young people now eligible to vote simply don’t

understand the system, let alone what the political parties stand for. Therein

lies the problem with voter apathy . . . The fact is, with so much pressure of

exams, social commitments, and the whole multitude of activities, duties and

chores that young people are expected to carry out nowadays, what seem

like minor concerns, such as politics, are simply left behind.’ 72

4.48 Parliament must not ignore nor isolate itself from the growing trend of

young people’s disengagement with and ignorance of parliamentary

politics. Parliament still has the opportunity to re-engage young people –

and continue this relationship throughout their lives. If Parliament fails to

communicate with young people it is denying itself a future.
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70 This includes the DfES guidance found in Pupil Participation Guidance: Working Together – Giving Children and
Young People a Say (DfES; London 2004).This recommends how children and young people can be involved in school
management issues 
71 ICM,‘Citizenship Poll’ (December 2004)
72 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
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Citizenship education and participation in community issues

4.49 Citizenship education is a new and developing part of the school

curriculum, and has been statutory in secondary schools in England since

2002; in Scotland it is now one of the five National Priorities for Education

from primary school age; in Wales it is part of Personal and Social Education,

and Northern Ireland is preparing to launch in 2006. Political Literacy

features as a key element in each of the four nations, with emphasis on

participation and skills development, as well as knowledge and

understanding. Citizenship education is ambitious in its goals, and as stated

by Sir Bernard Crick, a former adviser to the Home Office, in drawing up his

recommendations for the English Curriculum:

‘We aim at no less than a change in political culture in this country both

nationally and locally . . . to build on and extend radically to young people

the best in existing traditions of community life and public service, and to

make them individually confident in finding new forms of involvement

and action among themselves.’ 73

4.50 We recommend that Parliament considers its role in consistently
developing citizenship education resources and the different
curriculum approaches across the UK. It should work closely with other
organisations to support more training for teachers, and more and
better materials for young people. The introduction of citizenship

education in schools, as well as wider participation policies, provides

Parliament with an historic opportunity to communicate its value to young

people and involve them in its activities. Materials should be a mix of factual

information on structures and process and, more importantly, information

on specific issues and debates.

4.51 The British Youth Council (BYC) suggested to the Commission that it was

vital for citizenship education to give young people real life experiences of

how their democracy works. For example, in conjunction with other

agencies, Parliament could link parliamentary activities such as debating

and voting with school activity – be it mock elections, the work of school

councils, or the study of particular local issues in which children discover

how to engage constructively in political activity.
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73 Advisory Group on Citizenship, Education for Citizenship and the Teaching of Democracy in Schools: the final report of
the Advisory Group on Citizenship (Qualifications and Curriculum Authority; London 1998)
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4.52 We welcome recommendations made by the Modernisation Select Committee,

which suggest that there should be a voter’s pack for young people.74 We

would, however, stress that such initiatives should be planned in partnership

with young people, through specialist advisory groups and a wider

consultation process.

4.53 We recommend that Parliament’s facilities, including the chambers,
should be made available during recess for groups of young people. In

the Scottish Parliament, the Presiding Officer has the power to allow young

people to use the debating chamber.

4.54 We recommend that Parliament takes young people, including pre-
voting citizens, far more seriously by involving them in its processes and
decision-making. This must include integral and ongoing involvement in

communication strategies and the Parliamentary Education Unit; consultation

where relevant during select committee and pre-legislative committee

inquiries; joint debates involving both parliamentarians and young people;

the raising within Parliament (for example at select committee inquiries or

Westminster Hall debates) of topics and issues brought to the attention of

Members by young people (perhaps through UK Youth Parliament or school

council recommendations); and regular e-updates on issues which young

people can sign up to.

Visits to schools, further education colleges, training providers and
youth organisations

4.55 Visits from parliamentarians to schools are important and are in need of

development. There was agreement that regular visits by parliamentarians

to institutions accessed by young people could enormously increase both

understanding and interest in Parliament. We have noted the evidence that

local MPs enjoy greater trust and respect than the institution of Parliament

or MPs generally, so it seems sensible, to the greatest degree possible, to use

the local MP as the ambassador for Parliament.

4.56 This is backed up by evidence, cited by The Electoral Commission, that young

people value face-to-face contact and communication taking place in their

own environments.75 The Electoral Commission points to roadshows as a key

way of communicating their messages, particularly to older young people

and those who are not in school. We refer to Young Scot as an example of

58

74 Select Committee on Modernisation, Connecting Parliament with the Public (2004), Recommendation 10
75 The Electoral Commission in evidence to the Commission
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good practice – who, in partnership with the Scottish Executive, have a

touring satellite van which runs sessions on topics relevant to young

people.76

4.57 Despite considerable potential from such visits, there is currently little overall
strategy as to how they should best take place; and little imagination given to
their content and quality. David Kerr, of the National Foundation for
Educational Research, told the Commission that there are ‘very mixed respon-
ses’ to MPs’ visits.77 Indeed, one girl told us: ‘My only contact with anything to
do with Parliament was when an MP came into school last week. He talked at
us for half an hour and then when he was asked questions, he did not really
answer them. I’m pretty interested in politics, but unfortunately there were no
other words for it – he was just boring!’ 78 Sir Bernard Crick thought that the
quality of MPs’ visits could be significantly improved, and linked to debates in
Parliament, aspects of the citizenship curriculum and other processes of
participation and involvement.79

The Parliamentary Education Unit and community outreach

4.58 We have already mentioned the Parliamentary Education Unit and its work.
The PEU is at the heart
of Parliament’s current
strategy for communi-
cating with young
people. The PEU works
on behalf of both
Houses of Parliament
and provides ‘resources
and support for
teachers and students
to increase their know-
ledge and understand-
ing of the role, work and
history of Parliament’. 80

The PEU currently has
five full-time and one
part-time members of
staff.

59

Australia: The Parliamentary Education Office in

Australia has been delivering role-play programmes

in Parliament House for over 10 years.Each year they

deliver the programmes to approximately 79,000

students. Participants can experience a little bit of

what it means to be a federal parliamentarian,

complete with sets and props.

The Parliamentary Education Office has professional

development programmes for teachers. In one such

programme, Parliamentary Education Fellows are

immersed in Parliament for a week and then go

home to create programmes in their own

communities. These can vary from one-off conven-

tions to on-going, home-grown programmes.

76 Young Scot provides information for 12-26 year-olds in Scotland. It offers incentives, information and
opportunities to help young people in Scotland make informed choices and play a part in their community
77 David Kerr in evidence to the Commission
78 Evidence to the Commission
79 Sir Bernard Crick in evidence to the Commission
80 Clerk of the House of Commons and Clerk of the Parliaments in evidence to the Commission
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4.59 Among its resources is an education website, Explore Parliament, at
www.explore.parliament.uk, which contains materials for teachers, including
lesson plans linked to the national curriculum, and information, games and
activities for young people. Website material and print material need to be
expanded from educational documentation about parliamentary processes
and language to topical features on parliamentary news and developments,
and issues-based material which can be more readily deployed in the wider
process of citizenship education. The Explore Parliament website must
compete with online educational material available elsewhere, such as the
BBC Citizen X website. It should provide opportunities for young people’s
participation and focus more on current issues and interactivity. In addition,
the website currently attempts to cater for 5-18 year-olds. This is too wide a
remit; the website should have specific age-group sections.

4.60 The PEU also provides publications aimed at students of different ages, two
videos explaining Parliament, one for students aged 14-18 and one for those
aged 8-13.The PEU organises a variety of visit programmes – ‘although capa-
city is limited’ – which include a series of ‘pupil parliaments’. Staff are also
available to give advice to teachers and students by email, post or phone.

4.61 The budget and number of staff necessary to train, communicate, prepare
website and documentary material goes far beyond what is currently
available. We have set out an agenda for connecting younger people with
Parliament which must be incorporated into Parliament’s communication
strategy and be properly resourced. In line with recent joint
recommendations from the Accommodation and Works Committee and
Administration Committee, we recommend that the PEU should have a
well resourced and dedicated teaching space with multi-media facilities.

4.62 We recommend that Parliament employs more full-time and
contracted staff who are fully trained and experienced in working with
young people in a range of different settings. In addition, young people

need to be integrated into the internal decision-making of Parliament. As
Parliament considers its websites, communication strategies, and visitor

facilities, it needs to work with young people who can be involved in its
decision-making and bring their perspectives to bear. We recommend that
a young persons’ consultative group be established with the right to
attend and advise at key administrative meetings of both Houses.

4.63 We recommend that more is done to enhance the effectiveness of
parliamentary outreach work, with greater understanding of the
needs of young people at different ages, and in different settings such

60
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as pupil referral units
or post-16 training
centres. Training for
MPs, Peers and parli-
amentary officials to
manage the different
needs of young peo-
ple should be both
available and encou-
raged. Such training
would be carried out
by experts whether
in-house or emp-
loyed by the PEU on a
consultancy basis,
and should also
involve participation
by young people. The
PEU should progress
beyond its current
limited capacity and
place a greater emp-
hasis on outreach
work.

4.64 The PEU should have a

specified outreach role

that encompasses not

only young people, but

the community at large.

The Scottish Parliament

and National  Assembly

for Wales provide clear

models of how this can

be piloted. The PEU

should be proactive in

bringing Parliament to

members of the public;

it should have estab-

lished networks across the country and regional co-ordinators based outside

London.

61

The Scottish Parliament and National Assembly for

Wales have piloted parliamentary outreach pro-

grammes:

The Scottish Parliament offers four main areas of

outreach:

• Education Outreach includes sessions in schools,

Outreach Teachers’ Seminars and also seminars for

School Librarians. They also work with young

people's groups.

• Community Outreach offers information sessions

about the work of the Scottish Parliament and ways

to participate for community groups across

Scotland. Local MSPs are invited to attend the

sessions and answer questions on both local and

national issues.

• The Voluntary Sector are served through joint

sessions with Scottish Council for Voluntary

Organisations covering how the Scottish

Parliament works and how to lobby.

• Gaelic Outreach offers information and education

sessions to community groups, schools, further and

higher education.

The National Assembly for Wales set up a Regional

Public Information Service in 2003 to develop local

networks as part of the Assembly’s commitment to

reach all the people of Wales. The service covers the

four regions of Wales and plays a crucial role in the

promotion of Regional Committee meetings in each

area. Each region has two Regional Public

Information Co-ordinators who are based locally.

An exhibition hall in North Wales provides visitors

with an opportunity to access the most up-to-date

information on who’s who, what’s happening and

how the Assembly works.
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Visits to Parliament

‘It came as no surprise to read your article on the treatment of women MPs.

I took a group of sixth-form politics students last year and was horrified to

hear one of the tour guides openly express the view that the status and

standing of Parliament had declined since more women were “allowed” in.

‘Happily, both male and female students were also horrified by these views

and so perhaps offer some hope that the next generation of

parliamentarians will be more enlightened. Assuming, that is, women

have not been put off entirely from the place.’ 81

4.65 Visits to Parliament will only ever be a small part of a wider communication
strategy – too few can attend. But it does communicate an impression which
is then passed on to others. Welcome attempts are being made at the
moment to develop and modernise the tour of Parliament. There have been
improvements to signage, refreshment facilities, disabled access, approval
for a visitors’ reception centre and, importantly, the creation of a Central
Tours Office ‘to streamline booking arrangements and tour provision’.

4.66 From the visits made by Commissioners and their advisers and from
comments gathered from many members of the public it is clear that the
visits are at present mainly a heritage tour. We have heard a number of
anecdotes of guides admitting their ignorance of the current work of
Parliament, never mind more inane comments such as the one cited in the
letter above.

4.67 We believe the Central
Tours Office must ensure
visits are not just heritage
tours for tourists but
educational and engage-
ment opportunities for
citizens. The development of
such tours must be done in
conjunction with the PEU.
With the establishment of a
Communications Depart-
ment and a communication
strategy we would expect to
see a clear statement of the
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The National Assembly for Wales has an inter-

active learning centre at the Pierhead. It is

equipped with multi media activities designed to

teach young people about democracy and the

National Assembly for Wales. All activities are linked

to the National Curriculum. Pupils and students can:

• debate and vote in the mock chamber;

• visit the chamber;

• use touchscreens, web pages and video wall to

complete the exhibition challenge;

• question an Assembly Member; and

• take part in workshops.

81 Letter to The Guardian 8 December 2004
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objectives of parliamentary visits, targets in terms of increased understanding
and engagement, not simply throughput and general ‘satisfaction’, and the
integration of parliamentary visits into the wider educational and communi-
cation work of Parliament. There should also be consideration of extending
the route to take in, if only during recesses, a view of Portcullis House with its
very different, contemporary
atmosphere.

