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UK POLITICS



To Complete Your Study for Component 1 you will need to study the core political ideas in addition to the chapters in this book.
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1 Democracy and participation



The concept of democracy is fundamental to an understanding of politics as it underpins all the concepts, ideas and topics you will be studying, yet it is a concept that sparks fierce passions and debates and conflicting attitudes. Take, for example, the debates over Brexit. On the one hand you had people arguing that the democratic ‘will of the people’ needed to be respected, as the result of the 2016 referendum indicated the people wanted to leave the EU. On the other hand, you had people and groups arguing that it was up to Parliament to decide and that MPs should vote in the ‘national interest’ and choose to remain in the EU. Western democracies like the UK boast of their democratic institutions and accuse totalitarian regimes like North Korea of being undemocratic dictatorships, yet North Korea, like many Communist states, calls itself a ‘Democratic People’s Republic’. How can there be such disagreement over a term that is so central to politics?

Democracy is simply a term that means ‘rule by the people’. It comes from the Ancient Greek demos (the people) and kratia (rule or power), but who the people are and how the will of the people should be translated into action is a matter of fierce debate. In fact, Plato, one the great Greek philosophers, saw democracy as undesirable and worried that mob rule by the uneducated masses would be damaging and could lead to anarchy and chaos, a view that persists even today in many debates about democracy.

Democracy is just a word, but how that word is interpreted and how it is applied to modern politics determines much of the decision-making and political systems that affect all our lives. Democracy today is largely seen as a ‘good thing’, but people still debate its meaning and how it should be applied, as evidenced by the heated debates over Brexit. At its heart, democracy is about the process and means of translating the will of the people into coherent plans and action, but how this is brought about and how it operates in practice is fluid and ever-changing, which is why it is important to start by getting to grips with what democracy means in practice.

[image: images]

Anti-Brexit protester Steve Bray (left) and a pro-Brexit protester argue as they demonstrate outside the Houses of Parliament






Objectives

In this chapter you will learn about the following:


	The meaning of the term ‘democracy’ and the current systems of representative and direct democracy

	The advantages and disadvantages of representative and direct democracy

	The case for reform to improve democracy

	The nature of political participation in the UK and how it has evolved

	The development of the franchise in the UK and current issues concerning the future of suffrage and voting

	The role of group activity within a democracy, including pressure groups, lobbyists and think tanks

	The general nature of political influence in the UK

	The nature and context of rights in the UK, and their relationship to obligations

	Issues concerning rights in the UK, including how effectively they are protected

	The claims of collective rights versus individual rights






Current systems of democracy


Direct democracy

We normally divide the concept of democracy into two main types. These are direct democracy and representative democracy. Direct democracy was how the idea was first conceived in ancient Greece, mainly in the city state of Athens in the fifth century BC. Hence it is sometimes described as ‘Athenian democracy’.

What made it a democracy was the idea that every tax-paying citizen would have one vote of equal value to all others and all citizens were able to contribute to a decision. Thus, the assembled free citizens would make important decisions directly, fairly and equally, such as whether the state should go to war or whether a prominent citizen who had committed anti-state acts should be exiled. After Athenian democracy declined in the fourth century BC, direct democracy, with a few exceptions, disappeared as a democratic form until the nineteenth century.

Today, direct democracy has returned in the form of the referendum, now relatively common in Europe and some states of the USA (referendums and their use will be covered in more detail in Chapter 3). However, direct democracy today should be seen as an addition to representative democracy rather than a separate system, one that can add great legitimacy to the decisions made by politicians. Some decisions are considered so vital, and also so unsuitable for representatives to make them, that they are left to the people. However, the size and nature of modern politics would make the regular use of direct democracy impracticable and so it cannot be considered as an alternative to representative democracy in the twenty-first century.


Direct democracy has its critics as well as its supporters. Table 1.1 summarises the main advantages and disadvantages of direct democracy.


Discussion point

Evaluate the view that direct democracy is a desirable way of governing a country.

Three key areas to discuss are:


	Why the advantages of direct democracy are positive ideas.

	How direct democracy can work on a practical level in the UK.

	How involved the people should be in all decisions.





Table 1.1 Direct democracy — is it desirable?




	Advantages

	Disadvantages






	It is the purest form of democracy. The people’s voice is clearly heard

	It can lead to the ‘tyranny of the majority’, whereby the winning majority simply ignores the interests of the minority and imposes something detrimental on them




	It can avoid delay and deadlock within the political system

	The people may be too easily swayed by short-term, emotional appeals by charismatic individuals




	The fact that the people are making a decision gives it great legitimacy

	Some issues may be too complex for the ordinary citizen to understand






Representative democracy

Representative democracy is the most common model found in the democratic world today.

The basis of this type of democracy is that the people do not make political decisions directly; instead, they choose representatives to make decisions on their behalf. The most common way of choosing representatives is to elect them through a formal, competitive election process. Indeed, if representatives are not elected in a vote with some degree of choice, it calls democracy into question. Elections are therefore what we first think of when we consider representation.

In addition to choosing representatives, representative democracy ensures that those elected to positions of power and responsibility have to be held to account by the people. Accountability is essential if representatives are to act responsibly and in the interests of the people. At election time both individual representatives, such as MPs in the UK, and the government as a whole are held accountable when the people go to the polls. During the election campaign, opposition parties will highlight the shortcomings of the government and will offer their own alternatives. At the same time, the government will seek to explain and justify what it has done in an effort to be re-elected. Similarly, individual representatives will be held to account for their performance: how well they have represented their constituents and whether their voting record in the legislature meets the approval of those same constituents. Of course, MPs are often faced with a dilemma of how best to represent their constituents, either by voting according to their conscience or to vote for their constituents wishes, or as the 18th century Conservative thinker Edmund Burke wrote, ‘your representative owes you, not his industry only, but his judgment; and he betrays instead of serving you if he sacrifices it to your opinion’. We shall explore this dilemma in greater detail later in this chapter.



Synoptic link

The nature of voting behaviour and the role of opinion polls will be considered further in Chapter 4.
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Voters queuing to vote at a polling station





Accountability is less certain between elections, but those in power can be held to account regularly through investigations, media scrutiny and individual representatives asking questions on behalf of their constituents. However, the individual representatives are normally safe until the next election.

Having said that representatives in a democracy are elected and are accountable, we need to explain the concept of representation in general. It can have different forms and meanings.


Study tip

Democracy underpins everything in UK politics, so it is vital that you make sure you are comfortable with the functions and different types of democracy as these will help you evaluate all other aspects of the course.



Different types of representation

When people consider representation, they usually think of someone who will express the concerns and needs of the local community, acting as a sort of ‘spokesperson’ or champion for the local area that elected them. Representation can take different forms, however, which can have implications for interpreting and evaluating the strength of representative democracy in the UK.


Synoptic link

The main representative body in the UK is Parliament, so understanding how different types of representation impact on Parliament will help explain how democratic and effective Parliament is at carrying out its representative role, as outlined in Chapter 6.



Social representation

Social representation implies that the characteristics of members of representative bodies — whether national parliaments, regional assemblies or local councils — should be broadly in line with the characteristics of the population as a whole. In other words, they should be close to a microcosm of society as a whole and ‘look like’ that society. For example, just over half should be women, a representative proportion should be drawn from ethnic or religious minorities, and there should be a good range of ages and class backgrounds in representative bodies. Of course, this is difficult to achieve and the UK Parliament certainly falls short. This is explored further below when we discuss the state of representative democracy in the UK specifically, as well as in Chapter 6.

Representing the national interest

Though representatives may be elected locally or regionally, if they sit in the national Parliament they are expected to represent the interests of the nation as a whole and do what they believe is right, rather than what the people may want. Sometimes this may clash with the local constituency they represent, so they have to resolve the issue in their own way. For example, an MP representing a constituency near a major airport may be under pressure to oppose further expansion on the grounds of noise and pollution, but they may see it as in the national interest to expand that airport.


Activity

Carry out some research into how your local MP (or their predecessor) voted on the issues of HS2, Heathrow expansion and Brexit. On what basis do you feel they cast their vote (national interest, constituency interest or party interest)?



Constituency representation

The locality that elects a representative in UK national politics is known as a constituency. The idea is that a geographical area will have similar social and economic concerns that a representative will speak about in the elected body. The main focus, therefore, is on local issues. Such representation can imply three things:


	It can mean representing the interests of the constituency as a whole, such as funding for local services, or whether a new railway or airport should be built in the area.

	It can also mean representing the interests of individual constituents. This is often described as the redress of grievances. In this case, a representative will champion a constituent who feels they have been treated unfairly by the tax office or local hospital for example, or who needs help with an overseas issue.

	Finally, it can simply mean that a representative listens to the views of their constituents when deciding about a national issue. This can lead to another dilemma. What happens if the elected representative does not personally agree with the majority of the constituents? This becomes a matter of conscience that has to be resolved by the individual concerned.




Party representation

All modern democracies are characterised by the existence of political parties. Furthermore, the vast majority of those seeking and winning election are members of a political party. It is unusual in modern democracies to find many examples of independent representatives who do not belong to a party. Parties have stated policies. At election time these are contained in a list of party promises called a manifesto. It follows that members of a party who are seeking to be elected will campaign on the basis of the party’s manifesto. This means that they are representing their party and the voters understand this.


Activity

Find out which parliamentary constituency you live in. Access the website of the local MP. What local issues are currently prominent in your area? What type of representation do you feel your local MP is delivering?




Synoptic link

Manifestos are a list of policy promises made by political parties at election time to persuade voters to vote for them. This will be covered in greater detail in Chapter 4.



Occupational or social representation

Some elected representatives will represent not only their constituency or region, but also a particular occupational or social group. For example, those who support and are supported by trade unions will often pursue the cause of groups of workers; others may represent professions such as doctors or teachers. This function can also apply to social groups such as the elderly, those with disabilities, members of the LGBT+ community or low-income groups.

Causal representation

Where representative bodies are not representing people so much as ideas, principles and causes, this is called causal representation. In a sense this represents the whole community, in that the beliefs and demands involved are claimed to benefit everyone, not just a particular group in society. Typical causes concern environmental protection, individual rights and freedoms, greater equality and animal rights. Though elected representatives often support such causes and principles, most causal representation is carried out by pressure groups.

As we can see from the points above, the type of representation being followed by an MP is often down to a combination of factors and may depend on the nature of the issue being presented. In order to evaluate the nature of representation in the UK, you need to consider the advantages and disadvantages of representative democracy as outlined in Table 1.2.

Table 1.2 The advantages and disadvantages of representative democracy




	Advantages

	Disadvantages






	Representatives can develop expertise to deal with matters the public does not have the time or knowledge to deal with

	Representatives may not act in the best interests of their constituents




	Representatives can be held to account for their actions at election time

	It can be difficult to hold a representative to account between elections




	Representatives have the time to deal with a variety of complex matters, leaving the public free to get on with their own lives

	Allowing voters to delegate responsibility to representatives can lead to the public disengaging from social issues and other responsibilities




	In a large modern country, it is the only practical way to translate public opinion into political action

	Representative bodies can be unrepresentative and may ignore the concerns and needs of minorities







Debate

Is direct democracy a better form of democracy?

