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Section 2: Parliament and the electoral system
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The House of Commons
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The House of Lords

[image: image12.png]



© EMPICS 

[image: image13.png]2



[image: image14.png]L)




[image: image15.png]



[image: image16.wmf][image: image17.png]



© EMPICS

The British Parliament consists of the House of Commons and the House of Lords. The House of Commons is made up of men and women who were voted in to represent their local areas by the people who live there. The House of Lords was once an assembly of hereditary aristocrats and landowners who used to have as much power as the House of Commons. In the last century the House of Lords has lost most of its powers, except to delay and debate decisions made by the House of Commons. Nowadays, most members of the Lords are nominated, for example ex-Prime Ministers can take a seat in the Lords and their rights and titles are not inherited.  

The House of Commons has more power than the House of Lords and decides national policy. The men and women who form the House of Commons are called Members of Parliament (MPs) and each one represents a geographical area, called a constituency. There are 659 constituencies in the United Kingdom: 529 in England; 72 in Scotland; 40 in Wales; and 18 in Northern Ireland. Some cover a large area, in places where not many people live. Others cover a very small area if the population is dense. For example, in the countryside a constituency can include a number of small towns and villages, but in a big city there will be a lot of constituencies.

When there is a general election, people vote for a person to be the MP for their constituency. The person who has the most votes wins, even if they have only one vote more than the next person. This system is called the ‘first past the post’ system. When all the MPs are elected, the political party with most MPs forms the government and the leader of that party becomes Prime Minister.

The Prime Minister selects some MPs to become ministers, and they run government departments, such as Education and Skills or Transport. But even if an MP becomes a minister, he or she still has responsibility for his or her constituency.
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Exercise 1: Match the word with the definition

Constituency
Member of Parliament.
MP
To choose who you want to be your MP.
Minister
A group of people with similar political beliefs, 


for example Labour or Conservative.

General election
A geographical area represented by one MP.
Vote
An MP with some special responsibility.
Political party
A time when everyone in the country chooses the 


government.
Exercise 2: Comprehension questions

1.
What are the names of the two Houses of Parliament?

2.
Which of the two Houses has more power?

3.
How many constituencies are there in the United Kingdom?

4.
How many constituencies are there in England?

5.
How many constituencies are there in Scotland?

6.
Are they all the same geographical size?

7.
Which party forms the government after a general election?

8.
What is meant by the ‘first past the post’ system?
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Look at the picture sheet of men and women.

The names of the people are:

· David Blunkett

· Michael Howard

· Diane Abbott

· Tony Blair

· Charles Kennedy

· Ruth Kelly

Can you put names to faces?

How many of them are ministers?

Choose a topic to research

Use the Internet or the library to find information about one of these topics:

· Choose one of the people on the picture sheet and find out anything you want to know about them. Select three interesting facts to tell other people.

· Think of an MP you have heard of and find out more about him or her. Select three interesting facts to tell other people.

· Research women MPs. How many are there at the moment? How many are ministers? Who was the first woman MP and when was she in Parliament?

If you don’t like these topics, choose your own about MPs.


Part 1

I decided to find out about 


I used the Internet / the library / both

I used these Websites / books:

I found out the following interesting facts:



Part 2

Discuss these questions in your group:

· Do you think there should be more women MPs?

· Do you think it is good for MPs to be young? At what age do you think MPs should retire?

· Should the Prime Minister still have to look after his/her constituency? Or is he or she too busy?



Hywel Francis

Labour MP for Aberavon

To contact me in my office you can:

Write to:
Aberavon Constituency, Eagle House, Talbot Road, Port Talbot


SA13 1DH

Telephone:
01639 897660


Between 10.00 a.m. and 12.00 p.m.


Monday to Friday

Fax:
01639 891725

e-Mail:
francish@parliament.uk

You can also see me:

· every Saturday morning at 10.00 a.m. or 11.15 a.m. in Aberavon; 

or

· on the first Friday in March, June and November at 3.30 p.m., by arrangement.

You must make an appointment.


Question sheet (Entry 1)

Look at the information sheet about Hywel Francis MP and answer these questions:

1. 
What is the MP’s name?

2. 
What is his telephone number? 

3. 
What is his address?

4. 
What is his e-mail address?

5. 
What is his fax number?

6. 
What time can you see him on Friday? Where?

7. 
What time can you see him on Saturday?

8. 
Do you need an appointment?

9. 
What is his political party?

Can you find three of these words?

· Monday

· Tuesday

· Wednesday

· Thursday

· Friday

· Saturday

· Sunday


Question sheet (Entry 2)

Look at the information sheet about Dr Hywel Francis MP and answer these questions:

1. 
Which political party does Dr Hywel Francis belong to?

2. 
What is his constituency?

3. 
If you want to contact him, there are five ways to do so. What are they?


………………………………………………………………………………….


