Abolishing the House of Lords

When tackling a subject with such complexity, it's beneficial to dismantle the topic into smaller components. For instance, what is the House of Lords' role in Parliament? Are they essential to a functioning Parliament today? Analysing these questions determines whether reform or abolishment is necessary. Parliament has three components: the House of Commons, the Monarchy and the House of Lords. The roles of Parliament include scrutiny, making or changing legislation, having debates, and checking or budgeting government spending. Decisions are usually approved by both houses before commencing (What is the role of Parliament?, no date).

According to Brady (2023), the House of Lords, established in the 14th century, debates government policy while also checking and balancing bills. Roles and work of the House of Lords (no date) states that 60% of their time is spent on legislation and 40% on scrutiny. Lilly, A. (2022) concludes that an immense amount of the House of Lords are life peers appointed for the rest of their lives. Supplementary ways to gain a seat include nominations via a political party, resignation honour and controversially hereditary peers. Several bishops are members of the House of Lords by default. Namely, the archbishop of York and Canterbury their referred to as Lord Spirituals.

The first advantage of the House of Lords is the crossbench peers. Lily, A. (2022) defines these members as solely appointed for their expertise and skills, unaffiliated to any political party. They have backgrounds in law, business, sports, academia and various other areas, which is desirable as D’Souza, B.F. (2021) asserts that without crossbench peers, the constitution will lose credibility due to having an insufficient understanding of topics, for instance, someone with knowledge of business will discuss laws regarding business more in-depth than an MP who has no experience in that field, this results in enhanced legislation. Politicians sometimes seek to circumvent discussing controversial issues or opinions out of fear of not being re-elected, whereas crossbench peers are free to vocalise their views. To conclude, the more experts, the better scrutiny on a wide range of topics.
 
On the other hand, some argue that the House of Lords is dominated by politicians. This can be supported by the statistics presented by Hughes, D. (2015), stating that 27% of peers had politics as their career before entering the House of Lords, the majority being MPs prior. Political staff were 7%, 7% business, 9% commerce, banking/finance 6%, two peers worked for the royal family, and one worked in manual trade. These statistics illustrate that individuals with conventional occupations are not seen as imperative enough to have a role in the House of Lords despite being able to discuss issues corresponding to their career, representing and relating to a larger audience. Regarding the statistic stating 27% of peers being politicians before entering, this can be favourable as the house becomes more democratic but can raise concerns as these MPs may have built a connection with the prime minister and may have been the sole reason they were appointed, this may be a cause for reform, possibly putting a cap on how many MPs can sit at once but may not be detrimental enough to cause for abolishment.  

When discussing abolishing the House of Lords, a primary concern is the appointment process, leading to accusations of cronyism. Members are elected because they are comrades or because of donations opposed to their suitability for the role. An example highlighted by Talbot, C. (2023) is Boris Johnson nominating Dr Peter Cruddas, who donated a fortune to his party. The House of Lords Appointment Commission (HOLAC) considered the nomination against the vetting criteria and concluded they could not support the appointment. Despite this, Boris Johnson overruled HOLAC, resulting in Cruddas buying his way into the House of Lords using privilege to gain power despite having no relevant experience, affecting the public’s perception and causing society to lack trust in the constitution. One way of combating this issue would be granting HOLAC power to reject nominations rather than just being used as an advisory. 

Furthermore, some members inherited their title, rather than being elected, known as hereditary peers, demonstrating there’s no obligation to understand politics or complex issues as they were granted this with no exertion. However, The House of Lords Act 1999 removed all hereditary peers, except 92, elected by previous hereditary peers but grouped by party affiliation. Scolari, F. (2021) claimed 28 hereditary peers are crossbenchers, signifying that these members did not have a role in politics and may also have no expertise in noteworthy areas, exhibiting that they are only in The House of Lords because of the previous generation rather than their knowledge and skill set or political experience defeating the purpose of crossbenchers being there for their expertise.

