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                                                              Democracy Matters is an informal alliance of 
over 30 organisations to promote practical 
political education. For more details go to: 
www.democracy.matters.info  

Sign up to our monthly bulletin here 

One of the best ways of learning how to take part in politics is to do it. This paper 
proposed “Citizens Policy Forums” in order to create more ways for people to take 
part in politics through their experience and involvement in a particular issue rather 
than a political party.

This is a personal view presented to promote discussion about widening 
opportunities for political participation and does not represent the views of 
Democracy Matters or any member organisation. 

Less than 1% of adults belong to the political parties 
which monopolise Government.  People need a new kind 
of Parliament to have a voice and get the Government we 

deserve.
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CITIZENS' POLICY FORUMS
House of Lords reform from the bottom up

Summaries in:  

Two lines ...
Parliament should take responsibility for public consultation from Whitehall and create 
stakeholder policy forums to improve democratic governance. 

A sentence ...
Parliament can dramatically improve the governance of Britain by working more closely 
with people who know and care about issues (stakeholders) by creating “citizens’ forums” 
covering broad areas of policy such as the economy, environment, families and health, 
with statutory rights to scrutinise all legislation that affects that policy area, implementation 
of policy and appointments to Government agencies (quangos), Government consultation 
processes, reporting to the House of Commons, as a new form of participative parliamentary 
chamber which would also provide a broader pool of candidates for an elected replacement 
for the House of Lords.

A paragraph ...
There is a real danger that people elected for a single 15 year term to a Senate will be as 
remote an unaccountable as the House of Lords unless they have a regular direct link with 
the public through “Citizens Policy Forums”. Parliament should take responsibility for all 
public consultation and participation about Government policy and delivery through a network 
of Policy Forums of elected stakeholder representative covering broad areas of public policy 
such community safety (including the criminal justice system), education, environment, 
families, health, global issues, rural affairs, poverty reduction, the elderly and youth. Policy 
Forums would connect all consultative structures such as HealthWatch (formerly LINks) 
to the deliberative work of Parliament. This will improve the strategic development and 
implementation of policy, increase participation and trust in politics, and deepen democracy.  
“Citizens Policy Forums” would be a new kind of parliamentary process, alongside an 
elected second chamber, to crowd source solutions to problems and enable citizens to 
take part between elections through the internet, participatory community meetings and 
democratic associations of civil society. The members of Policy Forums would create a wider 
pool of potential members for an elected replacement for the House of Lords. Civil society 
organisations themselves could take the initiative and create policy forums to scrutinise and 
challenge Government to do better.

http://www.democracymatters.info
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In a picture ...

Parliament 

 

Networks of Citizens’ Policy Forums would reach into local 
communities through the democratic organisations of civil 
society to help Parliament scrutinise Government better and 
enable more people to influence national policies according 
to their knowledge and experience, to become the main 
vehicle for public consultation and participation for 
Government.

Or see below

Government advisory groups, consultations, strategic partnerships etc., 
organised by Parliament through representative stakeholder policy forums

Every Citizens’ Forum would involve a wide network of stakeholder groups in its discussions, 
through online forums and community meetings as and when required

http://www.democracymatters.info
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CITIZENS’ POLICY FORUMS
House of Lords reform from the bottom up

Executive Summary

The debate about House of Lords reform addresses the wrong questions. Instead of arguing 
about how to fill the red benches at Westminster, we should ask: what kind of parliament do 
we need to improve democratic governance of Britain? 

The purpose of a new chamber must be decided before we consider its membership and 
method of appointment. 

This paper argues that an elected second chamber is necessary but not sufficient to address 
systemic failures in our system of Parliamentary Government, such as the

• lack of trust in politicians, low level of participation in representative politics and 
persistent dissatisfaction with Governments1 ; 

• failure to represent the diversity of Britain’s population and its political views; 
• lack of strategic leadership, highlighted by the Public Administration Select Committee2  
• failure to join up across departments, services and layers of government, creating 

incoherent or contradictory policies  
• short time horizons and the failure to address long term problems. 

Parliament does not have the capacity to probe the vast range of activity by Government, its 
agencies or large contractors, nor the time to debate issues in sufficient depth. Ministers and 
civil servants try to reconcile diverse interests through a wide range of stakeholder forums 
and consultation exercises. Since June 2010, the Government and its agencies have set up 
at least 726 formal consultations and countless commissions, working groups and forums to 
draw on outside expertise. However, these are usually short term and ignored if they do not 
support the Government’s political priorities, so that many complex problems are ducked. 

This paper proposes that Parliament should take responsibility for public consultation 
and participation from Government. Canvassing public and professional opinion is the proper 
role of Parliament as the forum for the nation. 

Canvassing public and professional opinion is the proper role of Parliament

1 http://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/88/Political-Monitor-Satis-
faction-Ratings-1997Present.aspx?view=wide
2 Public Administration Select Committee, Strategic thinking in Government: without National 
Strategy,  HC 1625, 24 April 2012, p 39 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/
cmpubadm/1625/1625.pdf
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Public participation and consultation could be channelled through a network of a dozen 
“Citizens Policy Forums”,  each covering a broad area of public policy, such community safety 
(crime and punishment), economy, education, environment, families, health, global issues, 
rural affairs, poverty reduction, the elderly and youth. 

Each Policy Forum would consist of representatives of stakeholders concerned with that issue, 
including users, staff, researchers, civil society organisations and representatives from other 
tiers of government. Each Forum could be co-chaired by back bench members of Parliament 
from different parties in either House. Policy Forums could be linked to a new, elected second 
chamber, to draw a wider range of experience and expertise into the political process. 

Members of Parliament could take the initiative to convene Policy Forums to bring public 
consultation on Government business into its deliberative process, through the Select 
Committee system of either House or Joint Committees of the Commons and Lords or Senate.

Citizens Policy Forums would work through a mixture of open public meetings, online forums 
and a standing body of stakeholder representatives. Members could be elected through 
democratic associations of civil society and neighbourhood forums, thus strengthening 
the democratic processes within civil society. Forums would be overseen by an all-party 
Parliamentary Commission and run by a new department of the House of Commons Service.

Citizens’ Policy Forums would improve democratic government by crowd source solutions to 
problems and strengthening public participation by connecting civil society with the political 
process in new ways, using interactive meetings, the internet and imaginative forms of active 
participation, round the issues people care about. They would be a form of practical political 
education, through which people learn how to contribute their experience and expertise about 
specific issues to the policy-making process.

Powers and Responsibilities

Forums should have statutory rights to discuss all legislation that impacts on their policy 
area, to conduct investigations into the implementation of policy, to scrutinise appointments to 
Government agencies and to report directly to the House of Commons through a Member of 
Parliament. Forums would have the following tasks:

a)  suggest or clarify priorities in their policy area;
b)  promote dialogue round important issues; 
c)  assist in policy research and development;
d)  organise public consultation on proposals by the Government or House of Commons; 
e)  pre-legislative scrutiny of bills before they are presented to the Commons; 
f)  scrutinise and revise legislation by the Commons through a “public reading stage”;
g)  contribute to consensus building, where appropriate;
h)  advise and assist on policy implementation; 
i)  monitor implementation;
j)  review and evaluate the impact of legislation. 
k)  scrutinise arms-length governmental bodies (Quangos) on the relevant policy issues; 
l)  nominate or approve membership of the boards of relevant Quangos

http://www.democracymatters.info
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Regular, statutory Citizens’ Policy Forums should replace ad hoc consultative bodies, 
strategic partnerships and advisory groups in Whitehall with a more open, accountable and 
interactive means of involving civil society in politics between elections. They would draw 
a much wider range of people into the Parliamentary process, contributing to the scrutiny 
of legislation and Government from the perspective of broad policy areas, rather than party 
politics. Members of Policy Forums would be obvious candidates for an elected Senate. As 
a new kind of parliamentary chamber, Forums would create new routes into Parliament and 
widen the pool of potential members of Government while strengthening the primacy of the 
Commons. 

Instead of being the last western country to have an elected second chamber, Britain could 
be the first to create a new kind of parliamentary process which enables citizens to take a 
more active part in politics between elections through the internet, participatory community 
meetings and the democratic associations of civil society.

Without waiting for Parliament, Civil society organisations should take the initiative and create 
Policy Forums to scrutinise and challenge Government, because the cost of not taking into 
account the breadth of experience and interests round these issues is too high. 

Titus Alexander, Convenor, Democracy Matters, in personal capacity  
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CITIZENS’ POLICY FORUMS
House of Lords reform from the bottom up

Part 1: The democratic disconnect

Why we need a new kind of forum in Parliament

The debate about House of Lords reform addresses the wrong questions. Instead of arguing 
about how to fill the red benches at Westminster, we should ask: what kind of parliament do 
we need to improve democratic governance of the Britain? 

The purpose of a new chamber must be decided before we consider its membership and 
method of appointment. 