Advantages of direct democracy


	It is the purest form of democracy. It is the voice of the people.

	Decisions made directly by the people have more authority.

	Decisions made by the people are more difficult for future governments to change or cancel.

	Direct democracy can help educate the people about political issues.



Advantages of representative democracy


	Elected representatives may have better judgement than the mass of the people.

	Elected representatives may be more rational and not swayed by emotion.

	Representatives can protect the interests of minorities.

	Elected representatives may be better informed than the general public.



Look over the points for both sides of the debate and consider which side of the debate you believe to be stronger by comparing the relative advantages of the two forms of democracy and deciding why one form, overall, would be better.



The nature of representative democracy in the UK

Having explored the concept of representative democracy, we can now consider how representative democracy operates in the UK and evaluate how effective it is.


Synoptic link

Devolution has been a key constitutional reform that aimed in part to improve local representation and democracy across the UK. The impact of devolution on representation is also discussed in Chapter 5.



The whole administration of representative democracy is regulated by the Electoral Commission. This body ensures that representation is fair, that all those entitled to vote can register to vote and that the political parties do not have any undue influence through spending. It can be said that representation in the UK today is broadly uncorrupted, fair and honest, at least when compared with the past. However, there have been some notable exceptions to this, with some peers and MPs breaking the rules and acting dishonestly. These ideas will be explored in greater detail in Chapters 2 and 4.

Levels of representation in the UK

First, we can see that the people are represented at different levels of government. Table 1.3 demonstrates how this works in the UK.

Table 1.3 Levels of representation




	Level

	Jurisdiction






	Parish or town councils*

	The lowest level of government. They deal with local issues such as parks and gardens, parking restrictions, public amenities and small planning issues




	Local councils

	These may be county councils, district councils or metropolitan councils, depending on the area. They deal with local services such as education, public transport, roads, social services and public health




	Combined authorities

	Where groups of two or more local councils in England join together to share resources and increased powers devolved to them from central government. These may be presided over by an elected mayor, such as in Greater Manchester, or not have a mayor, such as the combined autority in West Yorkshire.




	Metropolitan authorities*

	This is big city government, such as in London. These bodies deal with strategic city issues such as policing, public transport, arts funding, environment, large planning issues and emergency services. They normally have an elected mayor and strategic authority




	Devolved government

	The governments of Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. They have varying powers, but all deal with health, social services, education, policing and transport. All three have elected representative bodies (an assembly in Northern Ireland, Parliaments in Scotland and Wales)




	National government

	This is the jurisdiction of the UK Parliament at Westminster and the UK government






* In England and Wales only

So we can see that all citizens of the UK are represented at three levels at least and that many enjoy four or five levels of representation. It is also clear that representation has become increasingly decentralised with the advent of devolution, and the delegating of increasing powers to city administrations.


Forms of representation in the UK

Having established at what levels of government we are represented, we can now examine what forms of representation flourish in the UK.

Constituencies

It is a cornerstone and an acknowledged strength of representative democracy in the UK that every elected representative should have a constituency to which they are accountable and whose interests they should pursue. These constituencies may be quite small, such as a parish or a local ward, or they may be very large, like those for the Northern Ireland Parliament or the Greater Manchester area (see Figure 1.1), but the same principle applies to all. This principle is that individuals in the constituency should have their grievances considered, that the interests of the whole constituency should be given a hearing in a representative assembly, and that the elected representative is regularly made accountable to their constituency. The levels of constituency in the UK, from smallest to largest, are shown in Table 1.4.
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Figure 1.1 The parliamentary constituencies in the Greater Manchester area as of the 2019 general election





Table 1.4 Levels of constituency in the UK




	Level

	Representatives






	Ward or parish

	Parish and local councillors




	Parliamentary constituency

	MPs




	City region

	Assembly members




	Metropolitan authority

	Elected mayors




	Devolved assembly constituency

	Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs), Members of the Senedd in Wales and Members of the Legislative Assembly (MSLs) in Northern Ireland







Knowledge check

Who represents you? Who is your local MP? What other bodies represent your household?



Parties

The UK is unusual in that political parties play a much more central role in representation than in some other democracies. This is for two reasons:


	First, political parties have evolved out of ideological principles (usually expressed in their manifestos) and are therefore united by a set of core beliefs and principles at the heart of the party, such as conservatism for the Conservative Party, socialism for the Labour Party and liberalism for the Liberal Democrats. This means that, at their heart, members of UK parties have a shared ideology and set of beliefs, whereas in some other countries, such as the USA, parties arose in reaction to particular events or conflicts, so they are looser confederations with a shared label but large differences in principles.

	
Second, it is usually the case that one single party governs in the UK, which is rare compared with many of the democracies across Europe. There have been exceptions: between 2010 and 2015, when a coalition ruled; and following 2017, when the Conservatives formed a minority government with support from (but not coalition with) the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), a small party of 10 MPs that represents the unionist side of the political debate in Northern Ireland. However, the norm is for single-party government. Since the 80-seat majority secured by the Conservatives in December 2019, the UK has returned to its more ‘normal’ position of single-party government.





Synoptic link

The concepts of mandates and manifestos are key parts of election campaigns and are explored more fully in Chapter 3.



Government representation

The people as a whole are also represented by the elected government. As we shall see again below, it is a mark of a true democracy that the winning party or parties should govern on behalf of the whole community and not just those sections of society that typically support it. While it is true that there will be a tendency to support some groups more than others, this does not alter the fact that the elected government represents the whole nation.

Pressure groups

Pressure groups in the UK (and indeed in other democracies) are representative bodies in two main ways:


	Some groups will have a formal membership and will represent their ‘section’ of society by promoting policies that will benefit them. This applies to sectional pressure groups such as the British Medical Association (BMA) and the National Farmers’ Union (NFU).

	Other groups are engaged in causal representation. Here they represent a set of beliefs, principles or demands that they believe will benefit the whole community, such as Friends of the Earth (environmental causes) and Liberty (human rights campaigning).



All pressure groups represent us in various ways. Whatever we believe, whatever we do and whatever our occupation, there is probably a pressure group working in our interests. It is all part of a pluralist democracy and a healthy civil society. The role of pressure groups in the UK is explored more fully later in this chapter.


How democratic is the UK?

If we are to attempt an assessment of democracy in the UK, we need to establish what we mean by the term ‘democracy’. More precisely, we should ask two questions:


	What constitutes a democratic political system? A word of caution is needed before this assessment. Democracy is a contested term. There is no single, perfect definition. Therefore, the elements described below add up to a guide, a collection of the most commonly accepted features of a democracy by western, liberal standards.

	What constitutes a democratic society? This is a broader question and is explored below.




The UK’s system of liberal democracy

When we talk about democracy in the UK, we are often referring to the concept of a ‘liberal’ democracy. This goes back to the seventeenth century and thinkers like John Locke, who believed that governments ruled by the consent of the governed and that a social contract existed between the people and those in power. This was a radical idea for the time as it rejected the idea of absolute monarchy and the divine right of kings, which suggested leaders only answered to God. Instead, leaders should answer to the people. In addition to this, to help to ensure the people would be free to live their lives and to prevent the government from becoming too powerful, a series of limitations should be introduced to restrict the power of the government in order to create a free society. This liberal form of democracy provides the key features of the UK’s democratic system today, given below (summarised in Figure 1.2).
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Figure 1.2 The features of a liberal democracy





The peaceful transition of power

This is a feature that is often taken for granted in democracies, but it is not guaranteed in many societies. It means that those who lose power by democratic means accept the authority of those who have won. If they do not, politics breaks down and non-peaceful conflict is likely to ensue. This helps to ensure that democracy can hold governments to account and ensures the legitimacy of those who have won an election.

Free elections

Elections are a cornerstone of democracy. Without them it is impossible to imagine democracy working in any meaningful way. Indeed, it is probably the first thing we look for when assessing whether or not a system is democratic. The description ‘free’ means that all adults (however that is defined) are free to vote and to stand for office. This is described as ‘universal suffrage’. If significant groups are excluded then elections are not truly free and democracy is flawed. Elections also need to be free to ensure that everyone can exercise their right to vote without fear, threats or intimidation. One way of achieving this is through the secret ballot, while rights to vote must be strictly enforced by the courts in order to ensure people are not unfairly denied the right to vote. If a secret ballot and a strict adherence to these rights is not in place, votes can be bought and sold and voters can be coerced into voting a certain way, or not voting at all.

Fair elections

This is a more difficult criterion. In the strictest sense, this means that everyone has one vote and all votes are of equal value. It also suggests that there are safeguards in place to avoid electoral fraud and ballot rigging. However, what fairness means is open to some debate; what may appear fair to some will appear unfair to others. A candidate who wins the most votes can be said to have won the election fairly, but if they gained only 25 per cent of the total votes cast, then it could be seen as unfair as 75 per cent of voters did not choose that candidate. Such debates surround the UK’s various electoral systems and whether or not they are fair systems. These different interpretations are explored more fully in Chapter 3, but it is worth remembering that they underpin the very concept of democracy in the UK and why there are so many debates over how democracy works in the UK.


Widespread participation in politics

It is important for the health of a democracy that a large proportion of the population participates in politics. A well-informed and active population can prevent government becoming too dictatorial, and without the people participating in the political process there is a breakdown in communication between the government and the governed. This is why the issue of political participation is so important and will be explored later in this chapter.


Study tip

Many people loosely describe general elections in the UK as ‘free and fair’. However, while they are certainly free, many argue they are not fair. So be careful not simply to run the two terms together uncritically.



Freedom of expression and information

One of the fundamental features of a democracy is the right of the people to express their opinions and criticise the government. This is known as a civil liberty and means that people cannot be arrested or persecuted for expressing negative opinions of those in power, their policies, or their competence. There should also be free access to public information to enable the people to check the government and consider how well it is governing. Few governments enjoy being criticised or scrutinised, but this is what marks out a democracy compared with a dictatorship, where public discussion and evaluation of the government are banned or restricted. This requirement implies a free media and no government censorship or interference. The development of the internet has helped as it allows free access for all, though whether or not the information provided is accurate leads to questions about its validity. This issue has become more stark in recent years with the rise of fake news and growing popularity of conspiracy theories, which have made it harder for people to take publicly expressed views as being based on fact or truth.


Synoptic link

The whole issue of elections is explored fully in Chapter 3. The question of how free and fair elections in the UK actually are is analysed there.



