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The British Parliament

What 1s Parliament?

The British Parliament is in Westminster',in London. 1t is in
some old buildings next to the River Thames*,and next to the
old clock, Big Ben®. Tt is a very old Parliament. It ts the first.
Some people call it the ‘Mother of Parliaments’,

The Parliament is three things— the Queen®,the House of
Commons® and the House of Lords®. They work mgethcr,bm
the House of Commons makes the laws. The House of Com.
mons and the House of Lords are diifereni. There are different
people in the twn Houses,and they do different work. The peo-
pie in the House of Commons are MPs’. The name is "Mem-
bers of Parliament’ .but all the peopl: talk about MPs. *

Every country has a Parliament.but they are all diffcrent.
In some countries the President is the Head of the Paritiament.
In Britain the Queen is the Head of the Parliament. She is very
important ,and she puts her narme on all the new laws®, but she
doesn’t control the Parliament. She doesn’t work in the Parlia-
ment buildings.and she-cannot make laws or get rid of laws?’,

The Queen goes to Parliament for only one day every
year. She goes there to open Parliament! in November, after
the MPs’ long summer'®. Then she talks to Parliament ;and the
country*’. She talks about the government',and what the gov-
ernment is going to do in the next year.

What does Parliament do?It makes new laws for the coui-
try.and it can get rid of old or baa laws. The laws say what the
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people in the country” can do,and what they can’t do. Pa_rlih—
ment controls the country, too. It talks about the money for
roads! , new schools, for the police or teachers, and it decides
how to, get this money. It decides how much money io take
from the people of the country®™. '

The government is not the same as Parliament. The gov-
ernment has only about 200 people, from the big party'’. This
party.controls the House of Commons,if it has more than 50%
of the MPs. In 1983,there are 650 MPs in the House of Com-
mons, from many parties. The government cannot always con-
trol Parliament. The 650 MPs can say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the
government’s ideas. The MPs can take the money away from
the government'®,so the government cannot control the coun-
try. The MPs are very important.

The MPs work in the House of Commons,and they talk
about the new laws and the money problems of the country.
The room is very small. There are 650 MPs, but only 437
places to sit down'. The room is not always full, because many

MPs work in their offices,too.

What does an MP do?

- Every MP works for the country,but he works for one part of
the country ,too. This is his constituency®. A constituency can
be a town,a part of a town,or a part of the country. The peo-
ple of each constituency elect the MP, and they want him to
help them and to help their part of the country. They want him
to {ind new jobs,or new houses,or new schools for their town.
The MP talks to the government and tries to get money for his
constituency. He works for the 65,000—75,000 people in his
constituency. . )
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But the MP must also work for his party. In Britain there
are two big parties,two small parties,and some very small par-
ties. The big parties are the Conservative Party and the Labour
Party®. The Conservatives? help businessmen and people with
money. The Labour Party is the party of the working people.

The two small parties are the Liberal Party and the Social
Democrat Party®. They work together, and have the name
‘The Alliance’®,because they make a big party together. Their
ideas are in the middle -~ they are not Left or Right in their
ideas®.

All the MPs are in one of the parties”, and they agree
with the ideas of the party. Perhaps they do not agree with all
of the party’s ideas,but they must vote with the party when it
is important®.

The MPs in one party work together to make new laws,to
get rid of old laws,and ro help the people in the country. They
want to make their party the best party,and they want all the
people to vote for® the men and women in their party. The par-
ties do not pay the MPs—the Parliament pays the MPs. In the
party, the MP works on committees”® with his party friends.
There are 10 — 15 MPs in a committee, and they talk about
new ideas and new laws. They talk about how to get money for
the government,or how to make the country better.

The MP works on committees in the Parliament, too. He
sits with MPs from the other parties,and together they decide
what to do about a problem or a new law. '

The MP works in his constituency, too. He goes to his
constituency at the weekend,or in the Parliament’s holidays,
and talks to the people there. If they have a problem,he tries to
find an answer. He can write letters to the government about a
person from his constituency,or he can telephone an important
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friend to help a person in the town.