There is a real danger that impatience for reform of the Upper House creates an elected 
senate which lacks the capacity or legitimacy to deal with the complex issues facing the 
country. At best we will have a more effective and legitimate revising chamber. At worst we 
could create paralysis between two elected chambers. The most likely outcome is a senate 
of the worthy and the quirky that is even more exclusive, remote and unrepresentative of 
the diversity of Britain than the Commons, and is as unaccountable as the Lords. What we 
will not get is a forum that strengthens public participation and trust in democratic politics or 
provides the breadth of expertise needed for good governance.

This is not an argument against an elected Upper House. An unelected House of Parliament 
is an affront to democracy. As the Government’s White Paper says “In a modern democracy 
it is important that those who make the laws of the land should be elected by those to whom 
those laws apply”3.  But there are good reasons to believe that an elected Senate alone will 
not fill the democratic deficit nor improve the governance of Britain by much, if at all. Indeed, 
without new ways of involving more people in scrutinising legislation and Government, an 
elected senate of people who can raise enough money to get elected will simply widen the 
gap between people and parliament even more.

The purposes of parliament

Parliament has a wide range of roles. The elected House of Commons provides a prime 
minister and most members of the Government, giving it democratic legitimacy and authority 
to raise taxes, allocate resources, propose laws and govern the country within the law. 
Parliament holds the Government to account for its actions.  The Commons is the pre-
eminent chamber of Parliament. It represents the people and has the final say on legislation 
and spending, while the Lords or Upper House is a revising chamber which brings wider 
experience to bear on legislation and acts as a check on the immense powers of the 
Commons and Government. 
The main purpose of Parliament is to secure good governance of the country. Most of the

3 Cm 8077, page 5
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time people don’t care what goes on in Parliament or Government. All we want are rules 
and decisions which let us get on with our lives, including protection from harm and support 
when things go wrong. But people have very different lives and interests, so Members of 
Parliament have to reconcile our differences to produce the best outcome for all.

The main purpose of Parliament is to secure good democratic governance

This is not easy. Parliament sets ground rules and makes decisions that affect everything 
we do, from private bedrooms to the boardrooms of global finance. Can a man force his 
wife to have sex? Can a teacher beat a disobedient child? Can a sovereign foreign country 
permit slavery or torture? Can British companies employ armies, conquer lands or bribe 
officials abroad to boost our national wealth?  All these were once legitimate practices now 
banned by Acts of Parliament. Often they were only outlawed after fierce debate between 
parliamentarians representing different interests. No doubt some people still think some of 
these should be legal.

Who sits in Parliament therefore makes a big difference. A Parliament of male property 
owners, some of whom have shares in slaver traders (as ours once was) will make different 
laws from one that has a majority of women or people from low-paid jobs. As the vote was 
gradually extended to all men and then women, Parliament, Government and the country 
have changed for the better. But today Parliament is still unrepresentative of the diversity of 
modern Britain, because the country has changed dramatically over the past fifty years. 

Parliament’s scrutiny role aims to improve the quality of Government policy and performance. 
To support this Parliament has a vital investigative role, through questions to Ministers and 
select committees.

But Parliament is more than the source of power, legitimacy and scrutiny of government. It 
should also be a decisive forum for debate about critical issues facing the nation, where the 
priorities, policies and direction of Government are shaped, and emerging issues are flagged 
up. 

Parliament also has a convening role, bringing common interests together. The need to win 
a majority in the House of Commons means people form political parties which represent 
broad interests and create a credible programme for Government. Members of both House 
also convene groups of people to address or represent specific issues through Select 
Committees, All-Party Groups and gatherings around the Houses of Parliament or across 
the country. By convening groups of constituents, chairing and taking part in interest groups 
or campaigns, Parliamentarians bring a broader range of views and experience to bear on 
policy making. 
Parliament needs the best available expertise to ensure that decisions and legislation are in 
the best interests of the country and achieve their aims. Expertise includes the experience 
and aspirations of citizens, the balance of power among different interests and the evidence 
from research and practice in the field. Decisions that do not take into account social reality 
and the balance of forces in society can simply fail to make a difference or have harmful 
unintended consequences.
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Above all, Parliament has the vital role of representing people to ensure that the diversity 
of voices and interests that make up the nation are present in its supreme decision-making 
body. It gives everyone someone they can lobby to influence Government decisions. 

Unfortunately the membership of Parliament today neither reflects the diversity of Britain, 
in its population and their interests, nor the range and depth of experience needed for 
good Governance. Although most Members of both Houses of Parliament, on all sides 
of the political spectrum, are capable and committed people who do their utmost for their 
constituents and the country, they have collectively lost the confidence of the nation because 
the system cannot provide good governance or effective representation.

In summary, the purposes of parliament include 

1. Providing members of the Government, as a training ground and talent pool for 
Ministerial office

2. Ensuring good governance by institutions of the state
3. Granting the Government democratic legitimacy and powers for good governance
4. Passing laws and regulations
5. Scrutinising the proposals and performance of Government
6. Taking up individual cases and shared concerns of constituents and interest groups
7. Providing a public forum for national debate and decision
8. Investigating issues of public concern
9. Representing the people 

10. Reconciling conflicting interests in the interests of good governance 

These roles are shared between the Commons and the Lords, but taken as a whole it is hard to 
argue that Parliament is trusted by the public to secure good governance.

A dangerous disconnect 

Trust in politicians has collapsed, particularly since the expenses scandal and recurrent 
revelations about cash for access, influence and perhaps even membership of the House of 
Lords. Participation in party politics is dangerously low. Less than 1% of adults belong to a 
political party. Voter turnout was below 65% in all general elections this century and below 
40% among 18-24 year olds. Only a third of the population is satisfied with how Parliament 
works4  and less than a fifth (19%) of people agree that Parliament is ‘working for them’5 . 

4 Hansard Society & Electoral Commission (2007), An audit of political engagement 4 (London: 
Hansard Society and Electoral
Commission), p. 7
5 Susanna Kalitowski, Parliament and the Public: Knowledge, interest and perceptions, Han-
sard Society, 2008, http://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/blogs/parliament_and_government/ar-
chive/2008/12/01/parliament-and-the-public-knowledge-interest-and-perceptions.aspx 
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Although many people are involved in a wide range of issues through voluntary associations 
and pressure groups, most do not feel Parliament can make a difference about things they 
care about.

Less than a fifth of people think Parliament is working for them

This is bad for society and bad for Government. It means that national debate and policy-
making does not draw on the diversity of experience and knowledge of the British public, nor 
does it properly reflect their concerns.

Five failures 

The disconnect between the public and Parliament is one of five related failures in our current 
political system: 

1. The failure to connect - the lack of trust in politicians and representative politics is shown 
by the fall in voter turnout, membership of political parties and low participation in electoral 
politics at all levels. This failure to connect arises from the fact that Parliament does not 
reflect the population in its social composition or even its political positions.  

2. The failure to represent: An overwhelming majority of people feel that that Parliament 
is unrepresentative of British society, according to a ComRes Survey for the Hansard 
Society.  
 
Our unrepresentative Parliament
The House of Commons does not reflect the diversity of Britain: less than 22% of MPs are women 
(compared with 52% in the population), 4% from ethnic minorities (8% of the population) and only 
a handful of MPs identify themselves as disabled (compared with 19% of the working population). 
More than a third (35%) of MPs elected in 2010 went to fee-paying schools, compared with 7% 
of the population. Less than half (43%) were educated in comprehensive state schools, with the 
remainder having attended state grammar schools (22%). Ninety percent of MPs are graduates 
(compared with 24% of the population aged 55-64, and 37% aged 25-34)6  and nearly a quarter 
(24%) went to Oxford or Cambridge. It may be a good thing that we have such well-educated 
MPs, but it must be hard for them to understand the lives of constituents who earn on average a 
third less than they do, went to a comprehensive school and did not go to university. MPs do not 
even represent the political views of the electorate. In 2005 and 2010, two thirds of MPs were 
elected by less than half of votes cast (219 out of 650 in 2010, 34%), compared with 1955, when 
94 per cent of MPs secured an absolute majority. This means that most people (over 60%) did 
not vote for their Member of Parliament and are not represented. In fact, all governments since 
1964 were elected by less than 40% of the electorate. The combined vote for the Coalition parties 
in 2010 was a high of 39.5%, compared with Labour’s 21.6% in 2005 or 31.1% in 1997.  This 
would not matter if the public were satisfied, but for most of the past decade more than half the 
population have been dissatisfied with the Government.7

 

6 http://www.suttontrust.com/research/the-educational-backgrounds-of-mps/
7 http://www.ipsos-mori.com/researchpublications/researcharchive/88/Political-Monitor-Satis-
faction-Ratings-1997Present.aspx?view=wide
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The House of Lords does not even pretend to be representative of the population in any way.  
 