Freedom of association

Linked to freedom of expression is freedom of association. In terms of politics, this means the freedom to form parties or pressure groups, provided their aims and methods are legal. Parties and pressure groups are such vital vehicles for representation that if they did not exist, or were suppressed, democracy would be almost impossible to sustain.

Protection of rights and liberties

Linked to freedom of expression and association is the idea that the rights and liberties of citizens should be firmly safeguarded. This implies that there should be some kind of enforceable ‘Bill of Rights’ or ‘Basic Laws’ to protect rights and liberties in such a way that the state cannot erode them. The European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) is just such an example, as is the US Bill of Rights, the first ten amendments of America’s Constitution. In the UK, the Human Rights Act performs this role, while the Equalities and Human Rights Commission operates in England and Wales to promote and protect human rights.


Study tip

Be careful not to confuse the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), which is not an EU institution, with the European Court of Justice, which is and which enforces or interprets EU law.



The rule of law

The rule of law is the basic principle that all citizens should be treated equally under the law and that the government itself should be subject to the same laws as its citizens. It is linked to the concept of limited government and ensures that no one, even those in power, can break the law and if they do, they will be held to account on the same basis as anyone else.


Synoptic link

Constitutions, discussed in Chapter 5, are inherently bound up with democracy. Any democratic reforms would also be constitutional reforms and most constitutional reforms will have an impact, for better or worse, on how democracy operates in the UK.



Independent judiciary

The existence of the rule of law implies one other feature: an independent judiciary. It is a key role of the judiciary in a democracy to ensure that the rule of law is upheld. For this to happen, the members of the judiciary (the judges) must be independent from government and the whole process of politics. In this way they will ensure that all individuals and groups in society are treated equally under the law and that the government does not exceed its authority. It also means, of course, that the rights and liberties of citizens are more likely to be upheld.


Study tip

There is no right or wrong answer to the question of how democratic the UK political system is, but you will need to look at the arguments and consider what your judgement might be and why, as this is what you will need to explain and do in producing exam-style answers.



A constitution

Democracy is at risk if there are not firm limits to the power of government. Without these, there is a possibility that government will set aside democratic principles for its own purposes. We expect this to happen sometimes in times of warfare and emergency, but not normally. The usual way to set the limits of government power is to define them in a constitution that will be enforced by the forces of law. This is known as constitutionalism and all democracies have a constitution.

How democratic is the UK political system?

Having established the features that make the UK a democracy, we are now able to assess the extent to which the UK political system is democratic and then to consider how it might be reformed.

Table 1.5 shows a ‘balance sheet’ considering whether the UK has a healthy democratic political system. However, there remain a few serious flaws. Collectively, these are described as a ‘democratic deficit’. The main examples of the UK’s democratic deficit can be summarised thus:


	The first-past-the-post (FPTP) electoral system for general elections produces disproportional results, renders many votes wasted and elects governments with a relatively small proportion of the popular vote. It discriminates against small parties with dispersed support.

	
The House of Lords has considerable influence but is an unelected body.


	The sovereignty of Parliament, in theory, gives unlimited potential power to the government.

	The powers of the Prime Minister are partly based on the authority of the unelected monarch.

	The European Convention on Human Rights is not binding on Parliament, so individual rights and liberties remain under threat.




Table 1.5 How democratic is the UK political system?
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Is the UK in need of democratic reform?

Generally, the UK system of democracy is working, but there are arguments that it could be made to work better and that some of the traditional elements should be updated to reflect a more modern, diverse society. Individual reforms relating to Parliament, the judiciary, devolution, elections and parties will be considered in detail in the relevant chapters, but reforms in all these areas will have an impact on democracy, so Table 1.6 provides a summary of some of the potential reforms that could be considered. These are explored in more detail below.


Study tip

Although each reform may improve democracy in some way, it would also raise other questions and issues that might make the reform less desirable. Make sure you are able to explain whether the benefits of reform outweigh the negatives.



Table 1.6 Potential democratic reforms for the UK
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Knowledge check

Identify four things that make the UK a representative democracy.




Discussion point

Evaluate the view that the UK is in need of democratic reform.

Three questions you may wish to consider are:


	Although democratic reform might be desirable, is it essential?

	Is there a significant demand for such reforms?

	Would these reforms potentially create more problems than they solve?






Knowledge check

Identify three problems or issues with the UK’s system of representative democracy.



Political participation in the UK

The term ‘participation’ covers a variety of forms of political activity. Most citizens participate in politics in one way or another. However, there are two variables involved:


	What kind of participation?

	How intensive is that participation?



The first question can be answered by detailing the various ways in which it is possible to participate in political processes. The second can be answered by placing these forms of participation into some kind of order that expresses the degree to which they require intense activity. They are described below in order of intensity.


	Standing for public office This is the most intensive. Many local councillors are part-time, but they do have to give up a great deal of their lives to attending meetings, campaigning, meeting constituents, reading information and making decisions. It goes without saying that full-time politicians have to immerse themselves in the job. Even those who stand for office unsuccessfully have to devote a considerable amount of time to the effort of trying to get elected.

	Active party membership Many people join political parties, but only a minority of these are active members, also called ‘activists’. Activists are fully engaged with the party they support. This may mean attending local meetings of the party, voting for officers, campaigning in the community and canvassing at election time to try to ensure as many party supporters vote as possible.

	Active pressure group membership Like party activists, these pressure group supporters may be full members, helping to raise both money and awareness of the cause they support. Often this means attending or even organising demonstrations and other forms of direct action.

	Passive party or group membership This means being enough of a supporter to join the party or pressure group, but taking relatively little active part. Such members often confine their activities to helping at election times or maybe signing a petition.

	Digital activists Since the growth of social media and the internet, this has become a common form of participation. It requires only that the individual takes part in campaigns and movements that happen online. In other words, participation is possible without leaving one’s home. It normally involves such activities as signing e-petitions, joining social media campaigns, expressing support for a cause on social media, etc.

	Voting Voting is the most fundamental and yet the least taxing form of political participation. It has become especially convenient with the growing use of postal voting. Even with local, regional and national elections, plus referendums, most citizens have to vote only once a year at most.



We have seen above that high levels of participation in political processes are essential to a healthy democracy. If citizens are passive and do not concern themselves with politics, the system becomes open to the abuse of power. In other words, popular political participation helps to call decision-makers to account and to ensure that they carry out their representative functions.

The ways in which people participate are changing. Some also claim that political participation is in decline, especially among the young. Both these phenomena are examined below. The way in which participation has changed has consequences for how democracy operates in the UK, while a decline in participation can undermine the very practice of democracy itself.

Changing forms and levels of participation

The 2001 general election saw a turnout of only 59.4 per cent, a historic low, 12 per cent below what it had been in 1997 and 18 per cent below that of 1992. Coupled with declining membership of political parties, this led to a concern that Britain was experiencing a ‘participation crisis’. This may have reflected a situation where New Labour was so dominant that there was little real competition, or it may have been an early indication that methods of participation were changing. Nevertheless, as widespread participation is so integral to the functioning of a healthy democracy, any sense that there might be a crisis could lead to a democratic deficit where the legitimacy of those in power and the ability of the public to hold them to account are seriously undermined, leading to accusations of an elective dictatorship. As such, issues with participation need to be carefully considered.


Political parties

In the 1940s and 1950s membership of all political parties rose to over 3 million, mostly Conservatives. If one were to add trade union members affiliated to the Labour Party, this figure would be several million higher. Since then there has been a steady decline. Of course, those high figures did not mean that the mass memberships were politically very active, but they gave an indication of mass engagement with politics at some level. Figure 1.3 demonstrates this decline.

[image: images]

Figure 1.3 The decline in party membership





Source: House of Commons Library briefing SN05125
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Figure 1.4 Party memberships in 2019





*Based on a December 2019 registered electorate size of 47,074,800 according to the Office for National Statistics

** Figures for Plaid Cymru as based on 2018 data, the most recent available

*** In 2020 former UKIP leader Nigel Farage created The Brexit Party and many UKIP members transferred their support to this new party, which had a membership of 85,000 by June 2020. UKIP membership declined as a result but it still exists as a party, though much smaller


Discussion point

Evaluate the extent to which the UK is suffering from a ‘participation crisis’.

Three points you may wish to consider are:


	What is the meaning of the word ‘crisis’?

	Is what is described in this section a crisis or an issue that would be nice to reform?

	Would any potential reforms resolve all elements of the ‘crisis’?





It is clear that parties are no longer the main vehicle by which most people wish to participate in politics. There are, though, exceptions:


	There was a surge in Labour Party membership in 2015 when, under new rules established by the then leader, Ed Miliband, it was possible to join the party for just £3 (normal subscriptions to a party are much higher). This was to enable a wider section of Labour supporters to vote in leadership elections.

	Following the 2014 referendum on Scottish independence, membership of the Scottish National Party (SNP) surged, and it claimed to have over 100,000 members in a population of only just over 5 million.

	There was an increase in membership of UKIP in the run-up to the 2015 general election. Nearly 50,000 had signed up to the party by the time of the election, making UKIP the fourth-largest party in the UK in terms of membership. After the 2015 election and in the run-up to the 2017 and 2019 elections, membership of the Liberal Democrat and Green parties also rose.



These three examples that buck the trend of declining party membership suggest that people still see parties as a vehicle for political action if they are proposing some kind of radical change. When it comes to more conventional politics and established parties, however, membership is continuing to decline.

Voting

The act of voting, in an election or a referendum, is the least intensive form of participation and also the most infrequent, yet it is also the most important for most citizens. The level of turnout (what proportion of registered voters actually votes) is therefore a good indicator of participation and engagement with politics. If we look at general elections, the trend has been mixed in recent years. Figure 1.5 shows the turnout at general elections since 1979.
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Figure 1.5 Turnout at UK general elections, 1979–2019





We can see that there is a general trend of falling turnout, though there has been a recovery since the historic low of 2001, a trend that was extended into the 2017 general election, but fell back slightly in 2019. The figure of two-thirds could be viewed as disappointing, but also not serious in terms of democratic legitimacy. It is useful to compare turnout in the UK with that of other democracies. Figure 1.6 shows comparative figures for the most recent general elections in other countries.
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Figure 1.6 Comparative general election turnouts






Discussion point

Evaluate the view that the level of participation in UK general elections is a problem for UK democracy.

You may wish to consider the following three issues:


	Why participation in elections is important in a democracy.

	The possible reasons for a decline in election turnout.

	How far issues with participation have affected the workings of government (if at all).






Synoptic link

The reasons for variations in turnout, as well as the impact on the outcome of elections, are explored in Chapter 4 on voting behaviour.



Figure 1.6 shows that the UK stands in the middle of the ‘league table’. This reflects the wider picture. It is interesting that the USA, often described as the purest democracy in the Western world, displays the lowest turnout figures in this selection, and one of the lowest in the democratic world, but it is worth remembering that in its figures the USA includes all possible voters, while in the UK turnout is based only on those who have registered to vote.