Another advantage of the House of Lords is that they can amend bills and represent people who wouldn’t usually have a voice in Parliament and are affected by the legislation. They also amend bills following their beliefs as they are not in fear of not being re-elected. The Parliament Act 1949 removed the House of Lords power to veto a bill unless it was to extend the lifetime of Parliament. However, the act allows the Lords to delay a piece of proposed legislation by a year, removing some political power while still making the House of Lords fundamental in Parliament, evident due to the figures stated in 2022 in the House of Lords - UK Parliament (2022), the Lords considered 5,244 changes to only a 100 bills in 2022, they also spent over 3,350 hours of business which were composed of questioning the lower houses decisions by debate, answering urgent or daily question, airing concerns, encouraging government for action. The 5,244 changes they considered propose the problem that the House of Lords abolishment would result in the bills not being scrutinized to the same degree, meaning they would be less effective, not as well put together, or some areas would be left unconsidered. As a case in point, legislation regarding finance will be less well versed, as the House of Commons are not equipped with the specialist knowledge someone in the House of Lords would have.

The last disadvantage is regarding diversity. The House of Lords members are mainly men, with only 28% being women (Haves, E. 2021). Previously, women could not gain a seat in the House of Lords or gain life peerage until the Peerage Act 1958 changed this, whilst women could not be allocated hereditary peerage until the Peerage Act 1963. Even though in the present day, women can be hereditary peers, there are no female hereditary peers in the House of Lords today. The lack of women in the House of Lords is not the only issue. Lack of ethnic diversity also arises. Purvis, M. (2019) suggested that only 6% of members were ethnically diverse, but there has been a 2.6% growth since 2001. If there is no diversity, there will be no discussion on problems that occur in conjunction with different cultures and no advocacy for their cultural difference or religious differences. If more ethnically diverse members joined the House of Lords, they could help fight prejudice and help break through barriers people from different backgrounds systemically face. 

There are many proposals for reforming the House of Lords. The first is the House of Lords (peerage Nominations) Bill [HL] (2022). This bill proposes placing HOLAC on a statutory basis and that the prime minister is required to wait for HOLAC to confirm the individual has met their conditions and then will be able to refer them to the Monarchy, ensuring the nominations are willing to contribute to the House of Lords and carries themselves well. The bill also includes 20% or more members who must not affiliated with a political party. The remaining members must be split equally between each party. It also limits the number of members, stating that there must not be more members in the House of Lords than in the House of Commons. The commission would contain nine nominees. The Speaker of the House of Commons/the Lord Speaker would nominate these, and four or more members would have to be independent, including the chair. The public would also be able to nominate the crossbenchers.  The public nomination aspect is an ideal proposal for bringing some long-awaited democracy into the House of Lords, also combating some of the disadvantages brought to light through the essay, for example, more crossbenchers being fixing the Politicians dominating the House of Lords discussion from earlier, the prime minister voting anyone who makes contributions to the party or whom he built a friendship with and strengthening HOLAC.

New plans proposed by the Labour Party written by Pope, C. (2022) include abolishing the House of Lords, developing a new democratic chamber where members are elected and reducing the number of members. Throughout this essay, there were many advantages to the House of Lords that other areas of politics lack. For example, abolishment would mean just another political chamber with MPs, losing all the expertise of crossbenchers.

In conclusion, the evidence suggests reforming the House of Lords opposed to abolishing should be the focus as they are essential to a functioning Parliament today. The absence of the House of Lords would almost always result in another chamber of MPs, who have a bias based on their party's views or potentially no second chamber, resulting in poor legislation and less scrutiny. The House of Lords (peerage Nominations) Bill [HL] (2022) would drastically fix the problems the House of Lords are currently facing, installing trust back in the public, making it slightly more democratic but also maintaining its initial purpose. There was a research gap regarding statistics for the frequency of proposed amendments changing legislation, which would have benefitted the essay.
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