3. The failure of strategic leadership, as described by the Public Administration Select 
Committee. This leads to “mistakes which are becoming evident in such areas as the 
Strategic Defence and Security Review (carrier policy), airport policy, energy (electricity 
generation, nuclear new-build programme and renewables) and climate change, and 
child poverty targets (which may not be achieved), welfare spending and economic policy 
(lower economic growth than forecast).”8   

4. The failure to join up across departments, services and layers of government (local, 
regional, national, European, global) needed to deal with complex issues. Policies 
pursued by different departments or layers of government can be incoherent or 
contradictory in effect. 
  

5. The failure to look after the long term: short time horizons of the electoral cycle and 
news media make it difficult for the Commons to address long term problems like adult 
social care, pensions, climate change, family support and many others. 

These failures are systemic, not the fault of particular parties or politicians. The world is too 
complex, and change is happening too fast for our nineteenth century political institutions to 
keep up. An elected senate may do a better job than the current Lords, but it is highly unlikely 
to overcome these five failures

For most of the past decade more than half the population have been dissatisfied 
with the Government.

Could elected senators close the gap?

An Upper House of 300 - 450 senators from large multi-member constituencies will not 
close the gap between the people and politicians. The barriers to entry will be higher than 
to the House of Commons (and quite properly, when electing someone for a 15 year term). 
Standing for election in a large constituency will be costly, out of the reach of all but the 
wealthy, the well-known and the well-funded. Parties will need to raise the money from 
somewhere. It is hard to imagine much enthusiasm from the public or even ordinary party 
members to raise money or canvas for elections to the Upper House – but those who want 
access and influence will be ready to through a lot of money at winning the privilege of a 
Senate seat.   

Once elected, senators will be more independent of their party and the electorate. Quite 
simply, they have no incentive to stay in touch. With an income guaranteed for 15 year, 
senators will have no more reason to connect with constituents than hereditary or appointed 
peers. Senators could be as remote and unknown as most Members of the European 

8 Public Administration Select Committee, Strategic thinking in Government: without National 
Strategy,  HC 1625, 24 April 2012, p 39 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/
cmpubadm/1625/1625.pdf
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Parliament, and have even less reason to stay in touch with voters. Unless voters have 
the power of recall, senators can switch party and political positions at will. They can say 
anything to get themselves elected, then do or say whatever they want and no one can stop 
them. Public criticism can roll off their backs, because they need never face the electorate 
again.

Independent, long-serving elected senators may bring great benefits to the scrutiny of laws 
and Government. But on its own, an elected senate will not address the fundamental failures 
in our current political system. 

The cost of Government mistakes

It is hard to argue that we have been governed well over the last forty or more years. Every 
opposition condemns the party in power, but Government after Government has made major 
mistakes or has failed to deal with big problems. This has cost the country dear. Think of the 
vast investments in failing businesses like British Leyland and DeLorean motor companies 
in the 1970s, or the poll tax, European Exchange Rate Mechanism, Child Support Agency 
and botched computer systems for the NHS, Home Office and elsewhere. Arguably the Iraq 
war, bank deregulation, rail privatisation, military procurement, nuclear power, drugs policy, 
the benefits system, overcrowded prisons, ‘troubled families’ and endless reorganisation of 
health services are other areas where we are all paying a high price for poor decision-making 
by successive Governments.

The House of Lords is one of many areas where reform has been overdue but delayed, in 
this case for over 100 years. Whether this particular delay has cost the country is hard to say, 
but many others have. Trade-union reform was widely seen as essential from the mid 1960s, 
but not achieved till 1983. Short-comings in schooling were highlighted by Prime Minister Jim 
Callaghan in October 1976, but it took a decade for the Government to act and more than 30 
years later our school system still fails too many young people. Looming crises in social care, 
pensions and health, including obesity and mental illness, are just some of the areas where 
Governments have failed to take timely effective action. 

Politicians rarely admit mistakes, but at the Labour Party conference in Sept 2011 Shadow 
Chancellor Ed Balls bravely confessed “When they say we made mistakes in government, 
they’re right” and went on to list the 75p pension rise, abolishing the 10p tax rate, migration 
from eastern Europe, training at work and failure to regulate the banks and “stop their gross 
irresponsibility.” Others would no doubt add to his catalogue, and to that of all Governments, 
including the one now in charge.

Today the country is in a deep financial crisis with massive private and public debt, high 
unemployment and no growth (compared with over 5% growth in much of Africa and Asia). 
Although crime has fallen, our prisons are bursting, with too many people incarcerated with 
mental illness, drug problems, poor education or employment prospects, and re-offending 
remains high. We spend too much on energy, housing and transport compared with other 
countries. 

Failures by Government impose a very high cost on the country in human as well as financial 
terms. Too many people suffer unnecessarily, die prematurely or are poorer as a result of 
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Government mistakes. Everyone can give examples of major mistakes by Governments of 
both parties. Every party will say they can do better, it is the fault of the other lot, but a more 
independent analysis would show that the problems are systemic. Even if Governments get 
some big important issues right, our political system makes it almost impossible not to make 
serious mistakes as well. 

Earlier, wider and deeper scrutiny of Government legislation and performance would 
therefore be a very good investment indeed.

How Parliament has failed families 

The Government has calculated that the 120,000 “most troubled families” cost the taxpayer 
£9 billion a year, an average of £75,000 each family. This data has been questioned, but 
there is no doubt that a small proportion of parents struggle with multiple problems which 
create high costs for the public. These include the cost of taking children into care, benefit 
payments, specialist schooling, additional health costs, drug and alcohol dependency, 
policing and the criminal justice system9.  Whatever the number of “troubled” families and 
their cost to the public, this represents a very real issue which is much wider and deeper. 

750,000 children a year witness domestic violence.
                     

Many parents find it difficult to give children the loving support they need to thrive, often 
because they themselves had a difficult upbringing. According to a recent NSPCC study, 
12% of under-11s, 18% of 11-17s and 24% of 18-24s were exposed to domestic abuse 
between adults at home during childhood. At least 750,000 children a year witness domestic 
violence.10  Domestic abuse accounts for 18% of all violent crime11  and a high proportion of 
convicted offenders had a troubled childhood. Low income, poor housing, lack of childcare 
and misuse of alcohol or illegal drugs as an escape all contribute to the complex problems 
facing some parents. 

The total cost of our failure to support parents when they need help, mainly in the early years, 
has been estimated to cost £24bn a year12.  The cost of mental health problems, many of 
which originate in childhood, are estimated at over £105bn a year13.  Many of these problems 
(and costs) could have been avoided if parents got help and support early on, when their 
difficulties first started. At present the default policy for many agencies is to say “come back 
when your problems are worse” because they don’t have the means to provide help there 
and then.

People who work with children and parents have known this for decades. Health visitors, 

9 http://www.communities.gov.uk/communities/troubledfamilies/
10 NSPCC (2011) Child abuse and neglect in the UK today. London: NSPCC
11 Home Office Crime in England and Wales 2010/11. London, 2011
12 Action for New Economics and Action for Children, Backing the Future: Why Investing in Chil-
dren is Good for Us All, 2005
13 Centre for Mental Health, The Economic and Social Costs of Mental Health Problems in 
2099/11, 2010
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childminders, nursery nurses, social workers, doctors, charities and community workers may 
not know the statistics, but they see the human and financial costs of our failure to provide 
children and parents with effective support in the early years.  

In the early 1980s, Sir Keith Joseph, as Secretary of State, commissioned the National 
Children’s Bureau to study the needs of parents in order to find ways of breaking the poverty

cycle. This major study was published in 1984. It described the difficulties many parents 
faced, the support they needed and practical projects which helped parents. Most of the 
projects were in the voluntary sector or run by local authorities. At the time there was 
great hope that the needs of parents would be recognised, but political priorities changed 
and they were largely ignored. A follow-up study was published in 1995, the International 
Year of the Family, called Confident Parents, Confident Children.  This time the voluntary 
sector was more politically active, through the All Party Group for Parenting Matters, the 
Parenting Forum, the Parents’ Amendment, new research and other initiatives. It convinced 
the incoming Labour Government to give greater priority to parents and families through 
Sure Start, family learning, the Family and Parenting Institute and measures to reduce child 
poverty. This has made a difference, but it was not enough to meet the challenges facing 
many families and provision is now being cut to pay for the banking crisis. Like the previous 
Government, the coalition is funding a mishmash of initiatives on the Foundation Years (0-
5), childcare, Troubled Families, the Pupil Premium and vouchers for parenting workshops 
– some good things on their own, but they are not joined up and its policies on the economy, 
schools and welfare will push more people into the “troubled families” category. 

This tragic story has cost the public hundreds of billions of pounds since the 1970s. It has 
cost millions of people decades of misery as a result of a troubled childhood, failure at school 
and sometimes time in jail or on the streets, because their parents and carers did not got the 
right support at an early stage. As a result, children’s well-being in Britain is at the bottom of 
industrial countries, below much poorer countries like Poland and Greece.14  Countries where 
parents get better support do not suffer these social or financial costs.