Discussion point

Evaluate the view that turnout in UK general elections suggests there is a participation crisis.

Three questions to consider are:


	How does the figure from 2019 compare to the pre-2001 historic average?

	How does the figure from 2019 compare to the historic low of 2001?

	How does the UK compare to other democracies?





Turnout in referendums is rather more volatile in the UK. Table 1.7 shows turnout in a number of key referendums.

Table 1.7 Referendum turnouts in the UK
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We can see that referendum turnouts vary from 34.1 per cent concerning local government in London, up to 84.6 per cent in the Scottish independence referendum. Turnout is, of course, a reflection of how important voters consider an issue to be. Voters are certainly becoming more used to having a say on single issues and it is noteworthy that in the two most crucial referendums, EU membership and Scottish independence, turnout was higher than in recent general elections.

Should compulsory voting be introduced?

One potential reform to the democratic process would be to make voting compulsory. Compulsory voting exists in about a dozen countries, though in many it is possible to ‘opt out’ of voting before the election and so avoid a fine. In some countries the government does not enforce compulsory voting, though it exists in law. In Australia, compulsory voting is enforced and a fine can be levied. Voters there do not have to vote for any candidate(s) but must attend the polling booth and mark a ballot paper in some way. Some ‘spoil’ the ballot paper to avoid a fine. The turnout in Australia, not surprisingly, is above 90 per cent, and it is 90 per cent in Belgium for similar reasons. In Italy, voting was compulsory until 1998 when turnout was typically close to 90 per cent, but since voting has been no longer compulsory turnout has fallen (72.93 per cent in 2018). So, there can be no doubt that compulsory voting has a dramatic effect on turnout. The relatively low turnouts at UK elections, especially at local and regional levels, have led to calls for compulsory voting. The arguments for and against are well balanced.


Debate

Should the UK introduce compulsory voting?

Arguments for


	It may force more voters, especially the young, to make themselves more informed about political issues.

	By increasing turnout, it would give greater democratic legitimacy to the party or individual(s) who win an election.

	By ensuring that more sections of society are involved, decision-makers would have to ensure that policies address the concerns of all parts of society, not just those who typically vote in larger numbers.

	It can be argued that voting is a civic duty so citizens should be obliged to carry out that duty.



Arguments against


	It is a civil liberties violation. Many argue it is a basic right to not take part.

	Many voters are not well informed and yet they would be voting, so there would be ill-informed participation.

	It would involve large amounts of public expenditure to administer and enforce the system.

	It would favour larger parties against small parties. This is because less-informed citizens would vote and they may have heard only of better-known parties and candidates.



Consider the idea of ‘should’ and why compulsory voting ‘should’ be introduced to help steer you to your overall evaluative judgement about which side is more convincing. Remember that in making your judgement you should address the question asked, not just an assessment of good and bad ideas from each side.



Attention tends to centre on young voters in the UK because they typically vote in smaller numbers than older people. Turnout figures at UK general elections among the 18–24 age group are typically about 35 per cent, while over 80 per cent of the over-60s tend to vote. This may result in governments favouring the older generation against the young when setting policy. However, civil rights campaigners are against compulsory voting, while the Conservative Party is unlikely to support it as younger people tend to be more left-wing than older people, so forcing the young to vote would favour Labour and other left-of-centre parties.

Digital democracy

E-petitions are a fast-growing form of participation, gaining greatly in popularity since official government petitions were introduced with the requirement that any petition gaining 10,000 signatures would receive a government response and any receiving 100,000 signatures would be considered for a parliamentary debate. Indeed, they have become so common that the term ‘e-democracy’ has come into use. Such petitions are part of the wider spread of digital democracy, where campaign groups use social media and the internet to promote their causes.


E-petitions have the advantage of requiring little effort and it is immediately apparent how much support a particular issue may have. Combined with the use of social media, they can very rapidly build interest in an issue, causing a bandwagon effect. They are often criticised as a form of participation as it requires so little effort to take part and there is no guarantee that participants know much about the issue. Nevertheless, they are becoming an established part of modern democracy and do, from time to time, have some influence, perhaps most notably when they led to the re-opening of the investigation into the Hillsborough football stadium tragedy and the much-hyped televised debate about whether or not Donald Trump should be allowed into the UK.

Table 1.8 includes some of the most important e-petitions of recent times, and demonstrates how much impact they have had.

Table 1.8 E-petitions in the UK
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The importance of blogging, tweeting and general social media campaigning is also growing. A campaign on a current issue can be mounted in just a few hours or days. Information about various injustices or demands for immediate action over some kind of social evil can circulate quickly, putting pressure on decision-makers and elected representatives. Sites such as 38 Degrees and Change.org help to facilitate such social movements. Typical campaigns concern proposed hospital closures, opposition to road-building projects, claims of miscarriages of justice in the courts and demands for inquiries into the behaviour of large companies.

In party politics, social media has become a particularly important tool for campaigning in elections. While political adverts appearing on radio and television are prohibited in the UK, there is no such regulation on social media platforms that operate internationally, so there has been a rise of campaign videos and adverts that the parties can create and share on social media to influence voters, circumventing the controls in place in the UK and allowing parties with more resources to advertise more freely. Parties will also use data gathered from social media accounts to help target specific voters with specific issues that will resonate with them. They focus on key voters in key constituencies, without wasting resources on voters who are unlikely to vote or who will not be persuaded, though also ignoring large sections of the population. Social media is therefore changing the way in which political parties campaign and speak to voters, in ways that might be more democratic, as it allows more personalised campaigning that is relevant to key voters, but also in ways that are likely to benefit the wealthier parties and avoid the scrutiny of the Electoral Commission in trying to ensure elections are fair (covered in more detail in Chapter 3).


Activity

Access the 38 Degrees and/or the Change.org site and select two local and two national campaigns included on the site.


	Describe the nature of the campaigns.

	Describe the methods being used to further those campaigns.





Pressure groups

As membership of and activism in political parties have declined, they have been partly replaced by participation in pressure groups. Many millions of people and organisations have formed themselves into pressure groups. Groups like trade unions and professional associations have been particularly prominent. For many, such participation may be minimal, but some are activists in these organisations and help with political campaigning. The position with promotional groups, on the other hand, is changing. These groups rely on mass memberships, seeking mass activism. In other words, they rely on mass active support rather than a large membership. This kind of participation is growing in the UK. The range and activities of pressure groups are explored later in this chapter.

The conclusion we are likely to reach is that political action is more widespread than ever before. It may be less intensive and it may place less of a burden on people’s time, but the fall in voting turnout and party membership has been largely overtaken by the growth of alternative forms of political participation. Therefore, far from being in ‘crisis’, participation is simply evolving and adapting to modern society.




Suffrage


The term ‘suffrage’ refers to the right to vote in free elections, also referred to as the ‘franchise’. The question of how people without the right to vote are able to persuade those in power to give them the right to vote is a fascinating one, most famously embodied by the campaigns to secure equal voting rights for women. Over the nineteenth century, fearing the possible violence that had erupted in the French Revolution of 1789, British governments gradually extended the franchise to more groups, from property owners, to skilled men, to most men, to all men and some women, until finally in 1928 all men and women aged over 21 got the right to vote on the same basis, or universal suffrage was achieved. In 1969 the age requirement was lowered to 18 to reflect changing expectations of adulthood in the UK. The main stages in the extension of the franchise in the UK are shown in Figure 1.7.
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Figure 1.7 Timeline of the expansion of suffrage in the UK





The last great struggle over suffrage was to give women an equal right to vote with men. The first petition to give women the right to vote was presented to Parliament in 1866 but was largely ignored. At the same time, the Manchester Society for Women’s Suffrage was established, which inspired other local societies to form across the UK. These local movements would unite in 1897 under the leadership of Millicent Fawcett as the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), also known as the Suffragists.

The NUWSS was open to all and was internally democratic, practising peaceful campaigning to put pressure on those in power through letter-writing, producing material for publication, organising petitions and holding peaceful marches and protests. By 1914 the NUWSS had 100,000 members across 400 branches. Even after women aged over 35 got the right to vote in 1918, the NUWSS, renamed as the Fawcett Society, continued to campaign for equal rights to vote between men and women, which was achieved in 1928.

Despite the work of the NUWSS, some women felt the pace of change was too slow, leading to the creation of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), or the Suffragettes, in 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia. Initially it was based in Manchester, but in 1906 it moved to London. Unlike the NUWSS, the WSPU was only open to women, was not internally democratic, and was focused on ‘deeds, not words’ using violence and illegal methods to publicise the issue of female suffrage and to put external pressure on those in power (see Table 1.9 for a comparison of the two groups). Methods would include members disrupting political party meetings, chaining themselves to railings, attempting to blow up buildings, destroying letters in post-boxes and going on hunger strike while in prison. They also sold badges, games and posters to help draw attention to their cause and adopted the three colours of purple, white and green to create an early form of branding for the movement.

[image: images]

The statue of Millicent Fawcett erected in Parliament Square in 2018 to mark the centenary of women gaining the right to vote






The violence adopted by the WSPU certainly drew attention to the cause, leading people to talk about the issue, and the government response to supress them did win some public sympathy. However, the violence also cost them support, with some believing that giving women the right to vote would suggest the government had given in to terrorist actions, and that the violence somehow proved women were incapable of sensible thought. This alienated many moderate supporters, both men and women.

It was the work of women during the First World War and the fear of a resumption of the violence of the WSPU that ultimately persuaded Parliament in 1918 to give women over the age of 35 the right to vote. This was enough for the Pankhursts and they disbanded the organisation soon after that.
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A gender protest, showing the legacy of the Suffragettes, with their green, white and purple colour scheme still being used in modern protests for women’s rights






Knowledge check

What were the key differences between the Suffragettes and the Suffragists? What methods did each group use?



Table 1.9 Suffragists and Suffragettes compared




	Suffragists

	Suffragettes






	
Membership open to all

Internally democratic

Peaceful methods of protest

Attempted to work with the government

A national organisation of committees


	
Membership for women only

Run by the Pankhursts only

Violent and illegal methods

Attempted to intimidate the government

London-centred (after 1906)








Activity

The Fawcett Society continues today to champion women’s rights. Visit its website, and compare the aims and methods it uses today with those of the original NUWSS. Make a list of its current aims to compare with its aims in 1918.



Modern campaigns for suffrage

Although the UK has had universal suffrage since 1969 for everyone over the age of 18, there are still some groups that are excluded from voting:


	Those under 18 (although 16 and 17 year olds can now vote in some elections in Wales and Scotland)

	Prisoners (although Scotland now allows some prisoners to vote in Scottish elections)

	Those sectioned under the Mental Health Act

	Peers currently serving in the House of Lords (Peers not sitting in the Lords are permitted to vote).



In addition, the homeless are effectively prevented from voting as they lack a permanent address. It is also unclear whether those who live abroad in the EU will still be eligible to vote in the UK since the UK left the EU.

