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About Unlock Democracy 
 
Unlock Democracy (www.unlockdemocracy.org) is a grassroots campaign for democratic 
reform and participation. We are owned and run by our members. Our aim is to build a 
better democracy, reconnecting politics with ordinary people. We campaign to reform the 
way our Parliament is elected and how it is run; to limit the influence of big money in 
politics; and to empower people to decide how to run their local communities. 
 

1. Devolved nations 
 
While the Scottish independence referendum opened the door to devolve more powers 
from Westminster, devolution should not be a one size fits all solution. The advantage of 
variable devolution is that it can respond to demand for different levels of powers in different 
areas. Devolution has always proceeded at different paces in different areas of the UK, and 
what is appropriate in Scotland is not necessarily appropriate elsewhere. The key is that 
where there is significant demand for powers to be devolved, there should be a mechanism 
for negotiating the transfer of powers which allows the public to express their view.  
 
In principle, devolution should be available in all parts of the UK. However, devolution to 
England is complicated by its dominant position in the UK, with 85% of the population and 
533 of the 650 MPs at Westminster. A devolved government in England on the same model 
as Scotland would rival Westminster, potentially reasserting the dominant influence in the 
UK that motivated devolution to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland in the first place. 
 
There are many competing proposals for devolution in different parts of the UK. The Smith 
Commission made recommendations for further powers to Scotland, Welsh and Northern 
Irish parties have developed proposals for enhanced fiscal devolution. In England, 
proposals for devolution have taken two distinct paths, focusing on devolution to England 
as a constituent part of the UK, and on devolution within England to regions and local 
communities. Unlock Democracy recently published a pamphlet1 outlining a new approach 
to devolution in England, which would create a menu of powers for local communities to 
“draw down” from central government, rather than central government bestowing them on 
regions themselves. 
 
There is no shortage of proposals, but so far the decisions have been left in the hands of 
politicians. While Scottish voters have had a referendum on independence, the wider UK 
public has yet to have a say on the future of devolution. There are however increasing 
numbers of self organised movements for devolution around the country, including the 
Northern Constitutional Convention2, Assemblies for Democracy as well as a new political 
party Yorkshire First calling for change. 
 
 
 

                                            
1 http://unlockdemocracy.org.uk/pages/publication/devolution-in-england-a-new-approach 

2 http://www.northerncitizensconvention.org.uk/?p=77  

http://www.northerncitizensconvention.org.uk/?p=77


The next step for devolution should be to set up a constitutional convention, led by the 
public, to consider the distribution of power between the component parts of the UK, and 
within those component parts. This is the only way of making decisions about the future of 
devolution that will command legitimacy. The convention should have a defined remit, 
taking existing proposals for changes in devolution as a basis for discussion. While the 
convention should be free to examine other options for resolving the issues surrounding 
devolution - such as reforming the House of Lords on an elected regional basis - it should 
not aim to address a shopping list of constitutional issues demanded by campaigners.  
 
The recent Irish constitutional convention, which ran from 2012-14, provides a useful 
model. The convention included a two-thirds majority of ordinary citizens selected to be 
representative of the population as a whole, with the remainder made up from politicians 
nominated by their parties in proportion to their party’s representation in the legislature. The 
Irish convention was successful at fostering a deliberative environment to develop 
proposals for constitutional reform and achieving buy-in from political parties.  
 
However, the dominance of England in the UK again complicates the composition of such a 
convention. If members of the convention were selected to achieve a membership 
proportional to the population of the different countries of the UK, the convention would be 
largely an English affair. We believe that the convention should include equal 
representation for each country of the UK. A constitutional convention will provide a more 
fertile environment for deliberation on the future of devolution than zero-sum negotiations 
between governments of different political stripes.   
 
Unlock Democracy has set out it’s details views on constitutional conventions elsewhere in 
evidence to previous inquiries3 and in our pamphlet, written by Dr Alan Renwick looking at 
international examples of constitutional conventions4.  
 
