Holding the Government to Account
The Executive Body of the UK, also referred to as “the government” is at the forefront of British politics and policymaking. This body consists of the Prime Minister, the cabinet, who are chosen by the prime minister directly from the selection of sitting members of parliament to operate public organisations and departments of state, such as the home office, foreign office, or the ministry of health. These organisations also include publicly owned bodies such as the NHS and the Civil Service. The term government can be used narrowly to refer to those at the head of policymaking in the UK such as the prime minister and their cabinet, or broadly to refer to institutions and organisations run by the state (Watts, 2007). The executive branch in the UK both is liable for the operation of state organisations as well as setting the general direction and political mood of the nation for the following parliamentary term, of four to five years. While the government is one of the most, if not the single most powerful institution in British politics, it is subject to scrutiny and rules as to its operation. Limits on power are brought to prevent one of the three branches, being the executive, legislative and judiciary, from abusing their abilities and power to the detriment of the public and their rights and freedoms. Many have claimed that “Good Scrutiny makes for Good Government” (White, 2015), however each of the methods of executive scrutiny experience their own drawbacks and pitfalls. This essay will discuss the methods of executive scrutiny in the UK, their roles, powers, and efficacy in limiting the power of and preventing the misuse of government. 
The Legal structure of the UK is partially built on the works of Montesquieu, who proposed that the branches of state should be separated to prevent what he called “despotism”, a system in which a single non-divisible source of power would maintain full authority over lawmaking, its application and enforcement. Separation of powers is done to prevent these single sources of absolute power from abusing their abilities as state institutions to ensure outcomes that are fair and proportionate through separating these powers amongst several bodies and people. The modes of government based on single sources of power are uniquely susceptible to the corruption that was alluded to by Lord Acton due to their inherent flaws. It is argued by James Madison in Federalist no.51 (Hamilton, Jay and Maddison, 2009) that this is not just an issue of political structure, but also of human nature, stating that “if men were governed by angels, neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary”. He continues, in agreement with the principles set out by Montesquieu, that as people are flawed, a political system should always be drafted with consideration as to how power should be separated to prevent tyranny. Madison’s statements are further supported by Lord Acton in his correspondence with Bishop Creighton, stating that “Power tends to corrupt, absolute power tends to corrupt absolutely”. In the UK, a partial system of separation of powers is present, with no single body being dominant over the others in all regards, however each does possess some influence and control on the operations of the other branches through specific means of oversight and scrutiny. While the executive, legislative and judicial bodies do have the ability to act independently of one another, they considered to be in “partnership” where it is seen as appropriate to do so (Lyer, 2018). This allows them to exercise their respective roles and duties properly and effectively, while also providing checks and balances to the powers of the other branches.
The Legislative branch has several methods in which it can act as a check and balance to the powers of the government. One such method is prime minister’s questions, a staple of the British political system. Prime minister’s questions, or PMQs allows members of the legislative branch to question the prime minister and his cabinet on matters of public policy or lawmaking that have been introduced or proposed, as well as allowing them to propose new solutions or issues that may affect their constituents. While each member is entitled to ask a single question to the prime minister as long as time permits, PMQs is particularly impactful for the opposition party who are given six questions per session of PMQs, allowing them to hold the government to account for their actions and proposals, or their failures or avoidance in acting on certain issues with the expectation of full and reasoned answers (Bevan and John, 2016). It also allows the opposition to table issues which may be uncomfortable for the government, or that do not suite the current political agenda, causing them to be overlooked (Bevan and John, 2016). This ensures that regardless of current leadership, issues that affect British people are addressed in some manner. PMQs also increases public engagement in politics, allowing the public a direct route to have their concerns addressed regularly through the use of their representatives, as well as allowing the public to hear from and better understand the views of the government and gain political knowledge  (Salmond, 2014). While PMQs does allow for members of the House of Commons to scrutinise the government, it is plagued by issues, such as the outdated convention by which it is bound, disallowing speech such as direct accusations of dishonesty as being “unparliamentary speech” regardless of its validity or truth. It has also been referred to as enabling “punch and judy politics”, in which bias and artisanship can cause questioning to be adversarial in nature (Bull and Wells, 2011). The most glaring issue that affects prime minister’s questions however is the ability of the government to avoid any substantive change to their policy, as PMQ provides no formal requirements for the government to change or amend its policy, instead relying solely on influencing public opinion, which may be ineffective, especially in the parliamentary sessions that follow a general election. 