Members of the royal family do not vote, but there is no legal or constitutional restraint on them voting, so they could if they choose to.

Votes at 16

Although 16- and 17-year-olds were given the right to vote in Scottish elections after 2014 and to vote in elections to the Welsh Senedd in 2020, the issue has not been settled in the UK overall. It seems inevitable that 16- and 17-year-olds will one day gain the right to vote. However, this may have to wait until a party comes to power that feels it will benefit from younger people having the vote. This is likely to be a more radical party of the left.


Debate

Should 16- and 17-year-olds be given the right to vote?

Arguments in favour


	With the spread of citizenship education, young people are now better informed about politics than ever before.

	Voting turnout among the 18–24-year-old age group is very low. This may encourage more people to vote and become engaged with politics.

	The internet and social media now enable young people to be better informed about politics.

	If one is old enough to serve in the army, get married or pay tax, one should be old enough to vote.

	The radicalism of the very young could act as a useful balance to the extreme conservatism of elderly voters.



Arguments against


	People of 16 and 17 years old are too young to be able to make rational judgements.

	Many issues are too complex for younger people to understand.

	Few people in this age group pay tax so they have a lower stake in society.

	It is argued by some that the very young tend to be excessively radical as they have not had enough experience to consider issues carefully.



When considering this debate, really focus on the idea of ‘should’ and why 16- and 17-year-olds really must be given the right to vote (or not). While there may be many good reasons for giving 16- and 17-year-olds the right to vote, this is not quite the same as judging whether or not it needs to happen.




Case study

A modern campaign to extend the franchise: Votes at 16

Votes at 16 is a coalition of a number of different groups that believe the franchise should be extended to 16- and 17-year-olds across the whole UK in all elections. It was officially founded in 2001 under the direction and coordination of the British Youth Council. As of June 2020, the group had 4290 registered supporters and worked with organisations such as the British Youth Parliament, the Electoral Reform Society and the National Union of Students (NUS) to lower the voting age.

The campaign uses a variety of methods, including:


	producing and publishing information through its website

	providing templates and advice on how to email local MPs to raise the issue in Parliament

	providing information and advice on how to raise awareness and campaign locally, in schools and universities

	providing advice on how to lobby MPs

	organising an initiative called ‘adopt a peer’ to encourage members to contact and lobby specific members of the House of Lords.



Although the overall aim of lowering the voting age to 16 has not yet been achieved for general elections, the campaign has seen some success in moving the opinion of some political supporters and gaining wider support. This includes:


	
Lowering the voting age to 16 was official party policy in the 2019 manifestos for Labour, the Liberal Democrats, the SNP, Plaid Cymru and the Green Party.


	Before the 2019 election, seven Conservative MPs publicly endorsed lowering the voting age to 16 (though five of those no longer sit in the Commons).

	The voting age for elections to the Scottish and Welsh parliaments has now been lowered to 16.

	In 2014, the voting age was lowered to 16 for the Scottish independence referendum.

	In 2012, a debate on the issue was held in Westminster Hall.



The history of the campaign shows gradual but steady progress moving towards lowering the voting age to 16. As a modern campaign, it has benefited greatly from the wider range of elected bodies in the UK and the greater use of referendums, certainly when compared with the campaign for women’s suffrage in the early twentieth century. This has allowed the campaign to persuade different parties which hold real power and has seen a lower voting age implemented in parts of the UK, which has helped prove the ability of 16- and 17-year-olds to vote appropriately.

The campaign has also been hindered by politics; with age now the main dividing line in UK elections (see Chapter 4), the addition of about 1.5 million young voters who are overwhelmingly anti-Conservative could provide a significant boost to the more left-leaning parties that endorse the campaign. However, this makes it less likely that a Conservative government will favour such reform, so with an 80-seat majority it is unlikely national reform will be achieved until after the next general election at the earliest.

In many ways, the work of the campaign is in facilitating and enabling those who wish to campaign, by providing the necessary advice and strategy guidance to run a successful, individual campaign, rather than running a large national campaign itself. In this way, the campaign relies on an active membership to achieve its goals.




Study tip

You are required to know the work of a modern campaign to extend the franchise, and you may be required to reference this as an example in an exam answer.






Group activity


Pressure groups

A pressure group can be defined as a membership-based association whose aim is to influence policy-making without seeking power. Pressure groups have a variety of aims and employ different methods, but they all have in common a desire to influence government without becoming government itself. If a pressure group decides it wishes to exercise power, it becomes a political party. This happened when the trade union movement helped to form the Labour Party in the early twentieth century and when the UK Independence Party (UKIP) began to put up candidates at parliamentary elections after 1993.

The functions of pressure groups are as follows:


	To represent and promote the interests of certain sections of the community who feel they are not fully represented by parties and Parliament.

	To protect the interests of minority groups.

	To promote certain causes that have not been adequately taken up by political parties.

	To inform and educate the public about key political issues.

	To call government to account over its performance in particular areas of policy.

	
On occasions to pass key information to government to inform and influence policy.


	To give opportunities to citizens to participate in politics other than through party membership or voting.



In addition, pressure groups are a vital part of democratic and pluralist society, ensuring an active and informed citizenry, offering the public choices and options that may not be recognised by the political parties, and raising awareness of issues to ensure all sections of society are heard and considered in the political process.

Classifying pressure groups

It is usual to classify pressure groups into two main types in order to help us understand how they operate. These types are causal groups and sectional groups. The main characteristics of each are as follows.


Causal groups

As their name suggests, causal groups seek to promote a particular cause, to convert the ideas behind the cause into government action or parliamentary legislation. The cause may be broad, as with groups campaigning on environmental or human rights issues, or narrow, as with groups promoting local issues such as the protection of green spaces or opposition to supermarket openings in high streets. Here are some prominent examples of causal groups operating in the UK:


	Greenpeace

	Friends of the Earth

	Liberty

	Unlock Democracy

	People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)

	Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND).



Sectional groups

These groups represent a particular section of the community in the UK. Sectional groups are self-interested in that they hope to pursue the interests specifically of their own membership or of those whom they represent.

Some sectional groups may be hybrid in that they believe that by serving the interests of their own members and supporters, the wider community will also benefit. For example, unions representing teachers or doctors will argue that the interests of their members are also the interests of all of us. Better-treated and better-paid teachers and doctors and medical staff will mean better education and health for all, they argue.

Prominent examples of sectional groups are:


	Age UK

	British Medical Association (BMA)

	Muslim Council of Britain

	Taxpayers’ Alliance

	Confederation of British Industry (CBI)

	The MS [Multiple Sclerosis] Society



The features of causal and sectional groups are summarised in Table 1.10.

Table 1.10 Features of pressure groups




	Causal groups

	Sectional groups






	They are altruistic in that they serve the whole community, not just their own members and supporters

	They are largely (not always) self-interested in that they serve the interests of their own members and supporters




	They tend to concentrate on mobilising public opinion and putting pressure on government in that way

	Although they seek public support, they tend to seek direct links with decision-makers (insider status)




	They often use ‘direct action’ in the form of public demonstrations, internet campaigns and sometimes civil disobedience

	Their methods tend to be more ‘responsible’ and they often take the parliamentary route to influence




	They seek widespread support

	They usually have a formal membership






Insiders and outsiders

We can also classify pressure groups as ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. This distinction tells us a good deal about their methods and status. Insider groups are so called because they have especially close links with decision-makers at all levels. The main ways in which insider groups operate include the following:


	They seek to become involved in the early stages of policy- and law-making. This means that they are often consulted by decision-makers and sometimes can offer expert advice and information.

	Some such groups employ professional lobbyists whose job it is to gain access to decision-makers and make high-quality presentations of their case.

	Government at different levels uses special committees to make decisions about policy. Some groups may find themselves represented on such bodies and so have a specially privileged position. The National Farmers’ Union (NFU) and the Institute of Directors (IOD) have advised government on these committees, as have trade unions and professional bodies representing groups of workers and members of the professions.

	Sectional groups may be called to testify before parliamentary committees, both select and legislative. Although they attend mainly to give advice and information, it is also an opportunity to have some long-term influence.



Outsiders are those groups that do not enjoy a special position within governing circles. This may be because decision-makers do not wish to be seen to be too close to them or because a group itself wants to maintain its independence from government. More radical groups, such as the Animal Liberation Front, which have a history of using illegal or violent protests to raise awareness of their aims, may find governments do not wish to be associated with them. The typical characteristics of outsider groups are listed below.


	They are usually, but not always, promotional groups. Sectional groups with identifiable memberships and support groups are a useful ally in policy-making, but promotional groups have less certain legitimacy.

	Their typical methods include public campaigning, in recent times often using new media to reach large parts of the population very quickly. They seek to influence not through direct lobbying or ministerial contacts, but by demonstrating to government that public opinion is on their side.

	
Outsiders do not need to follow standards that the government will find acceptable, so have greater freedom in the choice of methods they use and are more likely than insider groups to use measures like civil disobedience, mass strikes and publicity ‘stunts’.




Methods used by pressure groups

Access points and lobbying

The ways in which groups seek to promote their cause or interests depend to some extent on the access points they have available to them. Insiders who are regularly listened to by decision-makers will sit on policy committees at local, regional, national and even international level, such as through the United Nations (UN). Even at local level, groups will seek to foster special relationships with councillors or with the mayoral office to help provide them with opportunities for lobbying those with power. Of course, if groups do not have such access points available to them, they must look elsewhere for their methods.


Public campaigning

Groups without direct access to government tend to mobilise public demonstrations of support to convince the government to listen to them. Public campaigning ranges from organising mass demonstrations, to creating and publicising e-petitions, to using celebrities to gain publicity, to acts of civil disobedience. Some examples of such campaigns are described in Table 1.11.

Table 1.11 Campaigning methods

[image: images]


Study tip

When answering questions about pressure groups, use real-world examples. Be sure to learn the characteristics, experience and aims of a range of groups and try to ensure they are as recent as possible: the Suffragettes may be a great example, but they stopped operating 100 years ago!




Synoptic link

Examples of the use of judicial review by pressure groups can be found in Chapter 8.



Other methods

These can include the following:


	It is common for groups to make financial grants to political parties as a means of finding favour for their cause or interest. Trade unions have long financed the Labour Party. Many business groups and large companies send donations to all parties, but mostly to the Conservative Party. In this way they hope to influence policy.

	Some groups gain personal support from a member of Parliament. Most MPs and peers promote the interests of one group or another, raising issues in debate or lobbying ministers directly. They are sometimes able to influence the content of legislation, proposing or opposing amendments, if they sit on legislative committees.

	Media campaigns can be important. Groups may hope that the press, TV or radio will publicise their concerns. Although the broadcast media in the UK is politically neutral, some programming may publicise an issue to the benefit of the cause. Groups may help to finance such programmes. Press advertising can also be used.

