What are the ways in which the government are held to account?

The purpose of this essay is to consider the ways in which the government is held to account. It will look at who exactly makes up the government and what part they have to play in the creation of laws as well as how the executive is divided into separate departments and what the purpose of those departments are. It will consider the safeguards that are in place to ensure that fairness and equality is at the forefront of creating laws that work for the majority. This essay will discuss some of the methods used to ensure accountability that are visible to the public as well as when, if ever, it is considered appropriate for the government to have privacy over certain matters which are deemed to be unsuitable for public consumption, such as when matters of national security are concerned. There will be a consideration of the advantages and disadvantages of the methods the United Kingdom (UK) uses to ensure the government is held to account and whether these areas need reform. As noted by White, (2015) “Good scrutiny makes for good government”.
The executive refers to the central government in the UK. The way in which a government is formed is that the leader of the parliamentary party which has won a general election by gaining the most seats, is invited by the reigning monarch to form a government. The leader of the party becomes the Prime Minister and appoints a Cabinet. (‘Ministers’ GOV.UK) This method of appointing a Prime Minister by the monarch is made under the Royal Prerogative. (Hennessey, 2001) The role of the monarchy in government in modern times is mostly ceremonial. At the current time, there are twenty-two members of the Cabinet. The Cabinet is made up of ministers chosen by the Prime Minister, usually from his own parliamentary party, to head the departments which control the way in which the country is governed. The Prime Minister and Cabinet Ministers are the most senior Members of Parliament (MPs). Because of the vast array of areas involved in managing government matters, different ministers are responsible for those areas, such as the Department of Defence, the Department of Health, the Department of Justice, the Department of Finance and several more. During weekly Cabinet meetings, they discuss the issues which require decisions to be made and the Prime Minister delivers these decisions to the country. The Cabinet meetings are kept private so that there is the appearance of unity. ( Hazell, Worthy & Glover)  The other occasion when political discussions aren’t publicised  are when they concern matters of national security. These issues are discussed privately by what is known as the National Security Council, headed by the Prime Minister and include senior Cabinet members as well as special security advisors from the security agencies that operate in the UK. (Cabinet Office, 2010) There should be no question whether matters of national security meetings should remain private.

In 1748, Montesquieu published his ‘Spirit of the laws’, in which he theorised that there must be a separation of powers within government. For government to be fair and effective and with the intention of preventing tyranny, no one part could have all the power and all parts should be held accountable by the oversight of the others. This is considered to be a cornerstone of the British constitution. (Benwell & Gay, 2011) Power in Britain is divided into three branches of state. These branches are executive, legislative and judicial. As discussed previously, the executive are the people who make the key, day to day decisions that keep government operating.  The legislative branch of government are the remaining MPs as well as the members of the House of Lords and senior members of the Church of England. The judiciary are the members of our legal system such as senior Judges and is headed by the Lord Chief Justice. 
For laws to be passed by the British government, a series of actions must take place first. Firstly, a Bill has to be drafted. This Bill can be drafted by any MP or member of the House of Lords as either a proposal of a new law or as an amendment to existing laws. For the Bill to be passed into law however, there has to be an agreement in both Houses by way of a vote by all members. If at any time there is a disagreement with the proposal or the wording of the proposal, it is passed back and forth between both Houses until either an agreement can be made or until the proposal is ‘lost’ because of lack of support. (Russell & Gover, 2017) This method is used as a measure of accountability. It prevents MPs from pushing through laws that aren’t necessarily in the best interest of the country. However, it isn’t a perfect method by way of checks and balances. The House of Lords has many members which are in place because they have been chosen by Prime Ministers. (Dorey & Purvis, 2018) Unfortunately, this can very often mean that the party currently in power can influence the decisions made by certain Lords that are sympathetic to the sitting party, which inevitably will give them an advantage when trying to push through laws. Particularly when the incumbent political party has been in power for several terms, as each Prime Minister is able to introduce new members to the House of Lords each year which strengthens their position. (Barnett & Carty, 2017)
Another method used to hold the government to account on its decisions is Pime Minister’s questions. This takes place once a week in the House of Commons and is now televised so that the public and media can scrutinise the topics being discussed, and the decisions being made by the executive. During this session, all MPs are able to question the Prime Minister or the relevant member of the Cabinet about proposals they have made. However, debates are held on several occasions during the week in both houses. Debates are held so that Ministers and Lords in their respective Houses can discuss current events, policies and any new laws being proposed. It is also a way for the general public to be able to have an input on issues that they feel need to be heard. Members of the public can address any issues they feel need to be raised with the MP for their constituency who can in turn bring it up for debate. These sessions in the House of Commons are also usually open for the public to hear from the public gallery should they wish to do so. Clearly it is not practical for everyone to be able to visit the House of Commons to hear these debates, so in an extra effort to provide transparency, everything discussed in Parliament is available to view online on the website Hansard. (hansard.parliament.uk)
When issues have been raised regarding suggested policies, be it with regards to whether the policy will be effective, fair, necessary or financially viable, a Select Committee can be formed. A Select Committee is a group of MPs who have been specifically chosen to investigate and report on the issue that has been raised. Very often, these Select Committees will also have experts in their field brought in to consult so that the most suitable way forward can be decided. A drawback of these Select Committees is that it is very difficult to know whether the convening of said committees and their findings actually have any impact on the decisions made. (Benton & Russell, 2013)
The media also plays its part regarding scrutiny. Members of the press are often present for debates and political correspondents have the ability to break down into layman’s terms subjects that are often debated using legal or archaic language that may not be easy to follow for everyday observers, although, possible issues with this could be that media sources can also be politically biased and may report things from the perspective that supports their view or the opinions of their consumers, therefore skewing the facts to support their aims. (Bernhardt, Krasa & Polborn, 2008) Also, there is some belief that certain media outlets will write favourably about the government in return for preferential treatment from the government, such as being the first to receive important news, or that some MPs will prefer to inform members of the press who will report upon their actions in a favourable light. (Tai, 2012) This serves to extend the public’s mistrust of the government as well as the media. (Bertsou, 2019)
In summary, although some reform has taken place in the House of Lords with the abolition of hereditary peerages, (‘Hereditary peers removed’ parliament.uk) it is believed that this reform doesn’t go far enough and that all members of the House of Lords should be elected to be democratised, which in turn would improve government scrutiny. (Farrington, 2015) The news media is another area which appears to need urgent reform if it is to properly hold the government to account, as currently it is viewed as biased and untrustworthy itself. (Hollihan, 2010) There are measures in place that are designed to hold the government to account, but these measures do not seem to be as effective as they may appear. Reform in some key areas could improve scrutiny as well as to restore the trust of the public. Select Committees need to be removed from the political arena if they are to be viewed as real scrutiny. In their current form, they are little more than a pretence at scrutiny due to their political persuasion. (Fernandes, Saalfeld & Schwemmer, 2022)
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