If at the same time as commissioning a study, Sir Keith had also set up a Family Policy 
Forum, a standing body of representatives of parents and agencies working with families, 
with statutory powers to debate family matters, influence policy and ensure that Parliament 
and Government were systematically informed of the impact their policies on families, it 
is very likely that we would be celebrating thirty years of steady improvement in family 
well-being and perhaps even a break in the poverty cycle. Parliament would now draw on 
decades of deliberation and experience through its Family Policy Forum to make sure that 
current Government policies are joined up and build on what’s gone before, instead of the 
usual scattergun of initiatives.  

Mistakes are inevitable 

Failures of Government are the responsibility of Parliament, but it does not have the 
capacity to probe the vast range of activity by Government and its agencies. It is impossible 
for Parliament to exercise democratic oversight over the work of some 20 Government 

14 http://www.unicef.org.uk/Latest/Publications/Ipsos-MORI-child-well-being/
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departments and 300 agencies employing some 585,000 people15  with a budget of £670bn, 
not to mention the many large contracts for computer systems, defence, prisons, social 
housing, the Work Programme and many other areas. Select Committees do a vital job that 
is often under-recognised, but they can only focus on few topics at a time and have relatively 
limited powers. Even Ministers can only know a small proportion of activities for which they 
are responsible. Proper democratic scrutiny and accountability of Government by Parliament 
is largely a mirage.  

Dominance of the Commons by the executive and the demands of party discipline also 
mean that it is very difficult for MPs to have sensible debates about policy in Parliament. 
Differences between MPs may be as great within parties as between them on many issues, 
but the need to maintain party positions makes it harder to find common ground across 
Parliament. As a result, most serious debate about solutions to problems takes place outside 
Parliament, among civil servants and small networks of policy activists, lobbyists, pressure 
groups and media commentators. 

The media play a critical role in exposing mistakes, wrong-doing and issues for Parliament 
to deal with, but their timescales and attention-span are even shorter than the Commons. 
Often they seem more interested in the soap opera of Westminster, MP’s private lives and 
comparatively minor misdemeanours like the expenses scandal than big, complex issues 
where billions of pounds and lives are at stake. 

The sound bite syndrome

Twenty four hour news puts a much greater premium on politicians’ ability to communicate 
about any and every issue that is thrown at them than on the depth of analysis or grasp 
of detail. Politics itself has almost become a branch of the media, in which getting a good 
headline and surge in the polls is more important than sound public administration. A good 
sound bite (“tough on crime, touch on the causes of crime”) will advance a politician’s 
career, while the complexity of crime reduction, drugs policy or the poverty cycle leads into 
the political wilderness. It is therefore not surprising that a fifth (21%) of all MPs have a 
background in public affairs and media, and a quarter (24%) come from politics itself.16  The 
Prime Minister, David Cameron, worked in political research and public relations before 
entering Parliament. Tony Blair was a barrister and supreme communicator. 

Effective communication is essential for leadership of any kind, but good governance in a 
democracy also demands difficult detailed work on policy analysis, strategy, decision-making 
and the ability to run large complex bureaucracies while balancing competing factions within 
the party and responding to an increasingly diverse and assertive public. This is almost 
certainly impossible in our current system of politics.

As the Public Administration Select Committee said recently: “The challenges facing the UK 
mean that strategic thinking is both increasingly difficult to achieve, and more vital. Failing to 
do so in the long term undermines national self confidence and in the short term could have 
catastrophic consequences.”17

15 http://www.guardian.co.uk/news/datablog/2010/jun/18/civil-service-statistics-headcount
16 http://www.smith-institute.org.uk/file/Who-Governs-Britain.pdf
17 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201012/cmselect/cmpubadm/1625/1625.pdf  p 4
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“The challenges facing the UK mean that strategic thinking is both increasingly difficult 
to achieve, and more vital. Failing to do so in the long term undermines national self 
confidence and in the short term could have catastrophic consequences.” 

Public Administration Select Committee

In Government, politicians make strategic decisions, but the sheer volume and complexity of 
decisions crossing Ministers’ desks makes it impossible to get them all right. Ministers rely on 
civil servants to set out the evidence and options, but it is their judgement and political instinct 
which decides. They cannot possibly understand every issue or know the full implications of 
each decision they make, and nor can civil servants. As a result, almost every day has news 
stories about poor decisions that come back to bite Ministers (although the Minister or the 
Government which made the decision may have moved on by then). 

It is often genuinely difficult to know what is the right thing to do. Winning the political 
argument to get votes, headlines and good opinion polls is one thing, but it the most popular 
policy can still be a mistake. A sustained well-informed robust political debate is necessary 
to test options and build a consensus for action. This is difficult in a system where politicians 
want to stand out by attacking the other side or show strength by sticking to their guns. 
Actually solving the problem is usually much more difficult than choosing between options 
which appear to divide the parties in Parliament. 

Adversarial politics is necessary to challenge and test decisions before they are passed 
into law, and then to hold Ministers to account for their actions. But before they reach the 
stage where policies are crystallised into policy, we need a deeper debate which draws on 
the breadth of experience and knowledge about problems to create long-term solutions 
that continue beyond the Minister’s term of office or life of a Parliament. It is this process of 
deeper debate where Citizens’ Policy Forums could help Parliament and Governments get to 
grips with complex issues, build a consensus about what needs to be done and make better 
decisions as a result.

Governments try to widen the debate and involve the public in formulating policy through 
consultation and participation at a local level, but this has inherent limitations in its current 
form.

Desperately seeking participation

Ministers and civil servants try to reconcile diverse interests and opinions surrounding 
complex issues through a wide range of expert working groups, strategic partnerships and 
consultation exercises. Since June 2010, the Coalition Government and its agencies have set 
up at least 726 formal consultations, of which 468 were still open in April 2012.18  

18 See http://consultations.direct.gov.uk/search
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Between June 2010 and April 2012, the Coalition Government and its agencies 
set up at least 726 formal consultations.

For difficult issues Governments set up commissions or inquiries, as we have recently 
had on social care, NHS reorganisation, public service pensions, the foundation years, 
social mobility, the press and other issues. These consultations are inevitably framed and 
constrained by the Government’s agenda. If findings do not fit their current political priorities 
they are likely to be discounted or ignored, lost in the long grass of Whitehall. Leveson’s 
revelations into relations between the Murdoch press and politicians have been exceptional in 
both the degree of public exposure of private communications and interrogation of Ministers 
under oath, but almost every area of public policy would show intense communication 
between Ministers or officials and the most powerful interest groups at critical times. 
The interesting question is about the many groups who are not are not even part of the 
conversation.

Governments are guided by manifesto commitments which are written to win elections, 
targeted at swing voters in marginal constituencies rather than steer the many institutions 
and programmes of the state or to solve the most difficult issues we face. Most of what 
Governments actually do does not feature in any manifesto. Those in power find it difficult to 
admit if consultation or independent professional advice shows that a particular policy (still 
less a manifesto commitment) was wishful thinking or fundamentally flawed, so they ignore 
evidence that does not fit their market-tested preconceptions. Sometimes a policy is quietly 
dropped or changed, or the adviser is dismissed, as happened to Professor David Nutt, 
chair of  Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD), sacked by Home Secretary Alan 
Johnson MP in 2009. The recent decision by the Defence Secretary about which planes to 
order for aircraft carriers is a rare and courageous exception to this rule.

Ministers keep rediscovering the need to involve local communities in urban regeneration, 
starting with Harold Wilson’s Urban Programme and Community Development Projects 
(CDP) in 1968. New Labour’s ten-year New Deal for Communities (1998 – 2008) and 
Community Champions (2001-07) programmes were the most long-term of all, but it was also 
had Learning Communities, Take Part, Together We Can, Connecting Communities and the 
Empowerment Fund, and now we have David Cameron’s Big Society, Community Organiser 
training, Social Action Fund and other initiatives. 

Lack of continuity undermines genuine community involvement, because short-term top-down 
initiatives drain people’s energy and leaves them less likely to get involved the next time 
round. Initiatives come and go, while local people who want to do something about issues 
they themselves have decided (rather than central or local government) often struggle with 
basic things such as finding a place to meet, using public resources such as school facilities, 
or to get help starting a project they want. Government initiatives are often accompanied by 
strategic partnerships, steering groups and working groups to give officials and Ministers a 
wider forum to develop policy. But these forums are short term and outsiders are cautious 
about what they say in case they get frozen out in future or jeopardize their funding. The 
result is that billions of pounds have been poured into community regeneration over the past 
fifty years, but a relatively small proportion has reached local people or created sustained 
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improvement due to constant chopping and changing. Many good things have been done, 
but it could have been so much better. 

It would be much better if most public consultation, expert advice and participation were 
organised through Parliament, at arm’s length from Government. Parliament is the 
national forum for issues facing the nation. Parliament, not Whitehall, should be the judge 
of professional and public opinion. Citizens’ Policy Forums would provide a systematic 
and effective way for Parliament to listen properly to the diversity of views of all groups 
(stakeholders) involved in broad policy areas over a longer period of time. Local community 
participation should be the responsibility of local government and local forums.

