Written evidence submitted by CBT Procedural Offices (BBB0020)

Introduction
1. This submission by the procedural offices within the Chamber Business Team provides the historical and procedural context to the creation of the Backbench Business Committee and the Petitions Committee, and is to be read alongside the submissions from the Backbench Business Committee and Petitions Committee. It sets out why they were constituted and how they have evolved since their establishment. It is for the Modernisation Committee to assess whether the current approach to Petitions and Backbench Business debates is appropriate and effective. We would be pleased to provide further information on any of the details below.
Backbench Business Committee
2. The Backbench Business Committee (BBCom) was established on 15 June 2010, following recommendations made by the Reform of the House of Commons Select Committee, commonly known as the Wright Committee. In its Rebuilding the House Report, the Wright Committee concluded that responsibility for scheduling backbench business should rest with backbench Members, rather than with the Government. [footnoteRef:2] To give effect to this principle, it recommended the establishment of a Backbench Business Committee and the identification and protection of a minimum of one day per sitting week for backbench business. It believed that this would: [2:  House of Commons Reform Committee, First Report of Session 2008-09, Rebuilding the House, HC 1117, para 176] 

… be a major step forward… It will create new opportunities for all Members, giving them a greater sense of ownership and responsibility for what goes on in their own House. It will make debates more responsive to public concerns, as fed in to Members by their constituents. It will strengthen the position of the widely-respected select committees. We feel that this is an essential reform which will have many benefits for Members, for Parliament as a whole, and for the esteem in which it is held.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  House of Commons Reform Committee, First Report of Session 2008-09, Rebuilding the House, HC 1117, para 181] 

3. The House agreed to the Committee’s recommendation on 4 March 2010, having agreed an amendment tabled by the Shadow Leader of the House to ensure that BBCom was set up in time for the next Parliament, rather than within 10 sitting weeks of the beginning of the next Parliament as the Government had intended. [footnoteRef:4]  The subsequent Standing Order changes were agreed on 15 June 2010 following the 2010 General Election.[footnoteRef:5] BBCom held its first private meeting on 6 July 2010, and the first debate scheduled on its recommendation took place on 20 July 2010. It first heard oral representations from backbenchers on 15 September 2015.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  CJ (2009-10) 293-294 ]  [5:  CJ (2010-12) 33-37]  [6:  Backbench Business Committee, Formal Minutes and Transcript, 15 September 2015] 

4. The Committee adopted a provisional approach to scheduling backbench business, expecting its practices to evolve in line with the needs of the House and backbench Members in recognition of its nascent stage.[footnoteRef:7] It instituted open meetings for Members to present proposals for debate, supported by a standard application form setting out the case for consideration and the level of support. In assessing proposals, the Committee said it would consider factors including topicality, significance, breadth of support (including across parties), the availability of alternative opportunities, and the time required. The Committee met in private to determine which subjects should be scheduled for debate, subject to the availability of backbench time. This process has broadly remained the same ever since.  [7:  Backbench Business Committee, First Special Report of Session 2010-11, Provisional Approach: Session 2010-11, HC 334, para 1] 

5. Until the end of last session, the Chair of BBCom was elected each session, and the Members of the Committee were also appointed for a session. On 28 April 2026, the House agreed to amend the Standing Orders so that, like other Select Committees appointed under the Standing Orders, the default is that Chair and Members serve for the entire Parliament.
6. In terms of the allocation of time for debates, the original provision of 35 backbench business days, of which at least 27 must be held in the Chamber, under Standing Order No. 14, has remained unchanged since the Committee’s inception. Decisions regarding which sitting days are allocated for Backbench Business rest with the Government. In addition, the Government may make available further debating time outside this formal allocation, commonly referred to as “unallotted days”. Table 1 below summarises the distribution of time spent on backbench business in the Chamber and in Westminster Hall in recent sessions. 

Table 1: Percentage of time spent on the floor of the House and Westminster Hall on backbench business since session 2012-13[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Sessional Returns. Backbench business was not recorded in the Sessional Returns prior to Session 2012-13.] 