4.68 The Joint Report of the
Commons Accommodation
and Works and Adminis-
tration Committees set out a
range of desirable visitor
facilities in addition to the
visitors’ reception centre,
including an exhibition space, an educational facility, a ticket office for tours
and bookshop/retail facility.82 For the democratic potential of visits to be
fully exploited we would strongly support the extension of visitor and
educational facilities as proposed by the two domestic committees.

Making Parliament understandable

4.69 Our evidence showed how
alienating much of Parlia-
ment’s style and self-
presentation are to the
public. Any attempt at re-
engagement with the public
must address this problem.
Parliamentary language is
often obscure and confus-
ing, reinforcing the view that
Parliament is relevant only
to a bygone age. Much is
made of occasions when
Parliament modernises a
single term, such as
‘Strangers’. On this basis it
will take centuries to
modernise all of Parliament’s
terminology and vocabulary. While occasional parliamentary ceremonies can
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82 Accommodation & Works and Administration Committees First Joint Report, Visitor Facilities: Access to Parliament
(2004), HC 324
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Comments from Citizens’ Panel:

• ‘While of course it is necessary to preserve
the dignity of the institution, surely some of
the practices and language could be brought
into the 21st century?’

• ‘My image of Parliament is of a primary
school playground when full, and for the
majority of the time a desolate scene of a
handful of individuals spouting
uninteresting tosh to a non-audience.’

• ‘The only way to really engage the less
academic people is to explain things in plain
English. For example, with news programmes
people tend to switch off when it comes to
Parliament; it is not clear what exactly is
happening due to the language and
complexity.’
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retain archaisms with no harm done, this is not the case for Parliament’s day-to-
day work. We recommend a thorough review of the language and termin-
ology Parliament uses in accordance with the communication principles
set out above. There is now considerable expertise on the implementation of
plain English which could be usefully applied to Parliament.

4.70 Channel 4 told us, ‘The language and procedures of Westminster are felt by
many viewers to be arcane, over-complex and mystifying. Language and
procedures that are simpler and more transparent would assist audiences in
believing that politicians are accountable to the electorate and connected to
the real world.’ 83

4.71 There should also be a critical look at Parliament’s ‘culture’. We are not going
to make detailed recommendations for every eventuality but such issues as
behaviour (even sleeping) in the chamber and reports of sexism all make
lasting impressions on voters. We do not want to overstress such
presentational points but these type of concerns were repeatedly expressed
by our online panellists and in other similar surveys.

Where Parliament happens

4.72 The building itself communicates powerfully
to the public before any MP stands up to
speak. Our discussions revealed how many
were struck by the different political cultures
generated simply by the walk between the
‘Palace’ and Portcullis House. Online
panellists were forthright – ‘If Parliament
were a private corporation it would have
long ago left the Palace of Westminster and
relocated to a building that suits its current
activity – including the provision of a warm
welcome and proper facilities to people who
want to visit and engage with it.The grandeur and gold leaf is best left to the

tourists. The working parts of
Parliament should be more
accessible, but we’re talking
about one of the world’s most
famous and important
buildings. Increasingly these
two things are at odds with
each other.’ 84
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83 Channel 4 in evidence to the Commission
84 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
85 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
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Public attend a meeting in
Parliament

Comment from Citizens' Panel:

‘Why not take Parliament on the road – look how
successful the touring of “home grounds” has been
for the England football team – why not take some
parliamentary debates out beyond the confines of
Westminster?’ 85
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4.73 It is important not to limit Parliament in the eyes of the public only to one
heritage site. The Palace of Westminster will no doubt remain central to
Parliament’s work for many years to come but we recommend that Parlia-
ment should hold more meetings outside London.

4.74 Select committees, for
example, should hold
more formal proceed-
ings and public events
beyond Westminster.

Although they frequen-

tly travel during inquir-

ies, these visits are pre-

dominantly fact-finding

and involve meeting

experts and interest

groups. We welcome such activity of course. But the advantage of formal

proceedings and public meetings is that their work goes beyond information

gathering to wider public engagement and participation. In evidence to the

Commission, we were told that Parliament or particular committees should

move around the

country, in an effort to

link into local com-

munities and be seen to

be engaged with the

community rather than

with a self-contained

and self-regarding world

of Parliament. A parlia-

mentary presence thro-

ughout the UK would

give reality to the

principles of accessi-

bility, participation and

diversity.
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Comments from Citizens’ Panel:

• ‘There should be a major overhaul of Parliamentary

procedure, carried out not by long-serving

Parliamentarians but by outsiders looking at the

best examples from the UK, Commonwealth and

other legislatures.’

• ‘While every organisation inevitably has its own

rules and ways of behaving, Parliament does seem

to go out of its way to exceed everyone in this

regard . . . Even when they try to “modernise”

proceedings, the solution they devise seems

designed to emphasise their otherness –

remember the last election for the Speaker, or the

fiasco over determining the best structure for the

second Chamber?'

• ‘Parliament has to become – or at least be seen to

be – accessible. This probably means not just

physical access. But the proceedings must be

understandably relevant to Joe Public as well as Dr

Josephus Publicus.’

Partner Library Networks: The Scottish Parliament
set up a network of 80 Partner Libraries. These
provide local communities with information from
and about the Parliament. By working in close liaison
with the Scottish Parliament’s Public Information
Service and Education Service, many enquiries can be
dealt with through Partner Libraries. The network is
the one of the most visible ways in which the
Parliament delivers on its commitment to be open,
accessible, accountable and participative.
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Parliamentary procedure

4.75 Our principles affect not

only Parliament’s style but

also its procedures. A

thorough review of Parlia-

ment’s procedures is as

important as a review of its

language. Some, such as

Private Members’ Bill pro-

cedure, is opaque to all but a

few and frustrates a public

with disappointed expectat-

ions. Parliament’s job is on

occasion technical, and there

are activities which are

genuinely hard to explain

(dealing with amendments,

for instance). But applying the

principle of transparency to

parliamentary procedure

would have a significant

impact. How are we going to

get people interested in

processes some of which are

all but impossible to explain?

Just as there has to be a

wholesale review of parlia-

mentary language, we
recommend that all parlia-
mentary procedures should
be comprehensively reass-

essed from the perspective of the communication principles we have
advocated.

4.76 Not only should procedures be as transparent as possible to the public. It

should also be clear in respect of all proceedings what opportunities there

are for participation, engagement and the inputting of views. As Parliament

informs people of its business, it should also provide advice on how to take

part. This might be sending issues or questions to a select committee in

advance of their questioning a particular witness; or explaining how an

issue-based discussion board on the parliamentary website will be used to

66

Private Members’ Bill procedure: an example of
poor communication

Private Members’ Bill (PMB) procedure is meant to
give individual MPs the power to initiate new
legislation. However, the procedure is complex and
difficult to understand. The public are either
unaware of the system and how it operates or find
it opaque and inaccessible. MPs themselves find the
procedures to be arcane.

PMBs can be raised through three procedures, the
most important of which is the balloted bill. Each
year a ballot is held at the start of the parliamentary
session and the 20 MPs whose names come out top
are allowed to introduce legislation on a subject of
their choice. Members may also introduce Private
Members’ Bills in the form of Ten Minute Rule Bills
or Presentation Bills. But these procedures are
mostly used as a way of pointing out problems with
existing bills or of raising issues to which the
Government might not want to draw attention.

In contrast to Government proposals, few Private
Members’ Bills succeed in becoming law. In the
2003-2004 session of Parliament, only five out of
the 38 bills that achieved Royal Assent were Private
Members' Bills.The reasons why a PMB does not get
through are also often shrouded in procedural
subterfuge and in defiance of every genuinely
democratic procedure, PMBs can be blocked by a
single MP. The process inevitably raises unjustified
hopes of legislative change, which are only
followed by angry bafflement as a bill disappears
down a procedural black hole.
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inform Members on a standing committee when considering a relevant bill;

or even providing opportunities for members of the public to make points

or ask questions themselves at committee meetings.

4.77 Parliament also needs to be responsive to the world and topical in the issues

it addresses if it is to convince the public of its relevance. Of course it must

also act on those issues in which the public as yet show little interest, but are

nevertheless of long-term importance. It is increasingly common for topics to

be picked up and debated in the media and among ministers and voluntary

organisations – but by the time Parliament finds an opportunity to discuss

the issue the agenda has moved on.

4.78 Such topicality can be achieved by measures such as short regular

debates and shorter notice for questions in the chamber. We recommend
that Parliament revisits and implements the recommendations on
topical debates recently put forward both by the Hansard Society
Commission on Parliamentary Scrutiny (the ‘Newton Commission’)
and by the Liaison Committee.86

A representative Parliament

4.79 The principle of diversity also has major implications for Parliament and

how it comes across to the public. Despite improvements in recent years,

our representative institution remains in fact hardly representative at all of

the diversity of the country. This can only form a barrier to communication

and engagement. A more diverse membership of both Houses and among

parliamentary staff at all levels is another element in Parliament relating to,

and communicating with, modern society.There should be better represen-

tation of women, of ethnic minorities and a greater range of ages. The
authorities in Parliament as they appoint staff, and the political parties
as they select candidates, should recognise the need for such diversity
if Parliament is to function well.
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86 Hansard Society Commission on Parliamentary Scrutiny, The Challenge for Parliament: Making Government
Accountable (Vacher Dod Publishing; London 2001) and House of Commons Liaison Committee, Shifting the Balance:
Select Committees and the Executive (2000), HC 321
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68

Examples of public participation:

The rise in use of pre-legislative scrutiny is seen as a move toward openness,
participation and accountability in the parliamentary process. It provides a means to
include the public in the early stages of the legislation.

Bills selected for pre-legislative scrutiny are referred to a relevant select committee or
a temporary appointed committee. The committee can take evidence from external
sources, explain why it supports or opposes a bill and recommend appropriate
amendments.

Pre-legislative scrutiny can stimulate public and media debate on a subject. Pressure
and lobby groups can campaign on the issue and may give evidence to the committee,
to Parliament as a whole and to the media. Online consultations can take place. One
recent successful example, on the Communications Bill, resulted in two of the
Committee's key policy recommendations coming directly from suggestions made on
the online forum. Generating debate in this way improves transparency and can
increase levels of public participation.

Similarly, Parliament should explore the potential for post-legislative scrutiny, in
which the impact and implementation of past legislation is reviewed at an agreed
interval. Again, this procedure would provide relevant and effective ways to engage
the public in Parliament's work.

In the case of pre- or post-legislative scrutiny far more transparent processes must evolve
for selecting committees comprising MPs and Peers likely to offer a knowledgeable
contribution to the process.

The Scottish Parliament's petitions procedure is another example of the capacity of
parliamentary procedures to involve the public in Parliament's work and link
communication from and with the public to other proceedings.

Any person or group may submit a petition to the Scottish Parliament. All petitions are
initially considered by the Public Petitions Committee, who then make a decision on
the action it considers appropriate. This typically involves referring the petition to the
relevant committee of the Scottish Parliament or recommending that it be debated at
a meeting of the Parliament.

A considerable number of petitions have prompted positive action, including the
initiation of committee inquiries, legislative change and parliamentary debates.
Outcomes have included, for example, a recommendation that a fast-track court should
be created to speed up the compensation process for asbestosis victims and changes to
legislation and guidance relating to land tenure.

The petitions system allows the public to raise issues of concern and was set up as part of
the Scottish Parliament's commitment to openness and accountability. The Scottish
Parliament believes it generates a feeling of participation in the legislative process and of
being heard by elected representatives.

