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Section 2: Parliament and the electoral system
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The British Parliament consists of the House of Commons and the House of Lords. The House of Commons is made up of men and women who were voted in to represent their local areas by the people who live there. The House of Lords was once an assembly of hereditary aristocrats and landowners who used to have as much power as the House of Commons. In the last century the House of Lords has lost most of its powers, except to delay and debate decisions made by the House of Commons. Nowadays, most members of the Lords are nominated, for example ex-Prime Ministers can take a seat in the Lords and their rights and titles are not inherited.  

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

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

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


Exercise 1: Match the word with the definition

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


for example Labour or Conservative.

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


government.
Exercise 2: Comprehension questions

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

2.
Which of the two Houses has more power?

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

4.
How many constituencies are there in England?

5.
How many constituencies are there in Wales?

6.
Are they all the same geographical size?

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

8.
What is meant by the ‘first past the post’ system?
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