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Preface

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 | 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



\Y

Foreword

‘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, | made three points which seem worth repeating:



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
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Executive Summary

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



» 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.



Our Recommendations

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]



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]

Xi
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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]



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]

Xiii
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1.3

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.

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.

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.

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
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1.6

1.7

1.8

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.

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.

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.

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.

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.

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
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1.12

1.13

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?

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.

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.

Itis 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.

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).
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1.14

1.15

1.16

1.17

1.18

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.

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.

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.

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.

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
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1.20

The

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.

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.

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.

Powers and Independence of Parliament

1.21

1.22

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.

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.
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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.*

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,
thisis 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.’? 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.

* 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)

2 Professor Colin Seymour-Ure in evidence to the Commission
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Our Inquiry
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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.

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.

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.

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.

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.



1. Introduction: an overview

1.33 The Commission wanted continuous participation from young people and
S0 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.
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CHAPTER TWO
Failing the public?

There is widespread evidence of public disengagement from
Parliament, in particular among young people, black and minority
ethnic groups and other disadvantaged social groups. Such
evidence includes low electoral turnout, poor levels of knowledge
and trust, and media coverage which provides insufficient
information on Parliament’s work.

Parliament suffers from the wider detachment from ‘traditional’
politics but some of this disengagement is also a response to how
Parliament currently presents itself to the public. Society has
changed massively in recent years and the pace of change is set to
accelerate, but Parliament is simply not keeping up.

Members of the public are increasingly turning to single issues
rather than to parties and traditional political processes. But
Parliament’s communication is still organised around its own, often
inward-looking, procedures. Where 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 too often remains unnecessarily difficult to find the
information people need.

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.

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
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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.* We believe they provide a comprehensive framework
from which to assess attitudes towards Parliament.

Levels of participation

2.3

24

2.5

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?

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.

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.* 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.

® 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

13
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2.6

2.7

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.

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.® 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

2.8

2.9

‘Most of the population simply do not have a clue about how Parliament
works or what our MPs do.’®

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.’” 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.?

The view that ‘all politicians are the same’ is a common belief that deters
citizens from voting.® 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

® The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement 2 (2005)

¢ 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)

¢ 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.

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! | 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.’*°

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.** 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.*?

MORI polling has also charted how people perceive their knowledge of
politics and Parliament.” In 2003 only 33 per cent said they knew ‘a great
deal or‘a fairamount’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.

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.

* Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel
* The Daycare Trust in evidence to the Commission

2. MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)

** 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.* 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.’*®

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.** 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.’*” 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.*® 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.

 MORI in evidence to the Commission

> Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel

** The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004)

7 Comment from member of the Commission’s Citizens’ Panel

® European Opinion Research Group, Standard Eurobarometer 61/Spring 2004: Public Opinion in the EU15, (Directorate
General Press & Communications; 2004)
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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.*

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.° 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.?* 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.? 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.® 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.’*

Parliament’s declining media profile

2.20 InaMORI 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

** European Opinion Research Group, Standard Eurobarometer 62/Autumn 2004: Public Opinion in the EU (Directorate
General Press & Communications; 2005)

2 MORI in evidence to the Commission

2 The Electoral Commission and Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004)

2 |bid.

2 MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)

* Male, Stockport, younger in MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)
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only 30 per cent for the Westminster Parliament).>> 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.?® The media remain a vital factor in informing and engaging
people with Parliament’s work.

Itis 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’®’

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’® 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.’®

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

# The Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004)

* Committee on Standards in Public Life, Survey of public attitudes towards conduct in public life, (Committee on
Standards in Public Life; London 2004)

" Dr Ralph Negrine in evidence to the Commission

* Alan Rusbridger, Editor of The Guardian, in evidence to the Commission

» Ralph Negrine in evidence to the Commission



2. Failing the public?

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.*

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 nointerest 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

* |bid
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party or donated money to one (see
Figure 1) 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.*

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

Which of thess, if ary, have you daneinthe last
o o three years?

Donated roney or paid a membership fee o ..
wacharity organistion?

.. political party?
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Charity /
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Figure 1: Political membership and giving
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Figure 2: Party membership

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

* The Electoral Commission and Hansard Society, An Audit of Political Engagement (2004). Figure 14: Political

membership and giving.

2 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.’*

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.

231
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2.33

2.34

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.

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.’**

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.’*

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

* Rt Hon Robin Cook MP, Hansard Society Annual Lecture 2002
3 Alan Rusbridger in evidence to the Commission
* The Electoral Commission in evidence to the Commission
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2.35

2.36

2.37

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.

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.

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.

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.
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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.”®

% BBC, Beyond the Soundbite (2002)
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2.44

The

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.

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

2.46

2.47

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.

Copyright Hansard Society

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.

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.* 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.

* Ibid.
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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.*® 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.

* Professor Colin Seymour-Ure in evidence to the Commission
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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.



CHAPTER 3

THE ESSENTIALS
OF MODERN
COMMUNICATIONS
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CHAPTER THREE
The essentials of modern communications

Parliament has in the last few years made real and significant
improvements to its communication with the public. But they have
not been far-reaching enough to meet its communication
responsibilities in a fast-changing world. Radical change is required,
starting from first principles, as to what citizens have a right to expect
from their Parliament.

To meet the rights of the public to accurate and comprehensive
information, Parliament requires the same communications resource
as that enjoyed by other significant public organisations. Instead of
the current diffuse and complex distribution of responsibilities,
there should be a single communications system, rooted in a
department responsible for all aspects of external communication
and with a dedicated budget. With these in place, a strategy can be
developed which sets out a clear and comprehensive plan to re-
engage the public with Parliament’s work.

‘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.’*

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.

# 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’“ 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.’*

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,

“ 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
4 |bid.
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3.6

3.7

3.8

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.

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.

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.

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.
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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,*> and now the Modernisation Committee;
in the Lords there is the House Committee and the Information Committee.

“ 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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3.13

3.14

3.15

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.

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.

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.

We set out in the diagrams below an attempt to capture the current
arrangements for external communications, along with our proposed
reformed system.
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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.

il 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.*®
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.

4 Hansard Society Scotland in evidence to the Commission



36

Members Only? Parliament in the Public Eye

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.* 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.** 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'* 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’*

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:

“ Ibid.

* House of Commons Information Committee, Digital Technology: Working for Parliament and the Public. First Report
of Session 2001-02 (2002), HCI 065

“ 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

* acomprehensive 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.”® 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.

“ 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
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total cost of advertising, marketing and other paid-for publicity, as well as
staff costs, was around £320 million.* 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.*®

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

R2

R3

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

Asingle 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

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

4 Phillis, B. et al., An Independent Review of Government Communications (Cabinet Office; London 2004)
% MORI, Enhancing Engagement (2004)
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R4

RS

R6

R7

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

The communication strategy should be tabled for agreement by both
Houses

T