


This essay centres on the theme of "Good Scrutiny makes for good Government" (White, 2015, cited in Cook, 2001) and explores how the UK government, specifically the executive branch, is held accountable. It delves into the concept of separation of powers and the various scrutiny mechanisms employed for examination. Additionally, the essay evaluates the advantages and limitations of these scrutiny methods and considers potential reform recommendations. The government called the Executive, is responsible for governing the country, formulating and executing policies, and enacting laws. The winning party in a general election assumes governance for up to five years, with its leader appointed as the prime minister. This essay also highlights the accountability of government members to Parliament, as they oversee policy implementation through various departments and organisations (UK Parliament, 2024).


On October 25, 2022, Rishi Sunak assumed the position of Prime Minister in the United Kingdom, serving as the head of the government. Supported by ministers and the cabinet, Sunak oversees the functioning of the civil service and the government (UK Government, 2024). The cabinet, consisting of 20-25 members, features Deputy Prime Minister RT Hon Oliver Dowden CBE MP, who holds a comprehensive portfolio encompassing cabinet office policy and national security, including cybersecurity. Additionally, Alex Burghart, MP, serving as the Parliamentary Secretary, is entrusted with responsibilities related to the UK constitution, legislation (including secondary legislation), and the parliamentary business and legislation committee (Cabinet Office, 2023).

On April 3, 2006, the role of the Lord Chancellor underwent a significant transformation with the implementation of the Constitutional Reform Act 2005. Lord Bingham became the inaugural Lord Chief Justice of England and Wales, marking a codification of judicial independence after nearly nine centuries. The act mandated government ministers to uphold judicial independence, preventing attempts to influence judicial decisions through privileged access to judges. This legislative overhaul established an autonomous Supreme Court separate from the House of Lords, introducing distinctions in nomination procedures, staffing, budget, and facilities. Noteworthy changes included alterations in the day-to-day management of the judiciary, judicial appointments, and complaint handling (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2024). After this, on April 28, 2022, the Judicial Review and Courts Act 2022 received Royal Assent. This legislation grants the power to suspend quashing orders, modify or eliminate the retrospective impact of such orders, and protect Upper Tribunal rulings from judicial review, with specific exceptions. Notably, it abolishes Cart Judicial Reviews, aiming to restore justice by fostering collaboration among governmental institutions to uphold the rule of law. This reform strengthens the courts' ability to scrutinise and hold the government accountable (Judicial Review and Courts Act 2022).
Gay (2011) posits that the "separation of powers" theory offers insights into the mechanisms holding the government accountable. This theory underscores the autonomy of key state institutions and prohibits individuals from concurrently holding multiple roles. These institutions, primarily the executive, legislative, and judiciary, are crucial in preventing tyranny and safeguarding liberty, as articulated in early accounts such as Montesquieu's The Spirit of the Laws. The principle advocates for interdependence among central institutions to prevent one power from dominating the others, establishing a system of checks and balances for effective governance. Despite the interconnection of the legislative and executive in the United Kingdom, Gay suggests proper protocols can enhance scrutiny when the executive is present in Parliament.

Government accountability can be ensured through various avenues. White (2015) emphasises that in conjunction with independent regulators, auditors, ombudsmen, commissions, and service inspectorates, parliament plays a crucial role in scrutinising government activities. The media and public engagement further contribute to this web of scrutiny. White contends that the press, through independent investigations, raises public awareness and significantly influences government policies, given its extensive reach.