Accessibility is increased by the e-petitioner system, which allows a petition to be
hosted on the Scottish Parliament's website for a period of time (usually 4-6 weeks).
This enables the petition to reach a wider audience and gather more support. Petitions
can also be good for the media and for increasing the space for public debate on
political issues in general.
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Our Recommendations

R8 A new Communications Department should set up an advisory group of

media representatives

R9 Parliamentary officials should do much more to draw the media’s attention

explicitly to matters of public interest

R10 The rules of television coverage in the chambers should be relaxed to allow,

for example, appropriate reaction shots, the relevant use of close-ups, more

panning shots of the backbenches and a greater range of coverage during

divisions. It should be an explicit objective of parliamentary coverage to not

just inform but to interest and engage the viewer

R11 There should be a relaxation of the rules for filming in the precincts of

Parliament, permission for walking shots, interviews with relevant persons

other than MPs, and a wider interpretation of parliamentary subject-matter

which genuinely reflects the richness of political activity taking place at any

one time within Parliament

R12 The ban on still photographs should be reconsidered in light of the

communication principles set out above

R13 The current restrictions on the number of passes available for media outlets

should be reconsidered

R14 The parliamentary authorities should provide regular, formal induction for

journalists

R15 A new Communications Department should establish effective processes to

manage, edit, develop and continually update the parliamentary website

R16 The parliamentary website should be radically improved. At a minimum, it

should be consultative, interactive and easily navigable

R17 An improved website should engage the widest range of citizens, using

well-designed publicity and targeted advertising to help people understand

that there is a virtual route through which they have easy access to their

Parliament
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R18 Parliament should consider its role in consistently developing citizenship
education resources and the different curriculum approaches across the UK.
It should work closely with other organisations to support more training for
teachers, and more and better materials for young people 

R19 Parliament’s facilities, including the chambers, should be made available
during recess for groups of young people 

R20 Parliament should take young people, including pre-voting citizens, far
more seriously by involving them in its processes and decision-making

R21 In line with recent joint recommendations from the Accommodation and
Works Committee and Administration Committee, the Parliamentary
Education Unit should have a well resourced and dedicated teaching space
with multi-media facilities 

R22 Parliament should employ more full-time and contracted staff who are fully
trained and experienced in working with young people in a range of
different settings

R23 A young persons’ consultative group should be established with the right
to attend and advise at key administrative meetings of both Houses

R24 More should be done to enhance the effectiveness of parliamentary
outreach work

R25 There should be a thorough review of the language and terminology
Parliament uses in accordance with our communication principles 

R26 Parliament should hold more meetings outside London. Select committees,
for example, should hold more formal proceedings and public events
beyond Westminster

R27 All parliamentary procedures should be comprehensively re-assessed from
the perspective of the communication principles we have advocated

R28 Parliament should revisit and implement the recommendations on topical
debates put forward both by the Hansard Society Commission on
Parliamentary Scrutiny (the ‘Newton Commission’) and by the Liaison
Committee

R29 The authorities in Parliament as they appoint staff, and the political parties
as they select candidates, should recognise the need for greater diversity if
Parliament is to function well.

70

Chapter_04.qxd  26/05/2005  10:55  Page 70



CHAPTER 5

MEDIA COVERAGE
OF PARLIAMENT

71

Chapter_05.qxd  26/05/2005  11:01  Page 71



Members Only? Parliament in the Public Eye

CHAPTER FIVE

Media coverage of Parliament

MMuucchh  mmeeddiiaa  ccoovveerraaggee  ooff  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt,,  wwhheenn  iitt  iiss  ccoovveerreedd  aatt  aallll,,
rreevveeaallss  tthhee  ssaammee  pprreessssuurreess  ttoo  rreeppoorrtt  sspplliittss,,  sseennssaattiioonn  aanndd
ppeerrssoonnaalliittyy,,  rraatthheerr  tthhaann  eexxppllaannaattiioonn  aanndd  iinnffoorrmmaattiioonn,,  aass  tthhaatt  ooff
wwiiddeerr  ppoolliittiiccaall  rreeppoorrttiinngg..  TThhiiss  iiss  nnoott  iinn  tthhee  lloonngg--tteerrmm  iinntteerreesstt  eeiitthheerr
ooff  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  oorr  ooff  tthhee  mmeeddiiaa  tthheemmsseellvveess..  TThhee  rreeffoorrmmss  ttoo
PPaarrlliiaammeenntt’’ss  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  oouuttlliinneedd  iinn  tthhiiss  RReeppoorrtt,,  iiff
iimmpplleemmeenntteedd,,  wwoouulldd  pprroovviiddee  aa  mmuucchh--nneeeeddeedd  ooppppoorrttuunniittyy  ffoorr  tthhee
mmeeddiiaa  ttoo  eexxaammiinnee  tthheeiirr  ppaarrlliiaammeennttaarryy  rreeppoorrttiinngg  aanndd  iiddeennttiiffyy  tthhoossee
ppaarrlliiaammeennttaarryy  nneewwss  ssttoorriieess  wwhhiicchh  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  hhaavvee  aa  rriigghhtt  ttoo  kknnooww
aanndd  aa  ddeessiirree  ttoo  uunnddeerrssttaanndd..

PPuubblliicc  sseerrvviiccee  bbrrooaaddccaassttiinngg  rreeqquuiirreemmeennttss  wwiillll  rreemmaaiinn  eesssseennttiiaall  iinn
eennssuurriinngg  aapppprroopprriiaattee  ccoovveerraaggee  ooff  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt..  SSuucchh  rreeqquuiirreemmeennttss
mmuusstt  ccoonnttiinnuuee  ttoo  aappppllyy  ttoo  tthhee  ccoommmmeerrcciiaall  ppuubblliicc  sseerrvviiccee
bbrrooaaddccaasstteerrss  aanndd  nnoott  jjuusstt  ttoo  tthhee  BBBBCC..  TThheerree  iiss  ccoonnssiiddeerraabbllee  ppootteennttiiaall
ttoo  eexxtteenndd  tthhee  vvaarriieettyy  ooff  ggeennrreess  uusseedd  ttoo  eennggaaggee,,  iinntteerreesstt  aanndd  eexxppllaaiinn
oouurr  kkeeyy  ddeemmooccrraattiicc  iinnssttiittuuttiioonnss..  AAss  CChhaarrtteerr  RReenneewwaall  aapppprrooaacchheess,,
tthhee  BBBBCC  sshhoouulldd  pprroovviiddee  aa  cclleeaarr  vviissiioonn  ooff  iittss  rroollee  aanndd  aammbbiittiioonnss  ffoorr
tthhee  rreeppoorrttiinngg  ooff  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  oovveerr  tthhee  nneexxtt  CChhaarrtteerr  ppeerriioodd,,  aanndd  aass
ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhaatt  vviissiioonn  wwee  wwoouulldd  eexxppeecctt  ttoo  sseeee  ppllaannss  ttoo  ssiiggnniiffiiccaannttllyy
ddeevveelloopp  BBBBCC  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt..

5.1 In the introduction to this Report we set out the evidence for a decline in the
amount of media coverage of Parliament. While new technology opens up
ever greater possibilities for direct communication between Parliament and
the public, conventional media reporting will, for the foreseeable future,
remain the fundamental means by which citizens are able to be engaged
with Parliament’s work.To date, direct communication has tended to draw in
activists: those who have taken the initiative to approach Parliament in the
first place, or who are in networks which link up with political and
parliamentary activity. But it is no less important that the less politically
active majority are kept informed of what Parliament is doing, and are easily
able to find out more once their interest is engaged. Television, radio and
newspapers will remain for the foreseeable future essential media for the
public to follow the activities of Parliament.

5.2 Government has adapted to the modern media world much more readily than
Parliament.We have already identified some obvious barriers to the reporting
of Parliament’s work.These include the lack of a coherent and comprehensive
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communication strategy delivered by a
designated and effective department,
outdated and unhelpful rules for filming
both inside and outside the chamber,
problems for journalists in covering
Parliament and understanding its
processes, and a seemingly unnecessary
reluctance among parliamentary offici-
als to highlight information of interest
to the outside world.

5.3 Our evidence suggested that there is also much that the media can do to
improve and develop their reporting of Parliament.

5.4 Many journalists currently reporting Parliament are at least as worried by the
present state of affairs
as MPs and outside
observers. One went as
far as to claim that if the
legitimacy of Parliament
was not bolstered
through fair and suf-
ficient reporting, the
‘fabric of society and
communities in which
they operate and sell’
would be threatened.
Another complained
that legislation was
‘almost never explained’
in the mainstream
press; ‘it is virtually
impossible to find
newspapers describing
in any detail what a bill
actually does.’ We
received many such
complaints. The prob-
lem is primarily one of
malfunction. There is no
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We also heard criticism of media reporting of Parliament
from members of the public:

’I think that the media are all too often part of the
“Westminster club” mindset, i.e. they see themselves as
insiders not speaking from the margins where the
public are so often left. I also feel the media is still too
London biased rather than any provincial outlook.’
(Citizens’ Panel)

‘Successes are rarely reported whereas failures are
commented on for weeks!’ (Citizens’ Panel)

‘Both the media and Parliament are obsessed with their
own individual “personalities”. Where they “feed” each
other, we end up with media men asking questions that
are “wanted” and ministers doing some small favour in
return. Sections of the British media are in terminal
decline.’ (Citizens’ Panel)

’The politicians mock each other, the media mock the
politicians therefore what possible opportunity is there
for the general public to be informed or take any of it
seriously . . .Those who have power (MPs, Parliament and
the media) exercise it in a manner to exclude those who
do not have any and only include on their terms. If we
were to invent a democratic model from scratch what
should/would it look like?’ (Citizens’ Panel)

’To me the media seems to focus on scandals,
disagreements and arguments between the politicians.
We know more about the personal life of an MP than the
issues they are trying to put forward.’ (HeadsUp Forum87)
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87 HeadsUp Forum in evidence to the Commission. HeadsUp is an online debating platform for young people on
political issues - www.headsup.org.uk
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conspiracy of silence in Parliament, rather, an institutional failure of com-
munication that needs to be addressed in a constructive way.We regard this
as a key distinction.

5.5 When the Commission met journalists during a series of seminars in 2004, we
heard concerns about the emergence of a media democracy, one in which it
is difficult to oppose the media. It was recognised that political reporting
tends to focus on the instantly packaged story and parliamentary debates
often fail to provide this. Worryingly, we were also told that the lobby has
increasingly developed a herd mentality, making it difficult for individual
journalists who wish to cover alternative issues on any particular day.

5.6 There are specific public service broadcaster obligations placed on BBC1
and BBC2, ITV1, Channel 4, Channel Five, along with S4C, by the
Communications Act 2003.88 We shall discuss these later in this chapter. But
in the case of newspapers, no such requirements apply. Indeed it was put to
us that there was little point making recommendations to newspaper
editors and journalists about parliamentary reporting. Andrew Sparrow from
The Daily Telegraph, for example, ended a very helpful written submission by
advising, ‘I also know that newspapers do not respond well to being told
what they should do by organisations like the Hansard Society, and so I think
it would be unwise for the Commission to spend too much time coming up
with recommendations on this subject.’ 89

5.7 From polling and our own evidence it is clear that the political and media
establishments share low levels of public trust, that disengagement is taking
place both from Westminster politics and from much media political
coverage. Robin Cook MP has warned that,‘Viewers are literally switching off
media stories of Westminster village gossip. The danger is that they will also
switch off from democracy.’ 90 Indeed, much of the public only read about
their individual MPs in the local media. The Commission heard from
representatives of the media that regional reporting informs communities
by providing a local viewpoint on national issues. Local media regards itself
as being outside the Westminster village bubble and tends to have better
relations with their local MPs than is the case with the national media – as
might be expected.

5.8 We do not accept the view that no one can usefully comment on the current
culture of political reporting, that such proposals will be rejected out of hand
by journalists and editors.The evidence we heard suggested that journalists
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88 Communications Act 2003
89 Andrew Sparrow, The Daily Telegraph, in evidence to the Commission
90 Rt Hon Robin Cook MP, Hansard Society Annual Lecture 2002
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are themselves eager to see Parliament given greater prominence in the
media and would give a warm welcome to measures which helped them to
report its activities in a fresh and engaging fashion.

5.9 Self-criticism and mutual criticism could be a powerful force for change in
the media. As one former Editor of The Financial Times, Richard Lambert,
acknowledged, there is currently ‘very little peer group pressure in the print
media’. 91 A member of the public told us,‘When a politician makes a mistake
the media have a frenzy but vice-versa nobody questions it. It is essential to
have freedom of speech in the media, but shouldn’t the media be made
answerable when incorrectly influencing public opinion?’ While another
thought, ‘A bit more dog-eats-dog by the press would be useful too – but is
there any sign of it happening?’ 92

5.10 Journalists have begun to discuss this among themselves. At a seminar in
June 2004 newspaper journalists told us that the media must take some
responsibility for coverage and journalists must be willing to correct
themselves when necessary. In his study of power in Britain, the late Anthony
Sampson acknowledged that many producers and editors were privately
tormented by doubts about the deceptions and sleazy underside of their
profession.93 Peter Riddell commented at an award ceremony for political
journalism that, ‘The media should be far more merciless in admitting their
own errors. Honesty need not be prim or sanctimonious . . . It would be good
if all papers had readers’ editors or ombudsmen, not only as a channel of
complaint, but also to write about readers’ reactions. Moreover, we should
also expose each other’s faults [and] should no longer make excuses of the
type “it may have been nasty but it was a good story”.’ 94

5.11 We think that better communication from Parliament could play an important
part in improving the quality of political reporting in this country’s media. We
call upon MPs to act in their own interests; conscientious political reporters to
act in theirs; and the owners and editors to join both these groups in
discovering whether a return to factual and fuller reporting of Britain’s
democracy might be of interest to her citizens.

