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Summary 

Last year the House endorsed our proposal to work up an e-petitioning system for the 
House of Commons. Experience elsewhere, notably on the No. 10 Downing Street website, 
has demonstrated high levels of public interest and engagement. Historically and 
constitutionally the House of Commons is the place to which petitions should properly be 
presented. It is time for the House to reclaim that role in the internet age. 

E-petitioning offers a simple, effective and transparent way for the public to tell the House 
and its Members about what matters to them and to indicate the levels of support for their 
concerns. And with e-petitioning, the House could respond to those petitioners telling 
them about the progress of their petitions and even about what else the House might be 
doing on the same issue. 

Our proposed scheme retains the direct involvement of constituency Members of 
Parliament in the petitions procedure. This is a strength of our current procedures; it 
provides petitioners with advice and support and a route to follow up the petition after its 
presentation. We propose that: 

• E-petitions are submitted via the parliamentary website 

• If they comply with the House’s rules, the petitioner’s constituency MP will be 
asked to act as facilitator  

• The e-petition is then posted on the parliamentary website for a set period. Others 
may add their names to it 

• At the end of the period, it is closed. Members will be able to indicate support for 
it 

• It is then presented to the House, either electronically or on the floor 

• Petitioners and signatories may opt in to receive updates on the progress of the e-
petition and/or up to two emails from their constituency MP 

• E-petitions will be printed in Hansard and sent to select committees and may be 
considered by them 

• The Government will normally be expected to reply within two months of 
presentation 

• On three occasions each year, certain e-petitions will be debated by the House of 
Commons in Westminster Hall. 

Setting up an e-petitions scheme is not without risks. We are not aware of any other 
existing scheme of comparable scale and ambition. Its successful implementation will 
require new ways of working and novel forms of governance. If it is to attract the widest 
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possible range of users, it will need to be able to adapt and respond to what they expect of 
it. It must be able to cope with potentially high and unpredictable levels of demand. 

If e-petitioning is to be successful it must deliver outcomes which meet public expectations. 
Partly that will involve explaining to the public what those expectations should be. But we 
also recognise that the introduction of e-petitioning will itself raise expectations and that 
the House will need to show that it is willing and able to respond. 

E-petitioning has the potential to open up the House’s proceedings in new and to some 
extent unpredictable ways. Overall it could make a major contribution to the House’s 
strategic objective to ‘make itself more accessible, to make it easier for people to understand 
the work of Parliament and do more to communicate its activity to the general public.’ 
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1 Introduction 
1. This report follows our report of May 2007,1 in which we expressed our support in 
principle for an e-petitioning system for the House of Commons. In its reply to that report2 
the Government also expressed its support and urged us to come forward with a worked 
up scheme as soon as practicable. In the Green Paper Governance of Britain,3 the 
Government stated that in its view Parliament should be the natural recipient of national 
petitions. 

History of petitioning 

2. The petitioning of the House of Commons has a long history stretching back at least to 
the late middle ages. The Governance of Britain describes the public petition as ‘a historic 
and fundamental right and an ancient tradition of Parliament.’4 Erskine May’s 
Parliamentary Practice quotes two resolutions of the House of Commons of 1669 which set 
out the rights of petitioners and the power of the House to deal with petitions: 

‘That it is the inherent right of every commoner in England to prepare and present 
petitions to the House of Commons in case of grievance, and the House of 
Commons to receive the same’; 

‘That it is an undoubted right and privilege of the Commons to judge and determine, 
touching the nature and matter of such petitions, how far they are fit and unfit to be 
received’.5 

In 1843, after the House had introduced standing orders restricting debate on petitions (see 
paragraph 6 below), Benjamin Disraeli said— 

There is an idea that the presentation of a petition is an empty form—that it is 
ordered to lie upon the Table, and never heard of again. … I believe that at this 
moment the right of petition (although it is not permitted to make speeches on every 
petition) is a more important and efficient right than has ever been enjoyed by the 
people of England in this respect.6 

3. Originally petitions were overwhelmingly requests for the redress of personal 
grievances.7 Petitions requesting changes in general legislation or public policy first come 
to prominence in the early years of the seventeenth century.8 Radical politicians, such as 
John Wilkes used them for purposes of national agitation in the second half of the 

 
1 Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, First Report of Session 2006-07, HC 513. 

2 The Governance of Britain—Petitions, Cm 7193. 

3 Cm 7170. 

4 Cm 7170, paragraph 157. 

5 23rd Edition, p 932. 

6 Parliamentary Debates, 3rd Series, Vol 101, c673 (30 August 1843). 

7 See Francis Palgrave’s evidence to the 1833 Select Committee on Public Petitions, HC (1833) 2, Q125. 

8 Public Petitions in the House of Commons, An historical survey compiled by B J Enright, DPhil, a senior Library Clerk 
in the House of Commons. This section draws to a considerable extent on this unpublished work. 
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eighteenth century and it is from that time that the modern form of public petition, by 
which matters of general concern are put before Parliament, may be said to date. 

4.  The early years of the nineteenth century saw a dramatic increase in the numbers of 
petitions presented to the House of Commons. In the five years ending in 1805, 1,026 were 
presented—a figure broadly comparable with the numbers we experience today some two 
hundred years later. In the five years ending in 1831, however, 24,492 were presented.9 
Many of these petitions related to the need for parliamentary reform and in particular to 
the passage of what has become known as the Great Reform Act of 1832. The petitions 
presented in support of that Act were the first example of what became a series of major 
campaigns fought during the nineteenth century in which mass petitions to the House of 
Commons played a significant part.10 In 1843, 33,898 petitions were received, the largest 
number ever in a single session. 

5. Throughout this period the House wrestled with how it should handle such large 
numbers without, on the one hand, unduly restricting the right of the citizen to petition 
Parliament, or, on the other, encroaching to an unreasonable extent on the time available 
for the transaction of public business. The Select Committee on Public Petitions, set up in 
1832 under the chairmanship of Sir Robert Peel, was the first of several to propose ways in 
which the time taken up by petitions could be reduced. Its proposals included that petitions 
should be presented to morning sittings of a Committee of the whole House (which did 
not endure as a solution) and that  

a Select Committee should be appointed whose duty should be to classify all 
Petitions presented … and to make to the House a periodical report …arranging the 
Petitions according to the subjects to which they referred; and containing a general 
summary of the Prayer of each Petition; and an account of the number of 
signatures.11  

Among the responsibilities of this committee was to decide which petitions should be 
printed. 

6. One of the major concerns of those who sought to curtail the time taken by petitions was 
that they were being used to obstruct the business of the House, or more specifically of the 
Government. Sir Robert Peel, as Leader of the House, secured the introduction of a series 
of standing order changes in 1842 which effectively prevented debate arising on the 
presentation of petitions.  

7. The history of petitions in the twentieth century was broadly one of decline. After the 
1912–13 parliamentary session (when nearly 10,000 petitions were presented against the 
Established Church (Wales) Bill) the number of petitions presented in a single session 
exceeded one thousand only once (in 1988–89, when many were in favour of legislation to 
protect the human embryo). Nonetheless petitions with very large numbers of signatures 
continued to be presented either from organisations (e.g. motoring organisations 

 
9 Report from the Select Committee on Public Petitions, HC (1833), p 3. 

10 Others included the Chartist movement and subsequent campaigns for the extension of the suffrage, and latterly 
the temperance movement. 

11 HC (1833) 2, p 7. 
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petitioned against motor taxation in 1927 and for the restoration of the basic petrol ration 
in 1948) or on major issues of political controversy (e.g. for the prohibition of atomic 
weapons in 1950–51).  

8. No significant changes were made to the standing orders agreed to by the House in 1842 
until 1974 when the Petitions Committee was abolished and the standing orders were 
amended to provide that all presented petitions should be printed with the Votes and 
Proceedings. At the same time the time of presentation was moved on Mondays to 
Thursdays from the commencement of public business to immediately before the end of 
day adjournment debate. In 2007, in response to our previous report12, the time of 
presentation on Fridays was brought into line with that on other days and the publication 
of petitions (and government observations on them) was transferred from the Votes and 
Proceedings to Hansard, so as to make them more widely available and more readily 
accessible. 

9. In 1859 a commentator on the British constitution wrote— 

The right of petitioning is a necessary adjunct of the representative system. It is the 
mode, and the only mode, by which people communicate with the parliament; and 
more especially with their own house of representatives, to inform them of their 
views and opinions on subjects under the consideration of parliament; or by which 
they suggest any measure they consider necessary or advantageous to the public 
good.13 

Although, given the revolution in methods of communication in the 160 years since that 
was written, petitions are now by no means the only mode of communication between the 
people and their Members of Parliament, in other respects those words apply as much 
today as they did then.  

10. In this report we have taken that historic understanding, that the House of Commons 
should be the primary and natural recipient of petitions on matters of public concern, as 
the starting point for our work of devising a system of e-petitioning appropriate for the 
twenty-first century.  

Our inquiry 

11. We first raised the question of e-petitioning for the House of Commons in our 2007 
report. We noted that— 

In preparing petitions Members, and others, have already started to gather on-line 
signatures, to combine with written signatures. They have then either been frustrated 
at not being able to present the on-line signatures or have had to find ways to 
circumvent current procedures.14 

 
12 Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, First Report of Session 2006–07 (HC 513). 

13 A Manual of the British Constitution, D Rowland, p 526–7. 

14 HC (2006–07) 513, paragraph 55. 
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We looked briefly at e-petitioning in other Parliaments and at the No. 10 Downing Street 
e-petitions system. We concluded— 

More work needs to be done on the detailed arrangements for an e-petitions system 
for the House of Commons. We do, however, express our support in principle for an 
e-petitions system and we set out now what we believe should be some of its 
principal characteristics. These should reflect the procedures for written petitions: 

• e-petitions should be sponsored by Members; 

•  they should be open for the addition of e-signatures for a certain period before 
formal presentation; 

• once presented they should have the same status as written petitions.15 

In this inquiry we have looked at the practical and procedural requirements for 
introducing an e-petitions system for the House of Commons. We have also attempted to 
consider some of the wider implications which such a system might have for how the 
House conducts its business and for how it engages with the public. 

12. E-petitioning is not widespread in other Parliaments or comparable institutions. The 
German, Portuguese and European Parliaments each have an e-petitioning system but 
these are directed principally at dealing with specific complaints from individual members 
of the public. The Scottish Parliament allows e-petitioning, but requires petitioners to have 
explored other avenues for redress before the petition is allowed. They have received 200 
since they first started accepting e-petitions in 2004.16 The National Assembly for Wales is 
planning to launch an e-petitions system in May this year.  

13. The Australian Senate has allowed its members to present e-petitions for some years, 
but the Senate itself does not host or manage e-petitions. Instead a petitioner may set up an 
e-petition on their own or some other website, which, together with the signatures 
electronically added to it, may be printed and presented by a Senator and those signatures 
will be counted as valid signatures. We return to this system in more detail below (see 
paragraphs 44 to 49). 

14. We noted in our earlier report that the establishment of the No. 10 Downing Street e-
petitions site had proved to be very popular. In its first year of operation some 29,000 
petitions and more than 5.5 million signatures were submitted. The site has been designed 
to make it easy to submit an e-petition. These volumes may be partly a result of that 
approach. They may also be due to the high public profile of the Prime Minister. At 
present, by contrast, around 200 petitions a year are presented to the House of Commons. 
The House has not experienced volumes comparable to the No. 10 website since the late 
nineteenth century.  

 
15 Ibid, paragraph 58. 

16 As at 18 March 2008. The Scottish Parliament started accepting e-petitions in February 2004. 
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2 Arguments against e-petitioning 
15. In approaching this inquiry we have been conscious of a number of pressures in favour 
of the introduction of e-petitioning. On 25 October 2007, the House welcomed our report 
of May 2007 in which we expressed support in principle for an e-petitions system for the 
House of Commons. In The Governance of Britain, the Government stated that it believed 
that the House should have ‘up-to-date procedures for considering petitions’ and that 
‘people should be able to petition the House of Commons with as much ease as they are 
currently able to petition the Prime Minister’ (i.e. by means of an e-petition on the No. 10 
website).17 In its response to our report the Government repeated its support for an e-
petitions system and looked forward to our intended further report (i.e. this report) on this 
subject ‘as soon as reasonably practicable.’18 The Hansard Society, in its memorandum to 
our earlier inquiry, stated, ‘If the House were to decide not to make use of electronic 
petitioning, this would in itself send a signal that it was rejecting the advantages that new 
technology can bring.’19 It repeated the point in its evidence to this inquiry.20 

16. There are, however, arguments against e-petitioning, which the House should take into 
account in coming to any decision. Some of these arguments address the principle of e-
petitioning; others may be met, or mitigated, by the design of any specific scheme. 

Volumes 

17.  The risks that these arguments illustrate would, in many cases, increase according to 
the volume of e-petitions received. We cannot predict with any certainty how many e-
petitions a House of Commons system would receive. The best estimates of our witnesses 
were that the figures were likely to be fewer than had been received by No. 10, but possibly 
not substantially fewer. The House of Commons Management Board told us— 

We cannot say that a House of Commons e-petitioning system would be as heavily 
used as the No. 10 site has been, but it would be unwise to assume otherwise.21 

18. The precise design of any scheme can be expected to have a significant effect on the 
total numbers. In reaching our conclusions on an e-petitions scheme we have made the 
broad assumption that the number of petitions submitted would be substantially closer 
to the figures for the No. 10 website than those the House currently experiences.  

Trivial or mischievous petitions 

19. When the No. 10 website was first set up, there was no rule against humorous petitions. 
This was because initially it was felt that to ban them would seem unnecessarily po-faced 
and stuffy. But very quickly it became apparent that the lack of any restriction was acting as 

 
17 Cm 7170, paragraphs 158 and 161. 

18 Cm 7193, paragraph 3. 

19 HC (2006–07) 513, Ev 14. 

20 Ev 29 

21 Ev 56 
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an invitation to certain people to submit e-petitions which were simply and only jokes. 
There is now a rule which states ‘petitions which are intended to be humorous, or which 
have no point about government policy’ will be rejected. Nonetheless many petitions which 
might be felt to have no serious or useful purpose are submitted and accepted. One of the 
five most signed petitions in the first part of 2008 was a petition to make TV presenter 
Jeremy Clarkson Prime Minister. 

20. The House could of course introduce rules designed to limit such petitions, but one of 
the lessons of the No. 10 website is that such rules can be difficult to frame and far from 
straightforward to implement. We encountered a similar problem in our consideration of 
Early Day Motions. We were encouraged to consider a rule against trivial EDMs, but after 
careful thought we concluded that such a rule was probably impracticable and might well 
be counter-productive. What appears trivial to one group of people may be very important 
to another and a rule which in the end depends for its implementation on largely subjective 
judgements can easily become not only discredited but grounds for suspicion of a 
deliberate campaign to exclude particular groups or issues. 

21. We were also warned that any e-petitioning system would attract attempts to test its 
capacity or exploit it in unexpected and unforeseen ways. Mr Richard Allan, Government 
Affairs Director, Europe, Cisco, and a former Member, told us— 

any system you put up there people will work out the best way to game it in order to 
achieve the objective they want. Or you submit 2,000 petitions to [a particular 
Member] one week because he refused one so you get a whole lot of people to submit 
lots and lots22 

These sorts of mischievous use at the very least could create significant extra work for 
Members and House staff. At worst they could undermine the system as a whole. 

22. Alongside the relatively frivolous and the mischievous, however, there may also be e-
petitions with a more mischievous or even sinister purpose. There is a risk that people may 
attempt to use e-petitions to demonstrate support for offensive or even illegal causes. In 
principle, of course, such petitions should not be allowed, and various elements of the 
possible scheme which we describe below should help to prevent them. But, if the House 
received anything like the volumes of e-petitions submitted to the No. 10 website, there 
must be a risk that, despite the best efforts of all concerned, not every such e-petition would 
be spotted and rejected. 

Public expectations 

23. One of the reasons that led us to undertake our original inquiry into public petitions 
was our recognition of a widespread feeling amongst Members and others that petitions 
were not currently an effective procedure and that many petitioners were disappointed 
with the outcome of their efforts. An assessment of the Scottish Parliament’s petitions 
system, commissioned by the Parliament, drew particular attention to the challenge of 
managing public expectations in the context of the deliberate policy of the Scottish 

 
22 Q 19 
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Parliament to give petitions a much more central and prominent role than they have in the 
UK Parliament.23 Richard Allan told us that, if we were to set up an e-petitions system— 

the most important thing [would be] absolute clarity and transparency with the 
citizens about what they can expect from it.24 

The problem is, however, that the introduction of a new system of e-petitions is likely to 
lead to increased public expectations regardless of what efforts are made to provide clarity 
and transparency about what it is intended to provide. It is very possible that, if those 
expectations exceed what the House is prepared to offer, the consequence will be that the 
system is discredited and undermined and the reputation of the House, in particular in 
respect of its commitment to improving its engagement with the public, will be damaged.  

24.  It is at least arguable that recent experience points in that direction. Our previous 
report recommended that there should be a dedicated slot in Westminster Hall to debate 
petitions, but this was rejected by the Government on the grounds that— 

it is not clear that there is a demand for extending the overall hours of Westminster 
Hall or, at this stage, for giving petitions a specific slot within existing Westminster 
Hall hours25 

We also recommended that petitions, which were already being sent to departmental select 
committees, should be put on their agendas, in the hope that they would be encouraged to 
look actively at least at some of them and the issues they raised. There is very little 
evidence, however, that committees have responded to the spirit of this recommendation.  

25. Although it is still less than six months since the House debated our report, it would be 
rash to conclude that there is clear evidence of an appetite among Members or the House 
at large to meet the increased expectations in terms of parliamentary consideration which 
the public might have of an e-petitions system. 

Implications for Members’ workload 

26. As we stated in our earlier report, one of our starting points for this inquiry was that ‘e-
petitions should be sponsored by Members.’26 We have tested this view with our witnesses 
and found general support for it. We set out in more detail how this link could work in 
practice, but we should note at this point that it may well create significant extra work for 
Members and their offices and therefore may have resource implications for them. 

27. Firstly, on the basis of the increases in volumes described above, Members could expect 
to be approached to take on a petition more frequently than they currently are. Mr Allan 
estimated that if the volumes were comparable with those on the No. 10 website, a Member 
might typically be asked to take on one or two petitions a week,27 which may not at first 

 
23 The Assessment of the Scottish Parliament’s Public Petitions System 1999–2006, Dr Christopher J Carman, SP Paper 

654, 2006, p 79. 

24 Q 4 

25     Cm 7193, paragraph 14. 

26 HC (2006–07) 513, paragraph 58. 

27 Q 32 
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sight seem too demanding. However that figure is based on an annual figure spread evenly 
over 52 weeks. In practice the workload is likely to be considerably heavier when 
Parliament is sitting than when it is not. Furthermore, although the amount of work 
created by each petition will depend considerably on the details of the scheme, it may well 
be more than is involved in a traditional paper petition. 

28. Secondly, it is likely that an e-petitions scheme will lead to an increase in other 
communications. Members in charge of e-petitions may be sent emails in support of and 
opposing the petition outside the petitions system. Petitioners may follow up e-petitions 
with continuing communications urging the Member to pursue the issue involved in 
particular ways. Mr Tom Loosemore, Digital Media Adviser, argued that e-petitions would 
be a good thing not least because they gave the public ‘the opportunity to start an 
engagement.’28  

Costs 

29. We consider the possible costs of an e-petitions scheme in paragraphs 134 to 141 
below. At this stage we simply note that the costs will be considerable, not only to set up the 
system in the first place but also to run in future years. In both cases this is money which 
might otherwise be spent on other ways of improving the House’s engagement with the 
public. 

Consequences of failure 

30. As we noted above, there are relatively few e-petitions systems currently established, 
and none, as far as we are aware, with the features we might be looking for. If the House 
introduced a system which then went wrong, it could do significant reputational damage. 
Our witnesses agreed that failures in the ICT systems, so that the public could not access or 
submit e-petitions, would undermine public confidence in the system as a whole.29   

31. The ICT systems must also be able to guarantee the security of the information (much 
of which will be personal information) which they hold. It is not, however, only (or even 
primarily) because of weaknesses in the systems that such information may be 
inappropriately released. As Professor Jonathan Drori CBE, Director, Changing Media Ltd, 
told us— 

in the end if Parliament or Government has data about people it will probably leak 
out and it will probably be leaking out because of human beings doing what human 
beings do, which is make mistakes. 30  

32. We have already mentioned that e-petitions are likely to add to Members’ workloads, 
not least because we envisage a system in which they would have a central role, as they do 
with petitions currently. We have also noted that for many Members petitions are an 
obscure and unproductive procedure with which they have no great desire to become more 

 
28 Q 54 

29 Q 171 

30 Q 161 
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involved. But to be a success the system will depend on the active involvement of all 
Members whose constituents submit e-petitions.31 If even quite a small number of 
Members decided that they would not take part, the whole system could be undermined or 
even discredited. If we cannot be confident that we can establish an e-petitions scheme 
which Members and the public find easy to understand and straightforward to use, which 
is responsive and meets their reasonable expectations and which is reliable and 
technologically robust, we might be better not proceeding with a scheme at all. 

 
31 We consider the special position the Speaker and other Members for whom it might not be appropriate to present 

petitions in paragraphs 80 and 81. 
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3 Arguments for introducing e-petitions 
33. Now that we have set out the principal arguments against introducing e-petitions, we 
move on to consider the arguments in favour of them. We start with the general comment 
that the arguments against were principally about ways in which an e-petitions scheme 
could go wrong. They were not substantively arguments against e-petitioning in principle. 

Primacy of Parliament 

34. In our earlier report we said— 

We are aware of concerns that the No. 10 e-petitions system risks by-passing 
Parliament or even taking on a role which is more properly one for Parliament. 
Although there is a long history of the public petitioning No. 10 directly, we believe 
that Parliament should be the primary recipient of petitions from the public.32 

We continue to believe that those concerns are valid. We note that they are shared, at least 
to some extent, by the Government, which in its reply to our report stated— 

The Government considers that it would be more appropriate for the House of 
Commons than for the Executive to be the forum to which many national petitions 
are presented.33 

Introducing e-petitioning would reinforce the House’s historic role as the proper and 
principal recipient of public petitions and would help ensure that the public has a 
better understanding of the work and role of Parliament as distinct from Government. 

Means of communication 

35. Communicating via the internet has become the preferred means of communication of 
increasingly large numbers of people and for an ever wider range of purposes. Mr Peter 
Riddell, speaking as Chairman of the Hansard Society, said— 

we regard [e-petitioning] as crucial to the relationship between MPs and 
constituents, and indeed developing that role given new technology. The desirability 
of e-petitions is a recognition that that is the way people communicate now, but 
within the parliamentary context of strengthening communications between 
Parliament as an institution, MPs and their constituents.34 

The Association of Professional Political Consultants, speaking of the historic right to 
petition, stated— 

 
32 HC (2006–07) 513, paragraph 54. 

33 The Governance of Britain—Petitions: The Government’s Response to the Procedure Committee’s First Report, 
session 2006–07, on Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, Cm 7193, paragraph 15. 

34 Q 116 
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If Parliament is to remain central to the exercise of this right, it is essential that it 
should modernise its arrangements to take account of today’s technologies.35 

A similar view was expressed by Cancer Research whose memorandum stated— 

We believe that e-petitions are a step in the right direction to connecting with the 
public in the spirit of 21st Century technology and engagement.36 

Professor Drori summed up the argument when he said ‘if you have got a medium [i.e. the 
internet] which can attract more people, why not use it?’37  

Broader engagement 

36. Use of the internet is particularly prevalent among groups which the House has 
targeted for increased engagement. In its report, Connecting Parliament with the Public, the 
Select Committee on Modernisation of the House of Commons set out three objectives for 
the recommendations it made to the House. The first was to make the House of Commons 
more welcoming and accessible to constituents, but the other two were— 

To make greater efforts to engage young people; and 

To encourage better use of information and communications technology.38 

E-petitioning has the potential to contribute to both these objectives. 

37. Mr Douglas Carswell MP argued that— 

if we were bold about it and we were really willing to allow the Internet to change our 
political system for the better, we could allow it to help Parliament to hold the 
Executive to account. If we allow the system that we devise to help Parliament to 
hold the Executive to account then I think that a lot of people who are otherwise 
disaffected and disillusioned with the political process—40 per cent do not vote, 
people under the age of 30 not only do not vote but have never formed the habit of 
doing so—would take a greater interest in politics through Parliament.39 

His prescription was for a significantly more radical programme of e-democracy than is 
encompassed in e-petitioning,40 but we have sympathy with his argument and believe that, 
in the right circumstances, it could apply to an e-petitioning system. 

Transparency and accessibility 

38. A web-based e-petitioning system would itself be more transparent and accessible than 
traditional petitions, but it could also make a contribution to increasing the transparency 
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and accessibility of the work of the House of Commons and its Members more generally. 
Richard Allan described how this might work— 

Could [e-petitioning] enhance democracy? Definitely, yes. How it would do that is 
precisely in thinking through the classic transaction, which is the individual sitting at 
home, these days feeling comfortable with the Internet as their primary 
communication tool, not picking up pen and paper because that is the way they like 
to do things. They go to the parliamentary website, the official source. They find 
something attractive which draws them in and says, “Hey, come and express your 
view”. They express their view through the petition engine and as a result they get 
back some really interesting information, and in the vast majority of cases telling 
them that far more is happening on this in Parliament than they ever knew … they 
get back something which says, “You’re interested in fox hunting, here’s all the stuff 
that has happened on fox hunting in Parliament”, “Wow, I didn’t know that”, and 
then “Here’s a way to talk to your elected representative about that”, again an 
accessible way to take it further. Through that sort of mechanism you then end up 
with a citizen who is better informed and better engaged than you had at the 
beginning. The petition engine is one small piece of a process of better engaging 
people but it is one that I think is essential because it is how people are working, that 
is how they think.41 

39. Ella Taylor-Smith, from the International Teledemocracy Centre at Napier University, 
described a parliament-hosted e-petitions system as ‘a very big gesture. It is a big open door 
for Parliament to say, “We are providing this thing for you.”.’42 In the same vein, Tom 
Loosemore argued— 

It is taking the opportunity for it to be a window for people to open a crack into the 
democratic process. It is a beginning; it is not necessarily the end. I would just say 
one thing about the benefits as well. Given the scale of disengagement generally with 
the political process, giving people an opportunity to not only have their say but to 
be seen to have their say is a valuable valve in and of itself.43 

Interaction 

40. An e-petitions system could provide more than transparency; it would create an 
opportunity for interaction. It could enable petitioners and signatories to receive emailed 
responses to their petitions. These might simply be information about the progress of the 
petition or other associated parliamentary proceedings. They might also include messages 
from the petitioner’s constituency Member of Parliament. We were reminded that the 
internet is ‘a conversation medium; it is not a broadcast medium or a post office. The 
opportunity to start a meaningful dialogue with people is very powerful.’44 Describing 
experience with the No. 10 website, Mr Tom Steinberg of mySociety, said— 
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A thing that I think Number 10 was quite astute about is they realised that one of the 
things that is profoundly different about petitions online is the ability to begin two-
way communication. Traditionally, a petition comes into an institution and it just 
disappears. Number 10 has mailed back to 900 different petitions, to many millions 
of people at this point, with responses on the topics in hand. That is [a change] as 
radical, arguably not more radical, … to the nature of our democracy than actually 
just being able to petition via a new medium is.45 

41. The potential scope of this interaction in a parliamentary context is considerable. As 
with the No. 10 site, e-petitioners could be sent government responses to their e-petitions. 
Following our previous report, the Government has agreed that it will now normally 
respond to all substantive petitions. E-petitioners could also be informed of other 
parliamentary activity directly consequent on their petition, such as its formal presentation, 
any follow-up parliamentary question (e.g. at Business Questions) which the presenting 
Member may have asked, even any action taken by the select committee to which it was 
sent. 