There are also Prime Minister's Questions, which do not hold an exceptionally positive reputation. It is condemned for being raucous, overly theatrical, rehearsed, and hostile. Despite its intended purpose of providing MPs with a weekly opportunity to question the Prime Minister, it is also the most visible way the prime minister is held to account. According to Convery et al. (2020), Prime Minister's Questions are a form of scrutiny, but their usefulness needs to be improved. They suggest other ways for Parliament to conduct detailed scrutiny. Still, they give some preliminary evidence that most of their respondents (71.5 per cent) will likely gain at least a marginally significant boost in internal efficacy from viewing PMQs. 
Triennial general elections allow constituents to exercise their electoral franchise in selecting the governing body. The authority to dissolve Parliament and promptly convene a new election is vested in the prime minister. This discretionary power enables the prime minister to initiate elections unilaterally. Consequently, external entities, such as the electorate and opposition factions, can influence the prime ministerial decision-making process through strategic pressure for an expedited electoral procedure. Should most Members of Parliament (MPs) express a collective preference for an accelerated election, they may tactically assume control of the legislative agenda. This strategic manoeuvring can be achieved by enacting legislation specifying a predetermined date for the impending electoral event. Alternatively, MPs may employ a vote of no confidence in the government to compel an earlier election. A government's failure in such a vote necessitates resignation, facilitating the accession of the opposition or the initiation of an election. The viability of these alternatives hinges upon the government's possession of a substantial majority, rendering both options credible courses of action. (Institute for Government, 2022). 
Debates within the House of Commons function as a mechanism for governmental accountability, offering Members of Parliament a platform to discuss legislative matters and national/international issues. These discussions encompass various subjects, culminating in votes to ascertain majority support or rejection of proposed laws. An illustrative case from October 19, 2023, involving a debate on the proposed ban of American Bully XL dogs, exemplifies this process. The prime minister advocated for the ban, emphasising its appropriateness, while Dr Coffey (2023) detailed implementation plans. Conversely, Ruth Jones MP (2023) expressed reservations, citing the lack of clarity in rules and legislation. Despite the ban's enforcement on December 31, 2023, concerns arose about breed-specific legislation, prompting calls for a comprehensive review and an emphasis on responsible dog ownership. A pending Judicial review application by Don’t Ban Me - Licence Me awaits a decision (Ares and Sturge, 2024), illustrating debates' role in scrutinising the government and influencing legislative changes. However, the example also underscores the potential for expedited decision-making and legislation passage without exhaustive scrutiny.

Parliamentary questions and debates serve as instrumental mechanisms for Members of Parliament to acquire pertinent information or advocate for specific courses of action. Within this framework, ministers must elucidate and justify their respective departments' undertakings, policy determinations, and actions (UK Parliament, 2024). Furthermore, Convey et al., (2020). posits that Prime Minister's Questions (PMQs) elicit a substantial and statistically significant enhancement of approximately seven percentage points in internal efficacy. This increase is deemed statistically and substantively meaningful, suggesting a noteworthy aggregate impact of PMQs on the public's attitude, which is somewhat optimistic.

The Parliament UK research briefing by Mark Stanford (2015) highlights a significant drawback of parliamentary questions, emphasising the substantial costs for government responses — estimated at £164 for a written answer and £450 for an oral answer. Parliamentary questions are excluded from the Freedom of Information Act 2000 scope and categorised as parliamentary proceedings rather than formal information requests. Consequently, Members cannot address deficient parliamentary responses through FOI processes, with no intervention from the Information Commissioner. Nonetheless, Members can submit distinct requests under the Act and utilise their public access rights under FOI to access necessary information.

According to White (2015), Parliamentary committees can meticulously examine issues, allowing for thorough evidence collection. Despite occasionally operating expeditiously, their scrutinising potential is heightened by the government's delegation of authority to summon evidence in the form of 'persons, papers, and records' (PPR). Theoretically, this confers formal power upon committees to compel witnesses to attend, respond to inquiries, and furnish any required documentary evidence. Should the need arise, such requests can be fortified by a formal order to attend (or provide documents), formally served upon the respective witness. These authoritative prerogatives surpass those typically afforded to other entities engaged in scrutiny. 

The Institute for Government (2018) emphasises the crucial role of robust accountability in sustaining a thriving democracy. It highlights the need for a reciprocal relationship between the public and governing authorities, wielding influence over societal trajectories. The Institute advocates for accountability frameworks that allow learning from failures and proposes reforms, including empowering select committees to summon ministers for retrospective scrutiny even after leaving office. Additionally, it recommends the establishment of an independent and enduring board to oversee civil service leadership. Stressing the importance of timely scrutiny, the Institute encourages proactive committee engagement with emerging issues and calls for parliamentary resource allocation to facilitate comprehensive examinations and foster future leaders dedicated to accountability.
This paper examines the extent to which the UK executive is subject to accountability and assesses the veracity of the assertion that "good scrutiny makes for good government," as articulated by White (2015). The discourse underscores the foundational significance of the separation of powers as a mechanism for checks and balances. Additionally, it delves into diverse facets of governmental accountability and elucidates the imperative role of scrutiny in contemporary societal contexts. Drawing upon the presented evidence and research, it postulates the prospect of cultivating leadership proclivities oriented towards accountability, contingent upon substantive alterations in the operational paradigms of select committees and the provision of commensurate resources to the parliamentary apparatus.
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