English Votes for English Laws 
 
The prospect of further devolution to Scotland has renewed demands for a solution to the 
West Lothian Question. Greater devolution will expand the policy areas in which Scottish 
MPs in Westminster can vote policy in England, but English MPs cannot vote on policy in 
Scotland. In the absence of widespread support for the creation of an English Parliament, 
debate has focused on proposals for English votes for English laws (EVEL).  
 
There are various proposals for EVEL, most of which involve giving English MPs a veto 
over laws which only affect England. If a government is elected with a majority in 
Westminster but without a corresponding majority in England, this would effectively 
establish a rival English government at Westminster. In this situation, EVEL proposals 
which give English MPs veto power would produce divided government; the UK 
government would be able to deliver its policies in reserved policy areas, but would have to 
defer to the majority party in England on devolved issues. This would set up an English 
Parliament in all but name. While Scottish voters can hold the UK government accountable 
at Westminster elections and the Scottish government at Scottish Parliament elections, 
English voters would not be able to hold the UK government and the English majority to 
account separately.  

                                            
3 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmpolcon/371/371we04.htm  
4 http://www.unlockdemocracy.org/s/After-The-Referendum.pdf  

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmpolcon/371/371we04.htm
http://www.unlockdemocracy.org/s/After-The-Referendum.pdf


Other versions of EVEL may avoid this but may not go far enough to address public 
demands to exclude non-English MPs voting on English matters. In 2013, the McKay 
Commission recommended that the House of Commons establish separate procedures for 
English MPs to articulate their views on English-only laws but stopped short of giving 
English MPs the power of veto over English-only laws. Rather, the Commission argued that 
English-only laws should normally be passed with a majority of English MPs. If a UK 
government ignored this convention, it would still be able to pass laws without a majority of 
English MPs but would likely face consequences at the ballot box. The McKay proposals 
would highlight instances where the UK government legislated in England without a majority 
of English MPs, strengthening political incentives for governments to respect the views of 
English MPs. 
 
While the McKay proposals might prove more workable in a situation where a UK 
government lacked an English majority, it is unclear that they would resolve the perceived 
unfairness of non-English MPs voting on English-only laws. In practice, such a government 
would regularly need to overrule English MPs in order to ensure the effective delivery of its 
policies. There would be significant pressure for stronger powers for English MPs. Instead 
of making devolution to England work within the Union, this would heighten separatist 
tendencies. 
 
The identification of “English-only” laws is complicated by the Barnett formula, which 
distributes funding between the different countries of the UK. Because the formula is based 
on changes in the level public spending, legislation which affects public spending levels in 
England will also affect the rest of the UK. This limits the scope of EVEL while England-only 
measures affect spending elsewhere in the UK. Although unionist parties promised to retain 
the Barnett formula during the referendum campaign, increased fiscal devolution to 
Scotland and other parts of the UK would increase the proportion of funding raised locally, 
and therefore reduce the importance of the Barnett formula. This would expand the scope 
of English-only laws while removing one of the major sources of discontent towards 
devolution in England. 
 
Wider devolution to regions within England is not addressed by EVEL, which primarily 
devolves power from MPs in Westminster to other MPs in Westminster. Distributing powers 
more widely throughout England may avoid creating a centralised power base which rivals 
Westminster in England. EVEL should not be seen as a substitute for wider decentralisation 
of power within England.  
 
Devolution of legislative and fiscal competence to and within England 
 
As outlined above our preferred option for moving forward with devolution would be a 
citizen led constitutional convention and we would respect the outcome of that process. The 
model we would propose to a convention would be devolution on demand. We support the 
creation of a English Devolution Enabling Act enshrining the right of the people and 
communities of England to self government. 
 
We recommend that the devolved powers for the Act be modelled broadly on the 
Government of Wales Act 1998 (superseded by the Government of Wales Act 2006). 
Following this model, executive powers would be devolved to a particular English local 
authority, either pre-existing or nascent, or a new larger body. Powers previously vested in 



UK government ministers, either by statute or under the Royal Prerogative, would be 
transferred to the local authority. 
 