Unhealthy politics

Health is one of many areas where our political system has failed the public for decades. 
Government control of public participation has made it difficult for people to have an effective 
say about what they really want. Despite over 60 years of a national health service, health 
inequalities between sections of the population remain vast. The Black Report, published 
in 1980, showed that the death rate for unskilled men (social class V) was twice that 
for professional men (class I) and the gap between the two was increasing. In 1987 the 
Whitehead Report came to the same conclusions, as did the Acheson Report in 1998 and 
the Marmot Review 19 in 2010. Parliament’s failure to recognise and respond to this evidence 
has let thousands more to die prematurely since 1980.

The ‘Start-stop and start again’ succession of Government health forums have created 
brief bursts of enthusiasm among the public, followed by frustration and disempowerment. 
As a result the public has had no effective democratic say over what happens in our health 
services. 

Since 1974 successive Governments have grappled with the complexity of hospitals, medical 
effectiveness, nursing, social care, mental health, preventative health, primary care, unequal 
outcomes, well-being, an aging population, rising costs and other issues. The NHS has been 
almost continuously reorganised in pursuit of better patient care, greater clinical leadership, 
devolved responsibility and less bureaucracy. The objectives have been largely consistent, 
but successive Governments have taken us on an expensive rollercoaster ride, plunging and 
twisting through GP Fundholding, Care in the Community, Family Practitioner Committees, 
Primary Care Groups, Primary Care Trusts (PCTs) and now Clinical Commissioning Groups 
(CCGs). Some interest groups (GPs, consultants, dentists) have done well out of this mystery 
tour, others have not, the public has been bypassed and the cost has been enormous.

Most battles over health reform are among politicians and professionals. The public is rarely 
involved in difficult debates about how to balance priorities between prevention, primary care, 
social care, hospitals or our £9 billion annual drugs bill20 , except when mobilised to fight for a 
particular hospital or treatment. 

Whatever the rhetoric, the public has merely a token voice in how health services are 

19 http://www.ucl.ac.uk/gheg/marmotreview
20 £8.81 bn in 2011 http://www.pharmatimes.com/article/12-04-17/NHS_England_drugs_bill_
falls_as_patents_expire.aspx
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provided. Formal participation has been channelled through a succession of weak bodies, 
from Community Health Councils (1974-2003), Patient Forums (2004-8), LINks (Local 
Health Involvement Networks, 2008-2012) and from October 2012 HealthWatch. There is 
a tiny amount public participation through representation on health trusts and some active 
involvement through fundraising, self-help groups, volunteers and charitable provision such 
as hospices, but the people involved are largely excluded from decision-making. In many 
areas the voluntary sector, PCTs or local council have set up forums for health and social 
care, to inform decision-making but they are only give a few outsiders a ringside seat at the 
rollercoaster of reform. Most of civil society has had no meaningful role in health except as 
taxpayers and patients.  

Yet most health outcomes depend on active participation by the public in their own health 
care and by other social agencies. Clean air, fresh water, sewage systems, good working 
conditions, road safety, nutritious food and lifestyle factors have more impact on health and 
well-being than hospitals, drugs or even doctors. These public health issues are influenced 
more by local and national government, social conditions and personal behaviour than by 
service provision.  
   
The 1974 NHS reorganisation created joint consultative committees (JCCs) to promote joint 
planning between health and local authorities, but they did not have the power to be effective. 
Now the Government is setting up local Health and Well-Being Boards which will face similar 
challenges under even greater financial pressures than those which undermined the JCCs in 
1974.21 

When the Coalition Government ran into political difficulty over its health service reforms, it 
set up the NHS Future Forum22 , a group of health experts led by GP Professor Steve Field, 
but barely two or three of its 55 members represented patients or the public.  It listened to 
more than 11,000 people face to face at over 300 events as well as engaging with people 
online, but then public involvement stopped. Recently the Government set up a Nursing and 
Care Quality Forum 23 for another burst of consultation. And so it goes on. Forums come 
and go at the whim of Whitehall and people wonder why bother taking part.

If Parliament had set up a Health Policy Forum in 1974, as its national forum for 
health-related issues and umbrella for Community Health Councils, with a majority of 
representatives from civil society and the power to scrutinise national decision-making, 
Governments would not have been able to lurch from one reorganisation to another. 
Sustained public dialogue between all interest groups in health, including patients and carers, 
is more likely to have created better care, greater clinical leadership, devolved responsibility, 
less bureaucracy and greater emphasis on public health, health promotion and well-being, 
and perhaps even more equal health outcomes. A Citizens Health Forum with a majority 
of representatives from civil society would have had a better chance of creating the health 
services people want than Parliament has done.

We will not solve the disenchantment or lack of participation in politics with more of the same. 
Gordon Brown MP said about the 1997 election: people yearned “not just for a

21 Health and wellbeing boards: system leaders or talking shops? The King’s Fund, April 2102
22 http://www.dh.gov.uk/health/2012/01/forum-response/
23 http://www.dh.gov.uk/health/nursing-form/
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different government, but a different way of governing.”  After thirteen years “a different 
way of governing” seemed further away than ever. Peter Hain MP, a former Leader of the 
Commons, wrote about the “bitterness and betrayal” felt by thousands - the “estrangement 
from conventional party politics”, “disillusionment with political parties” and “rejection, not 
merely of the parties, but of the system of politics they operated. That system was exposed 
as elitist and unwilling to involve the mass of people in shaping the decisions which affected 
their lives.” 24 That was over thirty years ago, about an earlier Labour government wracked by 
financial crises. Today the sense of disillusionment and alienation from party politics is even 
greater.

As the Prime Minister said “There is no shortage of interest and in some cases passionate 
concern about the issues of the day. People aren’t disengaged. They feel disempowered. … 
They no longer want or expect government to solve all their problems. They want the means 
in their hands to lead their own lives, make their own choices, develop their own potential. … 
they want the state to empower them, to give them the means to make the most of their own 
lives” 25 It could have been David Cameron MP, but it was Tony Blair MP in 2004. 

Alan Milburn, a former Labour MP and Secretary of State, has said “We must-re-invigorate 
the

constitutional reform agenda we began in 1997 by moving it out of the confines of Whitehall, 
empowering individual citizens and local communities”. He concluded “the top down,
paternalistic statism of the last century. But the other is the road to progress - bottom up and 
empowering, in tune with the needs of this century. … Active citizenship, greater choice, and 
community involvement: these are the modern routes to social justice. They are the ideas 
that we should champion in the period to come.” 26 

This will not happen by replenishing the red benches of the Upper House with 400 elected 
senators on a 15 year sinecure, however capable and eminent they are. Nor will it happen 
as a result of well-meaning Ministers instructing civil servants to consultant the public and 
involve the community.

We need new forms of participation, which give more people greater power to have a direct 
say in the decisions which affect their lives. A bottom up approach to creating a new chamber 
of Parliament, through which citizens can actively address issues that concern them, would 
strengthening the relationships between democratic civil society and Parliament. It might 
even transform politics by involving a more people, from more diverse backgrounds, in the 
political process. 

24 Peter Hain, ed., Community Politics, John Calder, 1976, p 12-13
25 at Napier University, 6/12/04, http://www.number-10.gov.uk/output/Page6712.asp
26 at Social Market Foundation, 8/12/04, http://www.labour.org.uk/ac2004news?ux_news_
id=amsmf04
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Alternative Lords reform

The Conservative Direct Democracy proposed that a new Upper House could engage 
elected representatives at a local level to “reflect the temper of the country as a whole” and 
suggested “bringing together a geographically and politically representative selection of 
existing elected figures. For instance, we could constitute a Senate of seconded county and 
city councillors in proportion to their parties’ representation in each shire or borough, which 
would meet for three or four days each month.”27

Political parties and civil society

Political parties are voluntary organisations dedicated to taking power in the name of the 
people, but they are only a tiny part of the voluntary sector. Less than 1% of Britons belong 
to the three main political parties28 , while over 30% are members of voluntary organisations29 
, about 14 million people. About six million employees are trade union members30.  About 
a quarter of people in England volunteer formally at least once a month, a third do so 
informally31  and over 20 million people volunteer at least once a year. Over 650,000 people 
are trustees of voluntary organisations, three times more than belong to the three main 
political parties. 
Voluntary associations and pressure groups actively involve a greater diversity of people than 
political parties. People from every age, community, culture and interest group take part in 
some aspect of civil society, often at a very local level. They work on a huge variety of issues, 
from allotments, childcare and neighbourhood watch to climate change and world poverty. 
Most involvement is very practical, doing things for each other, raising funds or advocating 
solutions to problems. They are what Robert Putnam calls social capital, the “dense network 
of reciprocal social relations” which gives civic virtue its power.32  

New forms of civic and political participation are emerging all the time, such as political 
consumerism, community organising, direct action, online social networks and websites 
such as www.theyworkforyou.com 33 or 38 Degrees, an internet-based campaigning 
network with more than 750,000 members who mobilise round issues decided by members.34  
Politicians and parties now use many of these methods to revitalise their communications. 
The Government is also experimenting with e-petitions (epetitions.direct.gov.uk), a “public 

27 www.direct-democracy.co.uk/
28 2011 Conservative 177,000 - Labour 190,000 - Lib Dem - 66,000 (Source: Estimates based on 
party reports and House of Commons Library)
29 Citizens Audit of Britain, 2000, published in Citizenship in Britain, Values, Participation and 
Democracy, by Charles Pattie, Patrick Seyd and Paul Whiteley, Cambridge University Press, 2004
30 http://www.bis.gov.uk/assets/biscore/employment-matters/docs/t/12-p77-trade-union-member-
ship-2011.pdf
31 http://www.communities.gov.uk/documents/statistics/pdf/1547056.pdf
32 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone¸ Simon & Schuster, 2002
33 www.mysociety.org/projects/theyworkforyou/
34 http://www.38degrees.org.uk/pages/members/
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reading stage” for bills35  (which appears to have died within a few months36 ) and increased 
transparency, accessibility and feedback through the internet. Parliament itself has made it 
easier for people to track legislation and other business through the web, although it does not 
yet encourage the kind of interactive forums created by the press or parties themselves.

