Supplementary written evidence submitted by Professor Cristina Leston-Bandeira (University of Leeds) and Dr Louise Thompson (University of Manchester) (BBB0022)
Overview
Thank you for inviting us to give oral evidence to the committee on 23rd June 2026. We are submitting this supplementary evidence to clarify some of the discussions in the evidence session namely in relation to our views on how the system of backbench debates should be reformed and on the follow-up to petitions including choice of the main chamber for debates. 
Using Westminster Hall debating time more flexibly 
As we stated in our written and oral evidence, Westminster Hall is a very valuable debating chamber which performs a different role to the main House of Commons chamber. If used in more flexible ways, could overcome some of the issues we see with backbench debates taking place in the main chamber, namely poor attendance and squeezed debating time. 
We would strongly encourage moving away from a fixed schedule of debate times and lengths in Westminster Hall and to allow the Backbench Business Committee (BBCOM) to consider instead how best to use their allotted hours each week. This would enable debate scheduling to be adjusted week by week according to need (i.e. more shorter debates on some weeks and longer debates on others if MPs have a long list of potential speakers). This would also facilitate the following: 
· Short 30 minute debates to move to the Thursday afternoon slots where attendance of other speakers will be less of an issue: for example, the three 30 minute debates held during the week of 15th June could have moved into the Thursday 3pm-4.30pm slot on 18th June. 
· Doubling up debates into one 3 hour slot to accommodate larger numbers of speakers and to ensure that debates aren’t allocated a chamber slot purely on the basis of long speaker lists:  Katrina Murray’s request to BBCOM for a chamber debate (16th June 2026) is an excellent example of a debate which could utilize such a slot. This was a request made on the basis of the number of speakers rather than because the chamber was a more valuable place to hold the debate. This has worked well where it has been trialed previously (e.g. the UK-EU Summit debate on 22 May 2025).
· Adjusting start times on Thursdays. This could include moving back to 12:30 which the government has previously agreed to, or consideration of whether morning slots could be utilized on Thursdays.
· Holding petitions debates on other days of the week: There is no reason why petitions debates could not happen on Tuesdays, Wednesdays or Thursdays, in addition to the well-established Monday afternoon slots, especially where they overlap with the interests of backbenchers. 
Developing a stronger culture of backbench representation through the Backbench Business Committee
We have argued repeatedly over the last twelve months (e.g. BBCOM HC1548; BBB0004) that the Backbench Business Committee should develop a stronger culture of backbench representation. 
The biggest change we propose is that the Speaker’s Ballot should be replaced with full BBCOM responsibility for backbench debates in Westminster Hall on Tuesdays, Wednesdays and Thursdays. The Petitions Committee should continue to be responsible for Monday afternoon debates and the Liaison Committee should continue to have slots on Thursdays where needed (though the latter should be better advertised amongst select committees). This would enable BBCOM to have oversight of the selection and allocation of backbench debates in Westminster Hall as well as those in the chamber. 
We provide further details below on how this could work in practice:
· The volume of applications to be dealt with by BBCOM would necessitate new ways of selecting debates. Not all applications require oral representations to be made by MPs. Some debates could be considered on paper only (e.g. short 30 minute debates and anniversary debates such as International Women’s Day and Holocaust Memorial Day as these are fairly fixed features in the debating calendar).
· If a pro rata monthly or quarterly allocation of debates were formally approved, the committee could begin to see itself as a decision maker, with MPs competing for available debating slots over an established period of time, perhaps with some debates held in reserve.
· BBCOM could ensure further topicality by holding one debating slot each week to accommodate any urgent requests from backbenchers. 
· BBCOM could assume more its role as a champion of the voice of backbenchers. In the oral evidence session on 23rd June, the Committee asked about the difference between MPs applying for Urgent Questions rather than backbench debates. We would argue that while UQs are about topicality, backbench debates are much more about the visibility of topics. BBCOM should seek to encourage topics for debate which are not already on the agenda.  
· As such, BBCOM may wish to consider additional requirements on its application form for debates. This could include the last time the House debated the topic as well as information around relevant e-petitions (see below). 
· BBCOM should also actively consider overlaps between applications in order to identify areas of common interest across MPs and/or parties. 
· BBCOM should keep in regular communication with the Petitions Committee and other select committees to better identify common areas of interest to facilitate more joined-up debates. 



Petitions debates in the main chamber
As we stated in our initial written evidence, if some petitions are to be debated in the main chamber we recommend that a qualitative approach is taken by the Petitions Committee to select suitable petitions for debate, rather than a threshold of signatures. 
This could include:
· Petitions raising broader issues (for example the principle of Digital ID, rather than specific elements of implementing a scheme such as Digital ID). 
· Petitions which have been heavily signed by people across a large and diverse number of constituencies 
· Issues which link well to debates requested by backbench MPs or which are related to an existing select committee inquiry 
· That value can be added to a debate by selecting the main chamber over Westminster Hall, for example to give more visibility to an issue and/or to address matters which are not being addressed elsewhere in Parliament. This could work well for broader topics (rather than specific issues), under which several petitions would be grouped for debate; for example petitions relating to health care standards, disability rights, sustainability, immigration etc. This could be of particular value for petitions with lower number of signatures, which may struggle to get higher numbers, but which may be raising important matters to discuss in Parliament. 
The Petitions Committee already makes similar judgements, when it meets and discusses which petitions should be debated. If the Petitions Committee had an allocation of a number of main chamber debates per session, it would then be up to it to decide which petitions would gain in being discussed in the main chamber.
The Modernisation Committee has been keen to explore how petitions debates in the main chamber could affect the expectations of petitioners. We should not assume that members of the public would prefer their petition to be debated in the chamber. Our research has shown that ordinary petitioners who are not affiliated with large, organized interest groups, have no expectations that debates be held in the main chamber. They are unlikely to know that the House of Commons has two debating chambers. What matters much more to petitioners is that their petition and their voice have been acknowledged and listened to. As we have discussed in our evidence, we feel that Westminster Hall debates are much more conducive to facilitating this, and additionally provide space for interactions with the minister and MPs before and after the debate. 
Ultimately, it should be up to the Petitions Committee to determine which debates would be debated in the main chamber instead of Westminster Hall, but it should consider what (if any) value will be added by holding debates there. 
The Petitions Committee could also consider more creatively what other actions it could take rather than the debate becoming the only option for a petition with a substantive number of signatures. As we allude in our initial written evidence, a debate may not always be the most useful follow-up for a petition. Other actions could include more correspondence with government departments, workshop with lived-experience evidence, inquiries including with other committees, joint evidence sessions with other committees, joint debates with other committees (including BBBCOM) etc. 
In its early days, the Petitions Committee undertook a much wider range of activities than it does now. Whilst more time for debates may be useful, the Petitions Committee could perhaps be also more selective of the petitions it decides to debate. Just as we encourage BBCOM to be more selective of applications for debates, the Petitions Committee could also be more selective of the petitions it decides to debate (even if they have achieved 100,000 signatures). 
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