Section 2: Parliament and the electoral system


Case studies

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


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


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


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


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

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


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


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


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


A Asking for help orally

Information sheet

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

	Person’s name


	

	Other personal information


	

	Type of problem (for example, 

a work problem)


	

	Most important details


	

	What happened


	

	Person’s feelings


	



Prompt sheet

Read the case studies and choose one to work on.

You want to speak to an MP.

Either 
Imagine you are Hamid or David.

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

· Think about the situation.

· What questions do you think the MP will ask?

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

Plan what to say to:

· introduce yourself;

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

· ask the MP to help.

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

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

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


B Asking for help in writing

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

Dear Mr Davies

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

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

I look forward to receiving your reply.

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

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

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

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


Paragraph plan

	Salutation



	Dear Mr Davies

	Introduction – who 

you are and why 

you are writing


	

	Background information


	

	What happened


	

	More detail 


	

	Your feelings


	

	What you want


	

	Close

	



Hamid’s letter (correct version)

Dear Mr Davies

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

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

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

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

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

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

I look forward to receiving your reply.

Yours sincerely,

Hamid Rahim

Hamid Rahim


Results

Case study 1: What the MP did

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

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

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

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

Case study 2: What the MP did

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

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

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