	Groups may resort to direct action, such as public demonstrations or strikes that are officially organised but cause mass disruption. This may put pressure on the government to resolve, such as the threat of strikes by the National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers (RMT) over the proposed use of driver-only trains.

	Some groups have resorted to illegal methods. This is often a last resort when all else has failed, but they are also useful as a means of gaining publicity. Greenpeace, for example, has destroyed genetically modified (GM) crops to publicise the dangers, while members of Plane Stupid, wishing to demonstrate the dangers of airport expansion, have trespassed at Heathrow and disrupted flights.

	On some occasions a pressure group can pursue an issue through the courts by requesting a judicial review if it feels government or a state body has acted contrary to the rule of law and has discriminated against a group in society.



Factors in the success and failure of pressure groups

Why are some pressure groups more successful than others? This is an important question because it can go some way to explaining the direction of policy. To some extent the fortunes of pressure groups will change with time and with changes in government, but there are also several permanent factors, which are considered in Table 1.12.

Table 1.12 Factors affecting the success and failure of pressure groups
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Case study

ASH

Name of group

Action on Smoking and Health (ASH)

Founding and objectives


	Founded in 1967 by academics and interested parties.

	Its objectives include the spreading of knowledge about the harmful effects of tobacco use and pressing governments to adopt policies and laws to reduce tobacco use.



Methods

ASH conducts research and publicises existing research into the effects of tobacco. It shares this with governments and the public. For example, it has sponsored research into the effects of passive smoking and on the effects of e-cigarettes. It is largely an insider group, concentrating on lobbying lawmakers and governments, mainly using scientific data to underpin its case.

Successes

There are many examples of success, including:


	restrictions on advertising tobacco products and tobacco sponsorship

	health warnings on cigarette packs

	persuading government to increase tax on tobacco to deter consumers

	restricting point-of-sale advertising and promotion

	campaigning for the law banning smoking in public places

	persuading government to develop a law banning smoking in cars carrying children.



Failures

ASH would like to go further on smoking bans and is now concerned that e-cigarettes may be harmful. As yet it has not succeeded in changing government policy in these areas.

Why is it successful?

It helps government to make policy by providing evidence and information. It acts responsibly and has built up a network of supporters within government and Parliament.




Case study

The RMT union

Name of group

The National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers (RMT)

Founding and objectives


	Founded in 1990 through the merger of two groups: the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR) and the National Union of Seamen (NUS), to create a single transport-industry trade union.

	Its objectives include the promotion of better pay and conditions for its members, including shorter hours and safer working environments.



Methods

The RMT negotiates contracts with major transport companies, including Transport for London, negotiating on behalf of its members for better terms and safety. It lobbies governments for better legislative protections and the safety of its workers. It also organises and conducts strikes to pressure employers to meet its demands, which can be effective due to the dominance of the RMT in key sectors, such as Tube drivers in London. The RMT also runs its own credit union to help support its members financially. Mostly affiliated with the Labour Party, the RMT has, in the past, put up candidates for election and endorsed other parties that it feels better represent its members’ interests.

Successes

There are many examples of successes, including:


	In 2016 the RMT secured a £500 consolidation payment to all operational staff following the introduction of the Night Tube service.

	The RMT has helped members bring legal cases following injury and wrongful termination, including a £55,000 payment to a member who lost the tip of an index finger in an industrial accident.

	Securing bonus payments for workers during the 2012 Olympics.

	Improving safety standards on offshore oil platforms, as well as on trains and ferries.

	Creating a credit union to help members with their finances.



Failures

Despite long-running campaigns against the closure of many ticket offices on the Tube network, the offices have been closed. The government remains committed to removing guards from trains, which the RMT has vehemently opposed on the grounds of safety. In addition, not all its campaigns for higher wages and better conditions meet with similar levels of success, particularly in areas away from London where the transport network is not such an integral part of the local economy.

Why is it successful?

The RMT is the main union representing workers on the London Underground, meaning it represents workers on a strategically important transport network. Strikes can have a direct impact on the economy as well as possibly embarrassing the government of the day. The threat of strikes during the 2012 Olympics was particularly important as the UK had to avoid international embarrassment and the potential consequences of the transport network failing during the Games.



Pressure groups, society and democracy

The UK is a representative democracy. Political parties, social media and pressure group activity are the main components of a pluralist democracy. This term refers to the idea that there are multiple means by which different groups and sections of society can have their voices heard and that they have opportunities to influence government at all levels.

Pressure groups also form an important channel of communication between government and the governed. Citizens often feel that their influence through elections, referendums and political parties is too weak. Parties cannot represent a wide enough range of interests and causes, while elections and referendums are relatively infrequent. It is, therefore, important that there are alternative means by which citizens can constantly communicate with government. Pressure groups supply that link. Without them, citizens might feel powerless and ignored, which is a dangerous situation for a democracy.


Debate

Do pressure groups enhance or threaten democracy?

Ways in which they enhance democracy


	Pressure groups help to disperse power and influence more widely.

	Pressure groups educate the public about important political issues.

	Pressure groups give people more opportunities to participate in politics without having to sacrifice too much of their time and attention.

	Pressure groups can promote and protect the interests and rights of minorities.

	Pressure groups help to call government to account by publicising the effects of policy.



Ways in which they may threaten democracy


	Some pressure groups are elitist and tend to concentrate power in too few hands.

	Influential pressure groups may distort information in their own interests.

	Pressure groups that are internally undemocratic may not accurately represent the views of their members and supporters.

	Finance is a key factor in political influence, so groups that are wealthy may wield a disproportionate amount of influence.

	The use of civil disobedience, particularly illegal actions, can undermine the freedoms and rights of other citizens.



Make a clear judgement about which side of the argument has the most weight to it. Pressure groups can both enhance and threaten democracy, but you must consider which side of the debate is more convincing and why.



Other collective organisations

Pressure groups are not the only external influence on decision-makers. There are also organisations commonly known as ‘think tanks’, lobbyists and corporations, which seek to influence policy and decisions. Although they may adopt some of the methods of regular pressure groups, these other organisations tend to act in slightly different ways and operate in ways that mark them out as separate from ordinary pressure groups.


Think tanks

The term ‘think tank’ originated during the Second World War as a military term to describe bodies that developed strategy and ideas. Today they are considered public policy research organisations. Their main role is to carry out research and develop policy ideas that can then be adopted by political parties and governments. In this sense, think tanks carry out one specific role of a pressure group in order to influence those in politics. Think tanks are usually founded to research and develop ideas in specific areas, such as education, healthcare, social justice or economic matters. Usually they are funded by endowments from wealthy patrons or businesses, but they may also be funded by public donations or be affiliated to an academic institution, such as a university.

In carrying out the work of policy research, think tanks have replaced one of the traditional roles carried out by political parties. This is advantageous as it means policies can be considered and developed away from public scrutiny and can be tested before a party might adopt them as official policy. It also saves the party time and resources as it can ‘delegate’ the role of policy formulation. Of course, many think tanks are founded with a clear aim or objective in mind, and so may produce research to support a particular point of view that may not be in the public interest. Indeed, think tanks will often produce research to help support the demands of their donors.

One example of this is the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), a free-market think tank with close links to the Conservative Party – Dominic Raab spoke at its sixtieth anniversary event and launched an annual essay competition funded by the group. The IEA is critical of government measures to reduce or restrict harmful activities, such as smoking bans, sugar taxes and restrictions on fast food advertising, and has also called for the NHS to be replaced by a private, insurance-based system. One of its main donors is British American Tobacco, which raises questions about whether or not the public policy research being carried out is in the interests of the public or of the donors.

However, think tanks can play an important role in a democratic society. In February 2020, the National Institute of Economic and Social Research scrutinised the government’s Budget, raising questions about the viability of its growth targets that were widely reported in the media. The competing views and range of ideas and opinions publicised by think tanks help to promote a pluralist and well-educated society.

Some prominent examples of think tanks are listed below.

Neutral think tanks:


	ResPublica — general policy issues

	Chatham House — international affairs

	Centre for Social Justice — policy on welfare issues

	Demos — current political issues

	The National Institute of Economic and Social Research — economic issues



‘Left-wing’ think tanks:


	Fabian Society — issues concerning social justice and equality

	Institute for Public Policy Research — various left-wing policy ideas



‘Right-wing’ think tanks:


	Adam Smith Institute — promoting free-market solutions to economic issues

	The Institute of Economic Affairs — another free-market group with close ties to the current Conservative Party

	Centre for Policy Studies — promoting ideas popular in the premiership of Margaret Thatcher



‘Liberal’ think tanks:


	The Centre for Reform — dedicated to promoting the values of the Liberal Democrats

	Reform — concerned with policies on welfare, public services and economic management



Lobbyists

‘Lobbying’ is the act of trying to persuade those in power to follow a particular course of action. In a sense, anyone in the UK can lobby, by writing to their MP, signing a petition or demonstrating, to try to persuade those in power of the validity of their views. In this way the act of lobbying is fundamental to a democratic society.

‘Lobbyists’, however, are distinct organisations or individuals that sell expert knowledge of the political process to those who can afford to hire them. Lobbyists and lobbying companies, sometimes referred to as public relations groups, usually employ people with close relationships with those in power (usually former advisers or staff for particular politicians) and with expertise in which bodies, committees and groups they target. They create strategies for their clients to access the political process. In this sense, they are selling insider status.

At a basic level, lobbyists provide clients with a ‘map’ giving them advice to follow in order to achieve their goals, effectively giving clients a political blueprint to help put pressure on those in power. This could be anything from a charity seeking additional government funding or trying to persuade the government to adopt a new strategy, to businesses trying to secure exemptions from certain laws or taxes that might impact on them. For example, in 2012 lobbyists developed a ‘save our shops’ campaign in conjunction with the National Federation of Retail Newsagents and the Association of Convenience Stores to persuade MPs to exempt local newsagents from new laws to keep tobacco products behind closed shutters. The campaign persuaded 80 MPs to back the exemption as well as gaining some public support through media reports. However, the campaign was a creation by lobbyists to persuade public opinion. It was funded by British American Tobacco, allowing it in this way to bypass the law that prevents tobacco companies lobbying MPs. Although this campaign ultimately failed, the fact that it was still able to persuade 80 MPs and to bypass the law that prevents tobacco companies directly trying to influence elected officials shows the potential danger of such activities.

At a more advanced level, lobbyists will arrange events for their clients to have an opportunity to meet with those in power, often through corporate hospitality by offering political figures free tickets to sporting or cultural events, at which they will be sat next to clients who have paid for the privilege. At the highest level, lobbyists will meet on behalf of their clients to try to directly persuade those in power in private meetings. This is why people with direct personal contact or high status are often hired by lobbyists to help gain this access. Former Foreign Secretary Jack Straw claimed, in 2015, that he had used his contacts in the EU to change sugar regulations on behalf of ED & F Man Holdings, which paid him £60,000 per year, while former special advisers (SpAds) like Denzil Davidson have gone to work for lobbying firms like Global Counsel (a group set up by former adviser, MP and current member of the Lords, Peter Mandelson).