	Session
	Chamber
	Westminster Hall

	2012-13
	10.52%
	9.41%

	2013-14
	13.7%
	14.78%

	2014-15
	13.37%
	8.24%

	2015-16
	10.71%
	12.25%

	2016-17
	11.39%
	14.46%

	2017-19
	8.24%
	10.57%

	2019
	0
	0

	2019-21
	4.92%
	7.87%

	2021-22
	7.93%
	9.24%

	2022-23
	10.38%
	8.83%

	2023-24
	7.57%
	9.29%



7. Other types of backbench business have developed over time: 
a. Under Standing Order No. 22D, which was agreed by the House in December 2013, BBCom can allocate select committee statements on any full day allocated for backbench business in the Chamber and on any Thursday in Westminster Hall. 
b. The Committee also determines the Estimates to be debated on Estimates days, on the basis of bids from Members, under changes to Standing Orders made in February 2026 which formalised a long-standing arrangement with the Liaison Committee.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Votes and Proceedings, 2 February 2026] 

By contrast with the Estimates, for which three days are ordinarily allocated for debate in each session, the scheduling of select committee statements is less predictable. Table 2 below illustrates the variation in the number of such statements made since the procedure was introduced.
Table 2: Select Committee Statements under Standing Order No. 22D
Standing Order No. 22D, initially agreed by the House of Commons in December 2013, permits select committees to make a statement in connection with the publication of a report or the announcement of a new inquiry, provided that the statement is made within ten sitting days of the publication or announcement.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Until recently, a select committee statement had to be made within five sitting days. However, changes to Standing Orders agreed by the House on 28 April 2026 changed the limit to ten sitting days. ] 

	Session
	Chamber
	Westminster Hall

	2013-14
	7
	1

	2014-15
	6
	0

	2015-16
	6
	0

	2016-17
	8
	0

	2017-19
	34
	9

	2019
	0
	0

	2019-21
	7
	0

	2021-22
	9
	2

	2022-23
	13
	4

	2023-24
	7
	1

	2024-26
	41
	11



8. The Wright Committee recommended that the Committee have its own secretariat, provided for by the Clerk of the House.[footnoteRef:11] BBCom has been continuously staffed by the Table Office within the Chamber and Business Team.  [11:  House of Commons Reform Committee, First Report of Session 2008-09, Rebuilding the House, HC 1117, para 180 ] 

9. In relation to the current management of backbench business, the Administration would draw the Committee’s attention to BBCom’s report, marking its fifteenth anniversary, which sets out its own assessment of whether the original objectives of the Wright Committee have been fulfilled, a discussion of its working practices, and proposals for reform.[footnoteRef:12] In addition, the operation of the Backbench Business Committee has been subject to scrutiny by the Procedure Committee and the Political and Constitutional Reform Committee in previous Parliaments.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Backbench Business Committee, First Special Report of Session 2024-16, 15th anniversary of the Backbench Business Committee, HC 1548 ]  [13:  Procedure Committee, Second Report of Session 2012-13, Review of the Backbench Business Committee, HC 168, and Political and Constitutional Reform Committee, Third Report of Session 2013-14, Revisiting Rebuilding the House: the impact of the Wright reforms, HC 82] 

Petitions Committee
10. Petitioning the House of Commons is one of the oldest means by which the public has raised grievances and proposals before Parliament, with origins dating back at least to the seventeenth century, when the House affirmed the right of commoners to petition.[footnoteRef:14] While petitions initially had the potential to prompt debate, the rapid growth in their number during the nineteenth century, combined with increasing pressures on parliamentary time, led to the adoption of Standing Orders that rendered petitioning a largely formal process without immediate debate.[footnoteRef:15] These arrangements remained largely unchanged from 1842 until 1974, when the Petitions Committee was abolished and changes were made to the procedures governing the presentation and processing of petitions. Further reforms followed in the early twenty‑first century in response to recommendations from the Procedure Committee.[footnoteRef:16] Throughout this period, the importance of the right to petition was recognised in the still-standing ability for petitions to be sent free of postage to the House.  [14:  Erskine May, 25th den, A brief history of petitioning Parliament,  para 24.2]  [15:  Erskine May, 25th edn, A brief history of petitioning Parliament,  para 24.2]  [16:  Procedure Committee, First Report of Session 2006-07, Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, HC 513] 

11. At the turn of the century, the House began to explore the potential of electronic petitioning as part of a wider consideration of public engagement with parliamentary processes. This interest was reflected in the Procedure Committee’s work in 2006–07 and was reinforced by renewed attention to participation and accountability in its 2008 report, followed by the Wright Committee reforms, which called for the public to be given a greater voice and for rebalancing Parliament’s relationship with the executive.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Procedure Committee, First Report of Session 2006-07, Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, HC 513; Procedure Committee, First Report of Session 2007-08, e-Petitions, HC 136; and House of Commons Reform Committee, First Report of Session 2008-09, Rebuilding the House, HC 1117] 

12. In parallel, the Government introduced an e‑petitioning facility on the No. 10 Downing Street website in November 2006. That site was closed in 2010 at the end of the Parliament, but a Government-run e‑petitions website was relaunched in July 2011.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:   HM Government, The Coalition: our programme for government, p. 27; Procedure Committee, Third Report of Session 2014-15, E-petitions: a collaborative system, HC 235, para 4
Leader of the House of Commons, News Release LHoc/11/ 02, Public Petitions Website Could Lead Way To Commons Debates, 29 July 2011] 