Parties have a vital role in representative democracy. They recruit, train, test, select and 
support individuals to do the demanding job of representing people and making collective 
decisions on their behalf. Party members mediate between citizens and the state as local 

councillors, school governors, Members of Parliament or 
active citizens in their community. To win sufficient seats 
across the country, parties try to reconcile the interests of 
people in different geographic areas, although growing 
autonomy of Scotland and Wales as well as widening 
inequality between North and South suggest they are failing 
in this. Parties also distil the cacophony of public opinion 
and interests into some kind of programme for Government 
(expressed in their Manifesto and election campaigns), and 
offer voters competing teams to run the country. These are 
all critically important task for democratic government to 
function.

But parties have shallower roots in civil society than they 
had. Membership of the main parties has plummeted (see figure 37), their share of the 
national vote has fallen from 96% in 1955 to 65% in 2010, with no strong alternative parties 
emerging except

in Scotland and Wales. The main parties are financially bankrupt, relying on large loans and 
donations from rich individuals, companies or trade unions, and some state

support, to stay afloat. Political education and debate are subordinate to the pressure to 
project a confident message and united front to win and hold power. In reality they are 
marketing machines which sell the public promises about what they will do in Government 
and sell donors influence over state power and tax revenues. 

A parliamentary shamocracy? 

Most of our 650 MPs work hard for their constituents, but it is simply not possible for them to 
govern or scrutinise our sprawling state, with its 300 agencies, thousands of contractors and 
global reach through intergovernmental bodies, embassies and armed forces. Parliament 
is also responsible for overseeing the rules that govern our banks, businesses, media, 
environment, international relations and every other area of life. MPs may shine narrow 
beams of light into one area after another through Select Committees, questions to Ministers 
and debates, but most of the Government’s work is out of sight of our democracy. Inquiries 
such as Butler, Franks, Hutton and Leveson may briefly illuminate one area or other, then 

35 http://www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/SN05884
36 http://www.number10.gov.uk/news/big-society-opening-up-parliament-to-the-people/
37 http://www.public-standards.org.uk/Library/13th_Report___Political_party_finance_ 
18_11_11.pdf
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the veil falls again. The catastrophic failure of the banking system in 2008, which has already 
cost this country over 14% in lost output, is just one of many areas where it got the rules 
wrong (as did most, but not all, countries). Pensions, social care and domestic abuse are just 
a few of the many areas where Parliament has not set effective rules for society and failed its 
citizens. 

Elections can change the team at the top as well as the direction and policy of Government. 
But once the switch has taken place, most people have little say or insight into what is done 
in their name. The Government may try to drive top-down reforms, which rarely deliver their 
ambitious aims because they do not go with the grain and pace of civil society or the internal 
logic of local institutions.

 In 1976 the Conservative MP Quintin Hogg, later Lord Hailsham, famously called our system 
of Government an ‘elective dictatorship’,38  meaning the domination of Parliament by 
the governing party. Since then Select Committees have become stronger, media scrutiny 
more intense, the internet has increased access to both information and politicians, and 
Government itself has become more transparent through Freedom of Information and 
publication of once confidential data. But the very scale and extent of Government has also 
grown, it has become more centralised and contracts out many more activities to arms-
length agencies and private companies. Society has also become more complex and globally 
interdependent. As argued above, Parliament does not have the capacity to engage in the 
depth or breadth of debate needed to for strategic policy making, let alone scrutinise its 
implementation. Government’s attempt to garner professional and public opinion through 
consultation processes are, by their nature, unable to take in a sufficiently wide range of 
expertise or opinion.  

The closer you look, the more our Parliamentary democracy looks like a great game of bluff, 
played by relatively small tribes who compete for access and influence over the issues that 
concern them. Most people simple don’t get a look in. 

Re-connecting people with parliament

People need to feel they are part of society and have a voice in decision-making, whichever 
party is in Government, as Lord Scarman made clear in his report into the 1981 riots and was 
re-affirmed by Darra Singh’s report on the riots of August 2011. 

A riot is a fuse blowing in the political system, even when its focus is not political. When 
politicians fail to deal with problems, a single incident like the killing of Mark Dugan by police 
in Tottenham in August 2011 can trigger a riot. Martin Luther King called riots “the language of 
the unheard” after the riots in Los Angles in 1965.  

A responsive political system would enable people to voice discontent and be part of the 
solution long before a crisis is reached. But to do so, Parliament and Governments need to 
hear from the diversity of experience in society when making and carrying out policy, not just 
the party activists, think-tankers, lobbyists, media commentators, civil servants and other 
professionals who currently dominate policy debates. The process of policy development and 

38 Quintin Hogg, Dimbleby lecture 1976, The dilemma of democracy, Collins, 1978, see also http://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elective_dictatorship
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scrutiny should be conducted through Parliament, rather Whitehall sponsored consultations, 
commissions or other forums.  

Citizens’ Forums should be part of the pre-legislative deliberative process to improve 
proposals before they become legislation and also scrutinise the implementation of policy by 
Government, in order to give more systematic feedback to Parliament and Government. They 
should therefore have a standing relationship with Parliament, to strengthen Parliamentary 
scrutiny.

An Unsustainable Commission

The Sustainable Development Commission 39 was an expert forum set up in June 2000 as a 
watchdog to scrutinize progress on its sustainable development strategy and monitor targets, 
as well as providing policy advice. It had 16 Commissioners from academic, scientific, business 
and NGO backgrounds and served for a maximum of six years. It had a staff of 60 and budget of 
£4.5m and did a lot of good work, largely out of public view, but was closed on 31 March 2011. 

The Government has countless bodies concerned with the environment, including the 
Environmental Agency, the Commission for Rural Communities, Natural England, the 
Forestry Commission, an Independent Panel on Forestry (established in March 2011), and 
bodies for air, water, fish, skies and even outer space. Democratic oversight of these agencies 
is paltry and Parliament does not benefit from their depth of knowledge and experience when 
considering legislation, although environmental issues affect everything we do. 

The public is deeply concerned about environmental issues, as shown by the strength of 
conservation societies, Friends of the Earth, Greenpeace and local movements like Agenda 21, 
Transition Towns, but does not have a national forum to integrate environment concerns with 
policies on the economy, education and other areas, so that decisions by the Government are 
often contradictory and confusing. 

Since Mrs Thatcher put global climate change on the international agenda at the UN General 
Assembly on 8 November 1989,40  British Governments have often led on policy, but other 
countries are doing better in the growing global green economy. Failure to address the 
complex environmental problems facing us could be catastrophic. We cannot afford not to 
have sustained, independent scrutiny of all Government policy and performance, even if it is 
uncomfortable, because the consequences of mistakes are too great.

A broader Citizens’ Forum on the environment, with representatives of democratic organizations 
of civil society, local government and Members of the European Parliament and international 
sustainable development bodies, as well as academic, scientific and business associations, 
linked directly to Parliament through the Environmental Audit Committee, would be less 
vulnerable to changes in Government and continue to provide scrutiny of progress on 
sustainable development. It could scrutinise all appointments to the boards of environmental 
agencies and oversee their work on behalf of Parliament, to which they are all accountable.

39 http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/ see also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sustainable_Develop-
ment_Commission
40 http://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/107817
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PART 2: Citizens are the solution
A new forum for citizens in Parliament 

Instead of being the last western country to have an elected second chamber, Britain could 
be the first to create a new kind of parliamentary process which enables citizens to take a 
more active part in politics through the internet, participatory community meetings and the 
democratic associations of civil society to crowd source solutions to problems facing the 
country.