These proposals are explored in more detail in a pamphlet we published with the Federal 
Trust, written by Dr Andrew Blick which can be found on our website 
http://www.unlockdemocracy.org/publications/2015/7/8/devolution-in-england-a-new-
approach?rq=devolution  
 

2. Local Government 
 

The UK is one of the most centralised industrialised nations and this problem is particularly 
acute in England.  While different governments have attempted to impose top down 
solutions - from directly elected regional government to directly elected mayors - these 
options have generally been rejected by the electorate.  Our concerns about the current 
proposals in the Cities and Local Government Devolution Bill is that it once again follows 
this model of Westminster deciding what powers local government may and may not have 
and on what basis without involving the communities concerned on those decisions. Unlock 
Democracy believes that we need to have stronger local government which is responsive to 
the needs of the community it serves rather than the targets and policy priorities of 
Westminster.   
 
Unlock Democracy believes that to develop a democracy where localities and communities 
have more say over their own affairs; where different needs are met with different solutions; 
and where new ideas and original thinking can flourish and then be taken up elsewhere, 
local government needs to be given constitutional status.  Only when local authorities can 
start to raise more money themselves and assert their independence from central 
government will they be able to focus on the needs of the communities that they serve. We 
support the code for independent local government that was proposed in the last 
Parliament by the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee. 
 
The UK, unlike most other countries does not have a codified constitutional settlement. 
Although some would argue that allows for flexibility it also leaves local government in a 
particularly vulnerable position.  The lack of any constitutional protection means that central 
government could, if it so chose, abolish local government altogether.  We often worry that 
the UK political system is becoming too presidential, yet President Obama could not abolish 
Wyoming or Florida, yet the UK government can abolish tiers of local government and has 
done so, repeatedly, in the past.  The abolition of Bedfordshire, a county whose history 
dated back nearly a 1000 years, in 2009 is a good example of this. 
 
The history of local government in England has been one of almost constant re-structuring 
and re-organisation. In each case central government has determined what the structure 
should be and there has been little if any community involvement in what the powers and 
structures of local governance should be.  This combined with the fact that local 
government is dependent on the centre for the majority of its funding means that all too 
often the priorities and level of service provision of local authorities are determined not by 
the local population but by national policy. It is this lack of independence that has led 
academics to describe England as having local administration rather than local government.  
 
The principle of independence for local government has been widely accepted for some 
time.  Indeed European Charter of Local Self-Government which commits member states to 
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guaranteeing the political, administrative and financial independence of local authorities, 
was signed in 1985.  Although this has been ratified by the UK government, it does not 
seem to have influenced the nature of the central-local government relationship in England. 
In evidence to Department for Communities and Local Government Select Committee 
inquiry Jeremy Smith, Secretary-General of the Council of European Municipalities and 
Regions (CEMR), argued that the Charter "has hardly been in the thinking of government 
since they ratified it. It was put on the shelf."5 
 
More recently the Central--Local Concordat was signed by the then Chairman of the Local 
Government Association (LGA), Sir Simon Milton, and the Secretary of State for 
Communities and Local Government on 12 December 2007.  Like the European Charter 
this aims to re-dress the balance between central and local government, emphasising that 
they are partners and that local authorities need to be able to respond flexibly to the needs 
of the communities they serve. However, once again, little appears to have changed in 
practice.  Professors George Jones and John Stewart felt that the Concordat had 
"disappeared without trace."6 The fact that the concordat had no constitutional standing 
meant that it was possible for it to be ignored by other government departments. 
 
The Localism Act 2010 gave local authorities a general power of competence, there is a 
clear tension about the reality of decentralisation of power. On key issues such as weekly 
bin collections and the level of Council tax that can be set, it was central government that 
took the decision.  Whilst promising local government more freedom, as soon as an issue 
became contentious the temptation for central government to get involved proved 
irresistible. We believe this will only change when local government is constitutionally 
independent of central government and has the ability to raise more of its funding locally. 
 

3. Wider constitutional reform 
 

Reform of the Electoral System 
 
Unlock Democracy believes that the current electoral system damages our democracy and 
is unsustainable and damages our democracy. We support the introduction of an electoral 
system that is broadly proportional and gives voters a choice between both parties and 
candidates such as open lust systems or the single transferable vote. 
 