42. Going further, it would be possible to offer petitioners the option of receiving further 
communications on the subject of the petition from the Member who presented it or from 
their constituency Member. The Scottish Parliament establishes web fora alongside its e-
petitions. It was suggested to us that petitioners might welcome the opportunity to contact 
each other: ‘people are likely to want to find other people of like mind. I think there will be 
some people who will want to be able to find other people who have signed the petition or 
agree with them.’46 We were not convinced of the usefulness of all these points and we set 
out our views on them in more detail below (see paragraphs 105 to 106). For now we 
simply conclude that e-petitioning has the potential to open up the House’s 
proceedings in new and to some extent unpredictable ways and that overall it could 
make a major contribution to the House’s strategic objective to ‘make itself more 
accessible, to make it easier for people to understand the work of Parliament and do 
more to communicate its activity to the general public.’47 
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4 Options for a scheme 
43. We consider below three possible options for an e-petitioning system. There are other 
models in existence, for example at the European Parliament or in the Bundestag, but it 
seems to us that the purpose and objectives of their petitioning systems are very different 
from those which obtain in the House of Commons. 

First option 

44. In paragraph 13 we described how the Australian Senate accepts e-petitions. This may 
be described as a minimal option in that it simply allows Members to present petitions for 
which the signatories had been collected online, for example on a campaign organisation’s 
website, or on a Member’s website. In Australia, it has not, we understand, led to a 
significant increase in the number of petitions. 

45. This option has received some support during our inquiry,48 but it was considered 
inadequate by our witnesses, principally because it would not deliver the benefits identified 
earlier. Peter Riddell, for example, drew attention to the importance, as he saw it, of 
providing a response to petitioners: ‘as crucial as the mechanism going upwards is the 
response and e-petitions provide a mechanism.’49 Tom Loosemore, asked if such a system 
would be an acceptable option, was more forthright— 

To be honest, no. … if you see this as a window at the start of a potential relationship 
then that may have some value, but for me it is as much about people expressing 
their concerns and frustrations and being seen publicly by the whole country, via the 
Internet, as having expressed their concerns. It is a public statement in a way that you 
can do with the Internet but you cannot if you stick it in the bag at the back of the 
Speaker’s Chair even via an MP. So there is something around the Internet to do 
with natural transparency; if you search for someone’s name on the Internet, 
sometimes it will come up and list them as having had a petition. That is important 
to them.50  

46. Jonathan Drori, on the other hand, saw these claimed advantages as balanced by the 
possible avoidance of some characteristics of a more ambitious system— 

On the one hand you have greater transparency, and certainly the technical media 
will enable more people to feel that this is something for them, particularly younger 
members of the population, I would have thought. By lowering the barriers to people 
contributing towards petitions you will get more people able and willing to have a 
say, and that is all good. With it, though, because it is so much easier, I expect there 
will be a higher take-up, more people will contribute to the petitions. Therefore, I 
would expect a somewhat greater number of trivial matters to come across the desk 
of those who are dealing with it, and possibly those of fleeting interest as well, which 
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may creep in. I would also say that this technology makes for an expectation of 
immediacy and people will have expectations in hearing something back as well, 
getting a response. These technologies enable two-way communication and that is 
what people will expect.51 

47. It would be fairly straightforward to implement a simple scheme for the House of 
Commons along the lines described above. Some authentication, either individually, or by 
way of a statement by the presenting Member might be considered necessary, but it is 
worth noting that there are no checks currently made of the authentication of signatures 
on petitions. In the Australian Senate there has been no change to Standing Orders, but the 
Senator who is to present the e-petition must sign a certificate as to the authenticity of the 
print out of the electronic signatures. 

48.  There is an argument that such a scheme would meet the House’s current needs in that 
it would remove a barrier to those who wish to organise a petition to the House on the 
internet. On the evidence from Australia it would probably not lead to a huge increase in 
the number of petitions presented. 

49. It would not, however, provide any of the benefits in terms of engagement with the 
public that a parliament-hosted system could. Indeed as a signal of parliamentary intent it 
could send a very negative message in respect of the House’s genuine commitment to 
improving its engagement with the public. Additionally there may be a risk to the House, if 
it is perceived as endorsing a system under which it has no control over the form and 
content of e-petitions which are set up on other websites but advertised as petitions to 
Parliament. We should also note that any such scheme would not satisfy the Government’s 
intention that it should be as easy to e-petition the House of Commons as No. 10 Downing 
Street.52 

THE FIRST OPTION 

• A print out of an e-petition created elsewhere could be presented to the House if a 
Member certifies that the signatures are valid 

• The e-petition would be printed in Hansard and sent to a select committee 

• The Government would be expected to respond within two months  

Second option 

50. The second option would be to introduce something more similar to the procedure in 
the Scottish Parliament. Under its rules e-petitions have to be submitted in hard copy for 
initial approval. The petitioners need to show that they have pursued other avenues for 
redress before their petition can be accepted. The petition is then posted on the 
parliamentary website for the addition of electronic signatures for a certain period, after 
which it is considered by the Petitions Committee. Petitions to the Scottish Parliament are 
not presented to it by Members. 
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51. A significant objection to this approach is that the introduction of a requirement to 
have pursued other avenues could be seen as creating a new and substantial barrier to 
public engagement with the system. No similar rule currently applies to petitions to the 
House of Commons. In many cases it may be very difficult to identify what those other 
avenues should be (what should someone petitioning against climate change, or the 
conflict in Iraq, or Japanese whaling be expected to have done before their petition could 
be accepted?) The more limited responsibilities of the Scottish Parliament may make the 
rule easier to enforce. Furthermore the relatively low number of e-petitions received by the 
Scottish Parliament suggests that their system of e-petitioning has not significantly 
broadened the range or numbers of people who engage with the Parliament.  

52. We do not believe that the Scottish Parliament’s requirement that a petitioner should 
be able to demonstrate that he or she has pursued other available avenues before 
submitting a petition would be practicable or appropriate in the House of Commons. And, 
except as a means of deterring potential petitioners, we are not persuaded of the merits of 
requiring e-petitions to be submitted by post. 

THE SECOND OPTION 

• The text of a prospective e-petition could be submitted in hard copy 

• The petitioner would need to demonstrate that he or she had explored other 
avenues for redress  

• If that requirement was met and the petition was in order it could proceed as under 
our preferred option 

Third option 

53. Our third option is for a fully web-based system which would allow the public to create 
and submit e-petitions on a parliamentary website, subject only to the requirement that 
they complied with the rules of the House. This system would be similar to the No. 10 site 
in that it would be wholly web-based. As well as the submission and signing of petitions, all 
correspondence about their admissibility and communications in respect of their progress 
or of associated parliamentary activity would be via the internet. To be suitable for the 
House of Commons, however, it would differ from the No. 10 system in some important 
respects, for example by maintaining the role of the Member as the means of a petition’s 
formal presentation to the House.  

54. Such a system would have the potential to deliver the full range of benefits identified in 
Chapter 3, but, on the other hand, it might also give rise to more of the problems set out in 
Chapter 2 than either of the other options. 
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5 Our preferred option 
55. In deciding between these options we have asked ourselves two key questions— 

• If the House of Commons is to accept e-petitions, should it also provide the means 
by which those petitions can be created? 

• Should the rules of admissibility (as opposed to stylistic requirements) for e-
petitions be substantially the same as for traditional petitions? 

On both these questions we have concluded that the answer must be ‘yes.’  

56. Only by hosting an e-petitions website itself can the House exercise any control over 
the authentication or validity of the signatures on those petitions or secure the principal 
benefits of e-petitioning. Leaving it to others to host e-petitions to be presented to 
Parliament carries risks but affords no benefits, other perhaps than the prospect that 
Members and the House would not be much more bothered by petitions than they 
currently are. We do not therefore support the first option.  

57. The experience of the No. 10 site warns us of the volumes of petitions and petitioners 
which we could face. It may be tempting to consider introducing measures which would 
act to restrict the numbers of petitions submitted. But we believe that that temptation 
should be resisted. Firstly much of the benefit of allowing the public to engage directly with 
Parliament and Members would be lost if at the same time as introducing e-petitioning 
that engagement was made more difficult by the introduction of new restrictions or 
limitations on access to the system. The House would be seen as taking away with one 
hand what it was claiming to offer with the other. One of the key measures of the success of 
an e-petitions system will be the extent to which it has increased the numbers of people 
engaging directly with the parliamentary process.  

58. For these reasons we have concluded that we should not propose the second option. 
We have therefore considered what an e-petitions system modelled on the third option 
should look like. We have included the three basic requirements that we set out in our 
earlier report— 

• e-petitions should be sponsored by Members; 

•  they should be open for the addition of e-signatures for a certain period before 
formal presentation; 

• once presented they should have the same status as written petitions.53 

We have attempted to think through the consequences of these requirements as they 
interact with the potential capabilities of a web-based system. But before embarking on a 
detailed description we should make one important caveat: the development and 
implementation of an e-petitions system such as we describe can only effectively be 
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achieved through an iterative process. That process may lead to changes in the detail of 
what we describe. It should not, however, challenge the basic principles. 

59. Jonathan Drori described how a system of this sort should be developed and 
introduced— 

you need to lay down some ground rules of what the system is meant to do, and 
effectively in broad terms what success will look like for you. You then need to 
ensure that all the key kind of stakeholders in Parliament, someone representing the 
audience research that you will need, are consulted. Then let one editorial lead 
group, the parliamentary internet group, or whoever it is, just get on with designing 
it. I would recommend doing a pilot, and I think this is something which has been 
recommended by others here as well. … What you really do not do in the internet 
world is specify every last nut and bolt at the outset. You need to specify the broad 
functionality pretty well, but not the design and the individual design features, the 
things that you will discover as you go along what it is the public wants. So the set-up 
you need is one which is pretty agile—and I do not think Parliament is set up for 
this—where you develop something, you tell the public it is a beta version, it is a 
pilot, so they are under no illusion, so that it is kind of eighty per cent right of what 
you want. You learn from what they are telling you and you quickly make the 
changes that you need in order to make it better and better as you go along. This is 
how the web operates.54 

We agree with this approach and emphasise that throughout this description of our 
preferred scheme the detailed arrangements which we set out must be seen as 
illustrative. The development and implementation process may well suggest better ways 
of achieving the same outcome. Where it does, the necessary delegations and flexibility 
must be in place to allow such refinements to be made. We were also advised ‘to design 
a very simple first version.’55 The proposed system which we describe below may not 
seem simple. In part that is because we have attempted to give the House a full picture 
of what an e-petitions scheme might look like. It does not necessarily follow that we 
would expect every element to be in place from the very start. As well as the benefits of 
being able to develop the system iteratively and respond to user experience, we also 
note that probably it would be much easier to add new features to the scheme than it 
would be to remove elements which proved unsustainable. We consider the appropriate 
way of delivering our preferred solution in Chapter 8. 

Our proposed system 

Arrival on the site 

60. A member of the public wishing to set up an e-petition would be directed by the 
parliamentary website homepage to an e-petitions page. This page would explain what a 
petition to the House of Commons is and the steps that the applicant will need to go 
through to set one up. It would also advise the applicant that not all matters are best 
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pursued by means of a petition and that he or she should approach his or her constituency 
Member of Parliament directly for advice before proceeding to submit an e-petition. 

61. The precise lay-out of this initial page will be important in setting the tone of the e-
petitions system. Too much information may put people off proceeding any further; too 
little may lead to frustration further down the line.  

Submitting an e-petition 

62.  From that initial page, the applicant would proceed to a page on which an e-petition 
could be drafted. Traditional petitions have two effective parts: the first sets out the reasons 
why the petitioner is petitioning the House; the second contains the request, or ‘prayer’, to 
the House for a remedy. The No. 10 website reverses this order by inviting the petitioner 
first to set out what he or she is petitioning the Prime Minister to do and then providing an 
opportunity briefly (no more than 1,000 characters) to provide further details on the 
petition. We see no reason to reverse the House’s traditional order, but neither do we see a 
need for extensive explanation of the reasons for a petition. Very often they are evident 
from the prayer itself. The first box should therefore be short, intended simply to be an 
opportunity to set out the subject of the petition. 

63. There is no specific word limit on petitions, although they are expected to be concise. 
Furthermore a petition which runs to several pages may be disorderly since a signature on 
the final page does not prove support for the material in earlier pages. There would need to 
be a word limit on e-petitions, if only to restrict abuse. The precise level might be set in the 
light of experience and might vary over time. The limit of 250 words for Early Day Motions 
seems to work well, and might be an appropriate initial figure for e-petitions. 

64. Inevitably some e-petitions will not comply with the House’s rules. The No. 10 website 
allows petitioners two attempts to bring a rejected e-petition within its rules. Despite this, it 
still rejects nearly half of those submitted. It is probable that a similar arrangement would 
be appropriate for e-petitions to the House of Commons. Tom Steinberg explained how 
rejected e-petitions were treated— 

because we were trying to encourage Number 10 to show really exemplary best 
practice in terms of privacy and transparency of the process, when you have your 
petition rejected on the Number 10 site, if it is completely rejected …, it appears on 
the site itself, censored only in so far as it does not show the bit that causes the 
problem, so if most of the petition is okay but the title is libellous, then it will show 
everything except the title.56 

It is important that where e-petitions are rejected there is clarity and transparency in that 
process and we support the proposal that rejected e-petitions should have some visibility 
on the website. In our view, however, it would be sufficient to list the subject and the name 
of the petitioner, rather than its full or redacted text. 
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Submitting during recesses 

65. Petitions may be presented to the House only on sitting days. We do not propose that 
that rule should be changed in respect of e-petitions. There is however no procedural 
reason why the submission of e-petitions should be limited to sitting days. The principal 
obstacle to such submissions is likely to be the availability of Members. There may be 
delays in contacting Members who are working in their constituencies to ask them to act as 
facilitators for e-petitions (see paragraph 77). 

66. We do not see this as a major problem as long as the website is clear as to what the 
public can expect. When the House is not sitting that should be clearly stated and the likely 
consequence that there may be a delay in setting up an e-petition should be spelled out. 
Since communications relating to e-petitions will principally be by email, Members will 
very often be able to respond as quickly in recesses as when the House is sitting. It is 
possible that Members may have dedicated inboxes for e-petitions communications. In 
that case they could use the out-of-office facility to give information about their availability 
to the House staff responsible for processing e-petitions. 

Prorogation and dissolution 

67. A petition does not become formally part of the House’s proceedings until it is 
presented to the House. This would be equally true of e-petitions. Consequently there is, in 
our view, no reason why the e-petitions posted on the website should fall at prorogation in 
the way that, for example, Early Day Motions and parliamentary questions do. The 
position in the case of a dissolution, however, would be different. During a dissolution 
there are no Members of Parliament. Therefore no e-petition could be facilitated during 
that time. Furthermore, if e-petitions were permitted to remain open on the parliamentary 
website during a dissolution there is every chance that attempts would be made to use 
them for electioneering purposes. This would be unacceptable. We therefore recommend 
that when Parliament is dissolved, all current e-petitions should be closed and the 
website should be suspended, so that no new e-petition may be submitted until the new 
Parliament has met. 

Authentication of signatures 

68. In order to submit an e-petition, an applicant would need to provide, as well as an 
email address, a postal address and post code. Once the e-petition was submitted, the 
applicant would receive an email informing them that it had been received and asking the 
applicant to confirm that he or she had sent it, thereby checking that the email address was 
genuine. A similar procedure would be followed in respect of anyone wishing to add their 
name to an existing e-petition. This procedure, which follows that used on the No. 10 
website, was described by Tom Loosemore as ‘best practice’57 and providing ‘about the 
right level of protection.’58 Only the e-petitioner’s name would be publicly visible on the 
website. The remainder of the information, which would be classed as personal 
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information under the Data Protection Act 1998, would be held by the House and used (or 
‘processed’) only in accordance with that Act (see paragraphs 93 to 96). 

69. It would be possible to seek further authentication of e-petitioners by checking postal 
addresses against the electoral roll. There might be occasions when that was appropriate, 
but we must also recognise that there are people who would be entitled to petition the 
House of Commons but who do not appear on the electoral roll for one of a number of 
perfectly valid reasons. For example there is no reason why persons under the age of 
eighteen should not petition the House of Commons. Initially and given the absence of any 
procedures systematically to check the signatures on traditional petitions, we believe that a 
relatively light touch should be adopted on the issue of authentication. 

70. Even so, these authentication procedures will be more onerous than the current rules 
and may in various ways impose limits on the submission of e-petitions which do not 
apply to traditional petitions. For example, petitions are frequently expressed as being from 
a group, rather than simply a list of individuals. Sometimes these groups are no more than 
a description of the people affected by the subject of the petition, often with reference to a 
particular geographical area. But sometimes they have a more established existence. 
Corporations, for example, are permitted to petition the House under their corporate seal. 

71. Additionally the requirement to provide a postal address and post code in the UK could 
exclude some persons who would otherwise be entitled to petition the House. There may 
be ways round this problem. No. 10 for example allows e-petitions from members of the 
Armed Forces stationed abroad. These issues might be considered during development 
and implementation, but in principle we favour the introduction of a simple system, to 
which additional features might be added at a later date, if there was a clear demand for 
them. 

Role of Members of Parliament 

72. Petitions can only be presented to the House of Commons by a Member. This is not 
true of the Scottish Parliament, the National Assembly for Wales or the European 
parliaments whose petitions procedures we have considered. In our previous report, we 
concluded that the involvement of a Member was a strength of our system and we 
recommended that it should continue.59 In its reply, the Government agreed that the link 
was valuable.60 

73. Only one of our witnesses argued that the link was wrong in principle.61 Others raised 
some practical concerns. Tom Loosemore, for example, argued that involving a Member 
could be perceived as an extra complication which would deter people from engaging with 
the system: ‘My gut reaction would be the name of the game here is to make the barriers as 
low as possible to broaden the engagement.’62 In a similar vein, Jonathan Drori told us, ‘my 
hunch is that the public see their MP as someone who helps them with local issues, whereas 
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if they have an opinion about whether we go to war or not, or something like that, I think 
they would expect to sign a petition straight to No. 10.’63 

74. Others, however, supported the link. The Hansard Society was strongly in favour.64 We 
were aware from our previous inquiry that many Members valued their involvement with 
petitions. This was reiterated during this inquiry. Mr Andrew Miller MP told us— 

I actually think that tying it to an accountable Member is a way of strengthening the 
process. It is not a question of patronage; it is a question of you need a champion and 
a manager of the petition, and the Member should be the champion of that cause.65 

A number of Members expressed reservations about introducing e-petitioning not least 
because they feared that any e-petitions system would weaken or undermine this link.66  

75. Our view is that the involvement of the constituency Member of Parliament is 
central to the historic petitions procedure in the House of Commons. The vast majority 
of Members see the presentation of petitions on behalf of their constituents as one of 
their responsibilities whether or not they support the petition itself. This involvement 
strengthens both the petitions procedure itself and the broader relationship between 
constituents and their Member of Parliament. We believe that it can and should be 
preserved in any e-petitions system. 

76.  E-petitions, unlike traditional petitions, will have a parliamentary life before their 
presentation, in that they will have been posted on the website for the collection of 
signatures. We believe that Members will wish to be involved in the procedure from that 
initial stage. Firstly this would make the role of Members in the procedure absolutely clear 
to prospective signatories and the public at large. Secondly it would prevent petitions 
appearing on the website which would not then be presented because a Member could not 
be found to do so. Thirdly we recognise that, in many cases under the present system, the 
Member is closely involved in the preparation of a petition, whether simply as an adviser or 
as an active supporter of the thrust of the petition itself. Thus each e-petition would have, 
in effect, a sponsoring Member. We propose, however, that such Members should be 
described as ‘facilitating’ (rather than ‘sponsoring’) the e-petition, since, as we have noted, 
currently presentation of a petition does not necessarily imply support for it. 

77. We propose that once a petitioner has submitted an e-petition which is in order, the 
petitioner’s constituency Member of Parliament will be asked to act as facilitator for it. We 
believe that in the vast majority of cases the Member will agree. But if, exceptionally, he or 
she declines, the petitioner would be informed of that fact and invited to propose another 
Member to act as facilitator. Since there is no obligation on Members to present (or, in the 
case of e-petitions, to facilitate), the petitioner will be advised first to contact that Member 
to ascertain whether they would be willing to act before formally proposing them. We 
suggest that a petitioner who has been turned down by both his or her constituency 
Member and first alternate suggestion should be entitled to propose a third potential 
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facilitator but no more. This we believe provides a reasonable balance between giving 
petitioners the opportunity to find a facilitator and preventing multiple requests to 
Members. 

78. In agreeing to facilitate an e-petition, a Member would be implicitly agreeing also to 
present that e-petition, but he or she could not be required to present it. There may be a 
number of reasons which would lead a Member to be unwilling or unable either to present, 
or indeed to continue to facilitate, an e-petition which they had formerly agreed to 
facilitate. In such circumstances the petitioner should be given a similar opportunity to that 
described above to find a replacement. 

79. Although Members do not normally sign petitions, there is no rule that prevents them, 
except that a Member may not sign a petition which he or she presents. We have 
emphasised that strengthening links between Members and their constituents should be an 
objective of an e-petitions system. We believe that on occasion constituents would 
welcome the public support of their Member for a petition which they had signed (but not 
initiated). The Member could simply sign the petition, but we believe that it would be more 
useful to have a separate list of Members who supported an e-petition. An e-petition will 
become a parliamentary proceeding. It is therefore worth distinguishing expressions of 
support for it by Members of Parliament from the list of members of the public who have 
signed it. We propose that there should be a separate parallel list of Members who have 
indicated their support for an e-petition. Since this support may often be indicated in 
response to the signing of the petition by their constituents, Members should be able to add 
their names to the list in the period between the closing of the e-petition and its 
presentation (see paragraph 98). 

80. By practice the Speaker does not present petitions.67 It would therefore not be 
appropriate for him to facilitate an e-petition. Equally it would be unfair that the Speaker’s 
constituents should be disadvantaged by virtue of being represented in Parliament by him. 
We propose that when a constituent of the Speaker submits a petition, the Speaker would 
be informed and could propose another Member to facilitate the petition in his place. Once 
that Member had agreed to do so, the petitioner would be informed of that fact and the 
reason for it.  

81. There are other Members, such as the Deputy Speakers and government Ministers, 
whose offices might make it inappropriate for them to facilitate e-petitions either in 
principle or in individual cases. A similar facility to nominate another Member to take 
their place should also be available to them. 

Time on the website 

82. Since it is our intention that e-petitions are made available on the website for additional 
signatures as preparation for their formal presentation to the House, it follows that the 
time so spent should be of limited duration. The No. 10 website sets a limit of one year. 
Petitioners may choose a shorter period, but in practice the vast majority of their e-
petitions are live for the maximum period.  

 
67 See Erskine May, 23rd edition, p 937. 
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83. It seems likely that most e-petitions to the House of Commons would similarly be open 
for whatever maximum period the House chooses to set. In our view a year is longer than 
necessary or, in a parliamentary context, appropriate. We propose that the maximum 
period for e-petitions to the House of Commons should be four months. E-petitioners 
should be encouraged to consider choosing a shorter period where that might suit the 
petition they were submitting. To encourage this, we propose that the facilitating Member 
should be invited to endorse the time proposed by the petitioner. If appropriate, the 
Member could propose an alternative period to the petitioner.  

Communications 

84. As we stated in paragraph 68, anyone wishing to add their name to an e-petition would 
have to provide the same details (email address, postal address and postcode) as a person 
seeking to set up an e-petition. The requirement for this information would be in part for 
purposes of authentication; but it would also enable the House and/or Members to 
communicate directly with e-petitioners. This opportunity for communication would be a 
major benefit of the system we are proposing, but who would be permitted to take 
advantage of it, how often and on what subjects needs to be carefully considered and must 
be consistent with the provisions of the Data Protection Act. 

85. As part of this inquiry we held an e-consultation exercise. Among the principal 
concerns of those who contributed were the protection of any personal information 
provided in connection with submitting an e-petition, the uses that might be made of that 
information and the extent to which petitioners would be subjected to unwanted 
subsequent communications. We consider the protection of personal information in 
paragraphs 93 to 96 below. 

86. A person who initiates or signs an e-petition is in effect making a public statement of 
their view on that issue. They are also deliberately engaging with a parliamentary process. 
That process will normally involve the formal presentation of their views (i.e. the e-
petition) to the House and a response from the Government. The e-petition is sent to the 
relevant departmental select committee. It may also be followed up by parliamentary 
questions or by a debate. We might expect that petitioners would welcome receiving 
communications (i.e. emails) informing them of each of these events as they occurred. 

87. Petitioners might also welcome the views of their constituency Member of Parliament 
on the issues raised by an e-petition. For the e-petition initiator the facilitating Member 
will normally be his or her constituency Member, but this will not necessarily be true of the 
other signatories. We discuss the idea of having a distinct class of constituency or local e-
petitions in paragraph 105, but we do not propose that it should be possible to impose 
geographical restrictions on the eligibility to sign specific e-petitions. We have already 
stated that we believe e-petitioning should strengthen the bond between the public and 
their constituency Member of Parliament. For this reason we do not think it would be right 
to allow the facilitating Member to communicate with signatories of the e-petition who 
were not his or her constituents. Instead we propose that when an e-petition closes, 
Members should be told how many of their constituents have signed it and should, subject 
to the proviso in paragraph 88 below, be entitled to send no more than two emails to their 
constituents. Those emails would be restricted to the subject matter of the e-petition, 
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although it would be permissible in them to invite constituents to sign up to receive other 
communications from their Member, such as newsletters. 

88. The proviso mentioned above is that petitioners should have the choice whether to 
receive further communications. Tom Steinberg told us that in setting up the No. 10 
website they had decided that— 

the right response was you cannot opt out, you will never get more than two mails, 
so there is quite a lot of conversation but it ends.68 

At first sight this seems an attractive option. After all, as we have noted, signing an e-
petition is a public statement. It might not seem unreasonable that, by doing so, you should 
be taken to have agreed to receive a response to that statement.  

89. On the other hand, we were warned by Tom Loosemore— 

Any perception that constituents may have that this is a means of anybody—be they 
an MP or otherwise—collecting a list of email addresses is a risk. Even if you have the 
most honourable intent, in perception terms that is a risk, they will think “Oh, it is 
my MP collecting a list of emails so they can spam me”; it is a response you want to 
avoid.69 

And, when asked whether petitioners should have to opt in or opt out, Jonathan Drori told 
us it should be opt in: ‘The default condition should be that you do not get spammed.’70  

90. We agree. We note also that the House is bound by the Data Protection Act and its 
restrictions on the uses made of personal information. We therefore propose that all 
signatories to an e-petition should be offered the opportunity to opt in to receiving— 

a) Information on the progress of the e-petition and parliamentary activities related to it; 
and/or 

b) Up to two emails on the subject of the e-petition from their constituency Member. 