5.12 We believe that a radical reform of parliamentary communication and
presentation provides an opportunity for the media to enhance their
coverage of parliamentary business.
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91 Richard Lambert, ‘Socially Responsible Media’. Lecture for the International Centre for Corporate Social
Responsibility, 1 December 2004
92 Comments from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
93 ‘Anatomy of Britain’ quoted in The Guardian 10 January 2005
94 Taken from The Times, 2 July 2004
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Public service broadcasters 

5.13 The general Public Service Broadcasting (PSB) obligation on the BBC,

Channels 3, 4, 5 and SC4 is, ‘That those services (taken together) provide, to

the extent that is appropriate for facilitating civic understanding and fair and

well-informed debate on news and current affairs, a comprehensive and

authoritative coverage of news and current affairs in, and in the different

parts of, the United Kingdom and from around the world.’ 95

5.14 In addition the BBC has an obligation under its current Charter, that the

Home Service, ‘contain comprehensive, authoritative and impartial coverage

of news and current affairs in the United Kingdom and throughout the world

to support fair and informed debate at local, regional and national levels’, 96

and that, ‘The Corporation shall transmit an impartial account day by day

prepared by professional reporters of the proceedings in both Houses of

Parliament.’ 97

5.15 Ofcom has the responsibility to monitor the adherence of the broadcasters

to their obligations under the Act. Ofcom has recently reviewed the public

service broadcasting obligations and the BBC Charter is similarly now under

review.98 We welcome the reassertion by Ofcom of the importance of public

service broadcasting and the emphasis on PSB as defined by purpose rather

than genre of programming.

5.16 We are, however, concerned by some of the elements of the Ofcom review.

In particular, we believe there should be a renewed commitment by the
commercial public service broadcasters to provide national and
regional news and current affairs. It is not enough to rely on the BBC.

Engagement with politics, and with Parliament, will suffer if commercial

broadcasters are allowed to walk away from such commitments.

5.17 Channel 4 argued that, ‘There should be a specific responsibility to cover

Parliament but the mode of coverage should not be narrowly defined. The

BBC and Channel 4 clearly have responsibilities in this area and should
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95 Communications Act 2003 s.264(6)(c)
96 Department of National Heritage, Copy of the Agreement Dated the 25th Day of January 1996 Between Her Majesty’s
Secretary of State for National Heritage and the British Broadcasting Corporation, (The Stationery Office; London, 1996),
3.2(c). Known as the ‘BBC Agreement’
97 Ibid., 3.3
98 Department for Culture, Media and Sport, Review of the BBC's Royal Charter: A strong BBC, independent of
government, (DCMS; London 2005). Ofcom’s recent review of public service television was in three phases and
included the following documents: Ofcom, Ofcom Review of Public Service Television Broadcasting: Summary of Phase
1 consultation responses, (Ofcom; London, 2004) and Ofcom, Ofcom Review of Public Service Television: Phase 2 –
Meeting the digital challenge, (Ofcom; London 2004)
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continue to do so.’ 99 We agree. We have argued that Parliament is an

essential component of our democratic constitution, that its daily activity

should be communicated to citizens, that it does not have the resources of

Government at its disposal to communicate its message and its work. Unless

specific expectations from Ofcom are required of public service

broadcasters, and agreed through the

Statements of Programme Policy to cover

Parliament, such coverage can too easily

become submerged beneath the welter of

wider, and often Whitehall-spun, political

news.

5.18 But such a specific requirement does
not mean that coverage should be
uncritical – and Parliament will still have
continually to demonstrate that its
activities have a claim on the attention of

the public. Furthermore, any requirement to cover the institution of
Parliament must serve as part of the wider test of facilitating civic under-
standing and fair and well-informed debate. Many who spoke to us felt there
was the potential for much more
innovation and imagination in how
the PSB remit was interpreted by
broadcasters. The BBC felt that some-
times MPs were a brake on such
innovation, interpreting every devel-
opment as ‘dumbing down’.

5.19 We would strongly support a more
diverse approach to the PSB remit,
extending its application to drama
and other non-current affairs/news
programming.There is a particular challenge in how PSB should reach those
sections of society which are at the moment most detached from many of
the political processes, for example young people and black and minority
ethnic groups. Most young people do not pay much attention to
mainstream news and so alternative ‘entry points’ need to be identified for
them if their civic understanding is to be improved. Consideration should be
given to an explicit requirement within PSB for the diversity of British society
to be addressed, and the specific needs of young people met.
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Left to right: Kierra Box, Matthew d’Ancona
and David Puttnam

Left to right: Joe Hall, Fran Unsworth and
Jackie Ashley

99 Channel 4 in evidence to the Commission
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5.20 Channel 4 told us,‘With regard to citizenship education, we are exploring the
use of drama and narratives as means of engaging debate and awareness,
and connecting the world of Westminster politics to the political and
citizenship issues which are of direct concern to many young people . . . .’ 100

We welcome this initiative and we encourage all public service
broadcasters to increase the quality and amount of political
programming, particularly that designed to meet the needs of young
people.

5.21 The growth of broadband digital technology opens up the opportunity for
truly local (as opposed to regional) television.While opposing any withdrawal
from political and parliamentary coverage by ITV, there is no question that
communication between local MPs and their electorate could be as well, or
even better, facilitated by the development of genuinely locally-focused
broadcasting.

5.22 The BBC has an obligation at present to provide a daily report on
parliamentary proceedings.101 With the extension of webcam access,
Parliament’s website provision and the daily production of Hansard on the
web, a full record of proceedings is widely accessible. But programmes such as
Yesterday in Parliament and Today in Parliament still provide for many an
invaluable digest of the day’s proceedings and we would not want such
programmes to end. The BBC must, however, have a public service
broadcasting obligation which takes the Corporation well beyond simply a
daily account of proceedings in its reporting of Parliament.

5.23 In its own contribution to the debate over its future, Building Public Value, the
BBC emphasises ‘democratic value: supporting informed citizenship with

trusted and impartial news
and information’. It also
identifies as a key compo-
nent of public value the
willingness ‘to innovate and
bear the risks that innov-
ation brings’. The document
reaffirms the BBC’s commit-
ment to serious news and
prime time current affairs
programming. Examples are
given of the ‘multiplier
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Paula Carter, a communications adviser:

‘The requirements placed upon the BBC to report
Parliament and the perspective seen by viewers
through news programmes do little more than
reinforce the image of Parliament as a remote,
introspective and adversarial club where men (and
occasionally women) in suits try and outsmart each
other.The workings of Parliament are not explained
and the reporting of its activities is limited to
political clashes simplified down to be digestible
within a two minute news item.’102

100 Ibid.
101 BBC Agreement (1996)
102 Paula Carter, communications adviser, in evidence to the Commission
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effect’ of BBC programming on society, such as work with the NHS on the
subject of obesity. There is clear commitment to encouraging local civic
engagement and to support devolved assemblies.103

5.24 This pre-Charter renewal commitment to democratic value in public service

broadcasting is as welcome as it is heartening.The principles outlined above

seem to herald absolutely the right environment for a fresh approach to the

broadcasting of Parliament. All the more surprising and disappointing then

to note the absence of Parliament from the document.

5.25 The failure to mention Parliament is not acceptable. The BBC must be
required by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport and by
Parliament to be explicit as to how it plans to report Parliament in an
engaging, innovative and accessible way as part of its contribution to
‘democratic value’. We believe the BBC needs to have an explicit

commitment to explain Parliament to the public, both voters and young

people, and engage them in its processes. This must be done not only

through news and current affairs but also through other genres. The BBC

should also be required to demonstrate innovation in this programming.

5.26 There is, for example, considerable potential for the BBC to engage with

parliamentary consultations, be they for select committee inquiries or pre-

legislative or post-legislative scrutiny of bills. Why, for example, do we

seldom see Andrew Marr interviewing a Committee Chair when a key

inquiry is announced, asking why the Committee is looking into the issue,

what the key questions are and how the public can have their say? 

BBC Parliament

5.27 The BBC has a dedicated parliamentary channel, BBC Parliament, and any

consideration of the future of parliamentary communication has to consider

how BBC Parliament can best be used to communicate parliamentary activity

to the public. The channel has the occasional capacity to attract significant

audiences and during an aspect of the tuition fee debate, for example, BBC

Parliament had more viewers than either Sky News or BBC News 24. We

believe that audiences could be expanded by increased cross trailing when

relevant to news, current affairs and other programmes. Some of this is

already routinely done, for example on News 24, but there is scope for

considerably more. We recommend that there be greater integration
between BBC Parliament and the broader spectrum of BBC
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103 BBC, Building Public Value: Renewing the BBC for a digital world (BBC; London 2004)
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programming to improve cross trailing. The BBC told us that one reason

why not much of this was done was the unpredictability of parliamentary

proceedings as a result of the intrusion of statements and Private Notice

Questions into scheduled business. For instance Radio Times listings of BBC

Parliament, which began in February 2005, would be able to draw greater

audiences to the channel if there were advance notice and a greater

predictability of business.

5.28 The BBC is to extend BBC Parliament to broadband, which will result in three

live streams rather than the current linear coverage of only one event.

Broadband will also extend the number of viewers who will be able to access

the channel. It will be possible to supply background information on

parliamentarians and the subject of debate. We were told, however, that a

lack of both resources and demand means not all proceedings of Parliament

are televised. Only a minority of select committees are televised and none of

the standing committees.

5.29 In considering the role of BBC Parliament we have to distinguish between

two functions, one of which is appropriate to the BBC and the other not.

There is on the one hand a parliamentary information service and on the

other a broadcasting service. Parliament has moved over a short period to

the webcasting of all public proceedings, a welcome advance. While there

may still be improvements possible to the quality of such webcasts, the

parliamentary authorities are to be congratulated on this extension to the

accessibility of Parliament.

5.30 The BBC serves a different function – it is a broadcaster and has to take

editorial decisions, selecting content and deciding on commentary. BBC

Parliament's role is complementary to any more comprehensive ‘service of

record’ provided by Parliament itself. The role of the television channel

should be to attract as wide an audience as possible to the work of

Parliament, and explain that work, both in the main chamber and in the

committees. The new broadband service could be developed as an editorial

tool. It has the potential to be used not just by students of Parliament but by

the many individuals engaged on particular issues as a guide to current

topical themes, e.g. climate change or binge drinking, to see how Parliament

is approaching these questions at many different levels. There is also great

potential to link up BBC Parliament with developing citizenship education

programmes in schools.To this end, given the availability of webcasting of
all parliamentary proceedings, the remit of BBC Parliament should be
broadened to permit the live coverage of other noteworthy parlia-
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mentary hearings or debates, such as select committee hearings or
House of Lords debates, even when this clashes with a House of
Commons sitting. It would be left to the BBC’s editorial judgement
which would be of greater interest to the viewing public.The result of the

current requirement, to give one recent example, is that the channel was

unable to follow the Anti-Terrorism Bill as it moved from the Commons to

the Lords. This change is not designed to turn BBC Parliament into a general

news or politics channel - the focus is still very much on Parliament.

5.31 Spending on BBC Parliament has remained relatively static at about £2.5

million per annum. The channel has a monthly reach of between 700,000

and 1 million people.104 We consider that the ‘democratic value’
principles contained in the BBC's own Charter Renewal document
imply the need for a significant increase in resources to BBC
Parliament. BBC Parliament remains a seriously undervalued
democratic and broadcasting resource, with immense potential to
provide innovative parliamentary programming. The BBC should, in
the coming months, provide a clear and substantial action plan for its
development, and for a targeted and ambitious increase in its
impact.

5.32 We do not believe that resources for BBC Parliament should be at the
expense of effective funding for high quality public service
broadcasting on the main BBC channels. We recommend that the BBC
should continue to provide parliamentary coverage across the full
range of its output, where it has the power to reach mass audiences.