………………………………………………………………………………….


………………………………………………………………………………….


………………………………………………………………………………….


………………………………………………………………………………….

4. 
Can you phone him in the evening?

5. 
Can you see him on Friday at 5 p.m.?

6. 
You want to see him on Saturday 8 October. Is this possible?



Instruction sheet

Go to


Type your postcode


Questions 

1.
What is your MP’s name?

2.
What is his or her political party?

3.
What is his or her address?

4.
What is his or her telephone number?

5.
What is his or her e-mail address?

6.
What are the times you can go and see him or her? And where?

7.
Do you need an appointment?

8. 
Have you ever seen your MP?

9. 
Have you ever met an MP?

10.
Do you know anybody who has been to see an MP?

11.
When the MP comes to talk to us about his/her work, what would you like to ask him/her?


Leader of the Liberal Democrats Charles Kennedy (centre left) takes a walk through the city with newly elected MP for Leicester South, Parmit Singh Gill (centre right) 
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Case studies

A
Marie is a refugee from Rwanda. She has a young daughter in Rwanda. She’d like her daughter to come to Britain, but this is very difficult. What does she say to her MP?

B
Fatima and Adnan live in a very small council flat. They have three children. They want to move to a big flat. What do they say to their MP?

Tape script

MP
Hello, how can I help you?
Marie
My name is Marie. I come from Rwanda and I live in Croydon. I have a problem.

MP
What is your problem?
Marie
My daughter is in Rwanda. She is 12 years old. I want my daughter to come to England.

MP
I see.
Marie
And this is my friend. She speaks English and my language.


Case studies

A
Paul had an accident six months ago. He needs an operation on his back. There is a very long waiting list at his local hospital. What does he say to his MP?

B
Chandra sent her passport to the Home Office in June last year. She is still waiting for a reply about her visa. She’s going to meet her MP next week. What does she say to her MP?

Prompt sheet

Read the case studies and choose one to work on.

· You want to speak to an MP.

· Imagine you are Paul or Chandra.

· Do you want an interpreter to go with you to the MP?

· Think about your case study.

· What questions do you think the MP will ask?

· What answers will you give if the MP asks these questions?

Plan what to say to:

· introduce yourself;

· introduce your interpreter;

· explain the problem (don’t read it);

· ask the MP to help.

Role-play the conversation. Introduce yourself, explain the problem, answer any questions 

and ask for help.


Case studies

1. 
Hamid is 26 years old. He is a refugee from Iraq and he lives in one small room in a private house. The room is cold, water comes through the ceiling and there is a large damp patch all down one wall. Hamid is often ill with frequent colds and even had to spend a week in hospital when he developed bronchitis.


The landlord is very unhelpful and is difficult to contact. He has been promising to sort out the damp problem for nearly a year. He rents other rooms out, sometimes to two people sharing, so the house is very crowded and there is only one bathroom and kitchen.


Last month, one of Hamid’s neighbours broke into his room and stole his books, some money and his radio. Hamid confronted the man, but he became very aggressive and made racist comments and threats.


Hamid now feels very insecure and is getting depressed and ill. He contacted the council (who pay his housing benefit) and had to wait for a long time before council officers visited the house. They wrote a strong letter to the landlord and told him to fix the problems. Hamid wants the council to re-house him, but the housing department has not been helpful and say that his case is not urgent, even though he has a letter from his doctor to say that he is suffering from depression.


Hamid decides to contact his MP and asks a friend to help him write a letter.

2.
David is a teacher from Kenya and is in the UK on a student visa, which runs out in a few months. His partner, Mary, is British and they have a young son. They got married last month.


David has a work placement as a classroom assistant in a primary school and is doing very well. He has gained a place on a teacher training course which starts next year. He wants to settle in the UK, where many of his Kenyan family already live.


Mary and David, with their young child, went to the Home Office to apply for a new visa for David. They explained the change in David’s circumstances and showed the clerk their documents but David could not get a new visa. 


They were very upset at this decision and when they discussed it later on they decided that they should ask their MP for help.


A  Asking for help orally

Information sheet

Read the text and write the essential details on this form:

	Person’s name
	

	Other personal information


Type of problem (for example, 

a work problem)


Most important details


What happened


Person’s feelings 


	



Prompt sheet

Read the case studies and choose one to work on.

You want to speak to an MP.

Either 
Imagine you are Hamid or David.

Or
Imagine you are helping Hamid or David because they don’t speak English.

· Think about the situation.

· What questions do you think the MP will ask?

· What answers will you give if the MP asks these questions?

Plan what to say to:

· introduce yourself;

· explain the problem (don’t read it);

· ask the MP to help.

Role-play the conversation. Introduce yourself, explain the problem, answer any questions and ask for help.