Although these latter emails would be sent in the name of the constituency Member, they 
should not be sent directly by the Member. This is for two reasons. Firstly such emails may 
need to be sent out in very large volumes which would place unreasonable and potentially 
unmanageable demands on Members and their staff. Secondly the House as a whole could 
best demonstrate that it was fulfilling its responsibilities to protect personal information 
under the Data Protection Act by retaining possession and control of that information 
itself (see paragraphs 93 to 97). 

91. This should not, however, be the only means by which petitioners can be kept informed 
about e-petitions they have signed or initiated. The parliamentary website will contain 
regularly updated information on their progress which anyone could access. Additionally 
petitioners should be able to track what has happened to specific e-petitions as they 
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progress through the system. This facility might be similar to the systems which allow a 
person to track a retail order made on the internet.71 

92. The parliamentary website could also provide general information on the signatories of 
e-petitions which would not contravene the Data Protection Act. It would for example be 
possible to give an anonymised geographical breakdown of the signatories, so that in the 
case of an e-petition against, say, a proposed by-pass the number and percentage of 
signatories living in the town or village to be by-passed could be shown. Similarly Tom 
Steinberg told us— 

Another example is it would not at all be difficult to add a feature to the system that 
would say show me whether the people writing this petition came from the richest 
fifth or the poorest fifth of areas in the UK; that is not hard to do.72 

Data Protection 

93. The Data Protection Act protects personal data by requiring that any ‘processing’ of the 
data by or on behalf of the ‘data controller’73 must be fair and lawful and must comply with 
the data protection principles which are set out in a Schedule to the Act. The term 
‘processing’ is very wide and covers not just disclosing the information to a third party but 
any ‘use’ of the information by the House itself including disclosure of the information by 
one person within the House to another person also within the House. 

94. Anyone from whom personal information is requested (which would include e-petition 
initiators and subsequent signatories) should be informed, before that information is taken, 
why it is being requested and what uses will be made of it. It was clear from the e-
consultation which we ran during our inquiry that the protection of personal information 
was a particular concern. An e-petitions website should set out very clearly the limited uses 
which would be made of petitioners’ personal information and that some of those uses (for 
example, communicating back to them about e-petitions they had signed) would depend 
upon their explicit consent. The website should also explain that the information would be 
held by the House of Commons, not by the Government. Government responses would be 
(as now) passed from the relevant government department to the House; the Government 
would not be able to communicate directly with petitioners. 

95. The House should, however, be aware that it may not be able to guarantee absolute 
protection for this personal information. Firstly it is possible, although in our view 
unlikely, that in certain circumstances its release could be required in response to a 
freedom of information request. The provisions of the Data Protection Act and the 
Freedom of Information Act relate to each other in complex and sometimes uncertain 
ways. We believe that the House authorities should argue against any disclosure under the 
Freedom of Information Act, particularly since such a disclosure might risk discouraging 
participation in e-petitioning. But the ultimate decision on disclosure would be for the 
Information Commissioner or the Information Tribunal. 

 
71 See Q 151 

72 Q 98 

73 Section 63A of the Act provides that the data controller for the House of Commons is the Corporate Officer of the 
House (i.e. the Clerk of the House). 
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96. Secondly, there is the possibility that the House could be required to release the 
information under other legislation. The Regulatory and Investigatory Powers Act, for 
example, allows certain public authorities (including the police, Revenue and Customs and 
the intelligence agencies) to acquire ‘communications data’ where that is ‘necessary’ in the 
interests of national security or public safety or for the prevention or detection of crime. It 
is difficult to foresee circumstances in which such powers might be used in respect of 
information relating to e-petitions, but the House should be aware of the possibility. 

Other relevant information 

97. Richard Allan suggested that one of the most useful outcomes for e-petitioners might 
be information on what was already going on in Parliament on the issues raised in the 
petition.74 We agree, and note that it is likely to be an area in which more can be offered 
over time as the system develops (see paragraph 106).  

Presentation to the House 

98. At the end of the allotted period an e-petition would be closed and no further 
signatures could be added to it. Its next formal stage would be presentation to the House. 
We do not believe that the closing date should be followed immediately by formal 
presentation. There should instead be a period of a few days in which Members would be 
informed of the numbers of their constituents who had signed the e-petition. This would 
also be an opportunity for them or other Members to indicate their support for the e-
petition before its presentation (see paragraph 79). We propose that the minimum period 
between an e-petition closing and its presentation should be seven days. There may be 
occasions on which the period will be longer either because the facilitating Member 
believes a later day would be more appropriate, or for some other reason, for example that 
the House is in recess at the time.  

99. The Management Board pointed out in their memorandum the possible implications 
for the House of presenting e-petitions in the traditional way— 

The formal presentation of e-petitions on the floor of the House could add 
significantly to the length of sittings. If the House of Commons received 10,000 
petitions over an average session …, and 5,000 were orderly, this could mean, on 
average, more than 30 presented each sitting day, taking up approximately 30 
minutes on the floor of the House. Over a session this could amount to as much as 
73 hours.75  

In practice, of course, the numbers presented would not be evenly spread over the House’s 
sitting days. On certain days very many more than the average might be presented. One 
possible solution would be to limit the number which could be presented on the floor and 
select that number by ballot. Indeed this might be seen as reverting to the previous practice 
of the House when faced with very large numbers of petitions. Ballots were used in the first 
part of the nineteenth century to decide which Members could present their petitions. 
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100. However, we are not attracted by the prospect of ballots for the presentation of e-
petitions. Even if the number to be presented on any day was restricted to, say, 10, we 
doubt that the House would welcome the extra time taken. We rather agree with Tom 
Steinberg, who told us— 

the actual process of standing up, reading it out, putting it in a bag, I do not think 
that is a massively good use of parliamentary time.76 

An alternative would be to preclude e-petitions from being formally presented on the floor 
and require them instead to be bagged. But what would be put in the bag would 
presumably be a print out of the e-petition; it would not be the petition itself. The exercise 
would therefore be fairly pointless. 

101. Andrew Miller encouraged us to recognise that in some respects e-petitions would 
have to be treated differently— 

we must not put a square peg in a round hole. We cannot assume the rules are going 
to be precisely the same and one of the reasons is because the volume will change. 
You will empower more people and therefore the volume will automatically start to 
change. Stemming from that, you have to say well, in practical terms how can we 
deal with it on the floor of the House? Should it be the sponsoring Member who 
takes the responsibility of notifying the House formally. They do not have to do it by 
standing and taking a minute and presenting it in the old-fashioned way. They could 
do it by sending an email into the system either to the Speaker or wherever. Let us 
think about modernising the business process there.77 

Taken together these are powerful arguments and we are persuaded that it should be 
possible to ‘e-present’ e-petitions. There may, however, be occasions when a Member 
wishes to present an e-petition formally on the floor of the House in the traditional 
manner. This should also be possible. In both cases, e-petitions would be published in 
Hansard, as petitions currently are. 

Recommendation 

102. We have taken some time to describe our preferred e-petitions scheme (see Box, 
opposite, for a summary of its principal features). Our intention has been to propose a 
system which is as straightforward and easy to use as possible while at the same time 
incorporating necessary and valuable parliamentary characteristics. A number of 
illustrative web-pages, produced for us by PICT, are published at the end of this report.78 
We have also attempted to be clear about the risks that go with an e-petitioning scheme. 
We recommend that, if after proper consideration of the potential risks, the House 
decides to press ahead with e-petitioning, it should be on the basis of our proposed 
scheme. 
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OUR PREFERRED OPTION 

• E-petitions can be submitted via the parliamentary website 

• If they comply with the House’s rules, the petitioner’s constituency MP will be asked 
to act as facilitator  

• The e-petition is then posted on the parliamentary website for a set period. Others 
may add their names to it 

• At the end of the period, it is closed. Members will be able to indicate support for it 

•  It is then presented to the House, either electronically or on the floor 

• Petitioners and signatories may opt in to receive updates on the progress of the e-
petition and/or up to two emails from their constituency MP 

• E-petitions will be printed in Hansard and sent to select committees and may be 
considered by them 

• The Government will normally be expected to reply within two months of 
presentation 

• On three occasions each year, certain e-petitions will be debated by the House of 
Commons in Westminster Hall 

Complexity 

103. Inevitably our scheme is more complex than that on the No. 10 website. We recognise 
that complexity can act as a disincentive to use. Tom Loosemore told us— 

If the Houses of Parliament system is even only 30% less easy to use [than the No. 10 
system], less easy to go through the process, you would lose well over half of your 
potential applicants.79  

On the other hand there are risks in making the system too easy to use, such as, for 
example a multiplicity of frivolous or ill-considered e-petitions. Jonathan Drori 
commented— 

I cannot help thinking that the benefit to the member of the public needs to be in 
some proportion to the effort they put in, and if you make it so easy that you email 
everyone in the country and just say, “Click here and you have got a petition,” you 
will get that kind of graffiti problem.80 

104. We discuss in paragraphs 116 to 124 what changes to the existing rules for the form 
and content of petitions might be introduced to discourage abuse of the system. We do not 
believe that the steps we have described above, such as the requirement to designate a 
facilitating Member or several opportunities to opt in to receive further information, if 
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clearly explained, should act as a significant deterrent to anyone with a considered and 
committed intention to submit an e-petition to the House of Commons. However, if 
during the implementation or following the introduction of the scheme, problems 
become apparent, there should be the flexibility and agility within the scheme to 
address them. 

105. During our inquiry a number of additional features have been proposed, which we 
have not initially supported in our description. These include—  

• Petitioner to petitioner communication. Jonathan Drori argued that ‘people are likely 
to want to find other people of like mind.’81 Tom Steinberg said that if he could make 
one change to the No. 10 website, ‘it would be to allow the people who have made 
petitions to write back to the people who then sign them.’82 

• Discussion forums. The Scottish Parliament allows discussion forums alongside its e-
petitions. Ms Kathy Buckner, Director, International Teledemocracy Centre, Napier 
University, described them as useful in several ways83 but agreed that they were ‘not 
something you would want to start with.’84 Dr Laura Miller, Hansard Society, told us 
that the Hansard Society supported the use of forums, because ‘if e-petitions are not 
just to be a gimmick or a kind of one-off, quick-fire form of engagement, there needs to 
be some kind of deliberative element.’85 Tom Loosemore, on the other hand, told us 
that he ‘would go nowhere near forums’ because ‘you are unlikely to attract a reasoned 
debate in that forum’ and ‘The debate on the internet happens all over the internet. You 
do not need another place to have that debate.’86 

• Facility to sign against (i.e. indicate opposition to) an e-petition. Jonathan Drori was in 
principle in favour of this.87 Kathy Buckner thought that it was ‘something that some 
petitioners would be quite interested to know, how much feeling there is against what 
they are saying.’88 Ella Taylor-Smith, however, cautioned that ‘people’s reasoning for 
supporting or not supporting a petition is often very, very important … and this 
“Yes/No” is quite a blunt thing.’89 Peter Riddell suggested that the same object might be 
achieved by means of a counter petition.90 

• A formal distinction between local (or constituency) petitions and national petitions so 
that only those who lived in the area affected (as determined by their post code) could 
sign a local e-petition. This, according to Tom Steinberg, would be technically possible, 
but he doubted whether ‘it would ever be worth that extra effort because I do not know 
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how many people who live in Scotland are actually going to sign a petition about the 
post office in Devon.’91 Tom Loosemore argued against such a facility on the grounds 
that it risked raising the barrier to engagement.92 Ella Taylor-Smith argued against it 
because— 

There is a real danger with somebody deciding for you whether a petition is too local 
for you. For example, many of us work in one constituency and live in another.93 

She suggested that instead a ‘map could be made available which had an indication of 
the volume of signatures from each post code.’ 

106. Since we believe that initially at least the system should be kept fairly simple, we do 
not recommend that any of these features should be included from the outset. Neither are 
we convinced of their desirability. Some might be considered for addition to the scheme if 
over time a demand for them arose. The ability to include such additional features should 
be built into the original design. The design should also as far as possible allow the addition 
of other, as yet unidentified, features. In other words it should be both scaleable and 
flexible. 
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6 Outcomes 
107. As we described in paragraph 23, one of the principal risks to the House of setting up 
an e-petitions scheme would be if once implemented it failed to meet expectations raised 
by its introduction. Expectations will be created in a number of areas including— 

• Robustness, reliability and responsiveness of the system itself. We discuss this in 
paragraphs 134 to 143. 

• What is expected or required of a member of the public wishing to submit an e-
petition (see paragraphs 60 to 71) 

• The involvement in and commitment to the procedure of Members of Parliament 
(see paragraphs 72 to 81). 

• Outcomes: what might happen as a result of submitting an e-petition. 

108. Our witnesses emphasised the importance of clarity over what petitioners might 
expect as a result of submitting an e-petition. Richard Allan described that clarity as the 
most important issue in introducing e-petitions.94 In describing our proposed system we 
set out how petitioners should be able to expect, if they wished, to receive further 
information about their petition. This information would be of two types, firstly factual 
information on the progress of the petition, including formal presentation, the government 
response and any further proceedings, and secondly one or two emails from their 
constituency Member of Parliament on the subject matter of the e-petition. 

109. For many petitioners this may be sufficient and it might be that the House would wish 
to state clearly from the outset that this should be the most that the public should expect 
from the system. It is more than the current petitions procedure provides. On the other 
hand, we should note that improvements to the parliamentary website allowing ready 
access to information on a topic or thematic basis are being introduced, which may be felt 
to reduce the value of offering similar information as the outcome of an e-petition. 

110. Furthermore the provision of such information is not strictly speaking a 
parliamentary outcome. Although the involvement of the constituency Member is an 
important parliamentary dimension to the procedure, a petition is in the end a petition to 
the House of Commons as a whole. It seems to us to follow that on occasions and where 
appropriate there should be at least the prospect of an outcome which engages the House 
as a whole. Tom Steinberg told us— 

I have one very specific request here which is I think what [petitioners] could 
reasonably expect is that a handful of the very largest petitions (as long as they are 
not specious) have some debate time. That debate time is not because one Member 
has said, “I am going to take this forward and use my adjournment debate,” but 
because there would be some form of policy—and I am afraid I do not know your 
internal mechanisms of working—which said something like the largest four 
petitions that are not clearly specious will get half an hour or one hour of debate time 
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over the course of the whole year. It is not a lot of time but it would be a real 
measurable thing, that you could point all those many people who had signed up to 
and say, “Look, we may not have changed the law exactly as you wanted but we took 
it seriously and you can go to Parliament … and watch us talking about the things 
that you wanted us to.” I think that would be something that is in your power to offer 
and would have a real meaning to the public.95 

Tom Loosemore agreed, adding that— 

There is also something important about how little understood the mechanics of 
Parliament versus the Government are by most people, and taking the opportunity 
to impress upon people that Parliament is not the Government and that they are 
engaging with Parliament which holds the Government to account I would find 
most important.96 

111. If there were to be dedicated opportunities to debate certain petitions, there must be a 
mechanism to select them. Tom Steinberg suggested that those with the most signatures 
should be chosen. Others argued that numbers alone were inadequate; judgements on the 
merits of the petitions concerned must also be involved. As Peter Riddell said— 

in practice it has got to be a mixture of the two, because numbers have something in 
them but it should not be arbitrary. That is absolutely the crucial thing.97 

Richard Allan pointed out that it was very likely that there would already be parliamentary 
consideration of whatever issues were attracting the largest numbers of signatures quite 
independently of any petitions procedure— 

Whatever is top of their list I bet you will already be debating that.98 

112. It would be possible to consider that to be an argument against providing time 
specifically to debate petitions, and to some extent that was Richard Allan’s point. But it is 
equally the case that a House which is intent on improving its engagement with the public 
should be willing to devote some time to debate issues which the public have indicated are 
of particular importance to it. In our view an e-petitions system which includes that 
possibility is more likely to attract serious public engagement and, as a consequence, is 
more likely to provide an accurate and balanced reflection of the views of the public. 

113. Tom Steinberg suggested that a handful of petitions should be debated each year for 
half an hour or an hour. Some petitions will certainly justify an hour’s debate, but others 
may be adequately covered in half an hour. Sometimes a group of related petitions might 
be debated together. We recommend that initially there should be three one and a half 
hour slots each year (i.e. one each term) in Westminster Hall dedicated to debating 
petitions. On each of those occasions one, two or three petitions or groups of petitions 
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could be debated. We would expect the House regularly to review the adequacy of this 
debating time as experience of e-petitioning develops.  

114. We set out in paragraphs 146 to 148 the role which we believe we should play in 
providing political oversight of the implementation of e-petitioning. We recommend that 
while we continue to perform that role we, the Procedure Committee, should initially 
be responsible for deciding which e-petitions are debated in a manner similar to the 
way the Liaison Committee chooses the select committee reports to be debated in 
Westminster Hall.  

115. Another option, raised for example by Peter Riddell,99 is that some petitions may be 
considered by a select committee. We have noted above that there is little evidence so far 
that committees have actively pursued those petitions which under current procedures are 
sent to them. But when e-petitions are sent to select committees not only will they have 
information on the numbers of signatories and the analysis of those signatories described 
in paragraph 92, but also the petitioners will have been told that their e-petition has been 
passed to the committee and that it will be placed on the committee’s agenda. In our view 
this is likely to lead to an increased expectation that committees should give e-petitions 
serious consideration.  
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7 Rules on admissibility and content 
116. We noted earlier in this report that the experience of the No. 10 website suggested that 
rules on admissibility and content are likely to be tested, sometimes deliberately, and may 
well need to be modified as a result. We also noted that rules designed to exclude the trivial 
can be difficult to frame and far from easy to implement. 

117. A petition to the House of Commons must address a case over which the House has 
jurisdiction and must request a redress which it is in the power of the House to provide. In 
practice many matters which may not appear to be directly within the House’s power to 
resolve are brought into order by the use of such devices as requesting the House to urge 
the Government to do certain things. Furthermore, as Erskine May states, ‘if the prayer of 
the petition is within the power of the House to grant, the absurdity of it is no objection to 
the reception of the petition.’100 To some extent the interpretation of the rules, and more 
particularly their application in practice, has become laxer over time as the perceived 
importance and effectiveness of petitions has diminished. It may therefore follow that, if 
the House decides to take steps to increase the effectiveness of petitions, through the 
introduction of an e-petitions system as proposed in this report, it should, despite the 
inherent difficulties, also tighten its rules against petitions on absurd, irrelevant and 
frivolous matters. 

118. Andrew Miller told us that, in his view,— 

the wording of a petition has to have some credibility in terms of what the petitioners 
are seeking to achieve. It has to be written in language that a) is understandable and 
b) is meaningful in terms of something that can be delivered. I think it is the 
responsibility of the Member who is managing the petitioning process, as it is now, 
to be able to stand up in the House and present their petition and, if necessary, be 
subsequently challenged about [that].101 

Laura Miller stressed that an e-petitions system could not be a ‘free for all’. It had to be 
‘structured and there would have to be processes in place which would make sure that 
petitions were judged on their merits and then processed accordingly.’102 

119. We agree and recommend that, in order to be admissible, e-petitions should clearly 
and specifically state what action the petitioners desire the House of Commons to take 
to remedy the matter about which they are petitioning. There should be a mechanism 
within the system to allow a Member who has been asked to facilitate a constituent’s 
petition to respond that the petition is unclear or misdirected and to offer instead to 
correspond with the petitioner in order to bring the petition within these tighter rules. 

120. The present rules require that the language of petitions must be temperate and 
respectful and free of offensive expressions. The House of Commons has established rules 
on appropriate language in debate and in motions and there is consistency between these 
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rules and those applying to petitions. E-petitions, however, will not, in our view, be 
parliamentary proceedings in the formal sense until they have been presented to the 
House. They are therefore unlikely to be protected by parliamentary privilege from any 
legal action (for example on grounds of defamation). The House, as publisher of the e-
petitions, will have a responsibility to ensure that the language or content of e-petitions 
does not render it liable to such actions. 

Identical or very similar petitions 

121. At present, it is not uncommon for national campaigns to manifest themselves in a 
series of effectively identical petitions from individual parliamentary constituencies or 
communities. In theory a similar approach could be adopted with e-petitions. It might be, 
for example, that many separate e-petitions would be submitted with identical wording 
except that each was against the closure of a different post office. Alternatively many e-
petitions might be submitted on a single subject, such as climate change, which, although 
adopting a similar general approach to the subject, might each take a slightly different line 
in respect of it. 

122. This latter issue was faced by the No. 10 website, as Tom Steinberg told us—  

Number 10 was very concerned that if they deleted duplicates people would accuse 
them of censorship. We then got enormous amounts of mail, please get rid of the 
duplicates, it is really annoying.103 

He argued that the correct approach to this issue, and to other similar issues, was to 
respond to the users— 

Your users will tell you many, many things if you let them about how the site would 
be better.104 

123. We accept the force of this argument. The precise rules on duplication will have to be 
worked out in response to the use made of the system. But as a starting point we propose 
that e-petitions should be accepted which, although in other respects the same as an 
existing e-petition, relate to the specific circumstances in different locations. In other cases 
similar petitions should be accepted only where there are substantive differences.  

124. The rules for e-petitions would thus be different, although not significantly different, 
from the rules governing traditional petitions. Over time those differences may become 
more significant not least because the rules may need to change in response to experience 
with the scheme. Our approach has been that e-petitions are a development of traditional 
petitions rather than a totally new procedure. Our recommendations reflect that approach. 
It might be that in due course consideration should be given to amending the rules for 
traditional petitions to bring them into line with the rules for e-petitions. We intend to 
keep under review the differences in the rules and, if necessary, will report to the House 
on any action that may need to be taken in respect of them. 
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Petitions Office 

125. The initial responsibility for applying these rules to e-petitions would lie with staff of 
the House. The Management Board has estimated that seven staff might be needed in what 
would be a new Petitions Office, but has also noted that ‘at this stage any estimate must be 
hedged with uncertainty.’105 That Office would be responsible for passing on requests to 
Members to act as facilitators. Therefore Members would normally be contacted only in 
respect of orderly petitions. Occasionally Members might be approached by constituents 
who believed that their e-petition had been wrongly rejected. We are confident that the 
staff of the House would willingly assist Members to bring such e-petitions into order. 
Where necessary a Member should be able to appeal to the body charged with political 
authority over the scheme (see paragraph 148). 
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8 Implementation 

Public information 

126. The introduction of an e-petitions system will only be successful if it is used, and 
understood, by the public. We have discussed how we believe a system should be designed 
and what outcomes might reasonably be expected from it. But if the system is to be taken 
up and used, it will be crucial that would-be petitioners are properly informed about it. The 
Hansard Society wrote in their memorandum to us— 

It is vital that Parliament should raise awareness that the e-Petitions system has been 
changed and that e-Petitions are positively welcomed. Efforts should be made to 
make the public realise that their concerns will be taken seriously even if it cannot be 
promised that Parliament will necessarily agree or take action. As a first step, 
advertising in various forms of media, and most obviously on Parliament’s own 
website, should be used.106 

We do not intend in this report to describe a detailed public information strategy for the 
introduction of e-petitions. We do, however, believe that such a strategy will be necessary. 
Its potential cost will need to be included in any assessment of the total costs of introducing 
e-petitioning (see paragraph 138). 

127. One of the specific aims of the House of Commons Commission’s strategic plan for 
the period up to March 2011, in respect of public information, is to ensure that the public 
has a better understanding of the work and role of Parliament as distinct from 
Government.107 It will be important to ensure that this distinction is clearly understood in 
respect of e-petitions, but that task could be made significantly more challenging by the 
existence of the No. 10 e-petitioning system. In Jonathan Drori’s opinion ‘there would be 
great confusion in having a petitioning system both for Number 10 and Parliament.’108 Ella 
Taylor-Smith told us— 

as soon as you set up your system you are going to have to explain the exact 
difference between the two systems and it is going to be very difficult for you to do 
that without undermining the Number 10 system.109 

128. Our witnesses were divided on whether, if the House of Commons had an e-
petitioning system, the No. 10 website should also continue to operate. Tom Steinberg110 
and Ella Taylor-Smith111 both argued that the public should be able to petition whichever 
body seemed best placed to address their concerns and supported a multiplicity of e-
petitions systems, but others argued that if there was a House of Commons system, the No. 
10 website could, or even should, close down. Peter Riddell stated— 
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if you get a system up and running, no doubt in a gradualist way, it is very difficult to 
see what argument there is for retaining a Number 10 site.112 

Tom Loosemore told us that his preference would be for the No. 10 website to close 
down113— 

To my mind, the most important place to have petitions is Parliament, not Number 
10.114 

129. It is not, of course, for us, or indeed the House, to decide to close down the No. 10 e-
petitioning system, although Peter Riddell did point out that, since ‘the Prime Minister, the 
Leader of the House, and indeed the former Leader of the House, the current Lord 
Chancellor [were] in favour of the parliamentary system,’ they had the power to do so, if 
they thought it appropriate. We believe that it is very likely that the public would find the 
continuing operation of a No. 10 website and a House of Commons system confusing. 
We believe that, in that eventuality, both the Government and the House would agree 
that the House of Commons for both historic and constitutional reasons should be the 
primary recipient of e-petitions.  

Information for Members 

130. Since the start of the current Parliament in May 2005, of the House’s 640 Members115 
who could have presented a petition, 206 so far have and just 38 of these have presented 
more than two petitions. It would seem reasonable to assume that many Members have 
little or no experience of the existing petitions procedure. We are aware that some 
Members believe that the present procedures have little or no value.116 

131. We believe that our proposed e-petitioning system has the potential to be a valued and 
useful addition to procedures of the House of Commons and to the House’s objective of 
improving its engagement with the public. But it may not achieve that potential if 
Members are either unclear how they should be involved in it or are unwilling to be so 
involved. We have tried in this report to spell out what that involvement would be. 
Members may choose to what extent they engage with many of the House’s procedures. 
Early Day Motions (EDMs) are a good example of such a procedure. Some Members 
simply do not either sign or table EDMs. That is a matter of personal choice and it has no 
direct bearing on the use of the procedure by other Members. 

132. The same would not, however, be the case with e-petitions. Firstly, no e-petition, 
under the scheme we propose, could be posted on the website unless a Member was willing 
to facilitate it. In practice as we describe in paragraph 77, prospective e-petitioners would 
be put to considerable inconvenience if their constituency Member refused to facilitate 
their e-petitions. We suspect that most e-petitioners put in that position would simply give 
up and conclude that the system had failed them. We believe that the vast majority of 
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Members would be keen to respond positively to a constituent who submitted an e-petition 
and would happily take on the task of facilitating it. But, if a sufficient number of people 
had a negative experience, that could discredit the system as a whole and lead to the sort of 
reputational damage which we warned of in paragraph 32.  

133. It will therefore be essential that all Members, and their staff, are properly informed 
about the e-petitions system and what may be required of them. As well as understanding 
the role of facilitator, Members will also need to be aware of the opportunities they will 
have to communicate with their constituents who have signed e-petitions which are not 
facilitated by their Member. We recommend that the House service should set up a 
programme of opportunities for Members and their staff to be briefed on their roles in 
an e-petitioning system. We also recommend that the Petitions Office should consult 
Members on their preferred methods of internal communication in respect of e-
petitions. 