Lobbyists gain access and help their clients achieve their goals. While they try to persuade, they are not always successful and politicians consider many factors before making decisions. In fact, sometimes by helping organisations access those in power, lobbyists can improve legislation by offering advice and perspectives that may otherwise have been missed. However, the perception remains that lobbyists, in selling their services, benefit those with money, often at the expense of the public interest, which undermines the concept of a pluralist society. It also undermines confidence in politics in general and raises questions about whom politicians serve, especially as an estimated £2 billion a year is spent by organisations on lobbying in the UK.

Prominent examples of lobbyists in the UK and the areas they represent include:


	The Cicero Group — financial services, infrastructure companies, energy and transport

	Frédéric Michel — News International

	Adam Smith — former SpAd who lobbies for Paddy Power

	PLMR — specialises in political lobbying and media relations

	Hanbury Strategy — specialises in political communication for anyone who faces a current political risk or issue, though the client list is not made public



Corporations

Large corporations such as Google, Starbucks, Virgin, Facebook and Amazon are so big and influential that they qualify as a kind of sectional pressure group on their own. They resist proposed legislation that might hinder their operations and seek to emphasise the positive role they play in the national economy. As they employ high numbers of people and account for a large proportion of economic activity, they have a strategically important place in the economy. This gives them great insider influence and they effectively have their own ‘in-house’ think tanks and lobbyists (usually their public relations department), thereby avoiding the need to hire lobbying companies.

One example of the success of these corporations in lobbying the government is successful resistance to calls for such companies to pay more in UK taxes on their profits (Starbucks, Google and Microsoft being prominent examples). Firms and industries such as alcoholic drinks manufacturers have campaigned against price controls proposed to reduce excessive drinking. In a similar way, the confectionery industry has resisted and toned down attempts by the government to reduce the sugar content of its products in an anti-obesity drive.




Rights in context


Human rights, civil rights and civil liberties

‘Human rights’ is a term used for the fundamental rights that apply to all people and that cannot be abridged or removed, at least in theory. Human rights developed in response to the horrors of the Second World War and combine two different concepts of rights: ‘civil liberties’ and ‘civil rights’. These terms are often used interchangeably, but they mean slightly different things, focused on the role of the state.


Civil liberties is a term used to refer to the protections citizens have against government and the state. Civil rights is a term that refers to those rights that are guaranteed by the state. In other words, they are rights and freedoms in relation to the state itself. Prominent examples of each are listed in Table 1.13.

Table 1.13 Civil rights and civil liberties in the UK




	Civil liberties

	Civil rights






	
Freedom of speech

Freedom of assembly

Freedom of the press

Right to trial by jury

Freedom of religious worship


	
Right to life

Freedom from discrimination

Right to exercise your vote

Right to equal treatment

Right to an education







Human rights combine both civil rights and civil liberties and should be:


	absolute — meaning they cannot be compromised or diminished in any way

	universal — meaning they are applied to everyone

	fundamental — meaning they are an essential part of life and cannot be removed for any reason.




Synoptic link

The development of rights within the UK has also led to conflict between the judiciary and the legislative and executive branches of government. This is an important constitutional check and has altered the relationship between these branches of government covered in Chapter 8.



The development of rights and formal equality in the UK

Early rights

The first set of civil liberties introduced to the UK was in 1215 in Magna Carta. This was the first attempt to limit the power of the monarch (the government of its day) and ensure protections against arbitrary rule. Magna Carta included the right to trial by jury and that the monarch could only impose taxes with the consent of the people.

In 1689, under the influence of key thinker John Locke, Parliament drafted a Bill of Rights, another set of civil liberties designed to protect the people of England from a potential military dictatorship when they offered the throne to William of Orange. It ensured that the monarch could not take England into a foreign war without its agreement and that the people were free from ‘cruel and unusual punishments’.

Common law rights

The traditional status of rights in the UK has been that every citizen was assumed to have rights unless they were prohibited by law. These rights were sometimes referred to as residual rights or negative rights. For example, it was assumed that people had freedom of movement unless there was some legal obstruction, such as if a person was convicted of a crime and sentenced to custody.

In addition, rights were sometimes specifically stated as a result of a court case when rights were in dispute. In these cases a judge would decide what was the normal or traditional way in which such disputes would be settled. Having made his or her decision, the judge would declare what he or she understood people’s rights to be. In doing so the judge was declaring common law.


Let’s take the example of a married or cohabiting couple. If they were to split up, there might be a dispute as to how to divide their possessions, in other words what rights the couple had against each other. If there were no statute law to cover the situation, a judge would have to state what the common law was. Once a judge had declared what the common law was under a particular circumstance, he or she had created a judicial precedent. In all similar cases, judges had to follow the existing judicial precedent. A great body of common law and common law rights was created over the centuries.

The Human Rights Act 1998

The main terms and status of the Human Rights Act (HRA) are described in Chapter 5; here we offer a brief description. The HRA brought into effect the European Convention on Human Rights, which was established by the Council of Europe in 1950. The UK helped to draft the Convention but did not accept it as binding on its government until 1998.

Traditionally, the UK relied on a series of negative rights, meaning people were allowed to do anything as long as it was not expressly forbidden by law. This meant these rights existed in the absence of law and were therefore very difficult to enforce and people’s protections were limited. With the introduction of the Human Rights Act, which came into force in 2000 by making the European Convention on Human Rights a statute law, these negative rights were replaced with positive rights, that had to be protected and respected by law, giving the courts an important means of protecting the rights of citizens and the ability to act as a check on the government. This marked, perhaps, the most significant development in the long history of the development of rights in the UK.


Study tip

Remember that the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) has nothing to do with the European Union. It is a product of the Council of Europe. Therefore, the ECHR will continue to apply in the UK, whether or not it is a member of the EU.



The HRA establishes a wide range of rights to replace the patchwork of statute and common law rights in the UK. It is binding on all public bodies other than the UK Parliament (and it is politically binding on Parliament even if not legally binding; Parliament will rarely ignore it). It is also enforced by all courts in the UK, so that laws passed at any level should conform to its requirements.

The Freedom of Information Act 2000

Historically, citizens in the UK had no right to see information held by public bodies, whether it related personally to them or not. By the end of the twentieth century, however, it was clear that the UK was out of step with much of the modern democratic world in this respect. In many countries, including the USA, legislation had been passed, first to allow citizens to view information held about them — for example, by the tax authorities, or social security or schools — and then to view information held by these bodies that it would be in the public interest to see. Governments were too secretive, it was widely contended, and this was a barrier to making them accountable. The Labour government that came to power in the UK in 1997 therefore decided to redress this situation through the Freedom of Information Act in 2000.

Since the Act was passed it has proved an invaluable tool for social and political campaigners, for MPs and for the media, allowing them to discover information that was never available in the past. It has helped to improve such services as the health service, the police, the civil service and educational establishments by shedding light on their activities and helping to promote reform. Perhaps most famously, it was through a Freedom of Information Act request that the Daily Telegraph was able to reveal and publicise the MPs’ expenses scandal of 2009.

The Equality Act 2010

There had been two parliamentary statutes prior to the Equality Act that established formal equality in the UK. The Race Relations Act 1965 outlawed discrimination of most kinds on the grounds of a person’s race or ethnicity. In 1970 the Equal Pay Act required employers to offer equal pay to men and women doing the same job. Important though these developments were, they failed to establish equality in the full sense of the word and missed out important groups in society who have suffered discrimination, notably those with disabilities and members of the LGBT+ community. Therefore, under the management of Harriet Harman, a Labour minister at the time, the Equality Act was passed in 2010.


The Equality Act requires that all legislation and all decision-making by government, at any level, must take into account formal equality for different sections of society. Put another way, the Act outlaws any discrimination against any group. Equality is required and discrimination is outlawed on the following grounds:


	Age

	Disability

	Gender reassignment

	Marriage or civil partnership

	Race

	Religion or belief

	Sex

	Sexual orientation



In theory, any kind of discrimination is unlawful under the Act, but in practice it tends to apply to the following circumstances:


	Employment and pay

	Government services (local, regional, national)

	Healthcare (physical and mental)

	Housing (sales or renting)

	Education

	Financial services

	Policing and law enforcement



Equality of the kind described above is especially important in relation to group politics and a healthy pluralist democracy. By establishing equality, both formal and informal, between different groups and sections of society, it is more likely that their demands and interests can be taken into account.

Rights and responsibilities

Rights in the UK

In law, within the UK, all citizens have equal rights. This was a principle of UK law long before the 2010 Equality Act, but the Act finally confirmed it. This means that no individual and no group can be discriminated against as far as the law is concerned. As a result of the Act, people can now go through the courts to bring a case if they feel they have been discriminated against in any way, providing greater access to rights protections in the UK, thereby helping to develop the UK’s democratic system.

Having these rights only matters if they are effectively protected, however. There is no doubt that these rights are more protected today than at any time in the past. The passage of such legislation as the Human Rights Act, the Equality Act and the Freedom of Information Act has ensured that rights are enforceable. Nevertheless, there are also weaknesses. The main issue is that the UK Parliament remains sovereign. In practice this means that Parliament has the ultimate power to create rights or to take them away. In other words, it is not possible in the UK to create a codified set of rights that is binding on successive Parliaments. Furthermore, the rights pressure group Liberty has pointed out that legislation alone does not guarantee rights. It is ultimately up to Parliament to ensure they are protected.


Activity

Research the European Convention on Human Rights. Outline what it says about the following issues:


	Family life

	Privacy






Knowledge check

What rights were established by the Freedom of Information Act 2000?



The passage of the Human Rights Act did appear to establish binding rights in the UK, but this was an illusion. The UK Parliament can, and occasionally has (for example, over anti-terrorism laws), ignored the European Convention on Human Rights. That said, Parliament remains reluctant to contradict the ECHR and all other public bodies must abide by its terms. It must also be said that the UK retains an international reputation for respecting human rights. It is one of the reasons so many migrants, asylum seekers and refugees are attracted to come here. Compared with many countries in the world, the UK is a haven for citizens’ rights.


Study tip

It is vital to understand the relationship between rights and the sovereignty of the UK Parliament. Full and equal rights can never be permanently guaranteed in the UK because Parliament is sovereign and can amend or remove them.



It is also true that rights in the UK can be suspended under special circumstances. All countries have such a provision, as it is necessary in times of crisis or emergency. Perhaps the best example occurred in the 1970s when the UK government introduced internment in Northern Ireland. Internment is the imprisonment, without trial, of suspected terrorists (people of German origin were interned in the UK during the Second World War for fear they might provide intelligence for the Third Reich or become subversives). This was done in Northern Ireland in response to the Troubles. In the early part of the twentieth-first century, too, Parliament allowed the government to hold suspected terrorists for long periods without trial (though not indefinitely) as a result of the Islamic terrorist threat after 9/11. More recently, in 2020, for public health reasons, various rights relating to associating with other people, meeting with family members and freedom to move around the country were suspended and restricted by law to help combat the Covid-19 pandemic.


