Holding the UK government to account



This essay will discuss the ways in which the UK government is held to account and whether scrutiny makes for a better and improved government. The government runs a country and enforces policies (Parliament, no date). It can also be referred to as the executive. A government is created when a political party receives the most votes in an election. The government consists of the prime minister and the cabinet. The government is accountable for its actions and decisions and must answer to scrutiny.  It is important to know the ways in which the government is held accountable and whether scrutinising makes for a good government (Evans, 2019; Korris, 2011; Smookler, 2006). 


[bookmark: _Int_eRv0B7rm]The separation of powers makes sure that no governing department has full legal power. This is done to protect a country from tyranny (Achenbach, 2017). The separation of powers involves the legislature (Parliament), executive (government), and judiciary (judges).  The separation of power holds the government to account by checking the work of the government (Barber, 2001). The legislature checks the work of the government to ensure that they are doing their job properly (Barber, 2001; Young, 2022).  The advantage of the separation of power regarding holding the government to account and scrutiny is that it ensures that the government is properly enforcing the law and not doing anything that contradicts their tasks and duties which is done by the legislature (Barber, 2001). A disadvantage with the separation of powers regarding holding the government to account and government scrutiny is that the government is also part of Parliament (legislature) which could be a problem because there could be potential bias in decision and law making since the House of Commons losing regarding executive policy is rare (Young, 2022). An example of this is when former prime minister Tony Blair did not suffer a loss during voting in the first 8 years as a leader (Wintour, 2005). This disadvantage suggests that the government may still be able to influence parliament. Furthermore, this could impact government scrutiny. From the above, it is clear that scrutiny of the government by the separation of powers makes for a good government because it keeps the government in check (Barber, 2001). 

A way that the government is scrutinised and held to account is through select committees. Select committees are members of the House of Commons and the House of Lords that focus on reporting and monitoring any work of the government (Midgley, 2019). Select committees will set out investigations on specific issues relating to the work of the government (Benton and Russell, 2012). Also, the select committees will communicate with members of the public through surveys and public events so that they can voice their opinions regarding the work of the government (Geddes, 2021; Thompson, 2015). The advantage of the select committees regarding scrutiny and holding the government to account is that they investigate any concern in more detail compared to questions and debates in Parliament (Benton and Russell, 2012). A real-life example of this is when Sebastian Coe who is a member of Parliament was questioned by the select committee for the misuse of illegal drugs (Independent, 2017). This shows that select committees examine actions taken by the government in great detail. A disadvantage of select committees is that they can only focus on a limited number of issues in a single session compared to the number of actions and decisions that are made by the government (Geddes, 2021). Another advantage of the select committee is that small policy changes have a higher chance of being successful (Russell and Benton, 2011). Russell and Benton (2011) conducted research within a two-month period on asking questions to staff members of select committees and the finding was that 40% of committee recommendations are accepted by the government and changes to small policies are more likely to be accepted as well. This advantage and quantitative data suggest that select committees are effective at scrutinising which shows that it can make for a good government.  From the above, it is evident that select committees are efficient at making a good government through scrutiny. However, reform is needed regarding the government handling of significant policy changes. An example of this when government ignored three out of 25 select committee recommendations for the Heathrow airport expansion plan policy (Peracha, 2018). Furthermore, Russel and Benton (2011) mention from their research findings that the government rejects and ignores 33% of major policy changes. This quantitative data shows that reform is needed to change the way government deals with significant policy changes which will make for a good government because it will increase public trust within the establishment.


Another way that the UK government is scrutinised and held to account is through judicial review which is when the judiciary reviews the decisions made by government (Lustig and Weiler, 2018).  There are four grounds for judicial review, and these are irrationality, illegality, procedural impropriety, and breach of human rights (Lustig and Weiler, 2018).    A disadvantage of judicial review is that it is expensive and time consuming (Dixon, 2019). An example of this is the Blood Sunday case which took more than 5 years, and costs more than 100 million pounds (Carrol, 2022). This shows that scrutiny of the government through judicial reviews can be costly and time consuming. This is relevant to the topic because it shows the disadvantage of trying to make for a good government by judicial review.
 However, an advantage to judicial review is that it challenges any issues or decisions that are made by the government.  An example of this is when workers from NHS (National Health Service) challenged the decision made by government through judicial review as NHS workers were short on personnel protective equipment (PPE) during the Coronavirus pandemic and the government refused to provide them with enough PPE (Campbell, 2020). Another example is when there was a judicial review to challenge the government's decisions making regarding allowing Gurkha veterans who have been a part of the British military for centuries to obtain their visas and become official citizens in the UK. The Gurkha veterans managed to win the case and claim their visas (Gillian, 2008). These two examples demonstrate that judicial review has benefits when scrutinising the work of the government because it encourages public authorities to use appropriate and efficient decision making. From the above, it is clear to see that judicial review is an effective way of making for a good government. 

[bookmark: _Int_e2ZnDD6I]Another way to scrutinise the government is question time which is when the prime minister answers questions from members from the House of Lords in parliament on issues relating to government policy and decision making to hold the government to account (Parliament, no date). The advantage of question time is that it places a spotlight on the prime minister which is effective because it means that he cannot have his political party to support him when the government is being scrutinised through questioning (Bates et al., 2012; Bull and Wells, 2012; Hazell, 2018). An example of this is when former prime minister of the Labour Party Tony Blair admitted that he felt anxious and uncomfortable during question time (MacAskill, 1997). This shows that question time has a positive effect when scrutinising the government because it places pressure on the government to answer for the choices that they make.  Another advantage of question time is that it is reported by the media which makes the session available for the members of the public to view (Serban, 2023). Scrutiny of the government through question time is used by the media and is damaging to a political party and political candidates during general elections (Serban, 2023). An example of this is when Tony Blair criticised the former leader of the Conservative Party John Major (Labour conference, 1999). This demonstrates that question time can be efficient at making for a good government. A disadvantage of question time is that members of parliament can’t scrutinise the prime minister in detail (Bates et al., 2014). For example, former prime minister Theresa May was asked by former Labour party leader Jeremy Corbyn regarding whether she is at fault for the damage of the Windrush scandal in which she decided not to answer the questions that were asked regarding this controversial issue (The Guardian, 2018).  This illustrates that detailed scrutiny is not accepted in Prime Minister Question’s. Furthermore, this proves that there are limitations in Prime Minister Question’s which shows that scrutiny in this method may be not effective. From the above, it is clear that the Prime Minister Question’s does not make for good government scrutiny and needs improvement.
[bookmark: _Int_hhCChslo]From the above, it is clear that scrutiny makes for a good government because it pressurises the government to evaluate their decisions and how it impacts the members of the public. Judicial review, parliamentary questions, select committees are three ways of scrutinising and holding the government to account to make for a good government. 
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