Costs 

134. In its memorandum the Management Board, while emphasising the uncertainties 
involved in making any estimates at this stage, estimated that the initial set up costs of an e-
petitions system might be around £500,000 and the annual running costs around £750,000. 
The set up costs are almost entirely the procurement of the ICT systems; the majority of 
the running costs are to cover additional staff to handle petitions and other non-ICT 
elements. The additional costs from printing e-petitions in Hansard is estimated to equal 
the costs of the ICT systems maintenance contract and its contract manager.117  

135. The Management Board’s estimates for the ICT systems are in the same broad area as 
the estimates of our witnesses. Tom Loosemore suggested costs of ‘the order of £200,000 
on the build and … a similar amount for running costs.’118 Jonathan Drori told us that the 
technology part of the system ‘is not tens of thousands and it is not millions, it is 
somewhere between the two, so I would not be surprised if it was hundreds of 
thousands.’119 

136. The estimates of other costs are no less uncertain. The Management Board draws 
attention to the potential risks of starting with a small staff on the basis that additional staff 
could be provided at a later date in response to demand— 

Firstly there is a risk that a small staff could be overwhelmed leading to delays in 
processing petitions or assisting Members and thus damaging the reputation of the 
new procedure and even potentially of the House and its relations with the public 
more broadly. Secondly, No. 10 found that traffic increased very rapidly after their 
scheme was launched. It would be very difficult to scale up a small team with the 
necessary speed if the House scheme experienced a similar phenomenon. (If the No. 
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10 website is discontinued or redirects potential petitioners to the House, traffic 
could be significant from the beginning.) 120 

On this basis the Board suggests an initial team of around seven staff—similar to the size of 
a departmental select committee team.  

137. There may be additional costs which have not been captured by the Management 
Board’s estimates. There may for example be a significant increase in queries to the web-
centre or to the Public Information Office. Members, as we noted above (paragraph 28), 
may experience increases in email or other correspondence as a result of facilitating, or 
indicating support for, e-petitions. There may even be resource implications for select 
committees if they take a greater interest in petitions than in the past. 

138. The estimates were, of course, all made before we agreed this report and the proposed 
scheme which we have set out in it. They have therefore been framed in very general terms. 
Even with the benefit of this report, some costs will be impossible to estimate with any 
certainty. In respect of other matters, such as the costs of the ICT system, it may be unwise 
to be too specific about what the House expects to pay in advance of issuing commercial 
tenders for their procurement. Nonetheless we recommend that the Management Board 
should produce, before the House considers this report, a memorandum setting out, so 
far as these limitations allow, an estimate of the costs of an e-petitions system along the 
lines of our preferred option. It would further assist the House if these costs could be 
compared with the costs of other Parliamentary activities, such as the cost of the 
Education Unit, or the parliamentary website, or a select committee or taking a public 
bill through all its stages. 

139. Although we are inviting the House to agree to the introduction of our preferred e-
petitions scheme, we are not inviting the House to agree to a blank cheque in respect of its 
costs. We have no doubt that the Management Board will provide the House with the best 
available information, but it is clear that there is and will continue to be a significant level 
of uncertainty, which is not unusual or surprising in a project such as this. We have noted 
the damage which a failure in the ICT systems could cause to e-petitioning and to the 
House itself. The more robust a system is made, the more it is likely to cost and to seek to 
make the system 100 per cent robust may well be prohibitively expensive. At some point a 
judgement will have to be made that the system is robust enough. Similarly there may be a 
temptation to add features, perhaps in response to perceived user demand, perhaps 
because of benefits identified by the developers. We listed a number of features which were 
suggested in evidence to us (paragraph 105). But additional features are likely to lead to 
additional costs, in some cases potentially significant additional costs. 

140. In implementing an e-petitions scheme the House must ensure that adequate financial 
disciplines are in place. The agreement of the House that an e-petitions scheme should be 
introduced is not a replacement for proper scrutiny of how that scheme should be 
implemented. We see a role for ourselves in that implementation (see paragraph 148), but 
our involvement must be complemented by proper financial oversight and accountability. 
The arrangements for financial accountability must be clear and transparent. We 
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encourage the Finance and Services Committee to maintain oversight of the costs of the 
implementation of e-petitioning. 

141. There may also be costs which do not fall directly on the House of Commons. 
Government departments will be expected to reply to e-petitions as they do to traditional 
petitions. If however e-petitioning activity moves from the No. 10 website to the House of 
Commons, there may not be a significant increase in the overall numbers of petitions 
requiring responses; and there may be savings to Government from reduced activity on the 
No. 10 site or indeed from closing it down completely. 

Delivery 

142. E-petitioning cannot be introduced simply as a reform of parliamentary procedure. 
Instead it must be approached as a major project with a substantial ICT element. We have 
already expressed our support for the approach to delivery advocated by several of our 
witnesses: that  

• the proposed system should be piloted before introduction;  

• once introduced it should be capable of continuing refinement in response to user 
demand; 

• in ICT terms it should be established as a ‘beta’ site (paragraph 59) .  

143. Any decision to introduce a scheme must include clear parameters as to the content 
and structure of an e-petitioning system, but, as we described in paragraph 58, the House 
must be prepared to allow those with responsibility for its implementation sufficient 
flexibility to respond to changing circumstances both before and after its launch. Tom 
Loosemore emphasised the importance of delegating responsibility for delivery to a named 
individual and giving that person the freedom to achieve that delivery without undue 
interference.121  

144. Several of our witnesses were critical of PICT.122 Tom Steinberg questioned whether 
an e-petitions system could be successfully implemented ‘unless there are substantial 
changes within the way that PICT delivers projects.’123 Tom Loosemore described PICT as 
‘a major part of the problem in the way that it manages itself.’124 Jonathan Drori described 
the problem as being PICT’s dual role ‘both as an advisor on the best technical methods 
and also as a deliverer of those things.’125 He told us— 

generally things work best when there is a clear relationship between a commissioner 
who commissions on behalf of users and a supplier, and I think that is fudged in the 
way that Parliament operates its information technology.126 

 
121 Q 53 

122 PICT is the joint department of both Houses responsible for the delivery of their ICT requirements. 

123 Q50 

124 Q52 

125 Q132 

126 Ibid 



  47 

 

It is not our intention to prescribe the approach to be taken to the procurement and 
development of the necessary ICT systems, but we have been told that PICT itself believes 
that in this case the best approach to procurement of a system might be by means of an 
open tender. We have reflected this approach in our assessment of a possible timescale for 
implementation. We should also note that throughout this inquiry we have found PICT’s 
advice to be helpful and constructive. 

Timescale 

145. The Management Board memorandum notes that following the House’s debate of our 
report, Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, in October 2007, some preparatory work 
on e-petitions has been undertaken. Indeed we have ourselves been able to incorporate 
some of the products of that work in this report, for which we are grateful. The 
memorandum then sets out what the timescale might be following publication of this 
report— 

until the House gives its express authority for an e-petitioning system, tenders 
cannot be invited. It is very likely that any such invitation would fall within the scope 
of EU procurement rules. It is estimated that, given the likely requirements for both 
functionality and reliability, establishing an e-petition system would take 12–18 
months from the date of the House’s decision to proceed.127  

We broadly endorse this timescale and conclude that, as a consequence, the earliest date 
from which an e-petitions system could be operational is likely to be the beginning of 
2010. 

Management 

146. We have noted the importance of clear delegation of responsibility for the successful 
delivery of a project such as the introduction of e-petitioning. It will be for the House 
service to establish a team to take it forward on a day to day basis and to ensure that 
whoever leads that team has the necessary authority to follow the implementation strategy 
we set out earlier. In addition, however, to those structures, there must be clear lines of 
political accountability in order to give Members and the House confidence that their 
priorities are being given due weight and to provide the implementation team with a 
means of obtaining political authority for any changes to or revisions of the scheme 
endorsed by the House. 

147. In this inquiry we have considered whether we should revisit the conclusion of our 
previous report that the House should not establish a Petitions Committee. The Hansard 
Society, who had recommended the establishment of such a committee in its 
memorandum to that inquiry, repeated their recommendation in their memorandum to 
this inquiry. The International Teledemocracy Centre at Napier University argued that  

a coordinating body is essential to support Members’ involvement with petitions, 
including e-petitions, not just in terms of assisting Members, but to create an even 
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and sustainable process that the public can have confidence in. We feel that some 
sort of Petitions Committee is the logical answer.128 

We agree that the functions which they identify are important. We believe that those 
functions, at least initially, go together with the provision of political authority and 
accountability for the development and implementation of e-petitioning. We do not, 
however, agree that the establishment of a new committee would necessarily be the best 
solution. 

148. The priority of whatever body is given this task will be to provide consistency and 
certainty to the implementation team, in terms of the House’s overall objectives for the 
scheme, and to the House, as the representative of its intentions to the implementation 
team. We believe that, as the authors of this report and the committee set up by the House 
to oversee its procedures, we are currently best placed to undertake that role. We 
recommend that, if the House agrees to set up an e-petitions scheme as we have 
proposed, we should be given the responsibility, at least initially, to provide the political 
oversight of the implementation of that scheme. 
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9 Conclusion   
149. A project to establish e-petitioning can only be initiated by a decision of the House. 
We have set out our preferred option in this report. But there are other viable options and 
it will be for the House as a whole to decide which it wishes to pursue.  

150. We have identified a number of risks in proceeding with e-petitioning on the model 
we propose. We have also set out how any web-based project such as this needs to be able 
to adapt and respond to the demands, and even the preferences, of its users if it is to be 
successful. Even if that flexibility is built in, we cannot be certain that e-petitioning will be a 
success. But what we can say is that we have recognised a demand for new and more 
effective means of communication between the public and Members of Parliament and for 
the House to be able to be more responsive to the concerns and interests of the public. E-
petitioning will not on its own be the answer to that demand, but it could make an 
important contribution. 

151. To some readers of this report e-petitioning might seem to involve simply the 
development of a discrete item of parliamentary procedure so that it can be supported and 
enhanced by an electronic dimension and a presence on the parliamentary website. To the 
public, however, e-petitioning is likely to be perceived as just one function among many 
offered on the House’s website, and the opportunity to submit an e-petition as just one of 
many ways of communicating with Parliament or with individual Members of Parliament. 
Whether it is successful will largely depend on how many people choose to use that 
opportunity and whether, in terms of outcomes, it offers something that is distinctive and 
is what people want. In other words, introducing e-petitioning is something of a gamble, 
possibly an expensive gamble, but a gamble which in our opinion is worth taking. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 

1. In reaching our conclusions on an e-petitions scheme we have made the broad 
assumption that the number of petitions submitted would be substantially closer to 
the figures for the No. 10 website than those the House currently experiences. 
(Paragraph 18) 

Arguments for introducing e-petitions 

2. Introducing e-petitioning would reinforce the House’s historic role as the proper and 
principal recipient of public petitions and would help ensure that the public has a 
better understanding of the work and role of Parliament as distinct from 
Government. (Paragraph 34) 

3. E-petitioning has the potential to open up the House’s proceedings in new and to 
some extent unpredictable ways and that overall it could make a major contribution 
to the House’s strategic objective to ‘make itself more accessible, to make it easier for 
people to understand the work of Parliament and do more to communicate its 
activity to the general public. (Paragraph 42) 

Our preferred option 

• E-petitions can be submitted via the parliamentary website 

• If they comply with the House’s rules, the petitioner’s constituency MP will be 
asked to act as facilitator  

• The e-petition is then posted on the parliamentary website for a set period. Others 
may add their names to it. 

• At the end of the period, it is closed. Members will be able to indicate support for it. 

•  It is then presented to the House, either electronically or on the floor. 

• Petitioners and signatories may opt in to receive updates on the progress of the e-
petition and/or up to two emails from their constituency MP 

• E-petitions will be printed in Hansard and sent to select committees and may be 
considered by them 

• The Government will normally be expected to reply within two months of 
presentation 

• On three occasions each year, certain e-petitions will be debated by the House of 
Commons in Westminster Hall 

4. The development and implementation of an e-petitions system such as we describe 
can only effectively be achieved through an iterative process. That process may lead 
to changes in the detail of what we describe. It should not, however, challenge the 
basic principles. (Paragraph 58) 
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5. We emphasise that throughout this description of our preferred scheme the detailed 
arrangements which we set out must be seen as illustrative. The development and 
implementation process may well suggest better ways of achieving the same 
outcome. Where it does, the necessary delegations and flexibility must be in place to 
allow such refinements to be made. We were also advised ‘to design a very simple 
first version.’ The proposed system which we describe below may not seem simple. 
In part that is because we have attempted to give the House a full picture of what an 
e-petitions scheme might look like. It does not necessarily follow that we would 
expect every element to be in place from the very start. As well as the benefits of 
being able to develop the system iteratively and respond to user experience, we also 
note that probably it would be much easier to add new features to the scheme than it 
would be to remove elements which proved unsustainable. (Paragraph 59) 

6. We recommend that when Parliament is dissolved, all current e-petitions should be 
closed and the website should be suspended, so that no new e-petition may be 
submitted until the new Parliament has met. (Paragraph 67) 

7. Our view is that the involvement of the constituency Member of Parliament is 
central to the historic petitions procedure in the House of Commons. The vast 
majority of Members see the presentation of petitions on behalf of their constituents 
as one of their responsibilities whether or not they support the petition itself. This 
involvement strengthens both the petitions procedure itself and the broader 
relationship between constituents and their Member of Parliament. We believe that 
it can and should be preserved in any e-petitions system. (Paragraph 75) 

8. We recommend that, if after proper consideration of the potential risks, the House 
decides to press ahead with e-petitioning, it should be on the basis of our proposed 
scheme. (Paragraph 102) 

9. We do not believe that the steps we have described, such as the requirement to 
designate a facilitating Member or several opportunities to opt in to receive further 
information, if clearly explained, should act as a significant deterrent to anyone with 
a considered and committed intention to submit an e-petition to the House of 
Commons. However, if during the implementation or following the introduction of 
the scheme, problems become apparent, there should be the flexibility and agility 
within the scheme to address them. (Paragraph 104) 

Outcomes 

10. We recommend that initially there should be three one and a half hour slots each 
year (i.e. one each term) in Westminster Hall dedicated to debating petitions. On 
each of those occasions one, two or three petitions or groups of petitions could be 
debated. We would expect the House regularly to review the adequacy of this 
debating time as experience of e-petitioning develops. (Paragraph 113) 

11. We recommend that while we continue to perform that role we, the Procedure 
Committee, should initially be responsible for deciding which e-petitions are debated 
in a manner similar to the way the Liaison Committee chooses the select committee 
reports to be debated in Westminster Hall. (Paragraph 114) 
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Rules on admissibility and content 

12. We recommend that, in order to be admissible, e-petitions should clearly and 
specifically state what action the petitioners desire the House of Commons to take to 
remedy the matter about which they are petitioning. There should be a mechanism 
within the system to allow a Member who has been asked to facilitate a constituent’s 
petition to respond that the petition is unclear or misdirected and to offer instead to 
correspond with the petitioner in order to bring the petition within these tighter 
rules. (Paragraph 119) 

13. We intend to keep under review the differences in the rules and, if necessary, will 
report to the House on any action that may need to be taken in respect of them. 
(Paragraph 124) 

Implementation 

14. We believe that it is very likely that the public would find the continuing operation of 
a No. 10 website and a House of Commons system confusing. We believe that, in 
that eventuality, both the Government and the House would agree that the House of 
Commons for both historic and constitutional reasons should be the primary 
recipient of e-petitions.  (Paragraph 129) 

15. We recommend that the House service should set up a programme of opportunities 
for Members and their staff to be briefed on their roles in an e-petitioning system. 
We also recommend that the Petitions Office should consult Members on their 
preferred methods of internal communication in respect of e-petitions. (Paragraph 
133) 

16. We recommend that the Management Board should produce, before the House 
considers this report, a memorandum setting out, so far as these limitations allow, an 
estimate of the costs of an e-petitions system along the lines of our preferred option. 
It would further assist the House if these costs could be compared with the costs of 
other Parliamentary activities, such as the cost of the Education Unit, or the 
parliamentary website, or a select committee or taking a public bill through all its 
stages. (Paragraph 138) 

17. The arrangements for financial accountability must be clear and transparent. We 
encourage the Finance and Services Committee to maintain oversight of the costs of 
the implementation of e-petitioning. (Paragraph 140) 

18. We conclude that the earliest date from which an e-petitions system could be 
operational is likely to be the beginning of 2010. (Paragraph 145) 

19. We recommend that, if the House agrees to set up an e-petitions scheme as we have 
proposed, we should be given the responsibility, at least initially, to provide the 
political oversight of the implementation of that scheme. (Paragraph 148) 
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Formal Minutes 

Wednesday 19 March 2008 

Members present: 

Mr Greg Knight, in the Chair 

Mr Christopher Chope 
Mr Roger Gale 
Mr John Hemming 

 Mrs Siân James 
Rosemary McKenna 
Sir Robert Smith 

 

1. e-Petitions 

Draft Report (e-Petitions), proposed by the Chairman, brought up and read. 

Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time paragraph by paragraph. 

Paragraphs 1 to 151 read and agreed to. 

Summary read and agreed to. 

Annexes read and agreed to. 

Resolved, That the Report be the First Report of the Committee to the House. 

Ordered, That the Chairman do make the Report to the House. 

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the 
provisions of Standing Order No. 134. 

Written evidence was ordered to be reported to the House for printing with the Report. 

[Adjourned till Wednesday 2 April at 2.30 pm. 
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Reports from the Procedure Committee 
since 2005 

The following reports have been published during this Parliament: 

Session 2007–08 

First Report e-Petitions HC 136
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Taken before the Procedure Committee

on Wednesday 28 November 2007

Members present

Mr Greg Knight, in the Chair

Mr Christopher Chope Mrs Siân C James
Mr Roger Gale Mrs Linda Riordan
John Hemming

Witnesses: Mr Douglas Carswell MP (Harwich, Conservative); Andrew Miller MP (Ellesmere Port and
Neston, Labour); and Mr Richard Allan, Government AVairs Director, Europe, Cisco Systems (Former
Member for SheYeld Hallam, Liberal Democrat), gave evidence.

Q1 Chairman: Gentlemen, thank you for coming.
You know what we are looking into. The House
itself has already expressed its support in principle
for e-petitions and has asked the Procedure
Committee to draw up a scheme with a number of
key elements: firstly, that Members should be as
engaged with e-petitions as they are with written
petitions; e-petitions should be open for the addition
of e-signatures for a certain period before they are
formally presented; and once presented they should
have the same status as written petitions. The
Government has accepted our earlier suggestion
that as a general rule all petitions should be
responded to by the minister. We discovered in the
earlier part of our inquiry that up to 25% of petitions
were not being answered at all, and we are pleased
that the Government has joined us in regarding that
as totally unsatisfactory. Do any of you wish to
make an opening statement or do you want us to just
start the questions?
Andrew Miller: Chairman, I think all three of us are
on the same wave length as the Committee so on a
personal level I think it would be better and more
constructive if you went into questions.

Q2 Chairman: Do you agree with that, Douglas?
Mr Carswell: Yes.

Q3 Chairman: Richard?
Mr Allan: Happy to respond to questions.

Q4 Chairman: We do have a sceptic on the
Committee, Roger Gale, who needs to be convinced
that this is a good idea, so we are not necessarily
completely united in our view on this. I take it from
what Andrew said that the three of you do support
the principle of an e-petitions system and feel that
the Commons should embrace this; would that be a
fair summary of your opinion?
Mr Carswell: Correct. Chairman, I think we should
go even further and not merely allow e-petitioning
but e-initiatives so that what we debate and vote on
in the House can be determined by the people we are
supposed to represent.

Mr Allan: Chairman, I would put a caveat on that.
I think that if you are going to open up an e-
petitioning system, which I think essentially could be
a useful democratic tool, the most important thing
is absolute clarity and transparency with the citizens
about what they can expect from it. I am not sure we
have had that necessarily with all the e-petitioning
systems to date. One thing that still worries me is
that I do not believe there has been a full evaluation
of the Number 10 e-petitioning system in terms of
what the users of it actually think. We have got some
numbers from it but nobody has gone out there and
said to people, “Do you feel that the Number 10 e-
petitioning system has enhanced democracy or has it
in some way actually left you disappointed?” I think
those questions do need answering before we go
any further.
Andrew Miller: Following from that I would argue
that an important precursor to e-petitions is to
establish the principle that you described yourself
that ministers should respond so that the petitioning
process does have a relevance and at least people can
see as a result of the X thousand people pressing for
the improved railway on the Wrexham-Bidston line,
or whatever it might be, they can see what the
Minister for Transport has said about it precisely. I
think that would be an important prerequisite to
have that really well-embedded.

Q5 Chairman: And if we were to embrace an e-
petitioning system, do you see this as an extension of
our current petitioning system, in other words using
new technology to present what has always been
presented to Parliament in a new and diVerent way,
or do you see it as a totally new procedure and
therefore not akin to what has happened in the past
really for anyone who wants to respond?
Andrew Miller: We may have diVerent views on that,
I do not know, but my view would be that it should
start oV as a process that supports the existing
procedure. It does enhance the procedure because it
empowers those people and it is an increasing
number of people who may have access to IT in their
homes but are actually themselves house-bound. Mr
Gale has heard me at previous meetings talk about
my 87-year-old mother for whom the Internet is a
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window to the world, and for her to engage in things
with her Member of Parliament (not me, I hasten to
add, it is a colleague on your side, Chairman) would
be something that she would find quite refreshing,
and that actually does mean that we are providing a
tool to a part of the country that currently very
rarely gets the opportunity to engage in any
petitioning process.

Q6 Chairman: Before you come in on this, Douglas,
the reason I asked the question was we had a very
clear steer when we spoke to Members of the
Scottish Parliament that if they were doing it again
they would have much preferred to roll out a new
system and do it incrementally, and they felt that
they went too far too soon, which caused all sorts of
problems which they could have addressed if they
had moved the system slowly to where it now is.
Mr Carswell: I hope that any change would be an
improvement and would support the status quo of
representative democracy. After being two years in
this institution, I believe that the system sorely needs
revitalising, but I do also hope that in making the
change it would be a step towards a system of
democracy in the age of YouTube, where you are not
simply using modern technology to petition your
rulers and beg that they take note of your concerns,
but you are actually able to materially aVect an
outcome, so I would hope that e-petitioning would
be the start of something much greater and actually
put the voter in the driving seat and not the Sir
Humphrey politician types.
Mr Allan: I think you will have some real problems
if you take the existing system and then try and put
it online because you are going to be trying to get a
round peg into a square hole. The reality is that the
old-fashioned petitioning of Parliament had certain
characteristics; it is small scale, by definition, it is
hard to get up to big scale; it is localised, petitions are
generally on local issues; and it has become
subservient where the public comes and says “Please
sir; yes sir.” The Internet is not localised, by
definition it is global, not even just outside the
constituency, it is literally global and people want to
access it from anywhere in the world if you have a
system; it is very large scale; and it is not the
subservient relationship, people’s expectation is that
it is much more a relationship of equals. I think the
way people will want to use it will be contrary to the
way you want them to use it if your expectation is
that it is going to be like the old-fashioned petitions.
The road pricing dispute is a classic example here.
That is not a constituency petition. Whose is the
road pricing petition? When two million people in
the country sign a petition to whom does that belong
and how do you deal with it. It is orders of
magnitude diVerent from almost any other historic
paper petitioning exercise so I think there are some
real issues that need to be addressed.

Q7 Chairman: You could deal with the “anywhere in
the world” point by requiring the person signing the
petition online to put their postcode. If they were not
a registered voter in the UK you could actually
prevent them from adding their name.

Mr Allan: You may do but I think what I am saying
is you will spend a lot of time fighting the way people
want to use it. You will be spending your time
fighting them oV rather than including them and that
reputationally could be diYcult for Parliament.
There is another way and that is to see petitions as
more of a public EDM, so the way an EDM is where
MPs associate themselves with a statement, an e-
petition to Parliament could be like an EDM where
anyone could sign. It is a diVerent way of thinking of
it. In that case what is the problem with anyone
signing it from anywhere? As long as you know and
you are able to respond to them accordingly, why
limit access to that?

Q8 Chairman: In terms of language then, do I take it
that you would not want to see an e-petition
necessarily bound by the same rules as to how a
point is phrased?
Mr Allan: I think something like an EDM is much
more appropriate than the old petitioning forms. So
what you are really saying is, if I am a member of the
public, I am coming along and I am saying, “I want
the UK Parliament to discuss this issue of
importance to me and this is why it is important.” It
is much more equivalent to what you do as MPs with
an EDM than it is to say, “I humbly beseech you,
please sir, yes sir,” which I do not think would work
in the Internet climate.
Mr Carswell: I have come to the conclusion after two
and a half years I have worked here, that an EDM is
just gesture politics; it is a way of me engaging in a
pointless gesture. I do not think that a disaVected
and justifiably disillusioned electorate is going to be
satisfied by just being able to engage in their own
form of electronic gesture politics; they will want to
actually know what it is going to achieve. Signing a
petition and having it raised or addressed by a
minister is all very well but I think you need to go
further than that and actually initiate debates and
votes in the House of Commons, some form of
systems initiative beyond simply public EDMs.
Andrew Miller: I would plead for caution about
Richard’s ambitious project for two reasons. One is
the same problem as one sees from time to time on
the Number 10 website, you can put something up
that is ever so simplistic and it will attract lots of
signatures but the practical application of whatever
it is is enormously complicated, so it does drive you
towards that kind of simplified politics, and I would
counsel against that. I agree with Richard that you
cannot simply pick up the rules governing the
existing petitioning process and plant them onto an
electronic system but, on the other hand, whilst I am
sure all Members in the room would support the
continuation of the concept of our relationship with
our constituents in our constituencies, I think we do
need to find a mechanism that will enable the
constituency-based petition to be conducted online.
You are right, the base tool that is already in place,
the use of postcode information to identify the
legitimacy of the person, is increasingly becoming
easy to cross-reference with the electoral database,
and over time that will become more simplified as the
major political parties move towards common
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approaches to management of data and the electoral
register, so it would be possible to have in place a
cross-reference to the postcode and confirm that that
person is registered as part of the petitioning process
and therefore you could maintain the constituency-
based model of current petitioning. The detailed
rules—I would bow to some of the expertise from
PICT and so on to work out how in practical terms it
would be implemented within the framework of the
interface between Parliament and the public that
exists in their bailiwick.
Chairman: Thank you. Roger Gale?