Activity

Research the following two cases:


	A v Secretary of State for the Home Department (2004) (also known as the Belmarsh case)

	
Steinfeld and Keiden v Secretary of State for International Development (2018)
What do these two cases reveal about the strength of rights protection in Britain?







Table 1.14 compares the strengths and weaknesses of rights protection in the UK.

Table 1.14 Rights in the UK: strengths and weaknesses




	Strengths

	Weaknesses






	There is a strong common law tradition

	Common law can be vague and disputed. It can also be set aside by parliamentary statutes




	The UK is subject to the European Convention on Human Rights

	Parliament remains sovereign and so can ignore the ECHR or can even repeal the Human Rights Act




	The judiciary has a reputation for being independent and upholding the rule of law, even against the expressed wishes of government and Parliament

	There is increasing pressure on government, as a result of international terrorism, to curtail rights in the interests of national security. The right to privacy, the right of association and expression, as well as freedom from imprisonment without trial, are all threatened




	The principle of equal rights is clearly established

	What equality means can be subject to interpretation and see some groups coming into conflict over the enforcement of their rights, such as religious groups and LGBT+ groups






Civil liberties groups

The UK also has a variety of civil liberties groups that seek to champion and defend civil rights and liberties in the UK and internationally. In many ways, such groups act like pressure groups, allowing members to join and participate in demonstrations and activities in which they believe. Such groups tend to go beyond the traditional pressure group model and also work as think tanks and lobbyists, conducting research into rights issues, producing evidence and reports about rights abuses, trying to persuade those in power to champion a particular case or amend legislation, or even speak up in support of an issue on the international stage and bringing legal challenges on behalf of those who have had their rights denied. 

Such groups have existed for a long time in the UK, but the introduction of the Human Rights Act and other key pieces of legislation, have given them important tools with which to promote and defend civil rights and liberties in the UK. The growth of judicial review in the twenty-first century has allowed these groups to become even more influential as well helping to promote a wider rights culture that they desire. Sometimes, the decisions, actions and organisation of these groups can become controversial, but generally they are seen as a positive force for promoting and defending civil rights and liberties, as the following case studies will show. 


Case study

Liberty

Name of group

The National Council for Civil Liberties (NCCL) rebranded as Liberty in 1989.

Founding and objectives


	Founded in 1934 with the aim of challenging government measures to restrict freedoms in the UK and combat the rising threat of fascism.

	Its objectives are to fight to protect and uphold civil rights and liberties across the UK and to develop a wider ‘rights culture’ across society’.



Methods

Liberty has a number of methods it utilises. It carries out research and investigations into rights abuses and restrictions and seeks to publicise these through media campaigns. It utilises both mainstream traditional media and social media to spread awareness and develop support. Liberty also support and bring legal challenges against rights abuses, challenging what they regard as unfair or unjust laws that restrict civil liberties, such as a recent legal challenge to lockdown restrictions, as well as providing legal advice and support to cases of discrimination against gay rights, women’s rights and disability rights.

Liberty will also work with the government and Parliament to advise on legislation and ensure it complies with the Human Rights Act. As well as media campaigns, Liberty regularly organises petitions (increasingly online) and offers pledges (to help demonstrate public support and develop a rights-based society). It also organises protests and public demonstrations to raise awareness of issues and demonstrate public support for their cause. 

Successes

There are many examples of success, including:


	In 2020, Liberty used legal actions by bringing a case under the Human Rights Act to successfully pressurise Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole (BCP) Council into removing parts of the Public Spaces Protection Order that had been used to criminalise rough sleepers and beggars.

	
In August 2020, Liberty won a Court of Appeal ruling against the legal framework used by South Wales Police when using facial recognition technology. 

	
In 2017, Liberty brought a successful legal challenge to the Supreme Court against a loophole in the Equality Act which had allowed employers not to provide equal spousal provisions for same sex couples. The Supreme Court ruled the loophole was unlawful under EU law. 

	
Following the general election of 2015, Liberty launched a campaign to ‘Save the Human Rights Act’ to publicise and oppose the Conservative Party’s manifesto commitment to repeal and replace the Human Rights Act with a British Bill of Rights. Although the Conservative government still talks about this step, it has not appeared in subsequent manifestos and, as of early 2021, the Human Rights Act remains in place. 

	In 2012, Liberty campaigned against the Justice and Security Bill which would allow non-disclosable evidence (meaning secret evidence). The then leader, Shami Chakrabarti, attended the Liberal Democrat Party conference to successfully persuade the party (then in government) to pass a motion against the bill.



Failures


	Liberty has failed, so far, in its attempts to ban the use of facial recognition across the UK, which is still used by many security organisations including the Metropolitan Police.

	Despite organising online petitions and campaigns against lockdown restrictions in 2020 and 2021, the government has continued to impose such restrictions on peoples’ freedoms in the name of public health.

	In October 2019 the Court of Appeal rejected an application by Liberty to bring a legal case that would have prevented a no-deal Brexit from the European Union.

	Despite persuading the Liberal Democrats to pass a motion against the Justice and Security Bill of 2012, the Bill became law in 2013, with the non-disclosure elements still in place.



Why is it successful?

Liberty is both a non-profit organisation that operates like a think tank, and a membership association, like a causal pressure group. That, and the fact that it is well established, gives it a large membership base which it can call on organising campaigns and demonstrations, whilst also employing legal expertise and experience to bring legal challenges to the courts. Since 2000, it has been able to use the Human Rights Act as well as EU law to bring legal challenges in UK courts. From 2003–2016 it also benefitted from a charismatic leader, Shami Chakrabarti, who was able to raise the public profile of the group as well as having close ties to the Labour Party (she would eventually go on to become a Labour Peer having conducted an investigation into Labour anti-Semitism claims at the request of Jeremy Corbyn).




Case study

Amnesty International 

Name of group

Amnesty International 

Founding and objectives


	Founded in London in 1961 by an English barrister, Peter Benenson, who claimed he was inspired by an account of two Portuguese students who had been sentenced to seven years in prison for drinking a toast to liberty.

	
Amnesty International operates as a global campaign group or an International Non-Governmental Organisation (INGO) that aims to protest people wherever they believe justice, freedom, truth and liberty have been denied. In addition to exposing and ending abuses, they aim to educate society and mobilise the public to create a safer society. 



Methods

Amnesty International’s main work has been on raising public awareness of human rights abuses and other infringements of civil liberties, whilst also mobilising public support to put pressure on government to act and support reform. Traditionally this would be done by a letter-writing campaign — local branches and smaller groups are tasked with writing to an ‘at-risk-individual’ to show support as well as writing letters to the government concerned or to other governments in the hope that they will pressurise the offending government into taking action. 

Today, email and Twitter are also used, such as the Twitter handle #FreeNazanin to pressurise the Iranian government into releasing British-Iranian Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe. Amnesty International will give advice and produce proforma letters and emails for people to fill in themselves to add their voice. They also organise petitions, public demonstrations and vigils to raise awareness and put pressure on governments. They also carry out extensive research and publicise reports to highlight issues and educate the public as well as public officials. Perhaps their most important method is in co-ordinating their seven million members to ensure their campaigns are focused and targeted to help add more pressure. 

Successes

There are many examples of success, including:


	The campaign ‘Write for Rights’ has seen a number of people released from prison or had their rights restored following pressure from Amnesty International, including the release of Yecenia Armenta (Mexico, June 2016),who had been jailed on the basis of a ‘confession’ extracted after 15 hours of torture; the release of Fred Bauma and Yves Makwambala (Democratic Republic of Congo, August 2016) who had been detained because of their pro-democracy work; and having Magai Matiop Ngong’s death sentence commuted (South Sudan, July 2020) as he was only 15 at the time of his initial sentence.

	
Following two major oil spills in Bodo, Nigeria, in 2008 and 2009, Amnesty International campaigned for compensation for the 15,600 farmers and villagers who were directly impacted by the spill which was alleged to have resulted from negligence by oil company Shell. In 2015 Shell agreed to pay £84 million in compensation.


	
In 2013, Amnesty International used satellites to capture images of human rights abuses in Sudan, North Korea, and Syria which helped to raise awareness and could be used in future court cases. 



Amongst other achievements in 2020, Amnesty International contributed to and played a role in the following success stories:


	The release of Teodora del Carmen Vasquez from prison in El Salvador, after her 30-year sentence for having an abortion (when in fact she had had a stillbirth) was reduced.

	8000 prisoners of conscience were released in Myanmar.

	A referendum result in Ireland that overturned the ban on abortions, Amnesty International having released a 2015 report entitled ‘Ireland: She is not a Criminal – the Impact of Ireland’s Abortion Law’.

	India decriminalised same-sex relationships.

	The European Parliament passed a resolution calling for an international ban on fully autonomous weapons systems.

	The government of Malaysia and the US state of Washington announced plans to abolish the death penalty.



Failures


	Despite arranging 38,000 members in an online action and repeated calls for the international community to do something, China continues to detain Uighurs, Kazakhs and other Muslim groups living in Chinese territory.

	
A number of national governments have publicly criticised Amnesty International for one-sided reporting and failure to recognise security threats, making it harder to persuade these governments to take the desired action. These countries include Australia, China, India, Israel and the USA. 

	Despite their ongoing campaign to have Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe freed, she remains imprisoned in Iran as of early 2021.

	Amnesty International has failed in its aim to persuade the Vatican to remove its objections to abortion.

	Amnesty International has received criticism for reportedly high salaries for its top officials and for excessive pay-outs for former senior figures in the organisation. Former Secretary General Irene Khan receiving a pay out of £533,103 following her resignation, despite being on an annual salary of £132,490.

	
Following two suicides in 2018 by Amnesty International employees, both citing work-related issues, a 2019 report revealed that Amnesty International had a toxic workplace culture, with racism, sexism, bullying and harassment. By October 2019, five of the seven board members had resigned with ‘generous’ redundancy packages, further undermining the integrity of the organisation. 



Why is it successful?

Amnesty International is successful due to its large international membership base and close relationship with other international organisations and governments. Its role in co-ordinating targeted efforts helps facilitate those who wish to fight for human rights in a way that is more likely to achieve success. The organisation also has strong financial resources which enable it to carry out detailed research and produce resources that are respected and recognised as well as employing full time staff across the globe to investigate and run their campaigns. Despite recent controversies, Amnesty International also benefits from strong global recognition, having developed strong ties to many western governments, including the UK and as a result of winning the Nobel Peace Prize in 1977. It also enjoys considerable celebrity support.
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