Some MPs want to do other things,too. They write about
Parliament for the newspapers,and give the new ideas of their
party. Or they work to help a small number of people— perhaps
teachers,or old people.

MPs work very hard. They usually work about sixty-{five
hours a week, with about fifteen hours in the House of Com-
mons. They don’t get a lot of money — about £19, 000 in
1984.

The House of Lords

There are about 1062 members of the House of Lords. Some of
them are Lords (and Ladies)because their family always has a
Lord. Some of them are Lords or Ladies because of their work.
Theyv work hard for the country,or for the government, and
now they are a Lord or Lady.

Some are men of the law™, and some are men of the
Church of England®. These are the numbers in 1982

Law lords 23
Men of the church 26
New Lords 155
Old Lords 858
1062

Usually,only a small number of Lords come to the House
of Lords and speak,or listen to the other Lords. The biggest
number on one day is 394%. Usually there are 50 to 100 Lords
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in the House. )

The House of Lords reads and talks about the mew laws
from the House of Commons. The Lords cannct get rid of the
new laws. If they don’t agree with the new law,they can send
it back to the House of Commons. Then it must wait for a
year. But the Lords cannot stop it again.

The House of Lords is important, because it gives the Par-
liament time to think about a new law. The Parliament has
time to decide if this is a good law or not.

A day in the life of an MP

An MP is talking about his work and his life as an MP.

Interviewer An MP does many different things in a day. Can
you tell us what you usually do?

MP Well,1 go to the House of Commons every day .from Mon-
day to Friday. I'work in my office in the morning,and sit in
the House® in the afternoon.

The first thing I do is read my letters®. [ get a ot of let-
ters from people in my constituency. On some days I get a
hundred letters,so I must work hard and answer them quick-
ly. My secretary helps me with the letters.

Interviewer What do people write about? .

MP They want me to help them with a problem,or they want
to tell me their ideas about a new law. Some people want me
to go to a meeting and speak to them about Parliament. Some
people send me information about different problems.

After my letters,] telephone some pelple,and I read the
newspapers for new information. When I am in a committee
or when I am speaking in the House of Commons, I must
have a lot of information. I get this information in the morn-
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ings - sometimes I go to the House of Commeons library and
ask for help from the people there.

Interviewer What time do you go to the House of Commons?

MP The House starts work at 2. 30.and 1 like to be.in the
House at the start™. There is no meeting in the morning,be-
cause the MPs are writing letters or speaking in the coxﬁmit-
tecs. .

I go to the House every day because the afternoon starts
with Question Time®. This is a very important Vpart;}_‘of ‘the
Parliament. The MPs can ask the Prime Minister and the
other Ministers®’ of the government any guestion they want.
We can ask very diffierrlt questions, and the government
must answer them. The goverhment must tell us what it is
doing. If we don’t agree with what the government is doing,
we can talk about it in Parliament.

Intcrviewer What comes after Question Time?

MP Sometimes I stay in the House and listen to the debate
about a new Bill*. Sometimes I want to speak about a new
Bill,and so I spend the afternoon in the House. On some days
I must go to committee meetings in the afternoon,too. I am
working on five committees at the moment®. I must talk to a
lot of people every day,and some of them come to see me at
the House. So I spend some time with people from the news-
papers or the television stations,or I talk to people from my
constituency when they are in London.

Interviewer When do you vote on the new Bills?

MP Oh, that can be at any time in the afternoon or evening.
Sometimes I am talking to people in my office,and there is a
vote. So T must run into the House and vote with my party.
Then 1 can go back to my meeting*’.

Interviewer Can people see the work of the Parliament on tele-
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vision?

MP No,not at the moment*. Some of the debates are now on
the radio,and you can listen to them. But the MPs don’t
want to bring television cameras into the House. I think they
want it to be privates++!

Interviewer What time do you stop work in the House?

MP The House usually stops work at 10. 30 at night, but the
debates can go into the night*’. Sometimes the House is open
all night,and there is a vote at 5 o’clock in the morning.

Interviewer What do you do in the evenings, when you don’t
stay for a debate?