Our recommendations

R30 A radical reform of parliamentary communication and presentation should

provide an opportunity for the media to enhance their coverage of

parliamentary business

R31 There should be a renewed commitment by the commercial public service

broadcasters to provide national and regional news and current affairs

R32 We encourage all public service broadcasters to increase the quality and

amount of political programming, particularly that designed to meet the

needs of young people
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104 BBC in evidence to the Commission
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R33 The BBC must be required by the Department for Culture, Media and Sport
and by Parliament to be explicit as to how it plans to report Parliament in an
engaging, innovative and accessible way as part of its contribution to
‘democratic value’

R34 There should be greater integration between BBC Parliament and the
broader spectrum of BBC programming to improve cross trailing

R35 Given the availability of webcasting of all parliamentary proceedings, the
remit of BBC Parliament should be broadened to permit the live coverage of
other noteworthy parliamentary hearings or debates

R36 The ‘democratic value’ principles contained in the BBC’s own Charter

Renewal document imply the need for a significant increase in resources to

BBC Parliament. BBC Parliament remains a seriously undervalued democratic

and broadcasting resource, with immense potential to provide innovative

parliamentary programming. The BBC should, in the coming months,

provide a clear and substantial action plan for its development, and for a

targeted and ambitious increase in its impact

R37 Resources for BBC Parliament should not be at the expense of effective

funding for high quality public service broadcasting on the main BBC

channels. The BBC should continue to provide parliamentary coverage

across the full range of its output, where it has the power to reach mass

audiences.
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CHAPTER SIX

How Parliament runs itself

TThhee  ffaaiilliinnggss  iinn  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt’’ss  ccoommmmuunniiccaattiioonn  wwiitthh  tthhee  ppuubblliicc  sstteemm  ffrroomm  aa

ssyysstteemm  ooff  aaddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn  wwhhiicchh  pprroovviiddeess  nneeiitthheerr  ppoolliittiiccaall  nnoorr  mmaannaaggeerriiaall

lleeaaddeerrsshhiipp..  TToo  eessttaabblliisshh  aa  ddiissttiinncctt  iiddeennttiittyy  ffoorr  tthhee  CCoommmmoonnss  aanndd

ccoommmmuunniiccaattee  iittss  wwoorrkk,,  tthhee  HHoouussee  ooff  CCoommmmoonnss  CCoommmmiissssiioonn  mmuusstt  bbee

iinnddeeppeennddeenntt  ooff  tthhee  iinnfflluueennccee  ooff  tthhee  ffrroonnttbbeenncchheess  aanndd  tthhee  wwhhiippss..  TThhee

aaddmmiinniissttrraattiioonn  ooff  tthhee  HHoouussee  ooff  CCoommmmoonnss  sshhoouulldd  bbee  hheeaaddeedd  bbyy  aa  CChhiieeff

EExxeeccuuttiivvee  aappppooiinntteedd  ttoo  tthhee  ppoosstt  tthhrroouugghh  ooppeenn  ccoommppeettiittiioonn  aanndd  sseeppaarraattee

ffrroomm  tthhee  ddeeppaarrttmmeennttaall  hheeaaddss..  AAbboovvee  aallll,,  MMPPss  aanndd  PPeeeerrss  tthheemmsseellvveess  hhaavvee

ttoo  rreeccooggnniissee  tthheeiirr  oobblliiggaattiioonnss  ttoo  tthhee  PPaarrlliiaammeenntt  ooff  wwhhiicchh  tthheeyy  aarree  aa  ppaarrtt,,

ssttaanndd  uupp  ffoorr  iittss  rriigghhttss  aanndd  vvaalluuee,,  aanndd  ttaakkee  ffuullll  oowwnneerrsshhiipp  ooff  iittss

mmaannaaggeemmeenntt  aanndd  ddiirreeccttiioonn..

6.1 In looking at Parliament’s communication, wider issues inevitably emerge

both about how Parliament fulfils its constitutional functions and how it

administers itself. We acknowledge the recent efforts and real progress

made by both parliamentarians and officials to communicate Parliament to

the public. But these many and varied initiatives have proved inadequate in

providing Parliament with a modern and effective system of

communication. We have asked ourselves why Parliament has been left so

far behind; our conclusion points to the need for some fundamental

restructuring of the way in which Parliament administers its affairs.

6.2 Earlier we made the point that Parliament must communicate with the public

as an independent institution, distinct from the Executive. In written evidence

to the Commission, Hansard Society Scotland contrasted the independence

of the Scottish Parliament with the dominance of the Executive over

Parliament in the Westminster model. The failure of Parliament to assert its

distinct identity must be related to the powerful influence that the

Government exercises in the proceedings and administration of Parliament.

This is not to deny that both this Government and previous ones have taken

initiatives to reform and improve parliamentary life – the establishment of

the Modernisation Committee is just one excellent example. But such

welcome assistance cannot substitute for Parliament taking responsibility, as

a mature institution, for its own affairs. For a communication strategy to be

formulated and implemented there must first be clear political vision and

direction from parliamentarians themselves.
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6.3 It may be questioned whether there is an appetite among MPs to become
involved in administrative matters.We do not believe that sufficient concerted
and sustained efforts have to date been made to inform and involve Members
in the communication decisions of the House. We also consider that the
communcation agenda set out in this Report relates so centrally to the key
activities of Parliament that in a short space of time a significant number of
Members will be taking a sustained and active interest in this work.

6.4 The failings of parliamentary communication reflect structural weaknesses in
parliamentary administration. In the House of Commons the administration is
directed by the House of Commons Commission, established by the House of
Commons (Administration) Act 1978.The Speaker chairs the Commission, the
Leader of the House and Shadow Leader of the House (or a Member
nominated by the Leader of the Opposition) are members, with three other
members nominated by the whips for approval by the House.

6.5 There are a number of problems with this arrangement from the point of view
of parliamentary independence and effectiveness. First, the Speaker chairs this
administrative body although elected by Members principally with regard to
how he or she will perform the role of chairing business in the chamber. It may
well not always be the case that the person with all of the qualities to be an
excellent Speaker of the House is at the same time the right person to manage
the House’s administration. Furthermore, the convention that precludes direct
public criticism of the Speaker by Members, and that is understandable with
reference to the Speaker’s duties in the chamber, which require the confidence
of the House, might also have the effect of deterring criticism of the way the
Speaker chairs and directs the House of Commons Commission.

6.6 The statute also means that the House of Commons Commission, and thus
the administration and communication policies of the House, are effectively
in the hands of the Government/party frontbenches (and additionally, in the
case of at least three Commission members, in the hands of people
immensely busy with other responsibilities). We believe Parliament will
communicate its own messages confidently and effectively only when
it is administered independently of frontbench influence. We therefore
propose that legislation be enacted to provide for the House of
Commons Commission to be elected by secret ballot, with members of
each party voting for a proportionate number of Commission members
from among their number. We recommend this to the political parties for
their consideration. We also believe the constitution of the House of
Commons Commission should come within the remit of the forthcoming
review of the Braithwaite Report arrangements.105
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105 House of Commons Commission, Review of Management and Services (1999), HC 745 - known as the 'Braithwaite
Report'

Chapter_06.qxd  26/05/2005  11:01  Page 85



Members Only? Parliament in the Public Eye

6.7 That does not mean that we are in any way diminishing the Speaker’s role.Given

the importance of the office, the Speaker should still have an ex officio place on

the Commission. Moreover, we believe there is a wider representative role that

86

Clive Soley, former Labour MP for Ealing, Acton and Shepherd’s Bush (1997-2005)
and Hammersmith (1979-97):

’Members do complain about the structure, and the most frequent complaint is that
nobody understands how the management system of the House works. There is no
clear perception of who is in charge of what.

’The problem is that the House retains a system of management that resembles an old-
style local authority before the introduction of chief executives.

’Over the past day or two, I have asked more than 40 hon. Members from all parties to
tell me whom they would turn to if they had a problem with the management of the
House. The most important thing about the question was that, with one exception,
nobody gave the right answer, given what the report recommends and says is
happening already. More important, with the exception of the person who mentioned
the regional Whip, everybody hesitated, paused and struggled to work out the answer.

‘I was reminded by the [Braithwaite] report that the chief Clerk has been the chief
executive for the past two or three years. I said to some people – I did not ask everyone
– ”If you were in any other organisation, whether it was public, private, a local authority
or a hospital, whom would you contact?” Without hesitation, they answered,“the chief
executive.” But when I asked just a few whether they knew that there had been a chief
executive here for two or three years, I received replies like,“You must be joking,” and “I
don’t believe you.”

‘A hospital is in many ways similar to this place – because we have to respect the
sensitivities of the staff, both doctors and management, but when we have doubts, we
do not ask who is head of the oncology department, or who is in charge of the
midwives – we write to the chief executive, who then takes the matter up.

‘It was said that hospitals should not have chief executives because doctors should
make clinical judgments. In this place, people say, “You can’t have a chief executive
because we are politicians and we have to relate to our constituents.”

‘However, the two are not incompatible. There could be a chief executive who deals
with straightforward general control of management and who is accountable . . . On the
other side, there would be the Clerks doing the things that they do so well. We should
still need some domestic Committees, although we are all agreed – including the
Braithwaite team – that there are too many of them.

‘Sooner or later, we shall have to separate those tasks [of Chief Clerk and Chief
Executive] – just as all other modern organisations, private or public, have had to do . .
. The last thing I want to do is to produce such a work load for the Clerk’s Department
that the Clerks are unable to give time, attention and detail to their Committee and
Floor of the House work. If they cannot do that work well, it will do enormous damage
to this place.’

Taken from Hansard, Cols. 1068-1072; 20 January 2000
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the Speaker is well placed to perform. Traditionally the Speaker has not

undertaken media work around parliamentary matters but we believe in today’s

media age Parliament needs a human face, someone who can explain

Parliament and be recognisably identified with parliamentary concerns. A

number of Members could take on such a role but we believe the Speaker in

particular could extend the scope and value of the office by engaging in such

activity. The BBC suggested to us that, ‘The level of ceremony surrounding the

role of the Speaker might be examined. He or she rarely gives interviews or

explains procedural issues in general,and yet is a repository of knowledge about

Parliament from which the public might benefit.’106

6.8 It was argued during our inquiry that Parliament also needs the equivalent

of a Chief Executive. The 1999 review of House of Commons administration,

the Braithwaite Report, gave the Clerk of the House of Commons the

additional role of Chief Executive.107 While remaining a departmental head,

she/he also chairs the Board of Management, consisting of the heads of the

departments plus the Clerk of Committees. The problem with this

arrangement is similar to that of the Speaker chairing the House of Commons

Commission – someone appointed to their position for a quite different set of

skills is expected to be able to run an increasingly complex administration.

They might well be able to do so. But, then again, they might not.

6.9 We see no reason why the offices of Clerk and Chief Executive should be linked.

It is vital that the Clerk remains free to give the Speaker and all Members direct

and impartial procedural advice, but this office can be performed without

being the accounting officer or answerable for the overall administration of the

House. There should at least be the possibility of the House appointing

someone other than the Clerk to such an important role.

6.10 The Braithwaite Report considered and rejected the arguments for an

externally appointed Chief Executive. We have examined the reasoning of

the Braithwaite Report but remain convinced that an office of Chief

Executive distinct from the departmental heads, including the Clerk of the

House, is necessary to recognise and drive through change consistently

across all departments. We see no reason, with a Clerk of the House whose

rights to give procedural and constitutional advice are protected, that a

Chief Executive cannot be equally committed to the privileges and rights of

Parliament, making them central to his or her administration and

management of House affairs.
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106 BBC in evidence to the Commission
107 Braithwaite Report (1999)
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6.11 We recommend that the administration of the House of Commons be

headed by a Chief Executive, experienced in the management of

complex organisations in the public realm, reporting directly to the

House of Commons Commission. A new Commission should be set up as

soon as possible to undertake the review of the Braithwaite arrangements.

Its remit must include the constitution and powers of the House of

Commons Commission as well as the administrative organisation of the

House of Commons. We trust, in assessing how the current system is

working, it will look at communication performance. We urge the

forthcoming review to support our recommendations of a House of

Commons Commission chosen independently by MPs themselves and a

Chief Executive.We refer this recommendation to the forthcoming review of

the Braithwaite arrangements.

Our recommendations

R38 We believe Parliament will communicate its own messages confidently and

effectively only when it is administered independently of frontbench

influence. We therefore propose that legislation be enacted to provide for

the House of Commons Commission to be elected by secret ballot, with

members of each party voting for a proportionate number of Commission

members from among their number

R39 We recommend that the administration of the House of Commons be

headed by a Chief Executive, experienced in the management of complex

organisations in the public realm, reporting directly to the House of

Commons Commission.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The way forward

7.1 Piecemeal or incremental changes as a response to this Report would go

against the fundamental conclusions of our work - that the administration of

Parliament must be transformed, that the mindset of Parliament has to

change to take into account the public’s point of view and that

communication has to be radically reorganised as a central democratic

priority if Parliament is to function effectively. Incremental change alone

would mean Parliament drifting ever further out of touch, with consequent

damage to our democracy. A new Parliament has an opportunity to pause

and consider what it is there for, and what the public has the right to expect

of it.