Q9 Mr Gale: I am not entirely certain that Mr Allan
is correct in his assertion that the petition is by
implication local. I think most of us can recall badge
messengers carrying boxes and boxes of signed
forms into the Chamber where the subject has
warranted a national approach, but each and every
one of those, whether they were a handful of
signatures or a truckload of them, has been under
the guidance and management of a Member of
Parliament. Do you feel that with an e-petition the
parliamentary management—and I hesitate to use
the word “sponsorship” because it is more a
facility—the parliamentary facilitation of an e-
petition should remain?
Mr Carswell: I profoundly disagree with the culture
whereby politics has to take part under the
patronage and guidance of an MP; I find that
bizarre. People want to and should be able to engage
in politics without the permission or say so of their
local MP or some member of the political caste in
Westminster. Deference has gone and people, I think
quite rightly, should be able to initiate these things
with or without a politician’s say so.
Andrew Miller: I am not on the same wave length on
this one. I made the observation earlier about the
wording of a petition. I think the wording of a
petition has to have some credibility in terms of what
the petitioners are seeking to achieve. It has to be
written in language that a) is understandable and b)
is meaningful in terms of something that can be
delivered. I think it is the responsibility of the
Member who is managing the petitioning process, as
it is now, to be able to stand up in the House and
present their petition and, if necessary, be
subsequently challenged about, “Well, Mr Gale, you
have presented this petition and it is your wording
on the petition but it is a meaningless gesture and
how would you actually expect us as the relevant
government department to respond to you, there is
no procedure?” It would be an irresponsibility to do
that, but having listened over the last 15 or 16 years
to a number of people presenting petitions, I think
we can all find examples where it has been gesture
politics on the part of the Member. I actually think
that tying it to an accountable Member is a way of
strengthening the process. It is not a question of
patronage; it is a question of you need a champion
and a manager of the petition, and the Member
should be the champion of that cause and should
have thought it out thoroughly and made sure that
the words that people are signing up to are actually
deliverable within the framework of our system.

Q10 Mr Gale: Do you want to add anything
Richard?
Mr Allan: I think it very much depends on your
expectation of who is going to initiate the petitions
and what they are going to be like. In a sense, we are
all guessing slightly what the public wants to do but
we have some evidence from what they have done at
Number 10 of the public saying, “This is what we
want: to tell the Prime Minister about something.”
It is going to be much more complex in the
Parliamentary environment. I agree entirely that
historically you have national petitions sponsored
by an individual Member, for example a Member
who was leading the All-Party Autism Group and
through that network bringing signatures from
across the country on autism. There was a
comfortable working relationship between the
Member and the community that was petitioning. I
think with an online petitioning system that
comfortable relationship will break down and will
be quite diVerent, and if we want to come to it to
challenge Parliament—so if we take something like
the road pricing example again if people come here
and want to have a go at road pricing—who is going
to own that petition? If the MP and the person who
initiated the petition was on the Government side
and happened to support road pricing, are they
supposed to own that petition even though two
million people have come to say, “We hate the
Government for doing X,Y and Z”? I should think
the way people will use it will be quite diVerent from
the historic petition. That was the point I was trying
to get at earlier. If we know that and we can
anticipate that then we need to have a system that
would be responsive to the way people want to use it
rather than the way we historically have done
petitions.

Q11 Chairman: Of course it has always been the case
that a Member presenting a petition now does not
necessarily have to support the views of the
petitioners. He is a facilitator rather than a
champion.
Mr Allan: I agree but I think in most cases the
interests of the Member and the petitioners are
broadly aligned. I think there are very few cases
where there may be evidence to the contrary, but I
suspect certainly where a Member is actively
involved in the petition, there is normally a
coincidence of interest between themselves and the
group making the petition.
Chairman: I think that is the usual position.
Mr Gale: I am surprised that what Richard has said
has so profoundly misconstrued the management of
petitions. The reason that the bag rather quaintly
hangs behind the Chair is precisely to enable a
Member of Parliament who wishes to receive or is
required to receive a petition but does not wish to
endorse it to put it in the bag and have it published in
proper fashion on behalf of the constituents without
having to make a speech in favour of it. The
Chairman used the word “facilitator”. Let me come
back to you on this. What we are talking about is
eVectively a parliamentary duty. It does not matter
to me if a Labour Party member comes to me and
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says, “Here’s a petition; will you present it?” The
answer is “Yes”, in exactly the same way as if a
Member of Parliament brings a referral to the
Ombudsman which has to be counter-signed by a
Member of Parliament. I do not have to agree with
it; I act as the facilitator. I cannot see the problem. I
find it slightly perverse that Mr Carswell should on
the one hand say he does not want Parliament
involved with it having a few moments ago
castigated what he and I have both regarded as the
parliamentary graYti that is early day motions.
What we are in danger of doing, unless we inject
some parliamentary management into this, is
extending the parliamentary graYti to an ever-
widening platform.

Q12 Chairman: Right of reply!
Mr Carswell: What I am advocating in the paper I
submitted to the Committee1 is that you go much
further than merely the right of e-petitioning and
you have a right of citizen’s initiative so that instead
of collecting signatures which would mean a
headline in your local paper, you could actually
collect signatures that would initiate the second
reading of an Act of Parliament. The facilitator in
that case would be the Queen in the State Opening
of Parliament where her Speech would not merely
recite the agenda of the ruling establishment but
would actually recite the laws the people of this
country would like to see debated. That is what I am
arguing for.

Q13 Chairman: Any further bites?
Andrew Miller: Just on Mr Gale’s comments, I
endorse his view about the parliamentary graYti of
EDMs. Just in my time here their value has gone
right down because any old subject that takes
somebody’s fancy this evening is tabled and some
pretty irrelevant non-parliamentary issues appear as
well. Whilst I totally understand the historic role of
the bag behind the Chair and all the rest of that, the
simple reality, Mr Gale, is that more and more
Members are using the petitioning process as a
vehicle to help promote their relationship with their
constituents, and whilst you are absolutely right that
most Hon and Rt Hon Members would present a
petition even if they profoundly disagreed with the
content of it, the majority of petitions do have a
strong correlation with the perceived interests of the
Member.
Chairman: Thank you. Siân?

Q14 Mrs James: I just wanted to tease a little bit
more out on this, gentlemen. The Committee
considers that those accessing the petition website
would submit a petition and would be advised to first
contact their constituency MP. It has been very
interesting to hear what you have had to say and I
would like to hear a little more on that. I would also
like to hear a little bit more on the role of the MP as
a facilitator in this case because it appears to me as
a very active constituency MP (as we all are!) that
this link is vital, and I would not want a petition

1 Ev p 12.

suddenly appearing online which I did not know
about, or where I had not reacted in the proper way
to it. I would like to be part of that if something was
that important in my constituency.
Andrew Miller: Well, in practical terms I am with
you on that but obviously Mr Carswell takes a
profoundly more radical view. We do have a
relationship with the people we represent. I do not
believe it is one of subservience and people being
subservient to us at all; quite the other way round,
they are the only ones that can fire us, so I think we
do need to retain that relationship. I think it is one
of the strengths of our democratic process that ties it
together and has done for a considerable amount of
time, and that is the fact that we do have a structured
relationship between us and the constituency. I think
it is a healthy thing. Of course there are
complications when issues start to cross
constituency boundaries, cross jurisdictions. I
referred to the Wrexham-Bidston line earlier on and
that is an issue that Ian Lucas and I are both working
on. From presenting a petition point of view, that is
rather a diYcult issue, but you have to have a
vehicle/mechanism by which you could deal with
those cross-border issues or indeed national issues.
That is not impossible but I think I would still have
the link with the individual as part of the system.
Mr Carswell: Mrs James, if every Member of
Parliament was as diligent a constituency MP as you
are then I do not think there would be a problem.
The reality though is we have 60 or 70% of Members
of this Chamber who inhabit something called safe
seats. This means that realistically they stand very
little chance of ever actually being voted out by the
electorate. We have this curious system because we
have a parliamentary system that arose in the 19th
century where everything was parish based and
local. We had a 19th century system where it made
sense when the fastest thing in the country was a
steam train to send representatives down to this
building to make decisions on behalf of people. We
live in a totally diVerent age. I am sure members of
the Committee are familiar with the tail theory of the
Internet where if you are selling books or music or
political ideas there is an almost infinite demand for
very niche points of view. I do not really see how you
can maintain the old idea that you have to have a
constituency patron in the form of an MP who is
there to know what is best for you. I find it curious
and I think for the 60 or 70% of people who live in
seats with no realistic chance of changing their MP,
it is not a particularly fair or democratic system.
Mr Allan: There are lots of diVerent channels that a
constituent now has and we should not try and make
it one-size-fits-all. I think there is a very strong role
for a local petition which is between individual
constituents and their Member of Parliament
saying, “We, 10,000 people in constituency X, would
like you on our behalf to take action on this
particular issue.” They may choose to do that
through the parliamentary petitioning system or
they may set up a group on Facebook or there can
be a party political petition, which we are all using,
every party is doing petitions. Equally, they might
want to come along and have a petition on a great
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national issue: should we or should we not go to war
with country X or Y?—which really is not anything
to do with constituency and is actually not directed
at the constituency member, it is directed at
government. They could choose not to use a petition
but use another vehicle called WriteToThem.com so
they can come on to diVerent websites and write you
a letter.

Q15 Mrs James: They do.
Mr Allan: 200 or 300 of them could come that way,
so in a sense the expectation of the citizen nowadays
is that they should have some clear signposts to the
appropriate channel to use to achieve a particular
objective. If Parliament should do anything,
Parliament should be giving them those signposts
and giving them the range of tools and encouraging
and helping them to use the right tool for the right
job. A petition would be the right tool for the right
job in certain circumstances and in some cases that
will be an individual Member petition. Absolutely,
when it is local or crossing local boundaries it should
be the individual Member or Members. In other
cases, I would argue that that probably is not the
right vehicle for them. If you can signpost and oVer
them a range of tools then I think you will have
helped that democratic engagement to take place.
Mrs James: I do occupy something that is
considered to be a safe seat but I do not treat it as a
safe seat; I would be taking the electorate very much
for granted if I did that.

Q16 Mr Gale: To some extent, Mr Allan, you have
already touched on this but there clearly is an
emerging view that there are eVectively two kinds of
issues, national issues and local issues. I do not have
a problem with that because I think the written
petition system has handled that perfectly
adequately by in every case having a lead Member,
if you like. However perhaps you might consider the
possibility of there being two categories of petition:
one is a national petition and the other is dealing
with the local school, the local hospital, planning
issues that are contentious, out-of-town
supermarkets and things like that, which might fall
into a diVerent category. I just wonder what you
think of that possibility as a way of separating the
truly local from the truly national or international,
as in the case of the war in Iraq?
Mr Allan: I think it is sensible to separate them out.
Again, if we look at what has actually been
happening, I know there is this negativity around
EDMs as parliamentary graYti and I can share that
scepticism from being in here and seeing how they
are used, but if you look at what people have been
doing on the Number 10 website they have been
doing something like that in most cases on most of
those petitions. Clearly there is an appetite amongst
the public because millions of them are going there
to do this. There is an appetite for them to go and
collectively express themselves on a national issue in
a forum which they see as being oYcial: the Number
10 website. What is on the parliamentary website
carries a cachet and a status out there, believe it or
not, for people that they have gone and registered on

the Parliament website. Newspapers will take you
seriously and you will get reported and you are
encouraged to go along and add your name to it. I
think there is an appetite for that. The expectations
of what happens to it are diVerent obviously because
people are not stupid and they know that if they go
and argue against Government policy, and the
majority of MPs by definition are in the
Government, it is not instantly going to cause a
turnaround, but then there is still a sense of
eVectiveness by having gone and done it. In this
whole argument I am trying to put, if you go back to
thinking the person sitting out there and what their
expectations are and you create systems that meet
those expectations, then I think you will have done
something useful.

Q17 Mr Gale: I think that two of you appear to have
accepted the thesis that the petition should remain
within the facilitation of a Member of Parliament,
one of you clearly has not, but that being so, the
Committee took a view, without discussing this
really other than amongst ourselves, that at the very
least, given that there is always one lead petitioner
and somebody’s name comes top, whoever it is, that
that person’s constituency MP should be oVered a
chance to take it on board. I have already indicated
my view is that it is a parliamentary duty and
whether I like the petition or not is absolutely
immaterial, and I would not have any hesitation in
facilitating the petition whether or not I agree with
it. If there is to be any choice in this at all, and I
personally am not sure there should be, but if there
is, would it be sensible to say that in each and every
case whoever is the number one name on the list
should approach their constituency MP and if this
person says, “No thank you, I am not having
anything to do with this at all,” then there is the
freedom under parliamentary convention to go to
another Member of Parliament to say, “My own
Member of Parliament has refused to take this on
board; will you help me?”
Andrew Miller: I think when you are dealing with the
local issue, the planning issue or whatever in your
own constituency, it would be rather diYcult to
envisage the circumstances where a Member would
not at least act as a facilitator and I think in most
cases actually act as a champion, as has been
indicated in my earlier remarks to you. If some
mischievous group brought forward a petition that
said: “Mr Roger Gale should resign immediately,” I
cannot imagine, with the greatest respect Mr Gale,
you being terribly enamoured of the idea of being
required to act as a facilitator for that and there is a
danger that the system could be trivialised. One of
the strengths that I see about keeping the link with
the individual Member is that, as I say, the Member
would be accountable to the House for presenting
petitions which are credible and are deliverable and
are not frivolous and vexatious and beyond the
reasonable duties.

Q18 Chairman: Of course the Member may advise
the potential petitioners that there is a better way of
dealing with the problem, that he is prepared to go
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and see a minister, for example, on their behalf. I
think we very much take the point you have made.
Do you want to add anything?
Andrew Miller: Just simply that on the bigger issues,
the regional or national issues, I would certainly
accept Mr Gale’s observation that it may be that the
first person on the list is from my constituency and I
say to them, “Well actually on that particular issue
my neighbour Ben Chapman has far more expertise
than I have; it might be a good idea to have one of
Ben’s constituents as the lead petitioner and create
the link that way.” We do this, as colleagues know,
even across political boundaries. There is a degree of
co-operation on things where there is a mood in a
region, so I could certainly see a mechanism evolving
that would work. Perhaps one of the rules ought to
be, if it is a pan-constituency issue, that the lead
petitioner would have the responsibility of making
sure that their MP is prepared to act as the facilitator
or perhaps point them towards someone else.

Q19 Chairman: Richard, do you want to add
anything?
Mr Allan: I am just thinking about this filtering
notion. The numbers for the Number 10 Downing
Street website: over 29,000 petitions have been
submitted since the thing started so it is getting on
for 100 a day being submitted. Just a note of caution
not to underestimate the potential job you may have
doing that. The thought also just occurred to me that
if I was sitting in the Prime Minister’s constituency
that I may advertise myself on eBay as a willing
petitioner for anything that somebody wanted to
submit as a national petition so that the Prime
Minister has to deal with them. I say it half
frivolously but half seriously because any system
you put up there people will work out the best way
to game it in order to achieve the objective they
want. Or you submit 2,000 petitions to Andrew
Miller one week because he refused one so you get a
whole lot of people to submit lots and lots and he is
then expected to do the filtering. Just a note of
caution to say that volume will be an issue and
gaming will be an issue for the system that you put
up there.

Q20 Chairman: Douglas, do you want to add?
Mr Carswell: No.

Q21 Chairman: If the House insists in any system it
introduces that it wants to retain this link with the
constituency Member and wants to insist there
should be a facilitator, despite the evidence from
Douglas, do you think where an issue is local, as in
regional rather than in one constituency, there
should be provision for more than one Member to
act as a facilitator? Would you see an advantage in
this in helping perhaps to prevent multiple petitions
because in one area one constituency is represented
by the Labour, one by the Lib Dems and one by the
Conservatives so they all organise petitions and two
are seen to be outshone by the one that did it first?
Mr Allan: There is a practical solution to that which
is to allow and indeed to encourage Members to sign
the petitions themselves so the Member’s name is

appearing at the top and eVectively you have a lead
group of signatories to that petition, which is a very
practical way of allowing Members to associate
themselves with a petition and then the public to see
that they are associated with it and that would
make sense.

Q22 Chairman: You anticipated where I was going
in my next question.
Mr Allan: It would make perfect sense for regional
petitions.
Mrs Riordan: You have all already touched on this
subject but I wonder if you could go into a little bit
more depth on how multiple e-petitions should be
dealt with, for example against factory closures, Post
OYce closures, and should duplicate petitions be
allowed?

Q23 Chairman: Or should there be a requirement
that while a petition is open for additional signatures
we should not allow duplicates?
Mr Carswell: It may not relate immediately but I
know that in New Zealand where they have a
process for applications to initiate petitions for
legislative changes, the Clerk of the Table OYce has
a role in ruling out fantastical propositions; there is
a bar on multiple applications; and a small fee is also
charged to prevent constant attempts at overloading
the system, but I do not know how significant that is
to e-petitioners.

Q24 Chairman: Are you advocating the charging of
a fee in the UK if we go down this route?
Mr Carswell: If it would actually lead to substantive
change in Parliament yes, I think it would be worth
it. If you were simply just being charged to add your
name to an electronic graYti board like the Number
10 Downing Street website, then no. I would
willingly pay for politicians to discuss some of the
things I would like to see discussed in Parliament
and am unable to even as a Member.
Andrew Miller: I would argue strongly against the
presumption that anyone signing a petition or even
initiating a petition should be charged. I think it is a
basic civil right to be able to petition your Member
of Parliament or this Parliament. However, I can
certainly see in practical terms, because Richard’s
slightly tongue-in-cheek observation is absolutely
right, that there might be people out there who are
looking at the system and saying, “How can I break
it?” or, secondly, “How can I make the life of
Member X a complete misery?” and that is a serious
proposition. I think I probably still hold the record,
having dealt with a case some colleagues will
remember, the Louise Woodward case, where I dealt
with in excess of a quarter of a million emails and,
believe you me, that overloads a Member’s oYce,
and I had to get a team of volunteers from all over
the country who acted electronically as my filter for
that. We simply have not got the resources to
manage that kind of volume so we do need some
process of filter. The New Zealand idea of having the
Clerk of the Parliaments who does this as an oYcer
who determines, just as when we go down to the
Table OYce, there is an oYcial that says, “No, Mr
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Knight, the wording of that is not appropriate,” or,
“You are targeting the wrong department,” I think
there is an argument for saying there ought to be an
oYcer independent of the political parties who could
guide and steer people towards a sensible and
acceptable wording given the objectives that they are
seeking to come up with and if you did that that
would act as a slight deterrent, not a complete
deterrent, regarding the dangers that Richard Allan
has flagged up.
Mr Allan: I think it is a very good point. The
Number 10 website has not been fully evaluated but
some of the anecdotal feedback is that the users
themselves do not like the fact that there are multiple
overlapping petitions. Obviously some do because
they write them but the other ones that come along
later find it very confusing. I think Andrew is exactly
right that Number 10 was a “suck it and see”
approach, put it out there and we will see what
happens, and Number 10 is relatively poorly
resourced to do this kind of work. However, if you
have an existing Table OYce and existing structure
of precisely doing this kind of work and if you are
prepared to resource it properly—and as I say I
anticipate maybe 100 a day coming in—so if you
have resource and somebody to evaluate 100
petitions a day, sort through, say, “That is a
duplicate, I direct you there,” then I think that
would be well worth doing and better for the users.
It has to be absolutely clear in the terms of usage that
this is not an open petitioning site, the parliamentary
site is a moderated petition site, if you want an open
one go oV to site X, Y or Z or go to a party political
site where they will have very diVerent kinds of
wording on their petitions, but this is a moderated
one and these are the rules, and we have a resource
here that is going to do that and work with you in a
customer service way to try and arrive at the right
petition. Some people will go away unhappy. Some
people will go away and say, “Freedom of speech,
how can you muzzle me?” There will be others
however who will be much happier because when
they get there they will see an orderly list of 200 or
300 not overlapping petitions rather than 2,000 or
3,000 overlapping ones.

Q25 Mrs Riordan: Should diVerent petitions on
similar subjects be somehow linked?
Mr Allan: You could do that only with this level of
sensitivity where the person doing that linking is not
perceived to be biased for or against the
Government. What people are going to say is, “Oh,
you are trying to muzzle the petition. I want to say
that ‘ID cards are an evil encroachment on
individual liberty’ and you have just said ‘we request
you do not bring in an ID card scheme.’” So they are
going to be upset because they have not been able to
put their wording in but as long as it is handled
sensitively and they are told those are the rules of this
game, you can go oV and play another game
somewhere else if you like, then I think it could make
sense and be workable.
Mr Carswell: In New Zealand I think it is the Clerk
of the Table OYce who, in consultation with the
Speaker, can use their judgment to decide if

something is fantastical or what the wording should
be and has a key role in deciding whether or not
something duplicates something else.

Q26 Mr Chope: If you have got several Members of
Parliament representing one city area like you used
to Richard, will there not be a game being played if
you do not allow duplicates, where if there is an issue
in SheYeld somebody will say, “I must get in first
sponsoring this petition and then I am going to make
party political capital out of the fact that the other
Members representing SheYeld constituencies
(perhaps from other political parties) are not able to
associate themselves with that petition except by
signing up to my petition?” Would there not be
political games being played if we did restrict the
ability to have duplicate or similar petitions?
Mr Allan: There is a risk of that and that is the
downside of it. You would as a group of elected
Members working with a neutral authority who are
actually working on the wording have to accept, in
a sense, that you are not going to claim superior
ownership. If all six MPs for SheYeld signed up to
something you would have mutual ownership even
though one of them technically was the one who
started it. If you can behave in that way then it would
make more sense from a public point of view. That
would be their expectation. If your feeling is that you
are not going to be able to restrain yourselves from
wanting to use petitions in a divisive way then come
back to the point that you then have to have multiple
petitions and potentially six MPs with six petitions
from the same city.
Andrew Miller: I guess, Mr Chope, having
represented a city area where you cross all three
parties you know that those political games do go on
anyway in the paper world, do they not, and people
wanting to get on the bandwagon first and taking
ownership of a particular subject. That inevitably
will happen with an electronic system but as long as
there is the facility, I think somebody suggested that
the Members that have signed up to it appear in
emboldened at the top of it or something like that,
you may not be the first but you can come alongside
Richard Allan—
Mr Allan: In alphabetical order I think!

Q27 Mrs James: Coming back to the bag and
bagged petitions, should there be an electronic
equivalent to the bagged petitions when the link to
the MP is not made clear or is not publicised?
Mr Allan: That is a good question. For clarity, under
current procedure an MP comes and drops the
petition in the bag—

Q28 Chairman: I think what the question is, is
whether the Member should have a right to remain
anonymous? In other words, he facilitates the e-
presentation but because of the subject matter, let us
say it was to do with abortion or something, he does
not agree with the petitioners and therefore wants to
be behind the curtain, do you think that should be
allowed?
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Mr Allan: From what you are saying then, the
electronic equivalent of the bag is an unsponsored
petition; it is as simple as that.
Chairman: Maybe “facilitator not named” appears
on the petition.

Q29 Mrs James: No public record.
Mr Allan: If the procedure is that the MP will do it
anyway, so if the MP is not acting in any way as a
censor of that petition, if there is currently a vehicle
for me to write a petition and have an MP physically
drop it in the bag but no way to interfere with the
transmission of the petition, I do not see how that is
functionally diVerent from me being able to go to an
electronic site and put up an unsponsored petition.
It is absolutely functionally equivalent to have one
without an MP sponsor.

Q30 Chairman: But I think we are working on the
assumption that the House may insist that the link
with the constituency Member be maintained and
therefore the question you are being asked is should
a Member of his or her own volition be able to seek
anonymity?
Mr Allan: I think you have to have that, yes. I would
be going further and say why not just be explicit and
let them do it. My answer to that has to be yes. If you
want to technically associate a Member with it but
never have their name appear then yes, it seems
unnecessary, I guess.

Q31 Chairman: All of you have touched on the likely
volume, if this system goes ahead, of e-petitions that
are likely to be tabled. You have all had experience
as well of running a Member of Parliament’s oYce.
Do you think a situation could arise where there is a
demand on the Member’s staV to such an extent that
the current resources would not be adequate? Do
you feel the request to facilitate an e-petition is going
to add much of a burden to a Member’s work?
Andrew Miller: No, because a lot of colleagues could
make some significant productivity gains in their
own oYces by using technology more eYciently than
many of them do. I say that having given advice to
a number of colleagues both in terms of their oYces
here and the equipment they have exploited in their
own constituencies, so I think there is a lot of
learning we can all engage in to improve the
eYciency of our oYces. Where the pinch point might
come is in terms of resources of the House where if
the initial process is not managed with some care, we
could overburden oYcers of the House both in terms
of the people doing the IT support, which I know
works on a shoestring in comparison with most
corporate entities of this scale, and, secondly, in
terms of clerks of the House.

Q32 Chairman: Okay. Douglas?
Mr Carswell: Without wishing to be terribly
contrary I think we are just looking at this whole
issue in terms of what would it mean for us as
politicians. What would it mean in terms of local
political advantage for one MP over another? What
would it mean for resources and the pressures on our
oYces? It should not be about this. It should be

about the fact that, for various reasons to do with
the distribution of Executive power and the
whipping system, the Executive is no longer held
eVectively to account so how can we have a system
that allows the people to hold the Executive more
eVectively to account and to assist us to do that. Yes,
there is a tremendous appetite in the country for the
local but that is because there is an appetite for the
distinctive and the particular and the authentic, back
to that idea of the Internet and the tail. That does not
necessarily mean an exclusively locally defined
interest. People interested in special needs education
or vivisection or all sorts of issues like that have a
very minority sectional interest but it cannot be
defined in geographic terms, so I take issue with this
idea that an MP should be steering it through the
Commons and we should be looking at it in terms of
how it will aVect us. We should be looking at it in
terms of how, given that the medium of
communication is very diVerent today to what it was
ten or 150 years ago or whatever, can we devise a
system that allows the governed to hold the
Government to account, and if that makes life
diYcult for us then so be it.
Mr Allan: I think there will be two points at which
MPs will have to do extra work. One is obviously
when the petitions come in, and there is clearly
potential for quite a lot of time to be spent
negotiating with constituents if you maintain that
constituency link over a petition. We know the
volumes of that. As I said, there are 29,000 a year on
the Number 10 website and if you get that kind of
volume MPs typically every week or so will get one
or two petitions for them to deal with. It is not going
to drown most of them but there may be hot-spots,
as I said earlier, depending how people behave.
Perhaps the more significant one—and I do not
know if you are going to come on to this—is the
mechanism for responding to petitions. What we do
know again is that there have been over 5.8 million
signatures to the Downing Street site from 3.9
million email addresses. By my calculation that is
just under 10% of the voting population so that
would work out at roughly 6,000 additional
potential contacts between a constituent and their
MP during the year. You might build in a
mechanism that says you then engage in
correspondence with the constituent or the
constituent themselves may wish to do that so
someone could run a campaign where they bring the
two together and tell people to sign the e-petition
and it would enable them to write to their MP at the
same time to tell him that they have signed the
petition. If those kinds of things happen where
people take the petition and build it into a broader
set of communicators with their MPs, then
anticipating an additional workload of, as I say,
6,000 contacts per MP per year, you have to think
about how that fits in with your current contact rate.