MP I go to a lot of meetings. Sometimes I go to my constituen-
cy for a meeting,and come back in the morning. Sometimes I
must go to a party meeting in London. The party wants to
know what I’'m doing,or it wants me to work on a commit-
tee. Sometimes we have a meeting to talk about the next
election,and we decide how to get money for the party.

Making a new law

When Parliament makes a new law,it is called an Act*® of Par-
liament. An Act of Parliament is not always a law. It can be
about the government's money, and it says that the govern-
ment can spend money on something. Before it is an Act,the
new law or idea is a Bill. Parliament must look at it and talk
about it,before it can be an Act.

A Bill can come from the government, or from an MP.
Each MP can wrlte a Private Member’s Bill**, and bring it to
the Parliament. But Parliament doesn’t have time to talk about
all these Bills—it only has time for about 100 Bills a year. Most
of these are from the government. :
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When the new Bill comes to Parliament.it has a first read-
ing**. An MP from the government reads the name of the Bill
to the Parliament,but the MPs do not talk about it.

Some time after comes the second reading. Now the writer
of the Bill talks about the Bill,and the other MPs ask ques-
tions. They can talk about it now,and there is a vote,tco. If the
vote is “Yes’.then the Bill goes to a committee. In the commit-
tee there are MPs from all the parties,and they talk about all
the ideas in the Bill. They talk about every word,and they can
change the Bill and make it better. They can ask other people,
not MPs, to come to the committee and give their ideas. The
committee is stnall—about fifteen MPs. But the work of a com-
mittee on a Bill can take a long time. They must talk and vote
on each change in the Bill. This can take days or weeks.

~ Then the committee makes a report*® to the House of
Commons,and the other MPs can talk about the changes in the
Bill. They can make more changes if they want to. The debate
in the House can take a long time,because every MP can speak
about the Bill. At the end,the MPs vote on each change.

Then comes the third reading,and the MPs all vote on the
Biil. They cannot change it now. If the MPs vote for the Bill,it
goes to the House of Lords. The Lords talk about the Bill,and
they can make changes if they want. If they make changes,the
Bill goes back to the House of Commons. The House of Com-
mons can vote on the Lords’ changes. If they don’t agree with
them, the Bill must wait for one year. Then the House of Com-
mons can send it to the Queen,and it does not go to the, House
of Lords again.

If the House of Lords agrees with a Bill, they send it to
the Queen,and she puts her name on the Bill. It is now an Act
of Parliament,and a new law for the country. ’
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If the Queen,or the King,does not like the Bill,he or she
can say no,and not put their name on the Bill. But the Kings
and Queens always say ‘ves’. For more than 250 years the only
answer is ‘yes’. ‘

Elections

There is an eleciion in Britain after every five years‘’of the Par-

liament. It can be any time,but not more than five years.

In each constituency there are candidates**from the differ-
ent parties,and the people vote for the person they want. It is
easy to be a candidate. A person must be a member of a politi-
cal party.he must be older than 18,and he must pay £150.

Before the election, there are a lot of election meetings.
There are talks on TV and radio,and the candidates go to talk
to people in their homes,in the street,in the shops. They want
to talk to all tbe‘people in the town. They want the people to
vote for them. The candidates and their friends from the party
usually make papers with a picture of the candidate,*and give
it to people in the street,or in their houses.

In Britain the elections are always on Thursday. People
can vote from 8 o’clock in the morning to 10 o’clock at night.
If people don’t want to vote, they -can stay at home. A lot of
people vote,but not all the people. About 60—75% of the peo-
ple usually vote,

Each party can take some time on television and talk about
its ideas. The government pays for this,and it does not- control
what the parties say. '

The elections are usually about two parties—the Conserva-
tive Party and the Labour Party. These two parties usually get
about 75—80% of all the votes. The Liberal and SD:. 5 parties




usually get about 15— 25% of all the votes. But the election
system is not fair. The big parties get 95— 98% of the MPs,
and the small parties only get 2—5% of the MPs. It is a differ-
ent system from the other countries in Europe. The Liberal and
SDP parties want to change the system,but the big parties ltke
the old system,and don’t want to change it.
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