The recent general election was the most disproportionate in history and makes a strong 
case for electoral reform.  The link between a party’s share of the vote and the seats they 
get in Parliament has broken down completely. The two biggest parties took two thirds of 
the vote, but received more than four fifths of the seats. The unfairness doesn’t stop there. 
Some smaller parties are favoured by the way our system works, while others are 
penalised: the SNP got 56 seats with 5% of the vote, while the Liberal Democrats got just 8 
seats with 8% of the vote. When votes fail to match seats in this way it is not just a 
mathematical anomaly but a failure of our democracy to represent the views of the people 
of the UK.  
 

                                            
5 Communities and Local Government Select Committee The Balance of Power: Central and Local Government sixth report 2008/9 

session paragraph 132 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmcomloc/33/3309.htm  
6 ibid paragraph 128  

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200809/cmselect/cmcomloc/33/3309.htm


The UK continues to operate as a multi party democracy and voters show no signs of 
returning to two party politics. Therefore the single member plurality system will remain 
unstable - results will continue to be disproportionate and as small parties grow in force, the 
number of MPs elected on a minority of the vote will increase. Prof John Curtice has shown 
how this electoral instability has increased over time and will remain as long as the UK is a 
multi-party democracy7. This issue will not go away and voters are increasingly angry that 
votes do not match seats in the way that they feel they should. 
 
Almost half the population live in safe seats where one party is almost certain to win. The 
average seat has been represented by the same party continuously since the 1960s, and 
some much longer than that. Voters in safe seats don’t have any real chance to influence 
the outcome - only those in the minority of marginal seats where there is a real contest can 
affect the result of the election. 
 

Our electoral system encourages parties to ignore the views of the majority of the British 
public to focus on the handful of swing voters in marginal seats. Parties’ policies become 
ever more narrowly focused on the voters that matter in our electoral system. That is a 
recipe for unrepresentative government and a disaster for democracy. 
 

At this election, one in ten people said that they would be voting tactically for their second 
or third choice party because they had a chance to win, rather than voting for who they 
believed in. That’s the result of a system which restricts voters’ choices. Newspapers 
produced ever more complicated guides to tactical voting in the run-up to polling day. A fair 
voting system would allow people to vote for who they believe in. 
 

The arguments for electoral reform are not new; there is significant evidence of the impact 
of safe seats on turnout an engagement with our democracy more generally as well as the 
way in which the focus on voters in marginal seats skews our national political debate.  
However we are at a critical time where awareness that the single member plurality system 
is broken and unsustainable is increasing. 
 
The general election result has mobilised popular support for electoral reform.  This can 
been seen in the support for the petitions that Unlock Democracy with the Electoral Reform 
Society, Owen Winter, a member of the Youth Parliament and others organised 
immediately after the election and handed in to Downing Street with the support of the 
Greens, Liberal Democrats, Plaid Cymru, SNP and UKIP.   
This energy for reform has not dissipated; rather we have seen the consensus on the need 
for change grows. This can be seen in the TUC passing a motion in support of changing the 
electoral system and in the debate opening up in Labour Party.  
 
Although it must be acknowledged that the Conservative Party manifesto commits it to 
retaining the single member plurality system we believe there are reasons to be optimistic 
about the case for electoral reform the House of Commons. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
7 So What Went Wrong with the Electoral System? The 2010 Election Result and the Debate About Electoral 

Reform John Curtice  http://www.oxfordjournals.org/our_journals/parlij/gsq018.pdf 



Electoral Reform for Local Government 
 

Unlock Democracy believes that there is a particularly strong case for electoral reform at a 
local level in the context of increasing numbers of directly elected Mayors and proposals for 
devolution such as the Northern Powerhouse.  Where there strong executive leadership 
models it is essential that there is also strong accountability.  This cannot be adequately 
delivered by a system that encourages dominations by a single political party. Research by 
the Electoral Reform Society shows that over one hundred local authorities in England and 
Wales that are, in effect, a one party state, where one political party controls 75% or more 
of the seats on the authority.  
 
The introduction of the single transferable vote system for local elections in Scotland has 
lead to more competitive elections and more responsive councillors - as well as more 
proportional outcomes.  
 