Q33 Mrs Riordan: Can I apply your minds to the
issue of presenting these petitions before the House.
If we are talking about 30,000 petitions, even though
some might go into the bag, we are talking about
every Member perhaps having one petition each
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week to present. Have you thought about the
implications of that? What happens after they have
been presented? Do they just go into the ether or do
you think there should be some provision for a
special sort of debate and, if so, how would you
choose the debates because you obviously would not
be able to have 30,000 debates on petitions.
Mr Allan: Just as a point of clarification, half of
those 30,000 were rejected but you are still left with
15,000 which is a big number.
Andrew Miller: I would start by saying this is where
Richard was right in his opening remarks by saying
that we must not put a square peg in a round hole.
We cannot assume the rules are going to be precisely
the same and one of the reasons is because the
volume will change. You will empower more people
and therefore the volume will automatically start to
change. Stemming from that, you have to say well,
in practical terms how can we deal with it on the
floor of the House? Should it be the sponsoring
Member who takes the responsibility of notifying
the House formally. They do not have to do it by
standing and taking a minute and presenting it in the
old-fashioned way. They could do it by sending an
email into the system either to the Speaker or
wherever. Let us think about modernising the
business process there.

Q34 Chairman: You mean rather like written
statements that it is e-presented and appears printed
in a House form?
Andrew Miller: That would be an extremely good
parallel to look at. I think if we try to duplicate the
current process there would be a serious risk of
clogging up time on the floor of the House in a way
that most Members would resile against because
there is not enough debating time on many days.

Q35 Mrs Riordan: What about these debates on
these petitions; do you think we should make
provision for that?
Andrew Miller: I think there ought to be, but in the
same way as there are mechanisms theoretically for
generating a debate around an EDM, the theory is
fine but the practice is a bit limited. Again there are
certain petitions of particular scale that surely would
warrant the usual channels agreeing to a debate
taking place, so certainly if a petition either
genuinely represented everyone in a village or a huge
number of people in a particular community, there
ought to be some potential for having the matter
debated. Where it is debated will depend again on
the scale and whether it should be a Westminster
Hall issue or whether it should be a matter for the
floor would again depend on scale.
Mr Carswell: I think your question goes to the heart
of the matter. If one is going to generate 30,000
petitions, so what if nothing definite actually
happens as a result. We all know how the state likes
to talk about public consultation and in what sense
would this be any more meaningful or any more
democratic or relevant. It is precisely for this reason
I suggested in a paper I produced that the petition be
through this five stage process based on what they
have in New Zealand and Austria which will lead to

legislative proposals and debates. Those six petitions
with the highest number of signatures which have
gone through this rigorous five stage process that
works in other countries would then be incorporated
into part of the Queen’s Speech and every couple of
months we could set aside time and have a debate
about the half a dozen issues that matter most to the
voters. I think one day it will come to seem like
commonsense. To have all this and then simply have
the equivalent of a public EDM, I cannot see it
would increase turnout in elections or make people
more interested in the goings-on of this institution.
Andrew Miller: It might be an interesting way of
defining what a topical debate is.

Q36 Chairman: Yes, that thought crossed my mind.
Mr Allan: You have got two great advantages in
responding. One is that by definition all the people
who have done this have come via the Internet, so
you have the ability to produce a written response on
the Internet which you know is going to be useful to
them because they are going to be looking. The other
is that in 98% of cases you will already be doing
things on the subject that they are interested in, both
you and the Executive. Thinking of it from the user’s
perspective, if I have come along and petitioned on
fox hunting, say, and I have said I have a view on fox
hunting, for or against, whatever, if I get a written
response which is published on the site linked to
where I created my petition, and perhaps emailed
back to me, that says, “This is the Government’s
oYcial response on it. Here is the House of
Commons Library note on it. Here are all the recent
debates on that”, and if that is live updated, because
there will be debates and PQs on that subject every
week coming through the system in the normal way,
some of them which may mention the petition and
some may not, then I have got something of value
from that. I have gone in, I have said I am interested
in fox hunting, and I now have a picture of all the
activity that is taking place on that subject. I think
there is an enormous value in that for a large number
of those petitioners from the point of view of
engaging in the system. If I am not happy and I read
all these debates and library notes and stuV and say,
“You still have not got it right”, at least I know
where to come back and have a second bite of the
cherry.

Q37 Mr Chope: Can we go on to the issue of access
to the information that is going to be generated.
Under the Data Protection Act access to the names
of the petitioners, their addresses, their postcodes
and email addresses would be limited by law but I
think facilitating Members would be clamouring to
get access to it and be able to use it. Do you have any
thoughts about that?
Andrew Miller: There is a lot of activity that occurs
in this building that works right up to the limits of
the scope of the Data Protection Act. A lot of
colleagues in all parties need to think rather carefully
about the way they manage their oYces, to separate
the parliamentary from the political, otherwise there
is a serious risk of them being in breach of data
protection provisions. There is an argument,
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although perhaps not immediately relevant to this
inquiry, Chairman, that there ought to be some
serious education of Members and their duties under
the Data Protection Act because they are handling
huge amounts of data about a lot of people. The
Member should, of course, be able to pass
information back to those constituents and,
therefore, ought to have access to those email
addresses for that purpose. However, of course, just
because they had the email address, if the Member
decided that they were going to spam the person with
every thought that they ever had, they would soon
find themselves in some diYculty. There needs to be
a permissive system developed so that the Member
facilitating, sponsoring the petition, is actually
posing the question to the person, “Do you want me
to email you back when I have got some results from
this petition, yes or no?” The second argument is
whether there ought to be another tick-box that
says, “Can I use this email address for other
purposes that are related?” We need to think that
one through rather carefully.

Q38 Chairman: Would not another way of dealing
with it be to say that the House authorities keep the
information and the Member is entitled to make
responses by email but he does not see the email
addresses? Would that not be one way of policing it
against abuse?
Andrew Miller: It would work, yes.
Mr Allan: That is how the Number 10 website has
done it, I think under pressure from mySociety and
their partners who were keen that they did it that
way. We do need to recognise that petitioning is an
email collection tool in modern politics, that is why
people do petitions online, and all political parties
do it, we want to collect email addresses so that at
election time we can write to them saying, “Vote for
us, please”. That is the basic reality of how email
addresses are collected and used. It would be
problematic if any system that was oYcial and
public started to be used in that way and I think
people would rightly say that is not right. The safest
thing is if the House authorities manage all
communication back, so the individual comes on
and they sign the petition and they need to be given
an option to say either, “I have signed the petition
but do not talk to me ever again”, or “I want to hear
back from you”, but the “you” should be the House
authorities. The House authorities can include
communications from Members in those emails.
They can also include the links to the other systems
which are there precisely for one-to-one contact.
There is a system, I think it is called
hearfromyourMP, where you can sign up for a
mailing list from your MP, and there is writetothem,
which is direct contact. There is no reason not to put
those links into the correspondence back to say,
“Here is the information about the issue you have
raised, the neutral information. If you want to
follow it up further with your individual MP, here’s
how to speak to your individual MP, and your MP is
X” and the onus is back on the constituent to decide
whether to have that one-to-one relationship, which
is much cleaner and safer than the House getting into

potentially a very tricky situation of trying to work
out whether or not particular email addresses that
have been passed over have been used
inappropriately, which I can see is an accident
waiting to happen.

Q39 Mrs James: Is e-petitioning likely to deliver
greater engagement between Parliament and the
public? If so, how?
Andrew Miller: Anything we do to improve access to
this place does help. We were talking outside before
we came in about the mySociety site and no longer
can Andrew Miller or Douglas Carswell act as the
filter between us and the local media and what the
constituents discover about what we actually say
because there is only copy of Hansard that is taken
in one central public library, now Hansard is
available in literally every classroom, every library,
every workplace and an increasing number of
homes, certainly the majority of homes in my
constituency. The mySociety link has enhanced the
democratic process tremendously because it has
given people real access to what we are actually
doing here. We should promote that principle and
using e-petitions helps to promote that. It is only a
small part of it but I think it is an important part.
Mr Carswell: The Internet is certainly useful in
allowing voters to hear what politicians are saying
rather than what they say they say in their press
releases, but I think the uses of the Internet are a
little greater than merely that. Using these ideas, if
we were bold about it and we were really willing to
allow the Internet to change our political system for
the better, we could allow it to help Parliament to
hold the Executive to account. If we allow the system
that we devise to help Parliament to hold the
Executive to account then I think that a lot of people
who are otherwise disaVected and disillusioned with
the political process—40% do not vote, people under
the age of 30 not only do not vote but have never
formed the habit of doing so—would take a greater
interest in politics through Parliament. If we do not,
if we just use this as a broad feeling we ought to do
something vaguely modern because it makes us look
good, but we basically carry on with the same
outdated 19th century notions of how this institution
should be run, then voter turnout will go down. Is it
when 50% of people do not bother voting in General
Elections or 60% do not bother voting in General
Elections that we recognise there is something
fundamentally wrong with our system? It will take a
lot more than this sort of initiative to revive our
democratic system but if we had a bold trust—the
people system of e-initiatives—I think we would go
some way towards restoring the trust of the people.
Mr Allan: I am following a dangerous radical! I am
going to express something a little more
conservative. I strongly believe in representative
democracy, from experience I think it works
extremely well, and I see the e-tools as being a way of
enhancing the ability of a representative to do their
representative work. A connected representative, a
representative using all this stuV, is able to do more
and engage better with citizens if done correctly. E-
petitions could be one of those tools. Could it
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enhance democracy? Definitely, yes. How it would
do that is precisely in thinking through the classic
transaction, which is the individual sitting at home,
these days feeling comfortable with the Internet as
their primary communication tool, not picking up
pen and paper because that is the way they like to do
things. They go to the parliamentary website, the
oYcial source. They find something attractive which
draws them in and says, “Hey, come and express
your view”. They express their view through the
petition engine and as a result they get back some
really interesting information, and in the vast
majority of cases telling them that far more is
happening on this in Parliament than they ever knew
because the parliamentary website has improved a
lot but it is still impenetrable; they do not
understand the language or the way it works, but if
they get back something which says, “You’re
interested in fox hunting, here’s all the stuV that has
happened on fox hunting in Parliament”, “Wow, I
didn’t know that”, and then “Here’s a way to talk to
your elected representative about that”, again an
accessible way to take it further. Through that sort
of mechanism you then end up with a citizen who is
better informed and better engaged than you had at
the beginning. The petition engine is one small piece
of a process of better engaging people but it is one
that I think is essential because it is how people are
working, that is how they think, and the Downing
Street system, for all its faults, has clearly
demonstrated that there is a large number of the
public, nearly four million people, who do think it is
worth doing and do want to engage in that.

Q40 Mrs James: Given that if we do instigate some
sort of system, do you see a role for a Petitioning
Committee in that process, ie deciding what
petitions go forward, etc, giving additional
information?
Mr Allan: From a citizen’s point of view, the
ultimate response to your petition is, “Hey, we’ve
taken your petition and now done something in
Parliament and we’ve changed the law. We have
responded in a very real sense to it”. That is the
ultimate response. From that mass of petitions that
will only apply to a small number of them because in
the way citizens write them in a lot of cases there will
be howls of rage and frustration, they will not be
asking for something specific necessarily, but taking
the ones where they are asking for something specific
out and where Parliament has the power to do
something, doing something and demonstrating you
have done it is important. Again, Scotland, for all its
faults, has some very good examples of where that
has been eVective. Doing what you can do there
would be great. The expectation that somehow every
petition is actionable will not be borne out by the
reality.

Q41 Chairman: But you could have an e-petitioning
system without a Petitions Committee, could you
not?
Mr Allan: Yes, that is perfectly possible. It is not
essential. From the citizen’s point of view, a
Petitions Committee for most people will mean

nothing and it is more obscure parliamentary
language. If they get a response back that says,
“Because two million of you signed this petition we
had this debate on 23 September which we otherwise
would not have had”, whether or not that was
decided by committee or plucked out of the air or the
Government decided, they do not care, they just
want to know that there was an action that followed.
Mr Gale: Most Members of Parliament receive pro
forma letters sent by lazy PR companies, lazy
organisations, “Fill in your name and address at the
top, sign it and send it oV to your MP”. Most
Members of Parliament treat those with a fair degree
of disdain because the person filling that in has made
absolutely no eVort whatsoever. Equally, most
Members of Parliament receive large numbers of
letters handwritten from constituents, typed or by
email that are highly personalised. My experience is
that on both sides of the House those get a proper
and courteous degree of attention from Members of
the House because it is somebody stating something
in their own terms. I think I agree with Mr Carswell
that if all this is more graYti, and we have used the
word several times, all this is is outside Tesco’s on a
wet Saturday morning, “Sign here, please, it’s to
save the animals”, that is absolutely meaningless. It
will do nothing and nothing will happen. To come
back to Mr Carswell’s point, if it is going to be done
and it is going to mean anything at all then somehow
there has to be a way of sifting Mr Allan’s 26,000
petitions per year through a House system that is
already creaking at the seams. Any Member of
Parliament, however diligent, through ballot and
persistence, might get two adjournment debates a
year if you are very persistent. The law of averages
says not much of this stuV is going to get airtime on
the floor of the House. I would like to hear from you,
not necessarily now but perhaps after further
thought, how you think the mechanics of this is
going to work to mean something because if it does
not mean anything I cannot see any point in it at all.

Q42 Chairman: Before you comment on that, can I
just add to that point. Would you support an
automatic trigger being attached? As I understand at
the moment on the Number 10 website, if they get a
petition with more than 200 signatures that
generates a response from the Prime Minister or a
departmental minister. Do you think in any
parliamentary system there ought to be a trigger
based on numbers for a debate to take place or
should that decision be made on other grounds?
Mr Carswell: I have set out details of a five stage
process from the moment the citizen sits there feeling
aggrieved about X right up to how they could not
only trigger a Westminster Hall debate but actually
initiate a change in the law. It is a fairly
straightforward five stage process that adjusts
existing arrangements we have, and it may be by
adjusting the role of the Table OYce. I have
submitted this in evidence to the Chairman. Rather
than trying to pluck out of the air arbitrary
thresholds which would trigger a certain response,
what I have suggested is you take the highest number
of petitions so that the petitions, if you like, are in
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competition with one another and you would judge
them not in absolute terms but in relative terms,
their popularity in relation to one another. If you did
that, that would auto-filter some of the white noise
you might otherwise hear.
Andrew Miller: I would be very reluctant to have
absolute figures built into the rules because if the 200
electors in the village that I live in all signed a
petition, let us say they did it 12 years ago when the
Post OYce closed, all of them wanted the Post OYce
to stay, it would be wrong for that concentration of
people not to have access to the parliamentary
system to express their view. Certainly there have
been endless debates over the years through both
governments, more recently in Westminster Hall,
about the closure of Post OYce X, a specific very
local thing that aVects just a few hundred people. I
would be very reluctant for those people to lose their
route into the system by some artificial numbers cut-
oV. Going back to Mr Gale’s observation about the
role of PR companies in all of this, whatever you set
the threshold at the PR companies would crack that
threshold by fair means or foul and it would mean
their favoured topics would get parliamentary time
whereas the things that matter to real communities
might not. You have got to be a little bit cautious
about just taking numbers as a guide.
Mr Allan: Firstly, on the Downing Street numbers,
that evolved through practice rather than being a
design feature. They said, “We have so many
petitions we cannot respond to less than 200”. The
other thing I would say is can you conceive of a
situation where you would have a very large petition,
say a one million signature petition, that is not by
some mechanism already being debated in
Parliament. If you had an engine over the last two
weeks the big petition would have been HMRC, and
what are we debating today but HMRC. The
mechanisms exist. You have a finite parliamentary
time resource and you, as Members, are allocating
that time resource generally according to what the
public have got on their minds. Whatever is top of
their list I bet you will already be debating that. To
me, the most appropriate response to these petitions
is not to try and seek extra parliamentary time
because you probably will not need it and certainly

Mr Douglas Carswell MP (P10)

E-PETITIONS AND INITIATIVE:
OPEN POLITICS IN THE AGE OF YOUTUBE

This paper outlines how voters could be empowered to petition Parliament and initiate debates in the
House of Commons online.

Voter turnout has fallen steadily and there is evidence of growing disillusionment with the political
process. Our system of representative democracy needs reinvigorating with a measure of direct democracy.
Giving people the power to e-petition and initiate Parliamentary debates online would not diminish the role
of elected MPs. On the contrary, it would ensure that more people took a greater interest in what happened
in the House of Commons.

A right of Citizen’s Initiative: Voters should be given an indirect right of legislative initiative so that if
enough voters demanded it, a measure would be given a Second Reading in Parliament, with a debate and
a vote. Unlike a direct initiative, Parliament could not be by-passed, and any Bill would still need to be
approved by MPs.

would not find it, as Mr Gale said, but to make sure
that they get really good written responses that tell
them what Parliament is doing on the issue that they
have raised and why the petition has helped to give
a higher profile to that issue. It is that written
exchange that is most critical. The threshold for the
written exchange I think you will have to set by
custom and practice according to the amount of
demand you have and the kind of petitions you get.
Downing Street says 200 signatures unless it is of
particular concern to a local community, so 150
signatures around a Post OYce might still get a
response. You will have to set that according to what
you find on the ground. The game plan you should
be setting out for the citizens is to say, “You will get
some kind of written response. You put an email
address in, something will come back into your
inbox telling you what Parliament has done on the
issue that you have said you are interested in”.

Q43 Chairman: You were indicating some dissent
there, Mr Carswell.
Mr Carswell: I was, just on the notion that
politicians spend their time in Westminster talking
about things that matter to voters. After two and a
half years here, I profoundly disagree, I do not think
that politicians really discuss the things that matter
to voters. Somehow we find the time to talk about
laws to conceal disclosure of expenses but we do not
have time to talk about things that matter to an
awful lot of people out there and I think if we had a
system of e-petitioning we could perhaps change
that and some of the things that I know my
constituents and others would like their politicians
to address could actually be addressed. I do not
think we really discuss the things that matter to
people, hence 40% of people do not even bother
voting any more.
Chairman: Except perhaps in this room today where
I think we are debating an issue which is of wide
interest. Can I thank you all for your time and
assisting us with our deliberations. This is quite a
thorny issue but we are determined to look at it
thoroughly and bring forward recommendations in
due course, and you have helped us in that process.
Thank you.
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Many Western democracies already enjoy a right of initiative; it exists in 24 out of 50 American states,
as well as Switzerland, Austria, Italy, New Zealand, Hungary, Lithuania and Slovakia1.

How Citizens Initiatives might work in Britain: Any person would have the power to trigger the following
five stage process:

1. To initiate a law, a person must submit a written proposal to the Clerk to the House of Commons
Table OYce. This could be done online or in writing. The Clerk would require relevant contact
details together with a draft of the proposed wording of the petition and a draft of the petition
collection form. An administration fee and deposit would be payable, too.

2. The second stage would determine the wording of the proposed petition and subsequent Bill. The
Clerk is permitted several weeks to determine the precise wording, perhaps (as in New Zealand)
having consulted with members of the public. The Clerk would have the power, in consultation
with the Speaker, to rule out of order frivolous or fantastic petitions.

Again, as in New Zealand, procedures that would prevent the petition proceeding would include
the withdrawal by the original petitioner, or their death. Moreover, the petition could not proceed
if in the opinion of the Clerk a similar initiative had been proposed within the previous five years.

3. The third stage involves collecting signatures. Citizens would have a year in which to gather
signatures for the proposal. Again, this could be done online. If it was done online, voters would
need to provide their names and addresses, and there would need to be some process to cross check
and prevent fraud. In other countries, a threshold needs to be reached in order to trigger the
initiative process2. Rather than pick an arbitrary threshold, we instead suggest that those half a
dozen or so Bills with the highest number of signatures over the twelve month period, qualify.

Voters could sign up online, or by more conventional means. The only requirement is that all
signatories must be on the electoral roll and those who sign must provide their full name and
address.

4. Stage four of the process would involve the Clerk checking the petition and ensuring that he was
satisfied that it met the relevant criteria. Proposals that did not qualify or attract enough
signatures, would fall at this stage, and the petitioners would lose their deposits.

5. Those half a dozen proposals that had attracted the highest number of signatures over the
preceding year, would then be presented to Parliament during the State Opening of Parliament.
Having read out Her conventional Queen’s Speech outlining the executives legislative priorities,
Her Majesty would then read out the six or so Peoples’ Bills due for a Second Reading on the floor
of the House of Commons over the following year. Every couple of months, Parliament would set
aside time to debate and vote on one of the Peoples’ Bills.

Reconnecting with voters: There is growing and legitimate disenchantment with the political process3.
Introducing the Initiative could re-engage a greater number of the electorate with politics.

Empirical evidence shows that a right of initiative does increase voter turnout in elections. Voter turnout
is 5% higher on average in those US states which use the Initiative, compared to those states that do not.4

While not a panacea for disaVection with the political process, this proposal could help re-engage people
with Parliament. A Queen’s Speech that unveiled what the citizens wanted debated on the floor of the
Commons would be one more people might find worth watching.

Considered legislation: It is important to say that our proposal is not intended to replace the role of
Parliament or do away with representative democracy—but to complement it. Government through elected
representatives would remain the norm. Laws which had come up through the initiative process would carry
extra weight and would reinforce, rather than weaken, the governing process.

Evidence from overseas suggests that laws enacted as a result of Initiatives are as carefully debated,
considered and drafted as are those laws passed through the standard legislative process. We recognise that
Parliament plays an important role as—to quote Edmund Burke—“a deliberative assembly”. Under our
proposal for indirect initiative, Parliament would retain its deliberative role, and be able to vote on and
amend a popular proposal as it could any other Bill.

Liberal law-making: The experience of New Zealand, America and Switzerland shows that a right of
popular initiative does not mean rampant populism. As Keith Joseph might have put it, “if you give people
responsibility, you make them responsible”.

The default setting of people empowered to initiative lawmaking is liberal. This can be demonstrated by
the fact that instead of resulting in perennial demands to restore the death penalty, referendums on the death
penalty have actually resulted in its abolition (such as in Ireland in 2001). There are some states in America
where capital punishment has been introduced via popular votes. Yet there are more states where this

1 While a growing number of countries have a right of initiative in theory, given the relatively high threshold required to trigger
one, it is really only in the United States and Switzerland that they play an integral role in the political process. In the US
and Switzerland, major issues such as immigration, taxation and environmental regulation are put to the popular ballot.

2 For example, the threshold is 10% in New Zealand
3 See Direct Democracy; an agenda for a new model party. Chapter 2.
4 David Schmidt, Citizen Lawmakers: the ballot initiative revolution, Temple University Press 1989.
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decision has been taken by representative assemblies. Frederick Boehmke has produced evidence to suggest
that the initiative-operating states are less likely to adopt the death penalty than states that do not allow
voters to enact legislation through initiatives5. With Parliament having the final say, even if a radical,
populist proposal was introduced in Westminster, Members of Parliament would be able to vote it down.

What about the cost and time?: Would it not be costly and time-consuming? Democracy does indeed take
time. That is not in itself an argument against the online initiatives and e-petitioning.

The burden on the public purse of initiatives would be very slight. The Clerk’s oYce would incur some
additional costs—albeit that they would be partly oVset by the administration fee paid by petitioners. Yet
apart from that, the costs of six People’s Bills would be no greater than the cost of six other pieces of
legislation. The cost of collecting signatures would be borne by the petitioners themselves. There is evidence
from Switzerland to suggest that money spent collecting signatures does not have a huge impact on the
outcome.6

5 Supply Side Politics. Matt Qvortrup. Page 17
6 K Koback, The Referendum; direct democracy in Switzerland, Dartmouth Publishing, 1992.
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Members present

Mr Greg Knight, in the Chair

Mr Christopher Chope Rosemary McKenna
Mr Roger Gale Mrs Linda Riordan
John Hemming Sir Robert Smith

Witnesses: Mr Tom Steinberg, mySociety, and Mr Tom Loosemore, Digital Media Adviser, gave evidence.

Q44 Chairman: Gentlemen, welcome, and thank you
for coming and giving up your valuable time to assist
us with our inquiry. The House of Commons has
indicated that, in principle, it is in favour of us
pursuing this inquiry, with a view to making a
recommendation in due course. We have also
information from two senior government ministers
that they are rather in favour of this process being
pursued, so we are conducting a thorough inquiry
which may well lead to a change in the procedures of
the House of Commons in due course. Therefore, in
the course of our inquiry, we feel that it is right and
proper that we take evidence from people with
expertise and knowledge and views of the petitioning
process. Could I ask you in turn the same question—
and perhaps Mr Loosemore you may wish to answer
this first and then Mr Steinberg; do you personally
support the introduction of an e-petition system for
the House of Commons and, if so, perhaps you
could briefly give the reasons why you support such
a process being introduced?
Mr Loosemore: Yes I do support the adoption of an
e-petitioning system, with an important caveat, and
that is that it is a) the right petitioning system from
the point of view of your constituents and b) that
said e-petitioning system is brought in in parallel
with changes to the procedure of the House in terms
of petitioning to ensure that the very diVerent nature
of petitioning via the Internet is accommodated
successfully, both from the perspective of the
constituent and from the House, in terms of actually
being perceived to have a meaningful impact. I think
that just launching an e-petitioning system in a
vacuum would not be a wise course of action.

Q45 Chairman: Okay, thank you.
Mr Steinberg: I concur. I do think it is a good idea,
but I also have three initial caveats. Before those
caveats, I also have an interest, namely as the people
who built the Number 10 site, we as an organisation,
as a charity that does contract work, would be
interested in this, so I must declare that interest up-
front. The first of my three caveats is that having
read the transcripts of your discussions, the dilemma
appears to be primarily over how petitions can come
in and be looked after. A thing that I think Number
10 was quite astute about is they realised that one of
the things that is profoundly diVerent about
petitions online is the ability to begin two-way
communication. Traditionally, a petition comes into
an institution and it just disappears. Number 10 has
mailed back to 900 diVerent petitions, to many
millions of people at this point, with responses on

the topics in hand. That is an as radical, arguably not
more radical, change to the nature of our democracy
than actually just being able to petition via a new
medium is. It is the beginnings of a two-way process
based on petitions but moving on from a traditional
one-way petition into some more two-way dialogue.
Thus the first caveat is that I support it so long as it
has an aspect where petitions come in, responses
come back, and on-going dialogues are set up and in
some way looked after. I would not support it if it
was an equivalent of that bag on the back of the
Speaker’s Chair, things drop in and then disappear.

Q46 Chairman: Can I just ask you to expand on that.
One of the feedbacks that we have picked up from
the Scottish Parliament is that they say if they were
starting this process again, they would have gone for
an incremental approach rather than the “big bang”,
to allow elected Members as well as oYcers to cope
with the change and the volume of responses. They
very strongly are of the view that if change is to be
brought about this should be done incrementally. In
the light of your last comment, if the House decided
that it wished to at some point reach a two-way
process with this new procedure but did not feel able
to do so at the outset, what would your view be of
that?
Mr Steinberg: I would consider that caution and
using iterative processes are the right approach to
have, but that that would perhaps be caution too far
to not even commit to any form of response at all to
any petition at first. When we launched the petitions
website for Number 10, the site iterated very rapidly
over many weeks and months after it was launched.
There were 14 changes made to the site on request
from members of the public in the first 24 hours
alone. That is the right way of doing these things. I
endorse the view that it should be iterative. The
technology should be iterative and actually your
processes should be iterative as well. However, I
would not say that you should set your ambitions
too low in the very first instance.