7.2 Some of our recommendations require fundamental changes to the

direction and administration of Parliament. But even while such changes are

being considered, much can be done. Parliament can develop a

communication strategy through the processes we recommend, the two

Houses can agree appropriately increased budgets and the public can be

invited in to explain to Parliament how they wish to be far more closely

involved in its work.

7.3 We want to see a Parliament which is an accessible and readily understood

institution, which people know how to approach, and when and where to

make their voice heard, a Parliament which relates its work to the concerns

of those in the outside world. This is the challenge.
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Appendix One

Commissioners
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David Puttnam (Chair) worked as an independent film producer for
30 years. His many award winning films include The Killing Fields,
Chariots of Fire, Midnight Express, The Mission, Local Hero and The
Memphis Belle. He retired from film production in 1998 and now
focuses on his work in education in support of which he has served on
a variety of public bodies. In July 2002, David was appointed President
of UNICEF UK. He received a CBE in 1983, was knighted in 1995 and was
appointed to the House of Lords in 1997 as Lord Puttnam.

Jackie Ashley (Vice-chair) is a journalist and broadcaster on politics.
She has 20 years’ experience of political broadcasting, having worked
on Newsnight, Channel 4 News and as a political correspondent for ITN.
She was editor and presenter of Their Lordships’ House – the first
programme to use television pictures from Westminster, and then
presenter of The Parliament Programme, when televising the Commons
chamber was first allowed. She has also been Political Editor of the New
Statesman. She is currently a columnist and interviewer for The
Guardian, a presenter of The Week in Westminster on Radio 4 and The
Sunday Programme on GMTV. She is also a columnist for Public Finance.

Patrick Barwise is Professor of Management and Marketing at
London Business School, which he joined in 1976 having spent his
early career with IBM. His many publications include books on
Television and its Audience, Strategic Decisions, Predictions: Media, and
most recently, Simply Better. In 2004, he led the independent review for
DCMS of the BBC’s digital TV channels. He is also the former deputy
chairman of the Consumers’ Association.

Stephen Coleman joined Oxford University in 2003 as Professor of 
e-democracy at the Oxford Internet Institute. He was previously
director of the e-democracy programme at the Hansard Society and
continues in the role of senior research associate. He has written and
edited numerous articles and books on ICTs and public participation.
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Matthew d’Ancona joined The Times in 1991 as a trainee, after
working at the human rights magazine Index on Censorship. He rose
through the ranks to become Assistant Editor in 1994. He is currently
deputy editor of The Sunday Telegraph, which he moved to in 1996. He
was Political Journalist of the Year at the 2004 British Press Awards. He
is also a Millennium Commissioner.

Patricia Hodgson DBE began her career as a producer and journalist.
She was Director of Policy and Planning at the BBC from 1993 – 2000
and Chief Executive of the Independent Television Commission from
2000 – 2004. She is Chair of the Higher Education Regulatory Review
Group, a Governor of the Wellcome Trust, and a non-executive director
of the Competition Commission and of GWR Group plc. She has been
a Visiting Bye-Fellow of Newnham College, Cambridge, during the Lent
and Easter terms 2004, and is a Member of the Statistics Commission
and the Commission for Standards in Public Life.

Raji Hunjan was a teacher of English and media studies before joining
the Hansard Society in 2000 as Director of Citizenship and Education.
In 2003 she was appointed co-Director of Carnegie Young People
Initiative, which promotes the participation of young people at all
levels of democracy. She is the author of Parliament’s workbooks for
young people.

Andrew Lansley CBE MP was elected Conservative MP for South
Cambridgeshire in 1997. From 1999 to 2001 he was Shadow Minister
for the Cabinet Office and responsible for policy co-ordination in the
Conservative Party. He was appointed Shadow Secretary of State for
Health in 2004. Before entering Parliament, Andrew Lansley was
Director of the Conservative Research Department and Deputy
Director-General of the British Chamber of Commerce. From 1979 to
1987 he was a civil servant.
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Martin Linton MP was elected Labour MP for Battersea in 1997. In
2003 he was made Parliamentary Private Secretary to Leader of the
House Rt Hon. Peter Hain MP. Formerly a journalist with The Guardian
and a Wandsworth councillor, Martin has written books on political
funding, electoral reform and media influence.

Tim Renton was elected Conservative MP for Mid-Sussex in 1974.
During his 23 years in the House of Commons he was Minister of State
for Foreign and Commonwealth Office; Minister of State for Home
Office; Government Chief Whip and Minster for Arts. In 1997 he was
made Lord Renton of Mount Harry and now sits on the Conservative
benches in the House of Lords. He has written three books, two of
them novels and the most recent, a historical study of parliamentary
whipping.

Peter Riddell is Chief Political Commentator for The Times. Prior to
joining The Times as a political columnist in 1991, he was US Editor and
Washington Bureau Chief at the Financial Times from 1989-91. He
regularly appears on The Week in Westminster, Talking Politics, Radio 4
and TV. Recent publications include Parliament under Blair (2000) and
Hug Them Close: Blair, Clinton, Bush and the ‘Special Relationship’ (2003).

John Sergeant joined the BBC as a radio reporter in 1970. He rose up
the ranks to become the BBC’s Chief Political Correspondent and
Political Editor at ITN. Soon after his arrival at ITN in 2000 he was voted
the Best Individual Television Contributor of the Year at the Voice of the
Viewer and Listener Awards for 1999. He left ITN in 2003 to concentrate
on writing and other broadcasting work following the success of his
memoirs Give Me Ten Seconds. He also published Maggie: Her Fatal
Legacy in 2005.
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Richard Tait CBE joined the BBC in 1974, editing programmes
including Newsnight and The Money Programme. He was Editor of
Channel 4 News from 1987 until his appointment in 1995 to Editor-in-
Chief at ITN. In 2003 he moved to Cardiff University as Professor of
Journalism and Director of the Centre for Journalism Studies. He joined
the BBC Board of Governors in 2004. He is vice-chair of the
International Press Institute and sits on the Advisory Board of the
International News Safety Institute. He was also a member of the
Independent Review of Government Communications. In 2002 he
received a CBE for his services to broadcasting.

Paul Tyler CBE was Liberal Democrat MP for North Cornwall from
1992-2005. After the 1997 election he was Chief Whip for the Liberal
Democrats and Shadow Leader of the House. He served as a member
of the Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons
from 1997-2005. Prior to entering Parliament, he worked for Shelter,
managed a local newspaper group in the South West and, as a
communications consultant, advised a variety of national
environmental organisations.

Fran Unsworth began her BBC career in local radio and by 1990 she
was producer and output editor of Radio 4’s The World at One and PM
news programmes. She spent several years as the BBC’s Home News
Editor before her appointment as the head of political programming at
the BBC. In this post, Fran oversaw the corporation’s review of political
output following the 2001 election, leading to the launch of The Daily
Politics, This Week and The Politics Show. Fran was recently appointed as
the BBC’s Head of Newsgathering, overseeing hundreds of journalists
and producers in the corporation’s bureaux around the world.

David Yelland is Senior Vice-Chair at Weber Shandwick. He began his
career in journalism, joining the Westminster Press in 1985 and The Sun
in 1990. He moved to The New York Post in 1993 and was quickly
promoted to deputy editor. From 1998-2003 he was editor of The Sun,
with a brief to make it the most important political paper in Britain.

Sian Kevill was also a member of the Commission between January and August 2004.
We are very grateful for her contribution to our work.
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Appendix Two

Terms of Reference 

The Commission was set up to examine the communication of parliamentary

democracy. It had the following terms of reference:

•• To examine the presentation of Parliament and how that presentation is

affected by the way it conducts its business

•• To consider both the effect of Parliament’s own procedures and the role of the

media in explaining and publicising the work of both Houses

•• To evaluate the potential for new channels of engagement

•• To make recommendations for change.
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Appendix Three

Written evidence submitted to the Commission

The Commission is very grateful for the written evidence it received following its

request for submissions in April 2004. The information we received was detailed,

considered and extensive and contributed significantly to our findings.

A full list of contributors can be found below:

97

Graham Allen MP

BBC

John Birch

Andy Birchall, Chair, ON Demand Group

Ron Bland

Damien Bove

British Youth Council

Paula Carter

Centre for Effective Dispute Resolution

Channel 4 Television

Daily Mail 

Daycare Trust

Disability Rights Commission

Julia Drown MP

The Electoral Commission

Evening Standard

Lord Falconer of Thoroton, Secretary of State and Lord
Chancellor, Department for Constitutional Affairs

Lord Feldman

Channel Five

Baroness Flather

Professor Bob Franklin 

Douglas Fraser, Sunday Herald

Ivor Gaber, Goldsmiths College

The Guardian

C.E.T. Hall

Hansard Society

Hansard Society Scotland

Harriet Harman MP

Paul Hayter, Clerk of the Parliaments 

Oliver Heald MP

Institute of Ideas

Institute of Public Relations

Nigel Jackson, Bournemouth University

Johnston Press

Michael Jolly

Kent Youth County Council

David Kerr, National Foundation for Educational Research

Robert Key MP, Chair of the Information Committee

David Lepper MP

Barbara Long, Director of Parliamentary Broadcasting

Melissa March

Helen S. McCall, Carluke Gazette

Des McConaghy

Medway Youth Parliament

Mary Morgan, Director of Public Information for 
House of Lords

MORI

Dr Ralph Negrine, University of Leicester

Richie Nimmo, University of Manchester

Liz Parratt, Communications Adviser for 
House of Commons

Lord Peyton

David Pollock
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Michael Ryle

S4C

Roger Sands, Clerk of the House of Commons

Colin Seymour-Ure, University of Kent

Barry Sheffield

Joanne Simms, The Oban Times

Chris Smith MP

Andrew Sparrow, Daily Telegraph

Lord Phillips of Sudbury

Sutton Coldfield Grammar School for Girls

Viscount Tenby
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Andrew Tyrie MP

Lord Vinson

Lord Wakeham

Perry Walker, New Economics Foundation

Tony Wright MP, Chair of Public Administration 
Select Committee

Baroness Platt of Writtle

Derek Wyatt MP

Young People’s Working Group, Commission on
Parliament in the Public Eye

Youth Action Kouncil, Staffordshire Youth Service
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Appendix Four

Meetings of the Commission

The Commission held a wide range of meetings and seminars between January
2004 and April 2005. The full Commission met 11 times during this period and
sub-groups of the Commission were arranged in addition to this.

The Commission was divided into the following sub-groups: parliamentary
communications; media reporting of Parliament; public service broadcasting and
citizenship; and parliamentary reform and modernisation.

The Commission and its sub-groups organised a series of seminars and events:

•• 10 May 2004: Seminar on citizenship

•• 18 May 2004: Seminar with parliamentary officials

•• 25 May 2004: Consultation event with young people and the Youth Voting
Network

•• 2 June 2004: Seminar on public service broadcasting

•• 28 June 2004: Tour of Parliament

•• 29 June 2004: Seminar on newspaper reporting of Parliament

•• 8 July 2004: Seminar on parliamentary reform

•• 19 July 2004: Meeting with the BBC

•• 14 October 2004: Seminar on media reporting of Parliament

•• 25 November 2004: Visit to Scottish Parliament and seminars with
parliamentary officials, MSPs and media representatives

•• 1 February 2005: Public meeting.