“Citizens Policy Forums” could engage a much wider cross-section of the public in policy 
development and scrutiny of implementation, to improve and strengthen the role of 
Parliament as the national forum of the people. Policy Forums should be a formal part of the 
parliamentary process and take responsibility for all forms of consultation by the Government 
and public agencies. Forums such as HealthWatch, Passenger Focus 41, the Trade Policy 
Consultative Forum and all others should be brought into the orbit of Parliament as the 
national focus for dialogue between citizens and Government in a democracy. Policy Forums 
would be overseen by an all-party Parliamentary Commission and run by a new department 
of the House of Commons Service rather than the Crown, with direct links through backbench 
MPs and/or members of the Upper House, whether Lords or Senate.

The section outlines how it could be done. 

Instead of being the last western country to have an elected second chamber, 
Britain could be the first to create a new kind of parliamentary process which 

enables citizens to take a more active part in politics between elections.

Purpose and powers

The purpose of a Citizen’s Policy Forum is to improve the governance of Britain by bringing 
together representatives of all stakeholders and civil society concerned about a broad policy 
area such as environment, families, health, housing etc., to scrutinise policy, laws and 
implementation, so that a greater diversity of views and knowledge can inform Government in 
a systematic way, instead of Government controlled consultations. 

Better scrutiny will result in better laws and delivery by Government, which will save money 
and improve life for people in Britain.  

To do this, a Citizens Policy Forum would have the following tasks: 

a)  suggest or clarify priorities;
b)  promote dialogue round important issues;  

41 http://www.passengerfocus.org.uk/about-us/our-role-and-history.asp
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c)  assist in policy research and development;
d)  organise public consultation on proposals by the Government or House of Commons; 
e)  pre-legislative scrutiny of bills before they are presented to the Commons; 
f)  scrutinise and revise legislation by the Commons through a “public reading stage”;
g)  contribute to consensus building, where appropriate;
h)  advise and assist on policy implementation; 
i)  monitor implementation;
j)  review and evaluate the impact of legislation.
k)  scrutinise arms-length governmental bodies (Quangos) on the relevant policy issues; 
l)  nominate or approve membership of relevant Quangos

It would have statutory rights to

1. comment on all legislation in a “public reading stage” 
2. report directly to the House of Commons and get a response from Ministers
3. investigate the implementation of legislation or work of Government

At very least this would ensure that Members of Parliament get more detailed, independent 
comment and options from people with the greatest interest and understanding of issues 
coming before the Commons. It is therefore very likely that Ministers will take these views 
more seriously before proposals reach the Commons and either improve their proposals or 
come up with a more convincing case for them. Either way decision-making will improve. 

They would almost certainly help the Government and Parliament develop more coherent 
strategic priorities for the country, as urged by the Public Administration Select Committee.

Policy areas 

Citizens’ Policy Forums would cover broad areas of public policy where decisions by several 
different Government Departments affect what happens in those areas, or where there is a 
wide range of public and professional interest which is not fully represented in a Parliament 
elected on a purely geographical basis. 

These areas would include: 

• arts, leisure, sports, recreation and culture
• community safety, including policing and the criminal justice system
• economy, employment, finance, income and wealth
• education, from parenting and nurseries to schooling, higher education and training
• environment, looking at the ecological sustainability of all Government policies to 

ensure that we live within our natural means
• families, to ensure that children, parents and carers are supported as foundations 

of bioth personal life and society
• health and well-being, including fitness and mental health
• Neighbourhood renewal and urban affairs
• Poverty reduction, social justice and social inclusion 

http://www.democracymatters.info
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• global issues, international development, trade, national security and defence 
• rural affairs, in all their diversity 
• the elderly, as a growing section of the population with increasingly complex needs, 

including issues of social care, pensions, retirement and the end of life 
• youth, to give young people a formal, recognised voice, like the Youth Parliament 

with more clout  

There may be other sectors where a Policy Forum could strengthen the work of Parliament to 
improve Government.

Membership, meetings and online forums

Each Policy Forum would consist of representatives of stakeholders concerned with that 
issue, including consumers or users, staff, researchers, elected representatives from other 
tiers of government (local, European and the devolved parliaments as well as international 
bodies where Britain is represented), community groups and voluntary organisations. 
About half should be lay members of the public, as service users, members of community 
groups and tax payers rather than people directly employed in the sector, who should also 
be represented. Each Forum could have 100 members on average, ranging from 50 to 
150, depending on the policy area and the range of interests involved. Members would be 
publically identified so that they can be contacted by the public about issues in their policy 
area. Forums would have to ensure that all social groups are represented, not just articulate 
professionals.

Each Forum could be co-chaired by back bench members of Parliament from different parties 
in either House (Commons, Lords or Senate), elected by members of the Forum.

“Dot voting” at a participative policy event  
 

“Dot voting” at a participative policy event 

Forums might meet one to three days a 
month, depending on the policy area. Much 
of their work would be done through smaller 
working groups, online forums and 
community meetings, systematically looking 
at legislation and implementation of policy. 
They would carry out all formal consultation 
process for Government, but as agents of 
Parliament rather than Ministers. Once a 
year each Forum could hold a national 
policy conference or festival, open to all, like 
fringe meetings at a party conference or the 
annual Festival of Education 42, with a 
broader remit.

Forums would use a variety of interactive methods to engage and include people from all 
sections of the population, such as Appreciative Inquiry, Stakeholder Dialogue, Future Search 
Conference, Open Space, Forum Theatre or Peer Research, depending on context (see 

42 http://www.festivalofeducation.org.uk/
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People & Participation by Involve 43).    

Each Citizen’s Forum would also have an online platform through which the public can take 
part in the development of policy and legislation. Parliament already has detailed information 
on the progress of Bills and other Parliamentary business, including secondary legislation, 
European legislation and business of intergovernmental bodies. A Citizens’ Forum website 
would, in addition, enable people to comment on specific passages, which would be 
considered by Forum members. The public could sign up to receive updates on the process 
of legislation as at present, and also get email notice when specific issues are coming up for 
consideration, then add their own comments and take part in online discussions if they want.  
The website would be used to crowd source solutions to problems posed by members of the 
Forum or the Government.

Forums would also be connected to regional or local policy forums, such as HealthWatch 
and local health forums in the case of health. Members of local forums could progress 
onto national forums through local and regional processes, as they become more actively 
involved.

Lessons from experience

There have been many experiments with different kinds of policy forums in Britain, most 
of them subordinate to the Government rather than contributing to the work of Parliament. 
Nevertheless, many have also made a positive contribution to addressing problems in some 
areas. The network of Local Agenda 21 forums, often set up by local authorities, helped to 
develop policy and support for a sustainable environment. The Global Policy Forums set up 
by Clare Short as Secretary of State for International Development involved a wide range 
of stakeholders from business, education, civil society and local authorities in developing 
priorities on global issues. These forums probably contributed to the continuing commitment 
to international development, because they engaged much broader constituencies in 
dialogue over a longer period. 

Many countries have statutory bodies which involve more people in the process of policy-
making and scrutinising legislation. Spain and Germany have education assemblies, in 
which all sectors of education and parents are represented. Many countries have tripartite 
economic councils, representing employers, workers and government which have helped 
to reconcile conflicting interests. Austria, France, Germany and many other countries have 
youth Parliaments, which give young people statutory rights of representation through a 
system of youth councils that starts with the election of class representatives in school. In 
Sweden, proposals for legislation are considered at an early stage by all party Parliamentary 
Commissions which gather a wide range of views and expert opinion on specific issues 
and report directly to Parliament. Germany has all-party Parliamentary commissions which 
look at long-term issues, such as globalisation, with Parliamentarians and experts working 
together. These structures ensure that issues and laws are considered more deeply than 
is often possible in a Parliament polarised by party. The process is generally answerable 
to Parliament (rather than government) and elected Parliamentarians always take final 
decisions. 

43 http://www.peopleandparticipation.net/display/Participationlibrary/
Recommended+Practical+Guides
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The British Parliament can learn from all of these to create public policy forums which meet 
our needs as a nation.

Creating Citizens Policy Forums 

Parliament could take the initiative to convene Policy Forums to bring public consultation 
and participation into its deliberative process, through the Select Committee system of either 
House or Joint Committees of the Commons and Lords or Senate. 

The Government could set up Policy Forums, as part of or alongside an elected senate, to 
bring in the more diverse range of expertise for which the Lords are recognised. If it chooses 
to retain an unelected element, Forums could offer a pool of potential nominees.

Policy Forums could also be set up by civil society itself, through stakeholder groups 
concerned with a particular policy area or in partnership with a media organisation or 
philanthropic body concerned with the democratic deficit and systemic weakness of 
British Government. Existing policy forums, networks and umbrella bodies could join up to 
develop a more comprehensive body linked to Parliament. In health, for example, there are 
organisations representing patients, doctors, nurses and other medical practitioners; NHS 
trusts; trade unions and trade associations, complementary medicine and citizens with an 
active interest in health and well-being, as well as local councillors and Members of the 
European Parliament, who could be brought together in an embryonic Health Policy Forum.    

To create more representative Polity Forums, members could be elected through democratic 
associations of civil society and neighbourhood forums, thus strengthening the democratic 
processes within civil society itself, supervised by the Electoral Commission to ensure probity. 
Each Forum could have a network of local and regional meetings, together with an online 
forum.
 