13. In February 2015, as recommended by the Procedure Committee,[footnoteRef:19] the House agreed both to the creation of a joint House–Government e‑petition system and to the establishment of a dedicated Petitions Committee at the start of the next Parliament to oversee the operation of that system alongside the existing paper petitions process.[footnoteRef:20]   [19:  Procedure Committee, Third Report of Session 2014-15, E-petitions: a collaborative system, HC 235]  [20:  CJ (2014-15) 554] 

14. The modern Petitions Committee was accordingly established at the start of the 2015 Parliament. The Committee was granted the power to schedule debates on petitions or e-petitions in Westminster Hall on Mondays for a maximum of three hours from 4.30 pm under Standing Order No. 10. The Committee was not, and is not, authorised to schedule debates in the Chamber. Where debates in the Chamber are sought, the Committee must obtain the agreement of the Backbench Business Committee or be allocated time by the Government. These arrangements have remained unchanged since the Committee’s establishment.
15. The allocation of Monday afternoon time in Westminster Hall for debates on e-petitions did not represent an increase in available backbench debating time for e-petitions. That slot had previously been allotted to BBCom in July 2012 to schedule e-petition, and later petition, debates, following a recommendation of the Procedure Committee in 2012.[footnoteRef:21] In practice, BBCom scheduled fewer Monday e-petition or petition debates than the Petitions Committee as can be seen in Table 2 below. Prior to the establishment of separate provision for e-petition debates, BBCom had been expected to accommodate such debates within its existing allocation of backbench business days. [footnoteRef:22] [21:  CJ (2012-13) 188-189; Procedure Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2010-12,  Debates on Government e-Petitions, HC 1706, para 21; and CJ (2014-15) 609]  [22:  Procedure Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2010-12,  Debates on Government e-Petitions, HC 1706, paras 8-12] 

Table 2: Number of e-petitions and petition debates held in the Chamber and on Mondays in Westminster Hall
This table shows the number of individual debates on one or more named petitions or e-petitions that were scheduled by BBCom in the 2010 Parliament and by the Petitions Committee from the 2015 Parliament onwards in the Chamber and on Mondays in Westminster Hall.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  In the 2010 Parliament, BBCom scheduled other debates on topics that were raised in e-petitions with more than 100,000 signatures. They have not been included in these figures because the motion did not explicitly reference the petition. ] 

	Session
	Chamber 
	Westminster Hall

	BBCom constituted at the start of the 2010 Parliament

	2010-12
	1
	0

	2012-13
	1
	4

	2013-14
	1
	3

	2014-15
	1
	8

	Petitions Committee constituted at the start of the 2015 Parliament

	2015-16
	0
	15

	2016-17
	0
	24

	2017-19
	0
	59

	2019
	0
	1

	2019-21
	3
	35

	2021-22
	0
	47

	2022-23
	0
	43

	2023-24
	0
	20

	2024-26
	0
	60



16. The rationale underpinning the reforms agreed in 2015 was set out by the Procedure Committee at the time. In its report, the Committee stated that:
Together with the rebranding and redesigning of the e-petition website, the establishment of a Petitions Committee with its own team of staff has the potential to produce a significant improvement in the information which is available to petitioners about what the House of Commons does and the many ways in which Members of Parliament use the opportunities the House offers them to respond to the public’s concerns. The proposals… should bring about a significant enhancement of the relationship between the petitioning public and their elected representatives.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Procedure Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2010-12,  Debates on Government e-Petitions, HC 1706, Summary] 


17. It is not for the House Administration to assess whether those original objectives have been fully realised. However, the House may wish to note comments made by the current Chair of the Petitions Committee on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the e‑petitions website and the establishment of the Committee. The Chair observed that:
As we mark the 10-year anniversary of the opening of petition.parliament.uk, we celebrate a decade of individuals raising issues that matter to them. Since the website opened on 20 July 2015, the parliamentary e-petitions system has become a bridge between the public and Parliament, allowing people to set the agenda in Parliament… parliamentary e-petitions have allowed millions of people in the UK to engage with Parliament in a way that is transparent and accessible – showing that democracy does not end at the ballot box.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Petitions Committee, News article, 10-Year Anniversary of E-petitions in Parliament, 28 July 2025
] 

18. Since its establishment, the Petitions Committee has been supported by a dedicated secretariat within the Chamber Business Team. The Petition Committee’s own submission to your inquiry sets out the quantum of work which its team has to carry out in respect of moderation of e-petitions, and, in line with the rationale underpinning the 2015 reforms, the engagement work which it also seeks to undertake with petitioners and signatories. This work includes directly emailing members of the public not only about business on the Floor of the House or in Westminster Hall which is relevant to their petition but also to the work of select committees and to Government consultations.
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