Parliamentary debate is another method by which the legislative branch may scrutinise the government. When new bills are proposed in the House of Commons and House of Lords, they are voted upon by members of parliament. If a unanimous decision cannot be reached, the speaker will pass the bill to a division, allowing debate to take place. Parliamentary debates are governed by the standing orders of the Houses of Parliament, as well as the rules of the speaker and convention. Debates allow members of any party or background equal standing and respect as any other member, providing a variety of viewpoints. Debates can also be brought by a motion for an emergency debate, which will be heard only on a Monday, Tuesday, or Thursday. These debates are specifically for issues that need urgent remedies and are in the interest of the public (UK Parliament, 2023). This ensures that issues that affect the public are addressed by the government in some way, however due to the limitations of an emergency debate, they may be considered a weak alternative to a debate brought by a division. Debates can also be adjourned through a vote, also known as a “dilatory motion” (UK parliament, 2023). This can cause debates to be unresolved or allow them to fall by the wayside of other issues, making them ineffective forms of scrutiny in these cases. Finally, members of the house may use speech coined “dilatory tactics” to artificially extend or delay a debate (Goet, 2021), once again making it an ineffective form of scrutiny due to its inconvenience. 
Parliament can, in an attempt to scrutinise the government, form select committees. Select Committees are cross party committees, which contain MPs representing the parties of the house proportionally. Since 2010, the chair of a committee is voted upon by the house in whole. They play one of the most direct and influential roles in public facing scrutiny of the government (Geddes, 2019). Select Committees do however have few powers, being limited only to sending for a person, papers, or records relevant to their inquiry. While this is the case, MPs are required by both guidance and convention to surrender any of these pieces of information that would not be excluded by the Freedom of Information Act (Cabinet Office, 2014).  It has been argued that although select committees do have few formal powers, their informal, persuasive influence is strong. This is due to their public facing nature, and the wealth of information that is publicised during their inquiries, which would regularly not be available to the public, which allows for the swaying of public opinion based on the substantive contents of government documents. On the other hand, the nature of their persuasive power means that the government is free to ignore the findings of an inquiry, and make no implementations, although this may reflect on them poorly (Geddes, 2019). Due to their composition and powers, select committees face a unique set of problems, namely that of representation. Smaller parties can often be overshadowed in a committee due to the requirement that they be reflective of the composition of the house. This can lead to homogeny of thought on a committee, as well as pro-government bias in cases where the government holds a significant majority in the house (Bates, Goodwin, and McKay, 2017). Select committees are also plagued by large numbers and low attendance, causing an inability to fulfil their duties effectively. 
Finally, the judiciary also plays some role in scrutinising the government. Namely, this is done through a process called “judicial review”. Judicial review is a special type of court case that can only be brought against a public, government body. In these cases, the supreme court will evaluate the legality of a decision or act undertaken by the government or its institutions (Courts and Tribunals Judiciary, 2024). This is done to ensure that the actions of the government are not unlawful, and do not contravene any existing law, or step outside of their powers, causing the act to be ultra-vires.  Very little statute exists around the boundaries of what is possible in judicial review, however the supreme court is heavily bound by statutes such as the Human Rights Act 1998, European Convention on Human Rights, as well as conventions such as parliamentary sovereignty. Conventions such as these limit judicial review in their scope, such as preventing judicial review on acts and bills passed directly by parliament, only allowing them to be enacted on matters of government policy and secondary legislation (Rose-Ackerman, 2021). While judicial review is limited in its scope, it does provide an important safeguard in preventing systems of accountability from themselves being abused as is suggested by Drewry (2005).
In conclusion, both the judiciary and legislative branches play a fundamental role in government scrutiny, however, their processes for scrutinising government decisions are generally weak, requiring a public backlash to be generated to be effective due to their inherent lack of powers. It is true that good scrutiny makes for good government, as when these methods of scrutiny are successful, they can be devastating to governments, disincentivising them from making policies that are extremely unpopular or unfair in nature, however, the methods of scrutiny employed in the UK are somewhat weak and cannot themselves be described as “good scrutiny” largely due to their lack of formal powers and reliance on outside forces such as the media or public landscape.  
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