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	WESTMINSTER AND THE DEVOLVED GOVERNMENTS EXPLAINED


If you are new to lobbying, or even if you just need some information about the workings of government, then we hope our handy guide will answer all your questions!

WESTMINSTER - HER MAJESTY’S GOVERNMENT

Her Majesty's Government (often abbreviated to HMG) is the central government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and is led by the Prime Minister, currently David Cameron.  HMG is based in Westminster, and proceedings take place in the Houses of Parliament. Certain areas of central government are devolved to democratically-accountable governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Parliament and government both play a part in forming the laws of the United Kingdom. They are separate institutions that work closely together, so it's easy to mix-up exactly what each one is responsible for! 

Government

The government runs the country. It has responsibility for developing and implementing policy and for drafting laws. It is also known as the Executive. The current government is a coalition, formed on 12th May 2010, between the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats. The Cabinet is made up of ministers from both parties, and is led by Prime Minister David Cameron.

Parliament

Parliament is the highest legislative authority in the UK. It has responsibility for checking the work of government and examining, debating and approving new laws. It is also known as the Legislature.

Ministers and MPs

Government ministers are chosen from MPs and Lords in Parliament. Your MP may be a member of the party forming the current Government (ie, Conservative or Liberal Democrat) but it doesn't necessarily mean they are working 'in government'. Ministers must regularly respond to oral and written questions from MPs and Lords.

Anyone who wants to become an MP has to stand at a General Election in an individual constituency, and if successful, they take up one of 646 seats in the House of Commons and serve a maximum term of 5 years in office at a time. Candidates are usually members of a political party, but can also stand independently.

What do MPs do?

MPs split their time between working in Parliament itself, working in the local area that elected them, and working for their political party. Some MPs from the ruling party become government ministers with specific responsibilities in certain areas, such as health or defence.

When Parliament is sitting (meeting), MPs generally spend their time working in the House of Commons. This can include raising issues affecting the people in their local area, attending debates and voting on new laws.

In their constituency, MPs often hold surgeries in their office, where local people can discuss any matters that concern them. MPs also attend functions, visit schools and businesses and generally try to meet as many people as possible.
Government departments

The main role of Government departments is to implement Government policy and to advise Ministers. They are staffed by politically impartial civil servants and generally receive their funding from money provided by Parliament. They often work alongside local authorities, non-departmental public bodies, and other Government-sponsored organisations.

The Department of Health (DH) is the government department responsible for improving the health and well-being of people in England.

Scrutiny of the government

Parliament examines and challenges the work of the government. Both the House of Commons and the House of Lords use similar methods of scrutiny, although the procedures vary. The principal methods are questioning government ministers, debating and the investigative work of committees. The government can publicly respond to explain and justify policies and decisions. 

Questions

Questions to government ministers may be answered orally or in writing. Ministers from each government department attend the Commons on a rota basis to answer oral questions. The Prime Minister answers questions every Wednesday. In the Lords, the House questions government ministers at the start of each day's business, but there are no set days for government departments.

Debates

Debates in the Commons look at national and international issues and can be on any subject. Votes are often taken to see whether a majority of Members either support or reject any discussed proposals.

In the Lords, one day a week is set aside for general debates and short debates take place on most days (lasting one and a half hours). There are no votes on such debates.

Select Committees

Committees of smaller groups of MPs and/or Lords look at specific policy issues or legislation in detail. Different committees have different roles ranging from offering advice, to producing reports or altering legislation. Both Houses have permanent and temporary committees. MPs and Lords also work together in Joint Select Committees. The government issues responses to most committee reports.