The contribution of participants at these events was invaluable to our work. Listed
below are those individuals who attended meetings and seminars organised by
the Commission and to whom we are very grateful.
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Richard Allan MP 

Steve Anderson, ITV

Paul Armitage, Ofsted

Phillip Atkinson, Parliamentary Aide to Nanette Milne MSP

Jillian Bailey, Press and Publicity Officer 
(Select Committees), House of Lords

Mark Ballard MSP, Green Party

Catherine Bebbington, Communications Assistant,
House of Commons

Stephen Bermingham, Commission for Children and
Young People in Scotland

Polly Billington, BBC
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Fiona Booth, Hansard Society

Malcolm Boughen, Channel 4 News 

Gillian Bowditch, The Scotsman

Tony Breslin, Citizenship Foundation

Adele Brown, Select Committee Media Officer,
House of Commons

Gordon Brown MP

Rob Burley, Jonathan Dimbleby Show, ITV

Dorothy Byrne, Channel 4

David Cameron MP

Jenni Campbell, Outreach Services Manager,
Scottish Parliament

Brendan Carlin, Yorkshire Post

Paula Carter

Rob Clements, House of Commons Library

Alan Cochrane, The Daily Telegraph

Helen Collins, European Parliament Office, Scotland

Coombeshead College, Devon

Liz Craft, Qualifications and Curriculum Authority

Sir Bernard Crick

James Cronin, BBC iCan

Sean Curran, BBC

Mark Damazer, BBC

Lindsey Davey, Events Co-ordinator, Scottish Parliament

Carole Devon, Director of Access and Information,
Scottish Parliament

John Dickie, BBC

Malcolm Dickson, Holyrood Magazine

Beccy Earnshaw, The Electoral Commission

John Edward, European Parliament Office, Scotland

Thomas Elias, Private Secretary to Chair of Committees,
House of Lords

Erith School, Bexley

Esher Church of England High School

Rosemary Everett, Head of Participation Services,
Scottish Parliament

Gerry Foley, Tyne Tees TV
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Liz Foster, Commission for Children and Young People in
Scotland

Douglas Fraser, Sunday Herald

Jessica Gold, School Councils UK

Tom Happold, Guardian Unlimited

Ginny Hill, Jonathan Dimbleby Show, ITV

Matthew Hill, Department for Culture, Media and Sport

Gaby Hinsliff, The Guardian

John Hipwood, Wolverhampton Express and Star

Greg Hurst, The Times

Robin Hutchinson, Dod's Parliamentary Communications

Kate Jenkins 

Simon Jenkins

Jane Jones, Participation Development Officer, Scottish
Parliament

David Jordan, BBC

Peter Kellner, YouGov

George Kerevan, The Scotsman

David Kerr, National Foundation for Educational Research

Phil Kirby, Vodafone

Kate Kirkpatrick, Manchester University Students Union

Peter Knowles, BBC Parliament

Jurgan Kroenig, Die Zeit

Victor Launert, Central Tours Office, Parliament

Barbara Long, Director of Parliamentary Broadcasting

Peter Lowe, BSkyB

Roger Lowry, Ofcom

Eric MacLeod, Senior Media Relations Officer,
Scottish Parliament

Catherine MacLeod, Glasgow Herald

Simon Mares, Central Television and Westcountry Television

Jules Mason, British Youth Council

Sheena McDonald 

Kate McGallen, Department for Culture, Media and Sport

David Millar 

Mary Morgan, Director of Public Information,
House of Lords
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Gerry Murray, Dod's Parliamentary Communications

David Natzler, Secretary to the House of Commons
Commission

Professor the Lord Norton of Louth

Liz Parratt, Communications Adviser, House of Commons

Peter Pattisson, Deptford Green School

Sir Robert Phillis, Guardian Media Group

John Pienaar, BBC

Keith Raffan MSP

Reading Girls School

Robert Rogers, Former Secretary to the House of
Commons Commission

Alan Rusbridger, The Guardian

Dr Maggie Scammell, LSE

Janet Seaton, Information Centre, Scottish Parliament

David Seymour, The Mirror

Chris Shaw, Five TV

Joanne Simms, The Oban Times
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Nicole Smith, The Electoral Commission

Stuart Stevenson MSP

Tim Suter, Ofcom

Caroline Thomson, BBC

Robert Thomson, The Times

Nick Toon, ITV

Alex Towers, Ofcom

Robert Twigger, Parliamentary Education Unit

Lucy Ward, The Guardian

Richard Ware, Head of Office and Secretary to the Board
of Management, House of Commons

Chris Weeds, Parliamentary Education Unit

Paul Whelan, Newsround, BBC

Emma Wilson, Vodafone

Robert Wilson, Principal Clerk of Select Committees,
House of Commons

Tony Wright MP

Sam Younger, The Electoral Commission
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Appendix Five

Public Eye: Citizens’ Panel

The Commission, together with the Hansard Society’s e-Democracy programme,

set up Public Eye: Citizens’ Panel to look at how a panel of ‘ordinary’ citizens, in the

form of a ‘digital jury’ could inform the work of the Commission. The 55 members

of the digital jury were drawn from across the UK and were invited to give

feedback on the weekly topic on the Public Eye website over a four-week period

from 18 October 2004.

The project was designed with the view to encouraging people from all walks of

life to take part in the panel. The Jurors were recruited through direct mailings,

viral emails, web links and the BBC iCan website.

Members of the Public Eye: Citizens’ Panel came together on the communal web

site at www.hansardsociety.org.uk/publiceye to respond to a series of structured

questions and themes for deliberation. The weekly topics were posted as follows:

•• Parliamentary reform/modernisation

•• Media reporting of Parliament

•• Parliament’s communication strategy

•• Commentary in the media and miscellaneous

The site generated a lively debate, with over 350 messages posted to the site by

panel members. These comments were summarised by the Hansard Society’s 

e-Democracy programme and presented in a report to the Commission.
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Appendix Six

Young People’s Working Group

The Commission set up a Young People’s Working Group with the support of

Carnegie Young People Initiative. Kierra Box, Joe Hall, Christina Jessah and Roz

Mascarenhas made up the four members of the group. Each has relevant

experience and knowledge in the fields of politics, youth issues and media and all

have been involved with youth organisations.

Over the lifetime of the Commission, the group reviewed evidence received by

the Commission and held frequent meetings of its own. The group also

participated in the following Commission events:

•• Seminar on citizenship, May 2004 

•• Seminar with parliamentary officials, May 2004

•• Event on young people, the media and politics, May 2004

•• Seminar on public service broadcasting, June 2004

•• Tour of Parliament, June 2004

•• Commission meeting, June 2004

•• Public event, February 2005 

The group submitted its interim findings to the Commission in September 2004. As

the Commission began to deliberate its conclusions, they identified the measures

Parliament could take to have the greatest impact on engaging young people:

•• Create an ambitious Communications Department with the remit to engage

with the public, respond to their needs and seek out their interests – involving

young people actively and meaningfully in all its review and planning

procedures.

•• Encourage and support MPs to give young people innovative ways to interact

with Parliament which are relevant to them and where they can see real

outcomes.

•• Ease the restrictions on media access and reporting in Parliament (particularly

television) and encourage them to report on the issues important to young

people by highlighting interesting stories and giving them easily digestible

summaries and searchable records of events in Parliament. Highlight to the

media opportunities for young people to interact with Parliament or engage

with issues Parliament addresses.
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•• Encourage young people to participate at all ages so they remain engaged later

in life, from citizenship education beginning at an earlier age in schools to

improved parliamentary websites which meet the needs of a range of young

people.

The Commission benefited enormously from the ongoing participation and

feedback from the group. The members enabled the incorporation of young

people’s views on an ongoing basis; these views have been included in the body

of the Report.
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Appendix Seven

Recommendations from other Reports

Some of our recommendations find support in earlier reports. Although by no

means exhaustive, the list below gives an indication of assessments and

recommendations that previous groups or committees have made:

House of Commons Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of

Commons, Connecting Parliament with the Public (2004), HC 368

Too often the impression is given that the House of Commons is a private club,

run for the benefit of its Members, where members of the public are tolerated

only on sufferance. [2]

We are convinced of the need for a radical upgrade of the website at the earliest

possible opportunity, which will require significant investment in systems and

staff.The financial implications of this are for the Finance and Services Committee

and the House of Commons Commission to consider. [11]

We recommend that, as development of the website progresses, the House

authorities, in consultation with young people, develop the website in a form

which is more accessible to them. [16]

We recommend that the Liaison Committee and Procedure Committee consider

a process whereby public petitions should automatically stand referred to the

relevant select committee. It would then be for the committee to decide whether

or not to conduct an inquiry into the issues raised, or to take then into account in

the context of a current or forthcoming inquiry. [29]

We believe that there is scope for greater co-ordination of the House’s media and

communications resources. We therefore recommend the establishment of a

central press office for the House of Commons, to take a more pro-active role in

promoting the House and its work. [31]

We recommend that the Board of Management and the House of Commons

Commission urgently consider whether there is scope for further improving the

co-ordination of the House’s media, educational and communications resources

and planning, with effective Member oversight and close liaison with appropriate

officials and Members of the House of Lords. [32]
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Parliament First, an All Party Group of Members of Parliament, Parliament’s

Last Chance (2003)

It is vital that Select Committees are put under the control of backbenchers and

not the executive or whips. We recommend that there should be division of

chairmanships along party lines (as at present) but then the House as a whole

should elect Select Committee Chairs by secret ballot. [p.9]

Parliament should reassert and re-establish its own identity and take more

control of running its own affairs. At present the informal ‘usual channels’ systems

tend to benefit the executive over the interests of backbenchers and the

opposition. We recommend that there should be a Business Committee

responsible for managing the parliamentary timetable. [pp. 13-14]

We recommend that a Petitions Committee should be established in the House of

Commons to assess issues of public concern and if appropriate to make referrals

for debate or committee inquiry. [p. 14]

There should be specific provision for ‘public interest debate’ or topical or urgent

debates where a certain number of MPs (of all parties) request it. We recommend

that the House reconsiders the merit of introducing a twice-weekly 30 minute

session on a single topical subject. [p. 15]

To improve Parliament’s communication with the public we recommend a well-

resourced press office to publicise parliamentary activity.

We recommend that a Chief Executive should be appointed to run all Parliament’s

administrative and domestic functions.The Chief Executive should be responsible

to a reformed House of Commons Commission which should be elected by MPs

as a whole. [p. 16]

We recommend that Parliament should consider whether it is supported in the

most effective way possible, whether the recruitment and working methods of its

staff are compatible with the best modern practice and whether lessons should

be learnt from the private sector and civil service, including more external

recruitment, especially at senior levels. [p. 17]

There should be closer working arrangements between the staff of the two

Houses. At present the two Houses work virtually in isolation from each other.

Better channels of communication, improved liaison mechanisms and closer

working between the Clerks, Libraries and other staff of both Houses would
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improve the effective functioning of both Houses and help develop a more

coherent parliamentary ethos and approach. More practically, the absence of a

combined and comprehensive management structure for the whole

parliamentary estate causes duplication across a wide range of services and is

very wasteful. [4.15 p. 56]

Commonwealth Parliamentary Association, Parliament and the Media:

Recommendations for an informed democracy (2003)

Parliament should employ public relations officers to publicise their activities to

the media which do not cover Parliament, and education staff to run outreach

programmes to stimulate interest in parliamentary democracy. Both services

should operate in an apolitical way under guidelines set by the House. [8.3]

House of Commons Select Committee on Information, Digital Technology:

Working for Parliament and the Public (2002), HC 1065

The Committee recommends that the following set of principles for information

and communication technologies be adopted for the House:

A. The House is committed to the use of ICT to increase its accessibility and to

enable the public, exercising its right to use whatever medium is convenient,

to communicate with Members and with Committees of the House.

B. The House is committed to using ICT to enhance the professionalism of

Members, their staff and House staff in all aspects of parliamentary life.

C. The House is committed to the use of ICT to increase public participation in its

work, enabling it to draw on the widest possible pool of experience, including

particularly those who have traditionally been excluded from the political and

parliamentary process.

D. The House recognises the value of openness and will use ICT to enable, as far

as possible, the public to have access to its proceedings and papers.

E. The House will develop and share good practice in the use of ICT by other

parliamentary and governmental bodies both within the United Kingdom and

elsewhere, and will work in collaboration with outside bodies. [11]

The Committee recommends that the House report annually on its progress in

implementing these principles. [12]

We recognise the importance of a communications strategy that maximises the

accessibility and transparency of the House, and indeed Parliament. [13]
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Regular investment may be needed to take account of developments in

technology. [27]

Special efforts must be made by the House to engage younger people, who are

recognised as being both more ready to use technology and more disconnected

from the traditional political process. [50]

We suggest that the House Administration should: maintain an awareness of

initiatives being developed elsewhere to increase public participation in, and

communication with, representative bodies; work with others to use technologies

in innovative and effective ways. [58]

Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons,

Modernisation of the House of Commons: A Reform Programme, Second Report

of Session 2001-02 (2002), HC 1168

We recommend that Select Committees and other parliamentary bodies step up

their use of ICT to increase e-participation by the public in the parliamentary

process.

The House of Commons belongs to the British people who elect it and who pay

for it. [17]

We record our unanimous view that such an interpretative [visitor] centre should

focus on the function of Parliament as a working institution at the heart of our

representative democracy, and not just Westminster as an interesting building

with a lot of history. [19]

Hansard Society Commission on Parliamentary Scrutiny, The Challenge for

Parliament: Making Government Accountable (2001)

The House of Commons has been slow to adapt to the needs of the media.