Q47 Chairman: Okay, thank you. And do you think
Parliament is the natural recipient of national
petitions rather than, say, the Number 10 website?
Mr Steinberg: I believe that all parts of government
are the natural recipients of petitions. I think it will
be a very good thing that they come in here as well,
but I defend the fact that Parliament has a petitions
site and would defend it if other departments did on
the following rationale: if you are a big lobbyist, you
know where you need to go in government; you
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know which minister, you know which special
adviser, and I do not know why the public should
have to play to slightly more theoretical rules of the
game and be told you shall only ever talk to your
Member, never, ever go direct, as the more powerful,
rich people will, straight over your heads to the
people who count. So I believe putting citizens on
the same level playing field as the lobbyists and the
big interests is okay. I do also believe that
Parliament should definitely be petitionable and that
MPs should definitely get involved.

Q48 Chairman: In its first year I think the Number
10 website had 29,000 petitions. Would you expect
the House of Commons system to have pretty much
the same hit rate, or higher, or perhaps lower?
Mr Loosemore: It entirely depends on the devil of the
detail of how you develop the system.

Q49 Chairman: You mean how attractive it is?
Mr Loosemore: Not just how attractive it is but how
cleverly and how well you manage the barriers you
place in front of people before they submit a
petition. I have nothing but admiration for the user
experience of the Number 10 petition system. It is
exemplary in web media terms. If the Houses of
Parliament system is even only 30% less easy to use,
less easy to go through the process, you would lose
well over half of your potential applicants, so the
devil really is in the detail. In theory I would expect
a similar number.

Q50 Chairman: Do you agree with that?
Mr Steinberg: My expectation would be slightly
lower but higher than you have at the moment. The
slightly lower would be for two reasons. Firstly, I
think that people who are politically marginally
engaged have a better understanding that there is a
person who is in charge of the Government and their
name is Gordon Brown than they have an
understanding that there is a thing called Parliament
with Members and committees, so it will have
greater name recognition amongst the more
marginally politically engaged. A point that I have
not raised yet but is very serious now—and I was
going to—is that unless there are substantial changes
within the way that PICT delivers projects, I do not
believe that it will be anywhere near as successful
because I do not believe it will be delivered as well.
Mr Loosemore: I would agree with that.

Q51 Rosemary McKenna: You have raised an issue
that I have had some concerns over for some time.
Could you expand on how you think PICT could
deliver services better?
Mr Steinberg: I suppose the short version would be
some fresh blood and a new broom. We are as a
group a community of people, some of whom are
paid and some of whom are volunteers, and many of
these people have given up their time or accepted
extremely inferior wages to build sites such as
theyworkforyou or writetothem because they believe
that the way technology is being used to access
Parliament and to access councillors and so on is
nowhere near as good as it should be, and so it is a

common belief throughout our community that
things are not that good. Other than holding a
competency review, as happened in central
government departments recently, ensuring that
there are relatively direct managers with quite a lot
of responsibility and quite a lot of leeway to make
projects and then change those plans and revise
them, all without coming and getting sign-oV from
higher levels, would be a huge improvement. One of
the reasons the Number 10 site is good is because it
is a pretty simple management structure. I would
much rather seek accountability where one quite
responsible person came and sat in front of you and
you said, “Show us what has happened in the last six
months; tell us what the users have thought?” and
then you ask them hard questions and hold them
accountable. That would be a big, big step forward
for this project.

Q52 Sir Robert Smith: To get into the detail there, is
it necessarily PICT that is the problem or the fact
that it is an institution and therefore where decisions
lie and where systems are decided? Is it PICT as a
technology delivery unit rather than necessarily a
system?
Mr Loosemore: I have had some direct experience of
procuring Internet services and advising clerks to the
House and their staV on how to procure Internet
systems recently, and I am afraid to say that PICT is
a major part of the problem in the way that it
manages itself. I would also agree that the level of
accountability, the clarity of ownership and the
responsibility given to the individual within Number
10, who was able to commission Tom and
mySociety, were huge factors in its success and the
ease with which that was able to iterate and become
successful with the Number 10 e-petition.

Q53 Sir Robert Smith: In a sense, if you are running
Number 10, as you said, there is one man in charge
of the Government and in charge of his oYce, but
Parliament is answerable to the whole of Parliament.
Does that not by definition create a more complex
system to try and deliver the thing?
Mr Loosemore: I will draw on my experience from
the BBC where I was part of a central Internet team
trying to cater for a federation, which is a polite way
of describing the BBC. The successful way you
deliver projects in the BBC is you spend a certain
amount of time up-front discussing with a range of
stakeholders what success looks like and then you
get absolute cast iron guarantees from that group of
people that they are going to leave the delivery
person alone to deliver and come back and be
accountable. It is the constant coming up and down
the chain that causes the friction.

Q54 Sir Robert Smith: One of the aspirations is that
Parliament connects more with the public. I think
you have half-touched on this in a way with the
earlier answer, but is a system of e-petitioning likely
to deliver a greater engagement between Parliament
and the public?
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Mr Loosemore: Yes. I think if you look at it in terms
of what are the barriers people perceive in front of
them when engaging with the democratic process
and with Parliament, it is a big step to write a letter
to your MP, it is terrifying if you do not know how
to spell (which a lot of people do not) it is terrifying
if you do not know how to phrase the letter, so
anything that allows people a low but meaningful
barrier (maybe not as meaningful as a letter or a visit
to your MP) I think is a good thing. It gives the
opportunity to start an engagement. I would agree
with Tom about the Internet as a two-way medium.
It is a conversation medium; it is not a broadcast
medium or a post oYce. The opportunity to start a
meaningful dialogue with people is very powerful.
To be honest, I have been disappointed with how
government ministers with the Number 10 system
have failed to take that as a genuine opportunity to
improve government. The nature of their responses
to petitions has been rather too party political, to be
honest, and rather less about good governance and
engagement.

Q55 Sir Robert Smith: It is getting back to that
responding part, if it is an engagement, if it is two-
way.
Mr Steinberg: I certainly think so. Even if you do not
respond, you will probably find, at least in sheer
numbers of people coming in, that it will go up,
which has a certain value in its own right. The
analogy I would like to use here is about Kennedy
and Nixon in the famous television debate; the one
who got the TV era of politics and the one who did
not. Once you have built these two-way channels
and once you have built a bit of capacity to modify
them and change them and improve them at will,
rather than waiting years until they are right, when
you have that capacity, then the question about how
much interaction there is depends on how good the
politicians are. What Tom may be alluding to is that
if you look at the biggest 50 petitions on the Number
10 site, they have more than 5,000 people upwards
on each one. This is historically a totally
unprecedented number of people that ministers, if
they so wished to, could respond to, could write to
and engage in some way. They could ask, “If you
disagree with this policy, tell us more,” and they can
challenge those people and they could say, “You
have signed this but do you know these facts? What
do you think after we have shown you these facts?”
I think we need a new generation who look at this
opportunity and just think this is incredible, it is
such a huge chance to talk to so many people so
cheaply and we had better get good at doing that if
we are going to get better policy.

Q56 Sir Robert Smith: The Number 10 site has two
replies and that is it.
Mr Steinberg: To make this clear, Number 10 is
limited to writing back to any petition twice. That
was the deal they struck with us. We did not want
them to have the ability where you sign one petition
once and you get mail for ever. That did not seem
like a very good idea. However, even with those two
mailings, you can write back to people and say,

“Now would you like to engage in this other thing?
Would you like to sign up?” MySociety does this
systemically. People use one of our sites for one
reason and we oVer them something else that is
deeper. A classic example, they come to us to write
a mail to send to their councillor or their MP and we
say at the end, “Would you like to sign up to get mail
from your MP in the future when that MP thinks
that you might like to hear from them?” Many tens
of thousands of people do that. It is exactly that
analogy. You come for a very low engagement and
either the Government or Parliament or individual
Members take that as an opportunity to engage in
something slightly more.

Q57 Rosemary McKenna: Can we move on to the
outcomes of petitions. Many people are quite
cynical about petitions and believe that they achieve
absolutely nothing and there is no point in signing
them. On the other side of the coin, they will sign
anything because it is outside Tesco or Asda, they
are just nice people that are asking you to do it. I
think e-petitioning would perhaps change that, but
what outcomes could people reasonably expect from
e-petitioning?
Mr Steinberg: I have one very specific request here
which is I think what they could reasonably expect
is that a handful of the very largest petitions (as long
as they are not specious) have some debate time.
That debate time is not because one Member has
said, “I am going to take this forward and use my
adjournment debate,” but because there would be
some form of policy—and I am afraid I do not know
your internal mechanisms of working—which said
something like the largest four petitions that are not
clearly specious will get half an hour or one hour of
debate time over the course of the whole year. It is
not a lot of time but it would be a real measurable
thing, that you could point all those many people
who had signed up and say, “Look, we may not have
changed the law exactly as you wanted but we took
it seriously and you can go to Parliament, or you can
go to theyworkforyou, and watch us talking about
the things that you wanted us to.” I think that would
be something that is in your power to oVer and
would have a real meaning to the public.

Q58 Rosemary McKenna: We have already
mentioned this, you would expect it to be an
interactive service, like the Number 10 website where
they did get a response with the Government’s view?
That may be a wee bit more diYcult to do to give a
response on Parliament’s view because we do not
know what Parliament’s view would be on the issue.
Mr Loosemore: I think you have got some
opportunities there to be more creative in how you
respond. In some ways it is more fertile as an area.
If you get a petition to Parliament, the pressure for
Number 10 is to work out what the line is and stick
to it, come what may. That is the nature of the
institution there. Here it is much more questioning.
You could have responses that say, “Okay,
Parliament has debated these issues before. Here are
reference to these debates. We have forthcoming
debates on these issues here. Here are some other
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procedures of government that give opportunities to
show Parliament working”. It is taking the
opportunity for it to be a window for people to open
a crack into the democratic process. It is a beginning;
it is not necessarily the end. I would just say one
thing about the benefits as well. Given the scale of
disengagement generally with the political process,
giving people an opportunity to not only have their
say but to be seen to have their say is a valuable valve
in and of itself. I will give you an example that I felt
very passionately about. There was a very
contentious petition about a mosque near the
Olympics site, people resenting that development.
Whatever your personal politics, I felt that was very
popular, it was hundreds of thousands of people and
it was a big deal. It is valuable that that kind of valve
is there for people to have their say about things and
to be seen to have their say about things, even if it
goes no further.

Q59 Chairman: That reply would tend to indicate
that you would support a response being made from
someone other than a government minister, who will
always be giving the Government line. One of the
considerations that we are looking at is that
although one would expect there to be a
Government response, if the petitioner had his
petition drawn to the attention of his own Member
of Parliament and his own Member of Parliament is
then also in addition to the Government response
invited to give his response, would that meet the
point you are making?
Mr Loosemore: I think in part it would, yes. It at
least highlights the fact that you have an elected
representative and it gives your representative an
opportunity to represent you. I would just caution,
one of the things I have learnt in the last ten years or
so of helping people engage with MPs in particular
is just how busy MPs are and, relative to other
countries, just how ill-resourced MPs are in dealing
with that kind of interaction.

Q60 Rosemary McKenna: In the Scottish Parliament
e-petitioning system they use forums. Do people find
that valuable and would they feel they were being
more engaged?
Mr Loosemore: I have some fairly extreme, in some
senses, views in that I would go nowhere near
forums. I would go nowhere near forums on the
Parliament website. That is based on running the
BBC’s Forum (which has four million messages a
month) for a couple of years. At the end of that
where you have institutions, and the BBC is one and
Parliament is even more so, which people, for
whatever reason, feel is “other from them”, is the
establishment, you are unlikely to attract a reasoned
debate in that forum. You are more likely to attract
the extremes battling it out rather than the middle
ground. As a means of expression you do not insist
that people come to every single debate on every
single issue wherever in the country it happens. The
debate on the Internet happens all over the Internet.
You do not need another place to have the debate.

Q61 Chairman: Mr Steinberg, do you concur or
disagree?
Mr Steinberg: I concur that a straight oV-the-shelf
piece of forum software that you can plug in will not
deliver much in this case and could deliver real
problems. If you had written to the 1.8 million
people who signed the road tax petition and given
them all the link to go to the same forum, there
would have been a terrible, terrible mess. I do believe
that there is hope for good-quality, structured
deliberation of a grown-up, interesting, educational
kind using the Internet that involves a mixture of
citizens, experts and representatives. I do not believe
that anyone has ever paid for it to be built. I spend
quite a lot of time around the non-Parliament parts
of Whitehall saying to the departments you could
have a go at this and that in terms of projects. One
of the most common themes I have been saying is to
please spend some money on having a go at this,
because if you can have a substantial debate with
good evidence and a lot of people then you can have
a public debate of the sort that we always ask for but
which has never been held before and has never, ever
been paid for.

Q62 Rosemary McKenna: One of the issues of course
for the Scottish Parliament is that the population of
Scotland is infinitesimally smaller than the rest of the
UK, so it may be easier for them to be able to
manage than it would be for us.
Mr Steinberg: I believe that if the Scottish petition
system was higher quality they probably also would
not be able to manage as well. The Number 10
petition website got the same number of petitions in
its first seven days as the Scottish system had in its
first seven years. Scotland may be smaller than the
rest of Britain but it is not 365 times smaller, so if you
are aiming that your site is really popular then you
ought to be aiming to a point where discussion using
standard oV-the-shelf packages, of which there are
many, will not work.

Q63 Mr Gale: Can I take you back almost to your
opening remark Mr Loosemore. You said that we
need to recognise the diVerence between the e-
petition and the existing system. There is a
fundamental diVerence between Downing Street,
which is not elected in our sense, and the individual
Member of Parliament who is. Petitions at the
moment are presented by Members of Parliament
and I think the expectation is that that would
continue to be the case and that therefore Members
of Parliament might well be, as we are now, engaged
in the management of the process in the sense that we
would need to make sure that the words were in
order and guide the lead petitioner, for want of a
better phrase, through the process. If we were to go
down that road, which is a hybrid, half electronic
and half one-to-one, how do you think the public
would respond to that contact with a Member of
Parliament?
Mr Loosemore: If I am honest, I am in two minds
about it. There are strong arguments both ways.
There is a strong argument that says Parliament is
about elected representatives and your
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representative is your voice in Parliament and ergo
them acting as a guide is a valid way forward to
strengthen that sense of connection with your
representative. On the other side, it is an extra
barrier, both in terms of the process and, more
importantly I think, in people’s understanding of
how you do e-petitioning. If you are doing a major
nationwide petition, to have that go through a local
MP just because it is the first person who you sought
to present the petition may not fit with people’s
model of how they think they should interact with
Parliament. My gut reaction would be the name of
the game here is to make the barriers as low as
possible to broaden the engagement as wide as
possible. If you can find a way to avoid the extra
twist on the road of going via an elected MP, my
marginal preference would be to do so. However I
not think it is a clear-cut decision. I would say one
thing, I was very sceptical about doing Downing
Street before doing Parliament and I am very glad to
see that you have responded. To my mind, the most
important place to have petitions is Parliament, not
Number 10.
Mr Steinberg: I was thinking about the history of
why it might be that MPs were tied to petitions
anyway, and it occurred to me that it must have been
simply because a way of physically getting the
petition from the constituency would have been to
give it to the only person paid to make that journey
all the time. Given that context, the question is why
do we have endorsements—especially since so many
petitions that are going to be made to you are not
going to be local—and there seem to me to be one of
two real reasons. One is a constitutional view that
the citizen has no view in government or Parliament
unless it is represented by Members, and the second
is to save money on the vetting. Number 10 has to
have a civil servant who spends part of their time
making sure things are decent and legal. If you have
to put your names on these things first, then you can
do that instead and the taxpayer will benefit to the
tune of £50 a day. I would argue, though, that when
you think about how the website would ultimately
work, you can have an endorsement from the
politician whose constituent is making the original
petition without holding up the process. What I
mean by that is that a petition could go into the
system, it could be vetted properly by a civil servant
to make sure it is decent and legal, and then it could
go online, and whilst it is online any MP, including
the constituent’s own MP, could put their name to it
or not. That to me would seem to have a very similar
role to the current one given that, as I have noticed
in your previous transcripts, none of you appeared
to think that the role of the MP should be to vet
things and say, “I do not agree with this, I am not
going to drop it oV.” Most of you seemed to think
that it was your role to go and drop it oV. In that
case, if it is your role, why should it not just be the
Internet’s role and why should you not just endorse
it if you think it is a good thing and not endorse it if
you do not?

Q64 Mr Gale: So you see this being presented
electronically and not actually being presented in
any proper form on the floor of the House?

Mr Steinberg: When it is finished being signed?

Q65 Mr Gale: Yes.
Mr Steinberg: I would like to see debates on the floor
of the House and I would like to see an excellent
quality public record of what was signed made
available on the Internet and other media to anyone
interested, but the actual process of standing up,
reading it out, putting it in a bag, I do not think that
is a massively good use of parliamentary time.

Q66 Mr Gale: The point being that at the moment
we act as facilitators. It is not a Member of
Parliament’s job to say, “I do not like that so you
cannot do that.” It is a Member of Parliament’s job
to say, “If you are going to do that, you need to get
it into a form of words that is acceptable to
Parliament, otherwise it will not be acceptable.” The
Member of Parliament then has a right to say, “I do
not agree with this so I am not going to formally
present it but I am going to stick it in the bag”, which
has exactly the same eVect, it is printed on the Order
Paper and it has a response. What you seem to be
suggesting is that actually exactly the same thing is
going to have to be done by somebody other than the
Member of Parliament.
Mr Steinberg: I know that you have been discussing
this in relation to the New Zealand Parliament. If
you choose that there should be no clerk or civil
service tie-in then, yes, almost certainly someone is
going to have to vet these things because, apart from
anything else, you will have legal liability if you
publish slanderous, libellous things on the
parliamentary website—I imagine that might in
some ways get you in trouble, if not legally then just
reputationally, so someone is going to have to check
these things in the way that Number 10 does. Given
that someone has to do that, the question really can
be is it you, with your other very busy jobs, or is it
an oYcial with a checklist, which is what happens at
Number 10. If it is an oYcial with a checklist you can
still actually have a revision process, which does
happen in Number 10. Often they will reject a thing
and say “Look, your petition is basically fine, but the
way you have worded this thing under ‘more details’
it could be construed as libellous; if you change it
from ‘is’ to ‘maybe’ then that becomes a piece of
political commentary rather than a piece of libel.”
They will send it back and the person will resubmit
it, they will say fine and it goes up. That can actually
be done by non-elected people in a reasonably good
way and therefore save you all time.

Q67 Chairman: I totally accept that point but what
we feel—and I ask you to comment on it—is that the
vast majority of MPs are not looking for less work
to do, are not trying to get out of doing work, and
indeed they are actually looking to be more involved
in the communities they represent, so I suspect that
most MPs would want to have the opportunity of
being associated as a facilitator with a petition that
originates from someone who is in their
constituency. I think that is the point; we need to
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decide what role we give the constituency MP
because any system which froze out the constituency
Member is unlikely to find favour with the House.
Mr Loosemore: That is heartening to hear, that MPs
are looking for more engagement with their
constituents, but I would just oVer some thoughts on
what the most appropriate means of adding value as
a constituency MP are. I would argue that with the
Internet it is not in the management of a relatively
mechanical process at the start of the petitions
process in terms of is your petition fit for engaging
with Parliament, is it liable to libellous or damage
reputations? In many ways, having to train 640-odd
MPs to do that is not necessarily the most eYcient
way to do that; the most value for me is at the end
of a petition where people are seeking to understand
what happens now, what is the next stage, is the
answer no from the Government, is that the end of
the story or is it just the start. I would totally endorse
involvement of MPs; I just question where it is most
appropriate.

Q68 Chairman: Do you want to add anything?
Mr Steinberg: Yes. If we go back to the Kennedy/
Nixon analogy for a moment, if I was a Member and
I was saying how can I get the most out of this system
so that it can help me communicate with my
constituents most eVectively, I would be pretty
unconcerned about the way by which petitions got
into the system and I would be extremely exercised
by what could happen once they had signed up, how
I could talk to them, how we would discuss things,
how things would go next, how I could tell them
about how I was lobbying the Government. That is
the part that I think deserves the eVort. Anyone can
build any version of a system that can cope with MPs
facilitating or endorsing or not; that is a relatively
small design decision and whoever builds it will go
with your decision, that will not be a massive issue,
the massive issue is what happens at the other end.

Q69 Mr Gale: Two further comments, one in the
light of what you have just said and the other on
something you said earlier. You said a moment ago
one might lend his name to it; of course, Members of
Parliament do not sign petitions, they receive them,
we do not sign them. Secondly, you referred earlier
to the possibility of this being national rather than
local and that may well be the case. Members of
Parliament are, for very good reason, concerned
when other Members start meddling in their own
constituency business and there needs to be, I think,
if we are going to go down this road, some sense of
proper ownership of it. It is all very well saying I
want to know which Members of Parliament are
lobbying on this and which Members of Parliament
are lobbying on that, but this is not an Early Day
Motion exercise as I understand it, this is a
Parliamentary petition and if it is a Parliamentary
petition then a Member of Parliament or, in a city,
maybe a group of Members of Parliament, do need
to have ownership of it. The other thing that springs
out of what you say is something that everybody is
fighting very shy of touching on: it is easy to say, and
I am sure Downing Street does, all we need to do is

set up this unit to do this, but these things do cost
money. This Parliament is very good at saying yes,
we will refurbish the press gallery at a cost of a mere
£7.5 million of taxpayers’ money, but the system that
we have at the moment—and I appreciate it is
designed for personal contact rather than electronic
contact—is actually very cost eYcient, it costs
virtually zilch. If you are going to set up a
bureaucracy, which is eVectively what you are
talking about, as the alternative, if we were to go
down the German response route we could be
talking about megabucks.
Mr Loosemore: “You don’t get owt for nowt” is
certainly true; if you want engagement with people
who are disengaged then I suggest the eYcacy of the
current position is not good value for money, given
that there is very little value as perceived by most
people in the general population from it compared
to the potential. The second point is that the Internet
is cheap; if you can automate processes it is orders of
magnitude cheaper than doing things by hand or on
paper. Tom will tell you of the vast expense which
Number 10 spends on engaging with millions and
millions of people, but I can tell you now if you
design it carefully and, crucially, if you accept the
need to iterate your processes to blend in and gain
those eYciency savings, it is not necessarily very
expensive compared to how things are done by hand,
and from my personal experience with procurement
of things in Parliament—I helped procure the
Internet streaming of live coverage of the
Commons—the process of procurement, I estimate,
cost more than the value of the contract. Whose
problem is that? That is not the Internet’s problem;
that is how you seek to manage the process.
Mr Steinberg: I would say that Number 10’s
expenditure on the petitions system that it has is
probably the cheapest form of communication
between citizens and government that has ever
happened in this country, in that we worked out
some time last year, before many more people had
signed, that it was down to less than a penny per
person who had signed at that point, and that
includes the response going back out. Even the
response to just one petition was estimated by the
BBC at £500,000 if it had been done by post, when
in fact the entire project so far is well under £100,000.
From your perspective I suggest there would be
three cost hubs: one is building and running the
technology, the second is administering it and the
third is the cost in parliamentary time that it
generates if it generates debates. The technology
ought not to be expensive and if the Germans have
spent a lot they have made a mistake. The aspect of
vetting, how much it costs to vet, as I said, that
actually depends on whether or not you choose to
take it on your shoulders. It will have virtually no
cost diVerence from the development of technology
for you to do the vetting or for a civil servant to do
the vetting, but if it is a civil servant it is probably less
than one fulltime post. The cost in parliamentary
time of course is a question mark, what is the cost of
four hours worth of debates in a parliamentary year,
but I do not think that this should be an expensive
process and even if it was I would encourage you to
spend money on it.



Processed: 28-03-2008 19:36:16 Page Layout: COENEW [O] PPSysB Job: 391267 Unit: PAG1

Procedure Committee: Evidence Ev 21

16 January 2008 Mr Tom Steinberg and Mr Tom Loosemore

Q70 John Hemming: Just on those questions, with
your expertise in the area, what do you think the
capital cost, the build cost, would be and what do
you think the running cost including band width
would be, ignoring parliamentary time?
Mr Loosemore: The only variable in both of those is
how willing you are to alter your processes. If you
were willing to alter your processes so you meshed
with the reality of an internet-centric population I
would suggest spending of the order of £200,000 on
the build and I would suggest a similar amount for
running costs. The cost of band width is virtually
nothing, it is all about the bureaucracy, the people
managing the process inside. That is cheap, but that
is the order that I would go for.

Q71 John Hemming: You were saying it is not going
to be that expensive and I just thought it would be
interesting to know what your estimates are.
Mr Loosemore: It is not millions.

Q72 Mr Gale: I want to set the record straight, as this
is a matter of record, when I mentioned the Germans
that was not in terms of the cost, that was in terms
of the volume of petitions they are dealing with and
therefore because volume often equals people we
have a value cost. I would not suggest for one
moment that the Bundestag were either right or
wrong, I genuinely do not know. The figures that
you mention are a lot lower than the ones that we
have been quoted by other people.
Mr Loosemore: I have not thought that through
carefully, but given how much Number 10 has spent
on engaging with millions of people I think you
should be careful about spending orders of
magnitude more. The costs will really be not the
technology but how much you are willing to invest
in changing your processes and procedures and
whether you seek to distribute the eVort of filtering
or whether you would seek to put it into one
central place.

Q73 Chairman: Do you think we could ever get a
system where virtual help and guidance alone would
be suYcient?
Mr Steinberg: Sorry, virtual help and guidance for
what?

Q74 Chairman: For helping someone to launch an
e-petition?
Mr Steinberg: That is the situation that Number 10
is essentially already in in that people are still able to
go to the gate of Number 10 and leave a paper
petition, that still exists, but the online system does
not have a support line, it does not have a phone line,
it just runs and people come to it and they use it in
enormous numbers.
Chairman: Do you want to ask about lobbying,
Roger?
Mr Gale: Not at this stage.

Q75 Chairman: Let us say, for whatever reason,
someone seeks to launch an e-petition and whether
it is their use of florid language or whether they are

being libellous would you support a system where,
after two attempts or three attempts, for the same e-
petition there is a blocking mechanism?
Mr Steinberg: That is what we have delivered and it
is a good idea. There is one caveat there: because we
were trying to encourage Number 10 to show really
exemplary best practice in terms of privacy and
transparency of the process, when you have your
petition rejected on the Number 10 site, if it is
completely rejected because you have failed to
submit it again or you submitted it and it still
mentions an ongoing criminal case or something
they are not allowed to publish, it appears on the site
itself, censored only in so far as it does not show the
bit that causes the problem, so if most of the petition
is okay but the title is libellous, then it will show
everything except the title; it bends over backwards
to show why things were rejected and what was
rejected, and that is an attempt to build a trust
mechanism so that people do not claim that things
are being snuVed out because they are politically
inconvenient.
Mr Loosemore: In addition there was an audit
process with Number 10—I audited it so I know—
whereby I went through a representative sample of
the rejected petitions—and many petitions are
rejected by the way, mostly for reasons of repetition.
I audited 1000 petitions that had been rejected to see
were they rejected with validity against the rules that
are set out on the site, and I was encouraged that
there were very few that were being rejected wrongly.
It is those processes I think you need to encourage
transparency.

Q76 Chairman: Last year, Mr Steinberg, you
submitted a paper on this subject and you were quite
robust in your defence of a rejections page being a
must.1 Is that still your view?
Mr Steinberg: That is what I just described, yes. I
think that is a really good piece of practice.