In time, Citizens’ Forums could develop into a national Citizens Chamber, with about 780 
part-time members directly elected on the basis of Britain’s 12 European constituencies. 
Candidates could be nominated by democratic associations of civil society and stand on the 
basis of policy areas rather than party ticket. Members of the Citizens Chamber could serve 
for a single 12 year term, with a sixth standing down every year. Elections could be held 
every year in May or June, with an annual “awareness week” and Democracy Decision Day 
focusing on different areas of policy over a six year cycle.

Whether Parliament, Government or civil society takes the initiative, Citizens Policy Forums 
should be created bottom-up, using interactive methods of public participation and the 
internet to put Parliament at the centre of our national debate and decision-making.

Citizens Forums and the second chamber

While Parliament agonises over the House of Lords and an elected senate, Citizens’ 
Forums could start to provide additional independent scrutiny of Government. Many Forum 
members are unlikely to be members of political parties and will bring a fresh perspective 
to Government business. Involvement in Policy Forums may also create new routes into 
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the Commons, Lords or Senate and Government, and create a wider talent pool for British 
politics. As people get more experience of Parliament, Forum members will develop the 
ability and interest to stand for election to the senate or even stand for election to the 
Commons, creating a wider pool of potential candidates than exists in the current political 
parties.

As mentioned previously, Citizens’ Forums could continue as a distinctive and new kind of 
parliamentary chamber, organised on the basis of policy areas, expertise and interests rather 
than geography, and using the internet and community meetings more systematically than 
the Commons or Lords/Senate.  Alternatively, they could become the basis of a new kind of 
elected second chamber. 

Alternatives for Lords reform

Political activists and singer-songwriter Billy Bragg has proposed a “secondary 
mandate” system of elections to the upper house, distributing the seats for the second 
chamber in direct proportion to all of the votes cast in the general election.

How Citizens Forums can refresh democratic government 

Citizens Policy Forums will improve democratic government in at least ten ways:

1. Improve representation: Many legitimate interests are not represented in 
Parliament. Citizens Policy Forums will involve a more diverse and representative 
cross section of the public than the Commons, Lords or elected senate is likely to 
have, with many more women, black and ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, 
and a wider range of professions reflecting the diversity of civil society. 

2. Increase participation and education in politics: Voter turnout, political affiliation 
and party membership have all fallen significantly, making our political system 
vulnerable to extremist populist politics. Citizens Policy Forums will increase active 
participation in Parliament by more people through many different routes than is 
available at present, who will develop practical political skills by taking part (which is 
how most politicians learn).  

3. Increase transparency: Citizens Policy Forums will bring the processes of policy 
research and development into the Parliamentary sphere at an earlier stage, making 
the influence of unelected advisory groups, think tanks, industry bodies and pressure 
groups more visible. 

4. Improve policy making: Governments spend hundreds of millions of pounds 
on public consultation, giving interest groups and the public some say in policy 
development. Citizens Policy Forums would link this process to Parliament and 
make it more open and coherent, involving a much wider range of experience and 
expertise on a systematic basis. 

http://www.democracymatters.info
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5. Improve accountability: The Government employed about 489,000 civil servants 
in 201144 , accountable to the public through some 650 MPs, of whom about 100 
are members of the government and 363 are members of the governing parties. 
Parliamentary scrutiny effectively takes place through about 40 committees of 
backbench MPs. Policy Forums will provide many more opportunities for citizens to 
scrutinize Government actions and policies.  

6. Better laws: Much, if not most legislation does not do what is intended, or is even 
counter-productive. Citizens Policy Forums will bring more practical experience into 
the legislative process to ensure that laws are more relevant and workable. As a 
result, Parliament would pass fewer, shorter and better laws than at present.  

7. Encourage community solutions: Millions of people are actively involved in 
voluntary associations which are creating practical solutions to problems, but they 
often experience public institutions and policies as part of the problem. Citizens 
Policy Forums will give people more direct and accessible ways of sharing their 
solutions to social problems. 

8. Strengthen democratic civil society: Citizens Policy Forums will give a statutory 
voice to democratically elected representatives of civil society, deepening and 
strengthening democratic processes throughout society. 

9. Build consensus and public support for key policies: Many critical issues 
facing government, including crime, health, productivity, social cohesion and climate 
change, depend on people changing their behaviour and working together in new 
ways. Citizens Policy Forums will engage with people through civil society to ensure 
that key policies are more deeply rooted and widely supported.  

10. Join up government and strategic thinking: Citizens Policy Forums will bring 
elected representatives from other tiers of government into the parliamentary 
process, giving school governors, local councillors, MEPs and others a statutory 
voice in the legislative process.

Conclusion

At its simplest, Citizens Policy Forums will create a regular and systematic form of public 
consultation on policy, legislation and implementation, through community meetings and 
the internet which reach people on their own ground, in their own terms, through their own 
organisations. In this respect they will simply take over the conduct of consultation from 
Government and bring it into Parliament, as the nation’s deliberative forum.

Regular, systematic consideration of legislation by different interests in public, rather than 
behind the veil of Government-sponsored advisory bodies and task groups, will help to create 
greater coherence in policy and delivery. By identifying priorities, scrutinising legislation at an 

44 http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/pse/public-sector-employment/q2-2011/stb-public-sector-em-
ployment---q2-2011.html
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early stage and evaluating its implementation and impact over time, Citizens Policy Forums 
could bring about profound improvements in the governance of Britain.

Forums will also have a positive influence on civil society. Community meetings and the web 
will bring policy development closer to the people. They will enable voluntary organisations 
and pressure groups to show people more effective ways of influencing policy between 
elections, thus releasing people’s energy and ideas to make things better. As a result, 
people will also learn the challenges of government, the disciplines of debate and arts of 
compromise which result in social innovation and improvement. Citizens’ Forums will give 
voluntary organisations a powerful incentive to become more democratic and accountable 
in order to be able to nominate members to regional and national Policy Forums as a new 
second chamber of Parliament. They will enable community organisations to build their 
capacity and skills, promoting public participation and civic renewal. 

Citizens Policy Forums will also have a positive influence on the House of Commons 
and political parties. Transferring public consultation from government to Parliament will 
strengthen Parliament as the national forum for genuine policy development and debate, 
not just a joisting place for government and opposition. Debates in Policy Forums will be 
much less predictable than in the House of Lords or Senate, so that governments have to 
think even more carefully about their case and win people over on the basis of argument 
and evidence, not party loyalty. Real politics will come out from behind the cloak of private 
meetings, conferences and lobbying, and into the public arena. Above all, ordinary people will 
be able to see and experience politics as something that affects their lives, which they can 
influence through the organisations of which they are part. 

The political party which opens democratic participation through Citizens Policy Forums will 
unleash new energy and momentum for national renewal from the bottom up.

Titus Alexander, writing in personal capacity
Convener, Democracy Matters 
Director of Policy, People Can
Titus@democracymatters.info  or tel 077203 94740 (m) 
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If you have any comments on this paper, please email: 

Titus.alexander@mcr1.poptel.org.uk 
or 

titus@democracymatters.info

Thank you

A proposal for the House of Lords Reform Bill:

“The Senate shall have powers to set up Citizens’ Policy Forums of representatives of 
civil society and other interest groups concerned with broad policy areas to assist in the 
scrutiny of legislation and policy implementation.”

Comments on Citizens’ Policy Forum

“I hope the Citizen Policy Forums idea will kickstart a wider debate about how to reconnect 
Parliament with people”

David Boyle, author, 
fellow of the New Economics Foundation 

and Liberal Democrat

“The proposal for Citizens’ Policy Forums demonstrates the need and interest to reform 
the House of Lords in accordance with its core purpose and central principles. Drawing 
to the centre of ongoing debates the importance of a participatory, rather than simply 
representative, democracy, as this proposal does, is crucial for an effective and truly 
democratic Second Chamber.”

Phillip Blond, Director, Res Publica, 
author of Red Tory

http://www.democracymatters.info
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Democracy Matters is an informal alliance for practical political 
education to enable citizens to have an effective voice.

Our web-portal offers links to support for people 
“doing democracy” at the grassroots.

www.democracymatters.info
info@democracymatters.info

•  Agents For Change
•  Alban Neve Deaf Association
•  Bassac
•  CDX
•  Citizenship Foundation
•  Civic Voice
•  Community Links
•  Community Matters
•  Community Sector Coalition
•  Co-Operative College
•  DEA
•  Educational Centres Association
•  FCDL
•  Involve
•  Independent Network
•  London Civic Forum

•  London Voluntary Service Council
•  NAVCA
•  NCVO
•  NIACE
•  Novas Scarman Group
•  Participatory Budgeting
•  Public Policy
•  Reading University Students’ Union
•  Sheila McKechnie Foundation
•  Take Part
•  The Global Edge Network
•  The Democracy Trust
•  Unlock Democracy
•  Urban Forum
•  Workers’ Educational Association
•  Working Together Project

http://www.democracymatters.info