If you are acting as an interpreter, you will need to role-play in a group of three.

If you are acting as an interpreter, make sure you allow the person to speak for him or herself as much as possible, and report to the MP what the person said to you.


B Asking for help in writing

Hamid has written a letter to his MP to explain the problem and ask for some help. However, the paragraphs are not in the right order. Decide on the correct order for the paragraphs and number them from 1 to 7. Then check your order with the paragraph plan on the next page and add a suitable closing phrase at the end.

Dear Mr Davies

I contacted the council and it was a long time before they sent council officers to see the accommodation. They wrote a strong letter to the landlord but nothing happened.

I would like the council to re-house me and I would like your help in dealing with these problems.

I look forward to receiving your reply.

In addition to these problems, one of my neighbours broke into my room last month and stole my books, some money and my radio.

I feel very insecure now. I am also suffering from colds and bronchitis because of the damp, and I am having treatment for depression.

I am a refugee from Afghanistan. I live in your constituency. I am writing to ask for your help with a housing problem.

I rent a small room in a private house and I have many problems. The room is cold and damp and the house is very crowded as the landlord keeps renting out more rooms. The landlord is unhelpful and difficult to contact.


Paragraph plan

	Salutation



	Dear Mr Davies

	Introduction – who 

you are and why 

you are writing


	

	Background information


	

	What happened


	

	More detail 


	

	Your feelings


	

	What you want


	

	Close


	



Hamid’s letter (correct version)

Dear Mr Davies

I am a refugee from Afghanistan. I live in your constituency. I am writing to ask for help with a housing problem.

I rent a small room in a private house and I have many problems. The room is cold and damp and the house is very crowded as the landlord keeps renting out more rooms. The landlord is unhelpful and difficult to contact.

I contacted the council and it was a long time before they sent council officers to see the accommodation. They wrote a strong letter to the landlord but nothing happened. 

In addition to these problems, one of my neighbours broke into my room last month and stole my books, some money and my radio.

I feel very insecure now. I am also suffering from colds and bronchitis because of the damp, and I am having treatment for depression.

I would like the council to re-house me and I would like your help in dealing with these problems.

I look forward to receiving your reply.

Yours sincerely,

Hamid Rahim

Hamid Rahim


Results

Case study 1: What the MP did

Hamid’s MP replied immediately to his letter and Hamid got an appointment with one of the MP’s caseworkers. The caseworker was also a councillor and had a particular interest in Afghanistan, as her husband’s family came from Afghanistan.

The caseworker wrote to the director of the housing department, explaining Hamid’s situation and complaining about the council’s delay in helping him. Eventually, Hamid got an appointment with a housing officer and provided letters from his doctor and caseworker, explaining that the situation was making him clinically depressed.

In spite of all this, the council still refused to re-house Hamid until the caseworker threatened to take up his case with the local government ombudsman.*

Hamid was re-housed and is very happy in his new accommodation.

Case study 2: What the MP did

David and Mary made an appointment to see their MP at his surgery. He was sympathetic about their problems, but explained that new immigration guidelines meant that there was not much chance of David changing his status. He said that he would probably have to return to Kenya and re-apply to enter the UK as the husband of a British citizen.

David and Mary are now in Kenya, where David is applying for a new visa.

*An ombudsman is a person appointed by the government to investigate complaints by private persons against the government, and resolves disputes from a neutral, independent viewpoint.



What does MP stand for?

Why do we have MPs?


How did they become MPs?

What do they do?

In small groups, complete the following quiz. If the answer is ‘False’ try to think of the correct answer.

1. 
MP stands for Member of Politics.





               True                 False 

2. 
MPs represent a particular area of the country (a constituency) because they are elected by the people who live in that constituency (the constituents).



               True                 False

3. 
Every problem a constituent takes to an MP will be debated by everyone in the House of Commons.





               True                 False

4. 
The House of Commons is one part of the Houses of Parliament.



               True                 False


5. 
MPs from all the different parties meet in the House of Commons to debate issues.


               True                   False  

6. 
Anyone can try to become an MP.



               True                   False  

7. 
The Prime Minister is not an MP.


               True                   False  

8. 
There are 659 MPs in the House of Commons.


               True                   False  

9. In Parliament, all MPs are on the same side as the government.


               True                   False  

10.
All MPs are able to oppose the government by voting against its proposed law.



               True                   False  

Tie-breaker question

Make sure everyone on your table has a say and complete the following statement:


MPs have an important job because …

When you have finished, write it up on the whiteboard. The rest of the class should read and then vote on what they think is the best answer.

(Information obtained from www.explore.parliament.uk)


Useful vocabulary

	Ballot box
	The box where ballot papers are

put.



	Campaign
	All the activities candidates and their supporters undertake to persuade people to vote for them.