The Health Select Committee is appointed by the House of Commons to examine the expenditure, administration and policy of the Department of Health and its associated bodies. The new Health Select Committee was established on July 12th 2010 and has eleven cross-party members, including the Chair.  
Further information

To find out more about the workings of government and parliament, you can refer to the following useful online resources:

UK Parliament website
Health Select Committee
Politics News website
Department of Health
DEVOLVED GOVERNMENT: SCOTLAND 

The Scottish Parliament
The Scottish Parliament opened in 1999. It is made up of 129 people called Members of the Scottish Parliament, or MSPs. Most adults who live in Scotland can vote in an election to decide who their MSPs will be. Scottish Parliament elections are held every 4 years (with the next elections planned for Spring 2011). Every person in Scotland has 8 MSPs who can speak for them. One MSP works for people in a constituency, or local area. The other 7 MSPs work for people in the region, or bigger area. The MSPs work together in Edinburgh, in the Scottish Parliament building, as well as in their own areas. For more information visit: www.scottish.parliament.uk
What can the Scottish Parliament do?
The main functions of the Parliament are:

· to hold the Scottish Government to account through oral and written questions, and through scrutiny of its policies in the committees

· to make laws on devolved matters by examining, amending and voting on bills

· to debate important topical issues

· to conduct inquiries and publish reports 

Devolved matters which the Scottish Parliament can pass bills (laws) on include health, environment, social work, education amongst others. There are some areas that only UK Parliament at Westminster can pass laws on, which are known as reserved matters. Reserved matters include defence, foreign policy, employment legislation amongst others.  
What is the Scottish Government?

The Scottish Government (formerly known as the Scottish Executive) is a group of MSPs from the political party that won the election. In the 2007 election, the Scottish National Party (SNP) won the most seats, so there is an SNP Government. The Scottish Government decides how to do the things that the Parliament says should happen. The Scottish Government also decides how much money should be spent on devolved matters. The person in charge of the Scottish Government is called the First Minister. The other people in the Scottish Government are called Cabinet Secretaries and Ministers. The MSPs who are not part of the Scottish Government try to make sure that the First Minister, Cabinet Secretaries and Ministers do a good job.

What is the difference between the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Government? 
The relationship between the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Government is similar to that between the UK Parliament at Westminster and the UK Government.

The Scottish Parliament comprises all 129 elected Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs) and is the law-making body for devolved matters. It considers proposed legislation and scrutinises the activities and policies of the Scottish Government through debates, parliamentary questions and the work of committees. The Scottish Government is the government in Scotland for devolved matters and, as such, it is responsible for defining and implementing policy in these areas. It is headed by the First Minister and is made up of those MSPs who have been appointed by the First Minister as Cabinet Secretaries and Ministers. 

What is the difference between an MSP and an MP, and what do they do? 

There are 129 Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs). MSPs represent their constituents on devolved matters in the Scottish Parliament in Edinburgh. 

There are 59 MPs (Members of Parliament) representing Scotland in the House of Commons at Westminster in London. Their role is to represent their constituents on reserved matters.

Generally, you should contact your MSP if you wish to raise an issue about a devolved matter (ie local health issues) and your MP if you wish to raise an issue about a reserved matter. However, your MP will also be interested to know about the broader Sands campaigns as they are generally relating to national issues, so do not be worried about contacting him or her too.

Scottish Health Committee
Scottish parliament has a Health and Sport Committee, whose remit is to consider and report on (a) health policy and the NHS in Scotland and other matters falling within the responsibility of the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Wellbeing and (b) matters relating to sport falling within the responsibility of the Minister for Public Health and Sport.
Further information

To find out more about the Scottish parliament and government, you can refer to the following useful online resources:

Scottish parliament website
Scottish Health Committee
Scottish government (health and community care)
DEVOLVED GOVERNMENT: WALES

The Welsh Government

The Welsh Government is made up of the First Minister, Welsh Ministers, Deputy Ministers and the Counsel General.  The role of the Welsh Assembly Government is to make decisions, develop and implement policy; exercise executive functions and make statutory instruments. The Welsh Government’s head office is based in Cathays Park, Cardiff.

Edwina Hart AM is the Minister for Health and Social Services.

