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Context
I am submitting this evidence in my capacity as a former (and inaugural) chair of the Backbench Business Committee. My experience was of setting up the committee and raising its profile and awareness among Members. 
Until the Backbench Business Committee was established, it was very difficult for backbenchers to table votable motions. This was mostly restricted to Private Members’ Bills which usually had long lead-in times and often depended on government support to be aired. 
The Backbench Business Committee became an important platform for backbenchers to raise issues that frontbenchers on both sides of the House might rather not have raised. 
While the Business Managers were initially uncertain about the committee, they found that it was a useful way for backbenchers to raise concerns without mounting full rebellions. It became a litmus test of backbench mood. 

1. Is the current allocation of time for Petitions and Backbench Business debates appropriate and effective?
I understand that part of the reason for this inquiry is that the Petitions Committee would like to be allocated Chamber time to debate petitions.
The Petitions Committee has a different purpose from the Backbench Business Committee. Petitions are opportunities for the public to raise their concerns with Parliament. MPs can find out which of their constituents have signed petitions, the Petitions Committee is still largely a tool for constituents rather than their MPs to raise their issues. 
I think this is an important distinction. Our Parliament still runs on a highly representative model where Members are elected to be the voice of their constituents. Finding effective ways to engage those constituents with Parliament is very important, but in the allocation of precious parliamentary time, Members (government and backbenchers) ought to be given priority. 
For this reason, if the Petitions Committee were to be given time in the Chamber then it is very important that this time is not taken from the Backbench Business Committee. 

• What impact, if any, does the timing and scheduling of debates have on attendance?
There has always been an issue around when debates are scheduled. Members want to have the time in the Chamber, but if there is the option of returning to their constituencies, then scheduling debates on Thursday afternoons means that attendance is not as high as it might be in prime time. 
Like with Private Members’ Bills, if an issue is important and relevant enough for a Member and/or their constituents, then Members will make the time to participate. 
Thursday is a sitting day, after all, and how Members choose to allocate their time between Westminster and constituency is never an easy choice. 

2. Are the 35 days allocated to the Backbench Business Committee appropriate in the context of other demands on the House’s time?
The 35 days allocated to the Backbench Business Committee equate to about a day a week. Before the existence of the Backbench Business Committee, Thursdays were often used for Topical Debates chosen by the Leader of the House. These tended to be on uncontroversial subjects, poorly attended and business often collapsed before the end of the day. 
With backbenchers choosing their own subjects, there was always far greater buy-in and much higher attendance. In the 2010 to 2015 Parliament, most Backbench Business Committee debates had very high attendance with time limits on most debates and in a couple of cases not everyone was able to speak. 
In this Parliament my understanding is that there is a long waiting list for debates. 
There might be an argument to extend the time allocated to the Backbench Business Committee but certainly not to reduce it.

3. Is the current allocation of Backbench Business debates between the Chamber (27 days) and Westminster Hall (8 days) correct?
The big difference with Westminster Hall debates is that Members can’t vote on motions. The Chamber is also a more impressive platform for Members and will always be preferred but certainly in the 2010 to 2015 Parliament, the balance between the Chamber and Westminster Hall felt correct. 

4. Are there any improvements that could be made to the Backbench Business Committee’s process to agree applications for backbench business debates (including ensuring debates are popular amongst members and on topical subjects)?
I understand that since 2015, unsuccessful bids for debates are added to a waiting list which grows and grows. The system we used was for Members to apply for debates on a Tuesday for the following Thursday. 
Bids that were unsuccessful would fall and have to reapply. This way we kept debates topical and Members knew that they would have to make time for debates if their application was successful.
The application process itself, finding a cross-party group of MPs and appearing in person before the Backbench Business Committee which was televised, was often enough to say that a backbencher had raised an issue. The application process was therefore very useful in itself – even if the debate was not secured. 

5. Are the existing mechanisms available for the Petitions Committee to hold debates in the Chamber (to apply via Backbench Business Committee, or to be allocated time by the Government) sufficient or should the Petitions Committee have guaranteed time in the Chamber?

As long as the time allocated to the Petitions Committee is in addition to Backbench Business time and that there is no reduction in the amount of time the Backbench Business Committee has available.
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