	Candidate
	A person standing for election as an MP.



	Canvass
	To talk to people and try to persuade them to vote for a particular candidate.



	Constituency
	An area of the country, with around 67,000 voters, represented by one MP

	Electoral register
	A list of people who are entitled to vote.

	Electorate
	All the people who can vote in an election.

	General election
	An election when people in all constituencies vote for their MPs.

	Opinion poll
	A poll carried out by phone or in the street to find out voters’ opinions on particular issues and which party they are 

going to vote for.




Secretary of State for 
Responsible for looking after the environment and 

the Environment, Food 
reducing pollution on land and in rivers and seas.

and Rural Affairs




Prime Minister

The head of the government. The Prime Minister (PM) chooses the ministers in the Cabinet when she or he forms a government after a general election. The PM is the chairperson of the cabinet and co-ordinates the work of the different government ministers.


Secretary of State 
Responsible for building roads, dealing with issues to 

for Transport
do with public transport and also for airport and air 


safety.


Secretary of State for Foreign 
Speaks for the United Kingdom in its dealings with 

and Commonwealth Affairs 
other countries.


Secretary of State for Work 
Responsible for benefits of all sorts, for example 

and Pensions
unemployment benefit and pensions.


Secretary of State for Defence
Responsible for making sure that the United Kingdom is well defended in case of attack by other countries; also in charge of funding the Army, Navy and Air Force.


Home Secretary for the
Responsible for running the police force and the 

Home Office
prisons, for law and order in the country and for 


overseeing the system of justice.


Secretary of State for Health

Responsible for the National Health Service (NHS) and its hospitals, doctors and nurses.


Chancellor of the Exchequer
Responsible for managing the finances of the 


government – how much is collected in taxes and 


how much is spent.


Task sheet

Work in pairs to fill in the missing names and words. Use the newspapers and information your teacher gives you 
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Task sheet

Councillors are democratically elected representatives. They are responsible for making decisions on behalf of the local community about local services, such as housing, healthcare, education, the environment, refuse collection, and leisure facilities. 

Sometimes your MP cannot help you with a problem. If she/he cannot help, your councillor may be able to help you or tell you about another person who can help you. 

For example, you may have a problem with one of these:
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· Look at the information your teacher gives you and answer these questions:



a) What is the name of your local council?



b) Which ward do you live in?



c) Who is your local councillor?


Information sheet

How to contact your councillors (Norbury Ward)

Your councillors are:



Peter Hopson
Shafi Khan

Maggie Mansell

Surgery details

First Saturday of the month, 11a.m.–12.00p.m.

Norbury Library, Beatrice Avenue, Norbury, SW16 4UW

No appointment is necessary

You can write to your councillors at:

· Members’ Room, The Town Hall, Katharine Street, Croydon CR0 1NX 

Or you can e-mail them:

· firstname_lastname@croydon.gov.uk 

So, Shafi Khan’s email address is: shafi_khan@croydon.gov.uk
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Quiz: How much do you know about MPs?
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Quiz: How much do you know about MPs?
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Quiz: How much do you know about MPs?
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The Cabinet





A ........................	Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs


	Responsible for looking after the ________________ and 


	reducing pollution on land and in rivers and seas.











B ........................	Prime Minister 


	The head of the government. The PM chooses the ministers in 


	the ____________ when she or he forms a government after a 


	general election. The PM is the chairperson of the cabinet and 


	co-ordinates the work of the different government ministers.











C ........................	Secretary of State for Transport


	Responsible for building roads, dealing with issues to do with 


	___________ transport and also for airport and air safety.














D ........................	Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs


	Speaks for the United Kingdom in its dealings with other 


	countries.














E ........................	Secretary of State for Work and Pensions


Responsible for benefits of all sorts, for example ------------------


benefit and pensions.
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F ........................	Secretary of State for Defence


	Responsible for making sure that the United Kingdom is well 


	defended in case of attack by other countries; also in charge of 


	funding the Army, ______________ and Air Force.

















G ........................	Home Secretary for the Home Office


	Responsible for running the police force and the prisons, for law 


	and order in the country and for overseeing the system of justice.




















H ........................	Secretary of State for Health


	Responsible for the _______________________________ (NHS) 


	and its hospitals, doctors and nurses.




















I ........................	Chancellor of the Exchequer 


	Responsible for managing the finances of the government – how


	much is ______________________ in taxes and how much is 


	________________
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Local councillors
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Local councillors





Housing





Healthcare





Money





Childcare
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Local councillors





True or false?


1.	You can see Maggie Mansell on Saturday 17 December. 	True		False


2.	You do not need to make an appointment. 	True		False


3.	The office is in Beatrice Street.	True		False


4.	You can e-mail Peter Hopson.	True	False
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