In England uncontested seats mean that tens of thousands of people were denied a choice. 
In Eden District Council in 2011 50% of seats were uncontested. Changing the voting 
system has ended the phenomenon of uncontested seats in Scotland. There were 67 
uncontested seats in Scotland in 2003 there have been none since 2007 when STV was 
introduced.  
 

Many of the arguments that are used against the introduction of electoral reform for the 
House of Commons do not apply at a local level. In England and Wales, many areas have 
multi-member wards already and thus the change would be simpler to implement in the rest 
of Great Britain. There is also more experience at a local level of parties working in 
coalitions or where there is no overall control.  
Unlock Democracy believes that power for local elections should be devolved to the Welsh 
Assembly so that they can, if they choose, introduce STV for local government as has 
already happened in Scotland and that as a minimum where there are directly elected 
Mayors STV should be introduced for local elections in England. 
 

House of Lords reform 
 
Unlock Democracy is in favour of a fully elected House of Lords. We believe it is 
fundamental to democracy that the people who make our laws should be accountable to the 
people through elections.  We have made the detailed case for this elsewhere including on 
our evidence to the Joint Committee which scrutinised the House of Lords reform Bill8. 
 
Following the experience of that Bill we believe that any new proposals for reform must also 
address the issue of the powers of that chamber.  We understand that this can often be a 
circular debate.  However simply asserting in the draft Bill that the powers would remain 
unchanged weakened the government’s case for reform. This was improved slightly after 
scrutiny by the Joint Committee by stating that the Parliament Acts would continue to apply 
but it could and should have gone further.  
 
In short, we believe there are four specific improvements that could be made to the 
previous government’s proposals which may help build a broader consensus and deal with 
the concerns expressed regarding accountability and powers: 

                                            
8 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/jt201012/jtselect/jtdraftref/284/284ii24.htm  
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1. Shorter, renewable terms. 
Unlock Democracy believes that any future proposals should include 10 year terms of office 
that could be renewed once, with half elected every five years.  This balances the need for 
independence with accountability while retaining the principle that the second chamber 
should always have a less recent mandate than the House of Commons. 
 
2. Ministers should only be allowed to sit in the House of Commons. 
One of the key elements of the primacy of the House of Commons is that the government of 
the day can only remain in office as long as it has the confidence of the House of 
Commons.  This principle has been reaffirmed in the Fixed Term Parliament Act.  Unlock 
Democracy believes that government ministers should sit only in the House of Commons.  
 
3. Set up a Joint Committee to agree new working practices 
Unlock Democracy agrees with the Joint Committee that it is simply not practicable to seek 
to codify the conventions that currently govern the relationship between the two chambers.  
However it will be necessary and desirable for the two chambers to establish a means of 
defining and agreeing the conventions governing the relationship between the two Houses, 
and thereafter keeping them under review. Unlock Democracy believes that the 
establishment of this arrangement should be included in the Bill. We support the Joint 
Committee’s recommendation that any new conventions or modifications of existing 
conventions should be promulgated by the adoption of a "concordat" in the form of parallel, 
identical resolutions prepared by a Joint Committee and adopted in each House. We would 
expect that this would include establishing a permanent mechanism, such as a Joint 
Committee, to deal with any disagreement there may be between the two chambers.  Whilst 
we have set out our views on how this could be done in our evidence on the draft Bill, it is 
important that it is negotiated and agreed between the two chambers. 
 
4. Formally state that the House of Commons has financial primacy 
Financial privilege is fundamental to the primacy of the House of Commons and at a time of 
crisis must not be called into question. The resolutions regarding financial primacy of the 
House of Commons date back to 1671 and 1678; this may a good opportunity for restating 
them.  This could be done very simply by adding a new clause that “schedule x shall have 
effect” and repeating the original seventeenth century wording in the schedule.  
 
We do not believe that small incremental changes to the composition of the House of Lords 
such as reducing the number of members go far enough.  While they ameliorate some of 
the immediate concerns they do not address the chamber’s fundamental lack of 
accountability.  A more detailed position on these changes can be found in our evidence to 
the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee’s inquiry.9  

                                            
9 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmpolcon/251/251vw19.htm  
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