Written evidence submitted by Paul Evans CBE (BBB0021)
I submitted a memorandum to the Backbench Business Committee’s inquiry on its fifteenth anniversary, which can be found as the fourth item in the appendix to its recent report here. I thought its report was excellent, and am pleased to see that some of its recommendations have already been acted upon. I will not repeat my arguments from that memorandum here, at least not at length, and seek to answer the Modernisation Committee’s questions below.
1. Is the current allocation of time for Petitions and Backbench Business debates appropriate and effective? What impact, if any, does the timing and scheduling of debates have on attendance?
I discuss the quantum of time available for backbench business and its balance with other business under Q2. The issue of the now habitual use of Thursdays for backbench business has been regularly raised. It undoubtedly affects the level of Member engagement since the culture of the House has inexorably moved to considering the normal at-Westminster working week as lasting from Monday lunchtime to Thursday lunchtime. (It always needs repeating in this context that an MP’s work is about a lot of other things than Westminster.)
The specific problem of the recent proliferation of extended sessions lasting more than a year has also been regularly alluded to in this context. A proper mechanism for increasing sessional allocations under S.O. No.14 (opposition time, backbench time and time for private Members’ bills) would be worth consideration by the Modernisation Committee. It would require some careful thought to avoid unintended consequences. As Professor Meg Russell has pointed out, reliance on good will has, when the government is beleaguered, been only a weak protection of a fair allocation in accordance with the clear intent of the House about proportional allocation of time when at different points in history it agreed the provisions of S.O. No.14.
I discuss the allocation of time for Petitions debates under Q5 below. But I would take this opportunity to express the view that too much of the non-government/non-opposition debating time available is determined by what I call the “tombola system” or, basically, raffles.
2. Are the 35 days allocated to the Backbench Business Committee appropriate in the context of other demands on the House’s time?
The allocation of time for backbench business, as first set in 2010, seems to me to be adequate. There have been periods in the last fifteen years when it has seemed a little over-generous. But any proposal to reduce it would need to be supported by clear evidence that it would be replaced by more useful debates which a significant proportion of Members would wish to attend.
The biggest structural deficit in the use of time by the House in plenary is in my view in the time allocated to report stages (and, to a lesser extent, consideration of Lords Amendments and Messages) of government bills. If that exchange were offered, I would be tempted to endorse it.
A significant development since 2010 has been the proliferation of Urgent Questions (and a less apparent but possibly consequential proliferation of Ministerial Oral Statements). Urgent questions were probably Speaker Bercow’s “signature” procedure. In the two Parliaments (1997-2001 and 2001-2005) before his election in 2009, and in the Parliament of 2005-10, the number of urgent questions allowed by the Speaker had been 57, 40 and 51 respectively. In the 2010-15 Parliament there were 196, in the two-year 2015-17 Parliament there were 151 and in the two-year 2017-19 Parliament there were 307 (the circumstances of that Parliament were admittedly unusual). They therefore rose from an average frequency per sitting day of less than 0.05 to almost one per sitting day at Mr Bercow’s peak. Since the election of Mr Speaker Hoyle in 2019 they have fallen back from this peak, but not to the levels seen before Mr Bercow’s change of practice, levelling out at an average of something around one every one to two sitting days.
UQs and Statements can eat very substantially into backbench time, as well as precious time for the consideration of programmed government bills. If I were looking to create more space in the parliamentary week it would be to curbing these two elements that I would turn first.
3. Is the current allocation of Backbench Business debates between the Chamber (27 days) and Westminster Hall (8 days) correct?
The 27-day allocation was clearly based by the framers of BBCom’s business on one day per sitting week, allowing for things like Budget week and King’s Speech week. My comments in answer to Q2 apply. So far as the allocation to Westminster Hall is concerned, that was based on roughly one-third of the available Thursday sittings there – this has now crept up a bit with the amendment of S.O. No.10 in 2015 to split Tjhursday sittings equally between BBCom and the Liaison Committee; and since that change the government no longer controls (and I suspect has no desire to control) any of the time in Westminster Hall.
While sittings in Westminster Hall were designed to replace Wednesday morning sittings which in turn had replaced private Members’ motion Fridays, I don’t think the designers really expected backbenchers to have such complete sway over the time available there. There were all sorts of ideas about taking statutory instruments or even committee/report stages of uncontroversial bills there (as, for example, they do in Lords Grand Committee). But with the ever present tendency of procedure to ossify, the format of Westminster Hall debates has come to appear to be set in stone. I think there is plenty of room for more experiment with that format, and increasing the proportion of shorter debates taken there on topics selected by the BBCom would certainly be worth considering.
I discuss this in relation to Petitions Committee debates under Q5 below. More generally, I would encourage the Modernisation Committee and/or the Procedure Committee to have a proper look at the use of time in Westminster Hall before the end of this Parliament.

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 said most of what I have to say on this topic in my memorandum of last September to the Backbench Business Committee itself, which I referred to in my introductory paragraph above. In summary, there should be more debates on substantive motions, there should be more debates brought forward by select committees, the Committee should be more discriminating and willing to make qualitative and political choices about topics, the waiting list approach should be amended (perhaps by limiting it to a single parliamentary term before items fall off it – if people care enough about a topic they will ask again), they should experiment with playing a role in the prioritisation of PMBs and they should aim for more short debates to be fitted round other business on days of the week other than Thursdays.
As I said to the Committee itself, it should be bolder and more experimental. Backbench business could, and should, be a bit more varied and a bit more exciting.
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?
The allocation of time to debates on petitions seems to me to be broadly appropriate. However, as E-petitions have increasingly gripped the public imagination, I think there is a case for some (not many) to be debated on the floor of the House rather than in Westminster Hall. Perhaps BBCom could be persuaded to indicate that it would look sympathetically at applications from the Petitions Committee for such debates on, say, one or two of its days a year.
I think there are other imaginative ways in which petitions could get more floor-time. For example, one or two of the daily half-hour adjournments each week could be turned over to a petitions debate – perhaps extended to an hour on Tuesdays and Wednesdays. Perhaps shorter petitions debates could be peppered amongst sittings in Westminster Hall.
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