The National Assembly for Wales

The National Assembly for Wales is made up of 60 Assembly Members or AMs, elected from regional groups of constituencies. These AMs in the National Assembly are responsible for scrutinising the Assembly Government’s decisions and policies; holding Ministers to account; approving budgets for the Welsh Assembly Government’s programmes; and they have the power to enact Assembly Measures on certain matters. Assembly Measures can go further than the subordinate legislation which the Assembly currently has the power to make. The National Assembly is based in the Senedd building in Cardiff.

As well as electing Assembly Members to the National Assembly, Wales also elects MPs to the UK Parliament. There are around 40 Welsh MPs.
Generally, you should contact your AM if you wish to raise an issue about a devolved matter (ie local health issues) and your MP if you wish to raise an issue about a reserved matter. However, your MP will also be interested to know about the broader Sands campaigns as they are generally relating to national issues, so do not be worried about contacting him or her too.

Health, Wellbeing and Local Government Committee
This Committee is appointed by the National Assembly for Wales to consider and report on issues affecting health, local government and public service delivery in Wales. In particular, as set out in Standing Order 12, the Committee may examine the expenditure, administration and policy of the Welsh government and associated public bodies.
Further information

National Assembly for Wales website
Welsh government (health and social care) website
Health, Wellbeing and Local Government Committee
DEVOLVED GOVERNMENT: NORTHERN IRELAND

Background to the Northern Ireland Assembly
The Northern Ireland Assembly is the devolved government of Northern Ireland. It was established following the signing of the Belfast Agreement (also known as the ‘Good Friday’ Agreement) on 10 April 1998. The Agreement was the result of extended talks between the political parties in Northern Ireland and the Governments of the United Kingdom and Ireland. The talks covered how Northern Ireland should be governed in the future to ensure that the aspirations of all communities could be democratically accommodated.
What can the Northern Ireland Assembly do?

It can govern Northern Ireland in respect of ‘transferred matters’, and also ‘reserved matters’ with the Secretary of State’s consent. Excepted matters remain the responsibility of the United Kingdom Parliament:

Transferred Matters: e.g Education, health and agriculture;

Reserved Matters: e.g Policing and criminal law (currently subject of the ‘talks’)

Excepted Matters: Matters of national importance, such as defence, taxation and foreign policy.

Health and Public Health matters therefore fall within the remit of the Assembly. 

Ministers and MLAs
The Assembly sits at Parliament Buildings, Stormont Estate, in Belfast. Members (MLAs) meet to debate issues and introduce laws to support the people of Northern Ireland. Each MLA represents her or his constituency, and there are 6 MLAs for each of the Westminster constituencies. There are 8 parties represented in the Assembly, and a total of 108 MLAs.

Ministers and their Departments are accountable to the Assembly. Executive functions are concerned with the administration of public services - health, education, social security, environment, etc and are discharged by the Government Departments headed by Ministers.

How does the Northern Ireland Assembly operate?

A First Minister and a Deputy First Minister are elected to lead the Executive Committee of Ministers. They must stand for election jointly and to be elected they must have cross-community support by the parallel consent formula, which means that a majority of both the Members who have designated themselves Nationalists and those who have designated themselves Unionists and a majority of the whole Assembly, must vote in favour.

The First Minister and Deputy First Minister head the Executive Committee of Ministers and acting jointly, determine the total number of Ministers in the Executive.

The parties elected to the Assembly choose Ministerial portfolios and select Ministers in proportion to their party strength. 

Committees

Statutory Departmental Committees are also established to advise and assist each Minister in the formulation of policy for his/her Department and to scrutinise the work of that Department. Committee Chairpersons and Deputy Chairpersons are elected and Committee membership is filled based on party strengths.

The Health, Social Services and Public Safety Committee advises and assists the Minister for Health, Social Services and Public Safety, Michael McGimpsey MLA, on matters within his responsibility as a Minister. The committee undertakes a scrutiny, policy development and consultation role with respect to the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety and plays a key role in the consideration and development of legislation.

The Chair of the Health, Social Services and Public Safety Committee is Jim Wells MLA.
Further information
Northern Ireland Assembly website
Northern Ireland Government (Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety)
Health, Social Services and Public Safety Committee
 