Whereas the Government machine, the political parties and most individual MPs,

are attuned to the needs of the media, Parliament is not. To improve media

coverage the Commons should sit earlier in the day and allow for morning

statements from Ministers. [39]

Although both the Commons and the Lords have information officers both

Houses need a designated press office.The press offices would be responsible for

co-ordinating the press activity of the committees, highlight to journalists

forthcoming issues and promote Parliament as an institution to the media. [42]
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The House of Commons should re-establish a Petitions Committee which would

play a significant role in mediating between issues of public concern and select

committees. The committee should be structured along similar lines to the

Scottish Parliament’s committee and should draw the attention of MPs to issues

where it feels there is public concern. [47]

The Commission to Strengthen Parliament, Strengthening Parliament (2000)

We want to build the link between citizens collectively and Parliament. We

support the creation of a Petitions Committee.

We would like to see something of a culture shift in the attitude taken towards

media access to the Palace. Parliament should be a far more open institution. [p. 24]

We want to strengthen the link between Parliament and the citizen.The best way to

do this, we believe, is through ensuring greater media access to Westminster. [p. 54]

We favour major changes designed to ensure that citizens have a greater

awareness of what Parliament is doing. There is some media coverage of

Parliament and both Houses are pro-active to some degree in disseminating

material about their work, not least through the internet. We want to see

Parliament become an even more open institution. Citizens are entitled to see

what is going on. Parliament itself benefits from the oxygen of publicity. It gives it

greater leverage in its dealings with government. We want to see the media have

greater access to the Palace of Westminster. [p. 56]

We recommend that the media be permitted to make greater use of the Palace of

Westminster.

We think that camera crews should be permitted far greater access to parts of the

Palace. Rather than stipulating those parts of the Palace to which the media are

permitted, we think the onus should be reversed. We believe that camera crews

should have access to all parts of the Palace other than those stipulated as off-

limits.

We also recommend more dedicated facilities for the media within the Palace.We

believe that there should be a room set aside for the media so that they will have

their own technical support within the Palace and their own mini-studio. This

would not only be for the convenience of the media and members, we also

believe that it will provide an incentive for the media to devote more time and

attention to Parliament. [p. 57]
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House of Commons Commission, Review of Services and Management (1999),

HC 745. Known as the Braithwaite Review.

Resourcing a Parliament effectively is an extremely difficult business.The House of

Commons is no exception. The House has no mission statement; Members of

Parliament have no job description. The Parliamentary process is to a great extent

reactive, and the type and scale of activity is often dictated by external events. [2.1]

Yet the effective operation of the House is of enormous constitutional and public

importance. The elector (and taxpayer) expects Governments to be held to

account; constituents to be represented and their grievances pursued; and

historic Parliamentary functions to be extended and adapted to changes in the

wider world. [2.2]

These things do not come cheap, and no-one should expect them to. Seeking to

hold to account a complex, sophisticated and powerful Executive; dealing with an

unremitting burden of legislation; and meeting ever-increasing expectations on

the part of constituents; all this requires substantial, high quality support. Add to

this that the House of Commons is, in proportion to population, one of the largest

elected Chambers in the world, and that its centre of operation is not a modern

building but an inconvenient and expensive World Heritage Site, and you have

some idea of the task. [2.3]

There is no shortage of complicating factors. Each Member of Parliament is an

expert on what he or she wants from the system, and what the system should

provide. With their staffs, Members are in effect 659 small businesses operating

independently within one institutional framework. [2.4]

[T]he House and its Members are funded by the taxpayer. This spending is

inevitably high-profile, exposed to media interest which is not always friendly and

which may not pause to assess the wider value of Parliamentary expenditure.The

House must be able to demonstrate proper stewardship of public money. [2.5]

It must also respond to changing expectations in the wider world…public bodies

are now expected to be more transparent than ever before, to demonstrate best

practice in governance and to be judged by the achievement of stated aims and

objectives. [2.6]

We have noted that the Commission remains a shadowy body to many Members,

and that it has not taken the more public profile recommended by Ibbs. We think

that there is a balance to be struck. [15.12]
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Act (of Parliament): A Bill that has been approved by both Houses of Parliament

and has been given the Royal Assent. An Act of Parliament becomes part of

United Kingdom law.

Administration Committee: One of the domestic select committees of the

House of Commons, advising the House of Commons Commission on certain

administrative services for Members. Recent subjects considered by the

Committee include access to the parliamentary estate and visitors during the

summer months.

All-Party Group: Groups formed by MPs and Peers who share an interest in a

particular subject, regardless of overall party affiliation.

Anti-Terror Bill 2005: Another name for the Prevention of Terrorism Bill, passed

on 11 March 2005. The final passage of the bill necessitated over 30 hours of

debate between the House of Commons and the House of Lords.

Backbench: Collective term for the members of parliamentary parties who do

not hold ministerial or shadow ministerial office and sit on the Commons benches

behind those who do hold office. Individually known as ‘backbenchers’.

Blog: A shortened version of ‘web-log’, an online journal or forum maintained to

express a writer’s opinion on particular issues or events.

Broadcasting Committee: One of the domestic select committees of the House

of Commons. The Broadcasting Committee advises the House of Commons

Commission about the broadcasting of the proceedings of the Commons and its

Committees.

Cabinet: The group of senior Government Ministers, appointed by the Prime

Minister, who collectively decide on Government policy and co-ordinate the work

of the different Government departments.

Central Tours Office: This office streamlines booking arrangements for tours of

the Palace of Westminster and co-ordinates guiding arrangements and tour

provision. In 2004, almost 112,000 visitors were conducted on tours organised

through Members of both Houses.
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Clerk of the House of Commons and Chief Executive: The senior official of the
House of Commons, who acts as the chief adviser on House practice and
procedure. The Clerk is also given the title of Chief Executive. The office of the
Clerk of the House of Commons dates back to approximately 1315.

Clerk of the Parliaments: The senior official of the House of Lords, who acts as
the chief adviser on House practice and procedure and also serves as the House’s
Chief Executive.

Commons Information Office: The office that provides the public with
information on the work, history and membership of the House of the Commons.

Constituency: The group or area that an MP is elected to represent in Parliament.

e-Democracy: The use of electronic communications technologies to enhance
and conduct democratic processes. The political use of web-logs, email mailing
lists, internet forums and other online tools often fall under the collective heading
of ‘e-democracy’.

European Union: A supranational organisation of 25 European countries of
which the United Kingdom is a member.The European Union (EU) gains its power
over policy from areas that have been transferred to it by its member-states.

Frontbench: Collective term for the members of a parliamentary party who hold
ministerial or shadow ministerial office and who sit on the frontbenches of the
Commons chamber.

Government: The political party which holds the most seats in Parliament forms
the Government of the day. The Government introduces the majority of laws
considered by Parliament.

Group on Information for the Public (GIP): A cross-departmental group of
senior Commons officials that aims to improve and co-ordinate public
information and access. The House of Lords’ Director of Public Information is also
a member and Lords officials are involved in various sub-groups.

Hansard: The official transcript of Parliament which provides a daily record of
proceedings. Hansard can now be read on the parliamentary website.

House of Commons Commission: Established by the House of Commons
(Administration) Act 1978, the Commission acts as the overall supervisory body of
the House of Commons and decides most matters of House policy. The
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Commission is made up of the Speaker of the House of Commons, the Leader of
the House of Commons, a Member of the House nominated by the Leader of the
Opposition and three other MPs appointed by the House.

Leader of the House of Commons: The member of the Government who is
responsible for organising the business (timetable) of the Commons.

Liaison Committee: The Liaison Committee is made up of select committee
chairs. The Committee considers matters related to the work of all Commons
select committees and advises the House of Commons Commission on select
committees. It also chooses the committee reports that will be debated in the
House and hears directly from the Prime Minister on public policy matters.

Member of Parliament (MP): An individual who is elected by the voters of a
particular constituency or area to represent them in the House of Commons.

Minister: An MP or Peer who has been selected by the Prime Minister to have
responsibility for a Government department. Opposition parties often select a
‘shadow minister’ to represent their party’s views on the issues dealt with by the
Minister and his or her department.

Modernisation Select Committee: One of the select committees of the House of
Commons. The Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons
considers matters related to the modernisation of the House’s practices and
procedures.

National Assembly for Wales: The devolved assembly for Wales (Cynulliad
Cenedlaethol Cymru) was created in 1999.The Assembly does not have the power
to pass primary legislation, but can develop and administer policies.

Office of Communications (Ofcom): Created in 2003, Ofcom is the independent
regulator and competition authority for communications industries in the UK.

Opposition: Political parties other than the Government party, whose role is to
examine and question the work of the government of the day. The largest of the
opposition parties is known as Her Majesty’s Opposition.

Parliamentary Broadcasting Unit Ltd (PARBUL): The company, owned and
operated by the major broadcasters (BBC, ITV, Channels 4 and 5, and British Sky
Broadcasting), which provides to broadcasters the television images of the
proceedings of the House of Commons, the House of Lords and of committees of
each House.

Parliamentary Education Unit (PEU): The office that provides information and
resources on the Houses of Parliament for teachers and young people.
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Peer: An individual who possesses a title that either has been or can be inherited
(hereditary peer) or is granted for the duration of the individual’s lifetime (life
peer). At present, all life peers and some hereditary peers are entitled to sit in the
House of Lords.

Portcullis House: Constructed in 2001, Portcullis House contains public and
private meeting rooms and office space for MPs.

Post-legislative Scrutiny: The term for an Act being reviewed by a select
Committee after it has been introduced in Parliament.

Pre-legislative Scrutiny: The term for a Bill being considered in draft form. This
allows Members who have some prior knowledge or speciality in the subject to
consider the Bill before it is placed before Parliament.

Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs): The Prime Minister answers questions in
the Commons chamber for half an hour every Wednesday. This is the most well-
known part of the parliamentary calendar and a focus point for the media.

Private Members’ Bill: A Bill put before Parliament by an individual MP rather
than by the Government.

Private Notice Question (PNQ): A question in the House of Commons, for which
no previous notice has been given, relating to a matter of public importance or the
arrangement of business. Also known as an Urgent Question, it may be taken at the
end of Question Time if it has been submitted to and approved by the Speaker.

Public Service Broadcasting (PSB): Electronic media outlets receive public
funding to provide public service broadcasting. PSB arose from the notion that
the function of broadcasting is not simply to satisfy commercial interests but also
to inform, educate and entertain the public. For example, broadcasters are legally
required to be impartial in their coverage of news and current affairs and must
broadcast a certain proportion of current affairs during prime time.

Scottish Parliament: The devolved Scottish Parliament was established in 1999.
As a devolved parliament, it has the power to pass laws on issues such as
education, health and prisons, and to alter the rate of tax; other powers are dealt
with by Parliament in Westminster.

Serjeant at Arms: The individual who is responsible for maintaining order and
controlling access to the precincts of the House of Commons. The Serjeant at
Arms is also in charge of housekeeping duties and the supply of stationery to the
Commons. The office of Serjeant at Arms dates back to 1415 and the post has
traditionally been held by an ex-serviceman.
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Select Committee: A committee set up by either House to look at a particular
subject area. Certain select committees examine the expenditure, administration
and policy of each of the main Government Departments and associated public
bodies,and also have the power to take evidence and issue reports on their findings.

Speaker of the House of Commons: An MP who has been elected to chair
debates in the House of Commons. The Speaker’s responsibilities include
maintaining order in the House, ensuring that the Commons may carry out its
business, and calling upon MPs to speak during debate. The Speaker ceases to be
involved in party politics upon taking office.

Standing Committee: A committee set up by the House of Commons to consider
the details of a particular Bill, and which only exists for the duration of the Bill
being considered.

Standing Order: An order made by the House (Commons or Lords) for the
regulation of its proceedings.

Westminster: The geographical location of the Houses of Parliament. The term is
often used to refer to the body of political opinion formed by MPs and Peers, as
well as those whose work centres on political matters (e.g. political journalists).

Westminster Hall: The oldest part of the Palace of Westminster, which includes a
room that is often used as an additional and parallel forum for debate apart from
the main House of Commons chamber. Following a trial from 1999 to 2002, the
permanent Standing Order Number 10 was adopted to provide for the ‘House
sitting in Westminster Hall’.

Whip: An MP or a Peer who co-ordinates parliamentary business, and is
responsible for maintaining party discipline to ensure that backbench members
vote in support of the leadership.

Whipped vote: A vote held under close scrutiny by the whips to ensure that party
members vote in accordance with the expressed party line.

Whitehall: The geographical location of many Civil Service departments and
offices, often used as an all-encompassing term to refer to the Civil Service and UK
bureaucracy as a whole.

Wiki: A website that allows its users to add and edit content, in contrast to
traditional websites that can only be edited by those who have access to the site’s
HTML code.
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