Q77 Chairman: Even if there is editing for legal
reasons.
Mr Steinberg: Yes, you can just show the bits that
are legitimate and not show the ones that are not.

Q78 Mr Chope: I want to ask about what happens in
Australia, which is that they have eVectively the
means of petitioning, e-petitions can be presented by
Members of the Australian Parliament, but there is
not an e-petitioning system as such, but it means that
people can get their point of view across to their
Member of Parliament which can then be
incorporated in the representations to the
Government in the form of a petition. That is a much
simpler and cheaper way of people being able to
communicate in terms of petitions; do you see that as
a satisfactory alternative to the much more elaborate
system which we are talking about?
Mr Loosemore: To be honest, no. It is the point I
made a little while ago; if you see this as a window at
the start of a potential relationship then that may
have some value, but for me it is as much about

1 First Report of Session 2006–07, Public Petitions and Early
Day Motions, HC 513, Ev p 20
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people expressing their concerns and frustrations
and being seen publicly by the whole country, via the
Internet, as having expressed their concerns. It is a
public statement in a way that you can do with the
Internet but you cannot if you stick it in the bag at
the back of the Speaker’s Chair even via an MP. So
there is something around the Internet to do with
natural transparency; if you search for someone’s
name on the Internet, sometimes it will come up and
list them as having had a petition. That is important
to them.

Q79 Mr Chope: But we are trying to get the public to
engage more with Parliament, not with the
Government, and certainly some of Mr Steinberg’s
answers have indicated that he is equating almost
Parliament and the Government together. At the
moment you have said that the responses from the
Number 10 site have been far too political—
somebody said the nature of the responses is far too
political for the Number 10 site.
Mr Loosemore: That was me; for my liking.

Q80 Mr Chope: Why are they political? Basically
because it is the Government, one view from the
Government and the Opposition and other points of
view do not get a look in. What we are talking about
is a much more refined system where you have got
650-odd Members of Parliament, each with their
own particular take on a matter, and each of them
eager to be able to engage with their constituents on
that particular issue, so you might end up that
although you have one petition on one subject, you
might have 650 diVerent responses. That is why this
system, a full-blown e-petitioning system which
involves giving Members of Parliament the
opportunity to engage personally with people who
have petitioned, as well as perhaps ensuring that the
Government whose representations have been asked
for by a Member of Parliament in the form of a
petition, that they can all have their input into the
responses. That gets into all sorts of data protection
issues and things that we are coming on to discuss in
a minute, but in the Australian Parliament they have
got a system where at least you can use email as a
means of petitioning your Member of Parliament
and thereby the Australian Parliament without all
the other complications that are involved.
Mr Loosemore: Email is a valid mechanism for
communicating with your representative, but it is
fundamentally a private communication, it is not a
public statement of your view as a constituent on an
issue. I would agree that the mechanics of the way
Parliament works and represents people is
predicated on a geographically constrained world
with its geographic constituencies and big national
issues that are not constrained by your constituents’
borders present a challenge to the way Parliament is
constructed. My view is that you are better oV
finding a locus for people’s frustrations and
opinions, a single locus, rather than dissipating them
through 650-odd MPs, purely from the mechanics of
numbers but also people feeling that they have had
their voice heard in public in a matter of scale. If they

are one of those four or five most voluminous e-
petitions every year and they get represented in
Parliament; that is a big deal for them. It is quite
hard to get that mechanic working if you also use
email to contact an MP.

Q81 Mr Chope: If you have got the person who
signed the petition and that is passed on by the
Member of Parliament to the Government and the
Government responds in a way that an MP does not
like, he thinks the Government has got the wrong
end of the stick, the Member of Parliament then
wants to communicate directly to the petitioner and
say the Government’s response is this but, frankly, it
is wrong in the following material respects. How are
we going to be able to ensure that that happens
under this system?
Mr Steinberg: This is a really good question and this
is exactly why I would say that if I was in this kind
of new generation of MP trying to work out how the
system could work for me I would want to know
about the writing back part. There are several
diVerent ways you can do this: one, when somebody
signs up you could actually just say “Would you like
to opt-in to getting a reply, not just from the
Government but also from your own constituency
MP on this issue, yes/no?” You could design a
system where they had no opt-in, where you simply
said “If you are going to sign this petition you
consent to getting a reply from your constituency
MP as well as from the Government.” However,
because there are so many possible people who
might want to write back I would encourage the
following way of handling this problem. Mail people
who signed a petition with a mail that says “There
are three new responses that have come in from this
petition, one is from the Government, one is from
your constituent and one is from one of the political
parties, go to this page and read the diVerent ones.”
Apart from anything else that would help educate
the public that there are diVerent views on issues,
that issues have diVerent sides, will help engage
people on an issue, and it will help all of you see the
benefit in terms of being able to communicate with
constituents on a lot of diVerent issues. You can
design the system so that it will not irritate citizens,
so that they will really see the value and you will get
to talk to far, far larger numbers of them than you
ever could using a system like the one in Australia.

Q82 Chairman: I suppose one way of handling that
would be to require a postcode in each case.
Mr Steinberg: Yes.

Q83 Chairman: And then at some point to notify a
Member of Parliament that a constituent or
constituents of his had signed the petition and did he
want to respond by email.
Mr Steinberg: That is exactly right.
Mr Loosemore: You could even go further and say
only send an email to an MP if five people in their
constituency had signed the petition to manage the
volume.
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Chairman: Although if you are an MP with a
majority of five you may decide you want to answer
each one. Christopher, anything else?

Q84 Mr Chope: You were saying earlier that you
thought the number of signatures could be
significant in terms of triggering a debate and so you
see the number of signatures on a petition as being
worth emphasising, notwithstanding the scope that
there is for people to fiddle the numbers and get large
block transfers of signatures.
Mr Loosemore: It is far easier to fake a physical
signature than it is to fake a system like for Number
10; you would need an awful lot of personal email
addresses to fake the Number 10 system. I would
worry less about block voting and fakery issues.
There is a sense of scale and momentum that is
important to people when they choose whether or
not to invest their time in expressing their opinion,
so I would be very, very much in favour of
illustrating which petitions have got scale and which
have not. The duplication issue is an important one
to manage such that if you do get a widespread
number of petitions on similar identifications you
pick on one and point people at that, which is the
way Number 10 does it.

Q85 Mr Gale: I can understand if you think I am
terribly negative about this, but we are trying to get
to grips with where the pitfalls might be. Members
of Parliament are knee-deep in parliamentary graYti
as it is and one of the things that is a waste of time
really is what has become known as the postcard
lobby—I happen to be opposed to fox hunting but
the anti-hunt lobby did it in a big way, SPUC
(Society for the Protection of the Unborn Child) do
it incessantly—and we get fistfuls of postcards.
SPUC have a membership, which in their case is
largely a church-based membership, and it is very
easy for them to punt out an instruction, for want of
a better word, to their membership. Every Member
of Parliament in this place, of whatever political
party, gets reams of stuV where an address is filled in,
the name is filled in, and sometimes you can even tell
that the person who is signing it has not actually even
read the thing, it is just, oh yes, that is one of those,
sign it and send it in. Somehow we have to try, if we
are going to make this work in the way Mr Steinberg
would like to see it work, which would enable us to
genuinely interact and respond, to find a way of
filtering in shorthand the union block vote.
Mr Loosemore: Those kinds of responses you
value—quite rightly you could argue—far less than
you would an individually typed letter or a written
letter, but try and encourage people to use petitions
instead. It is not to say that they are not valuable as
part of the democratic process, they just signify a
lesser investment that someone has made in
engaging with the democratic process. I might be
sent something I completely disagree with just
because it has landed on my doormat or come in an
email, it is just a question of the value you place on
it. I would agree that the value of someone signing a
petition is less important than someone who has
invested the time to craft a letter to you, but it is not

valueless and in aggregate if you get thousands, tens
of thousands, millions, there is a meaningful thing
being said to you in aggregate.
Mr Steinberg: I was talking with friends in Congress
last summer who have email problems that make
those of MPs look tiny, all getting huge volumes of
mail, huge amounts of it generated by campaign
groups where the same email is sent to 50,000
diVerent people at the click of a button. We came to
realise that a phase two thing that you can do if you
have a good working petition system, if you built it
right in the first place, is that you can update your
email system. Leaving aside the debates about
PICT—the Parliamentary email system is separately
in need of an overhaul—if you have children they
have probably got 20 or 30 times the space to store
the emails that you do, and that is something that
needs doing because they are not even paying for it.
If you get a good email system, that can integrate
really nicely. That is jargon; what I really mean is
this user case: someone sends 10,000 mails that are
exactly the same from 10,000 real constituents, and
they can get into your inbox, they can be caught on
the way into your inbox and all the people who have
written them can get a reply that says we think this
is just the same as 9,000 other people, click this
button and we will turn this into a petition. Then you
will get the same engagement, you will not get the
mail and you will get the mail you can cope with, and
the constituents may be more content because they
will be more aware that they are part of a big thing
whereas when you send a postcard you are not. That
is very much phase two, I do not want to confuse
anyone saying that is in the core specification, but a
good petition system can, in the long run,
dramatically decrease and deflect a lot of this kind of
cut and paste mail you get.
John Hemming: I do not entirely agree with Roger
about the fact that parliamentary graYti is a
complete waste of time; there are various levels of it
and it does at least give you some indication. The
challenge is one of to what extent is somebody
standing at the door, forcing people to sign things as
they go out, collecting all the things centrally and
sending them oV as opposed to what would happen
with the authentication of the email address where
you get a return email and you authenticate that,
which is the strength actually of an e-petition system
because you know that somebody in the privacy of
their home, on their mobile or whatever it may be
has had to go through a process to sign the petition,
which is very good. On this issue of email and the
PICT space, I am lucky to be one of the few MPs
who have a broadband account on Parliament so I
do not use PICT so I do not have the stupid
limitations of how much email I can store, which is
quite useful, so there is a way round that. It is slightly
expensive but not very expensive. Some people
support the World Wildlife Fund or whatever it may
be but I do think that this mechanism where people
have to do something themselves, they cannot just
have it all done centrally, is better. You get the
emails through your organisation that they write for
you—everyone has had the police ones I am sure,
have they not—will you sign these EDMs about the
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two per cent increase—there are all these diVerent
things, but I think there is a role for that, I do not
think that is a complete waste of time, it does give
you some indication of support but I do think the e-
petition process is better because you are requiring
somebody to do something for themselves and you
cannot just have a situation where everyone leaving
a building is required to sign something or, as the
unions often do, just write their union members’
names on something and send it in without the union
members being involved.
Mr Gale: My understanding is that Mr Steinberg is
saying is that that is exactly what has happened in
America where an organisation does block vote but
collects—

Q86 John Hemming: They collect the emails and
send from them. You can actually track that in the
RFC822 headers anyway—you can if you know
what you are doing and you look at that sort of side
of it, but that actually is sending the email out,
purporting to be that person, when actually it is the
central organisation doing it. We have not had that.
Mr Loosemore: The mechanism which is in place for
Number 10 which is in place for all the mySociety
projects and is easily best practice provides you with
more than adequate defence against even the
existing behaviours in print of people gathering
support where actually people have not thought
about it and actively opted in to signing that
petition, but validating via email is a very eVective
means of doing it for now—it may change in the
future because people are clever. I would say I am
disappointed to hear that you get copy and paste
messages via mySociety services because mySociety
and myself in previous guises put a lot of eVort into
catching it before it is sent to you, saying to people
please do not copy and paste identical messages; we
have caught you doing it, write your own message.
For me the actual thought-through correspondence
with an MP is sacrosanct and we need to find other
mechanisms via the Internet and e-petitions are
important.

Q87 Rosemary McKenna: One of the issues that
people are concerned about is the data protection of
the information that people would have to put on.
What would you think are the basic requirements for
any petitioning system and what are the pitfalls that
would attract your criticism?
Mr Steinberg: The basic requirements are that
people’s personal information about their address,
their email address and so on, is protected very
firmly, cannot be got at, cannot be looked at, cannot
be lost in the post on CDs and that it is destroyed
when it is no longer necessary. Petitions are a little
bit unusual in data protection terms because they are
explicitly public, they are like the opposite of
medical records, you are doing it so everybody
knows, but there are parts of your petition such as
your street address or your postcode that do not
have to be included and, not only should they be
protected extremely carefully, but they should be
destroyed. When it comes to mailing people back I
consider it very important that whoever is given the

right to mail back, whether that is the Government,
whether that is a party, whether that is a Member,
they should not be given the email addresses or the
personal addresses of the users, instead they should
be given an ability to type a message and press go
and know that that will go to all the people. That is
what Number 10 have, they not only are not the legal
owners of the information, mySociety is, but they do
not have actual access to millions of email addresses.

Q88 Chairman: You think we should resist pressure
if we get pressure from individual Members to have
this information, a constituency MP should be able
to respond but he is responding without having the
data basically.
Mr Steinberg: You should bow to or listen to their
pressures to have the right to respond and the ability
to discuss things too; as I said before, that is really
important. If they just want the email addresses or
the postal addresses, then no. There is another user
I failed to mention.
Chairman: I am sorry, there is a division on the floor
of the House of Commons; I will therefore suspend
the Committee until four o’clock.

The Committee suspended from 3.47 pm to 3.58 pm
for a division in the House.

Q89 Chairman: I interrupted you in mid-flow, do
you wish to continue?
Mr Steinberg: Yes, if I could make one change to the
Number 10 site it would be to allow the people who
have made petitions to write back to the people who
then sign them. The reason I think this has value is
there may be at any one time in Britain 20,000 people
who care about a certain issue. The chance that they
know each other, the chance that they are even part
of an organisation that labels them is very, very
small, but when they come together on a petition
they are together in a unique one-oV way and it
seems a real shame that that cannot currently be
used to crystallise essentially new social
movements—the group of people who are eVectively
the campaign group for a new issue that did not exist
yesterday. The last couple of hundred years of
British political life has shown that we are better oV
when these groups are strong and vibrant and lively
and part of the political discourse, and I would like
to think that Parliament, as well as facilitating
alliances and groups and politics within this building
might also enable the same formation and
campaigning of groups out there, and that can be
done at the very minimal level of adding the petition
creator to the list of people who may have access to
write to the people who sign it.

Q90 Rosemary McKenna: Not with their details but
by the click of a button.
Mr Steinberg: Yes, again not being handed all their
private information, merely the one-oV chance.

Q91 Rosemary McKenna: I presume to see if you
wish to be involved in forming a group, come back.
Mr Loosemore: Click this link.
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Q92 Chairman: Does that not have huge political
implications? Would it not encourage every selected
candidate for a party other than the party that holds
a seat to take an electronic petition in the knowledge
that they could then, particularly if it were a local
issue, have a free mailshot back to people living
within that constituency on an issue where they
could then attack the sitting MP?
Mr Steinberg: You can of course change your terms
and conditions of use to aVect who is allowed to use
your petition site and what for, but sometimes we are
concerned. We allow, for example, MPs to use our
tools to eVectively communicate with the public in a
way that we do not allow people who are not elected,
and that sometimes seems a little unfair on those
people who are not. I imagine you would have to
tweak your terms and conditions so that the use was
grown up and so that most of these things really
were, just like many of the people who set up
petitions on the Number 10 site and get loads of
signatures, they are just people who strike a chord
with the country, they are not part of campaign
groups, they are not political experts, they are just
someone who happens to have realised and
expressed something that many other people think.
I would very much like that as a feature and I put it
down I suppose as a challenge.
Mr Loosemore: I would just state that with
something as revolutionary as the Internet in terms
of what it does to support, you will always be able
to find edge cases that seem appalling to the point of
seeking to maybe not do something. The way to deal
with them is as they come along and make sure your
processes are iterative, and I would stress again that
possibly the right way to approach that kind of edge
case is not to come back up to the Committee to
work out how it should happen or if it happened in
one instance, but it is to give someone responsibility
to do their best to manage that process and every six
months have them come back and say we have hit
this issue, someone is in an edge case doing
something that does not feel right, here is our
proposed response, yes or no.

Q93 Chairman: Before our break you both said that
you prefer a system where the constituency MP is
given an opportunity to respond and he does so
blind, i.e. without the data, and the House
authorities would send the email for him and he
would not see to whom it was going. Are you saying
you would not even want an opt-in box on that issue
and if so why? For example, what would be wrong
with having a tick-box on the web page when you
signed the e-petition to say “Would you like your
MP to have your email details so that he/she can
contact you on other issues”?
Mr Steinberg: I actually do not see anything very
wrong with that as long as it is very definitely an opt-
in. However, if like me you spend half your life
making sure you have not ticked those boxes—

Q94 Rosemary McKenna: No junk mail.
Mr Steinberg: Yes. In the discussions on the
technical design of the Number 10 site there was that
opt-in/opt-out question and we thought that the

right response was you cannot opt out, you will
never get more than two mails, so there is quite a lot
of conversation but it ends, and in most cases
Number 10 only sends one mail, but it is possible,
these things are all possible and as Tom says they
should be approached in an iterative way, and if it
does not work after three weeks it should change.
Mr Loosemore: I would just stress one warning
about people’s email addresses in particular. Any
perception that constituents may have that this is a
means of anybody—be they an MP or otherwise—
collecting a list of email addresses is a risk. Even if
you have the most honourable intent, in perception
terms that is a risk, they will think “Oh, it is my MP
collecting a list of emails so they can spam me”; it is
a response you want to avoid.

Q95 Sir Robert Smith: On this suggestion where the
petitioner could use the system too to contact, it
would have to have quite a strong health warning
that in no way did Parliament endorse it, that the
person was responding then to that on their own
terms and involvement.
Mr Steinberg: There needs to be a health warning
anyway because when the Government responds
that is not Parliament responding.

Q96 Sir Robert Smith: We are used a lot to postcard
campaigns as a data-mining exercise for lobby
groups. The postcards comes to ask you to sign an
EDM and that way the lobby group collects data
from people interested in the subject. Similarly,
presumably, the site then might become quite a data-
mining site, not just for MPs and not just for
candidates but also for commercial organisations—
if we put a petition up on this site we are going to get
a hit of people who we can then contact. Maybe that
is not a bad thing.
Mr Loosemore: Fundamentally, if people care about
an issue they care about an issue. If you do not have
an issue that resonates then you will not do it. My
personal view on the case of letting the petitioner
email back is that it is a loss if you do not facilitate
that. From personal experience in a couple of
campaigns that I have cared about and signed a
petition I would have loved to have contact, but it is
one I would want to watch closely during the
iterative development to see what are the edge cases.

Q97 Mr Chope: I am concerned about the idea that
MPs will be responding to a petition without
knowing the address of the people to whom they are
responding because, for example, you might have
rival petitions, one calling for the closure of a school
and another petition for the retention of that school,
and those petitions are going to be impossible for an
MP to deal with unless he knows whether the people
who signed the petition against the closure of the
school are people who are within its catchment area
and are not directly aVected, or whether they are
people from another school who have an ulterior
motive. Do you think there is any way in which you
could distinguish between the petitions that are
about area specific issues and national issues? For
example, a petition about Iraq or the Iraq War, it
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would not really be so significant for an MP to know
exactly the location of the people who signed the
petition, but that would be a national petition
whereas the other example I gave was of a local
petition.
Mr Steinberg: I would say you should capture the
postcode of everybody who signs up precisely
because it can tell you who they are a constituent of
and whether they are all in one area or not. I believe
that you can answer that question about the
catchment area and questions like it without
revealing their private data because if you provide a
nice system the system ought to be able to tell you
16% of these people were inside the catchment area
of the school and 70% were not, and that could be
provided to you without you actually having to
know. Remember, of course, that people’s names on
petitions are public so you are not actually
responding completely blind and if you know any of
the people there you will have an impression just
from their names.

Q98 Mr Chope: The system will have to enable the
Member of Parliament to be able to find out that sort
of detailed information.
Mr Steinberg: Yes, and I actually think that is
entirely reasonable. Another example is it would not
at all be diYcult to add a feature to the system that
would say show me whether the people writing this
petition came from the richest fifth or the poorest
fifth of areas in the UK; that is not hard to do.

Q99 Mr Chope: Do you think you could restrict the
petitions themselves to particular postcodes, so that
unless you are within the postcode of the post oYce
that is being closed you cannot sign the petition,
otherwise it is pretty pointless?
Mr Steinberg: It is technically possible; whether it
would ever be worth that extra eVort because I do
not know how many people who live in Scotland are
actually going to sign a petition about the post oYce
in Devon, but these things are all possible up front.
Mr Loosemore: I would just caution that you should
be doing everything you can in my view to minimise
the barriers and if there are consequences that you
feel rogue, deal with them afterwards. The hardest
problem of all to solve here is engagement with the
democratic process and making the most of the
opportunity the Internet gives to lower barriers
should always be front of mind in my view.
Restricting things to location is a barrier.

Q100 Rosemary McKenna: Talking about the
Number 10 site do you think that the expectations of
both the members of the public who use the site and
Number 10 have delivered?
Mr Steinberg: I do not know. There are 4.3 million
diVerent people whom we believe have used the
petition site so far and I do not know what most of
them think about it. We are actually talking with
Number 10 at the moment about getting an
evaluation done, but even then with so many users it
is impossible to know what they all thought. I believe
Number 10 were pretty happy with it; as I said, it was
historic in terms of the reach, the proportion of

population that used it, the cost per person involved,
the ability to write back, all these things are without
precedent. I suspect that some of the users will be
dissatisfied that the Government did not do what
they petitioned for.

Q101 Rosemary McKenna: Actually that is the next
part of my question; was the policy changed in any
way?
Mr Loosemore: You will know that better than we
will, to be honest. It is hard to argue that the road
pricing policy would be similar without 1.8 million
people having expressed an opinion about it. Scale is
important in that as well, the fact that it was millions
is important.

Q102 Rosemary McKenna: How were the
reputational risks managed?
Mr Steinberg: Are you asking about Number 10’s
reputational risks?

Q103 Rosemary McKenna: Yes.
Mr Steinberg: I cannot really tell you; I dealt almost
exclusively with civil servants so I do not know
about that side.
Mr Loosemore: I would say that for Number 10 to
launch a site that was expressly an experiment was a
relatively brave thing to do.

Q104 Rosemary McKenna: And recognised as that
probably by the users.
Mr Loosemore: Possibly not. I do not think they
would want to necessarily give credit to the
Government if they can avoid it.

Q105 Rosemary McKenna: If you were doing it all
over again is there anything you would do diVerently
to make it more user friendly and what would you do
diVerently?
Mr Steinberg: It is actually what I would do
additionally; it is all the things that could be done
from now on. I told you before that I believed that
with some investment you could try and have actual
deliberation online and get better ideas for policy
and so on and engage lots of people. I would
commission some such systems and then I would use
the fact that there are so many enormous petitions
on that site already to nail people and say here,
10,000 of you, here is your chance to go and talk
about this. Personally I would probably be quite
keen on the ability for the person who made the
petition to send again a maximum of two messages
saying you cannot campaign here but send a mail
and the mail says “If you are interested in being part
of a campaign around this go somewhere else.” I
believe that even if it does come with costs it can have
such enormous benefit for the vigour and health of
our civil society and the engagement of marginally
engaged and totally disengaged political people that
it is worth any possible costs incurred.

Q106 Rosemary McKenna: Going back to one of the
previous questions, should it be a big bang
approach, do it all at the beginning or gradually
introduce all these features?
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Mr Steinberg: My approach would be to design a
very simple first version and launch it quietly and
then respond to the users. Your users will tell you
many, many things if you let them about how the site
would be better. Number 10 was very concerned that
if they deleted duplicates people would accuse them
of censorship. We then got enormous amounts of
mail, please get rid of the duplicates, it is really
annoying. When it comes to all the things that could
go wrong—I am going to cite someone else here.
Jimmy Wells is the founder of Wikipedia, the
gigantic online collaboratively authored
encyclopaedia, and he has this great rule of thumb.
He says design things on the assumption that people
are good and when they are not good change the
system to handle how they are not good, but do not
design things from the perspective that everyone is
essentially an anarchist and wants to smash
everything, or you would in that case start by
building a prison and then loosen things up slowly.
Do it the other way round and ensure that you have
staV and processes so that if someone does abuse it
you can fix it in five minutes, not five months.
Mr Loosemore: I would add one note of caution to
that otherwise admirable approach of start simple
and move on, and that is I would not advise starting
simple to mean not having to adapt any of your
internal processes, I would start simple but radical.

Q107 Chairman: At the outset you indicated that it
would meet most reasonable people’s expectations if
three or four petitions a year triggered a debate.
When we started this process, looking at our
petitioning system generally, we were horrified to
discover that even with our well-established written
system up to a third did not receive any ministerial
response at all, and that is something which the
Government has accepted is totally unacceptable,
and departments are now under an instruction to
respond to petitions. However, when we move into
the area of e-petitions if the House, at least initially,
felt it was not prepared to guarantee debating time
until the system had bedded in, surely it would meet
some of the aspirations of people out there if they
were guaranteed of getting a ministerial response
and a response from their own Member of
Parliament even if the petition itself was not subject
to the debate. Would you agree with that?
Mr Steinberg: People would use the site, yes, if you
built it and launched it like that, I believe more
people would use it and the more marginally
engaged would use it if they had the nice clear
message that if it is enough then there will be a
debate. I would look forward to the first petition
coming in that said “Please hold debates if enough
people sign petitions.”

Q108 Chairman: Also would you accept that we
might have to look for additional criteria other than
pure numbers because we may be faced with a
petition with the highest numbers wishing the British
Olympic teams all the best at the next Olympic
Games, but I am not sure that is something that we
would have a debate on.

Mr Steinberg: The criteria by which the major
petitions get picked for debate could have a degree
of flexibility around the edge, but it has to be pretty
transparent what those criteria are otherwise large
numbers of people will cry “foul” very quickly. I had
exactly the same thought, you may well have one or
two that it is not interesting to discuss for half an
hour.
Mr Loosemore: I would agree that as an incentive to
broaden engagement oVering up time on the floor of
the House is far more compelling than getting a dry
note back from your minister. There is also
something important about how little understood
the mechanics of Parliament versus the Government
are by most people, and taking the opportunity to
impress upon people that Parliament is not the
Government and that they are engaging with
Parliament which holds the Government to account
I would find most important. I would see that
incentivising people to use the service is a huge
opportunity to tell them that this not Government,
this is Parliament.

Q109 Mr Chope: Just on that last point, do you think
it would be important as a condition of setting up a
Parliamentary e-petitioning system we did away
with the Number 10 e-petitioning system?
Mr Loosemore: Personally I would prefer that, I
think Tom feels very diVerently.
Mr Steinberg: I would actually like there to be a
petitions.gov.uk in which Parliament was one of the
things that could be petitioned.

Q110 Rosemary McKenna: They are not
government.
Mr Steinberg: All right, petitions.org, I do not
know. The CLG is currently consulting on
petitioning local government or on making a
mandate so that local government will have itself to
respond to petitions. I would like to think that
citizens could get to a stage where they had one nice
simple service rather than having to learn all these
diVerent brands, diVerent places to go, and then the
one service would explain the nature of the diVerent
bits of government when people went to use it, just
as when people go to our website writetothem we
explain yes, you can write to your councillor, yes,
you can write to your MP, but here is what they do,
here is the one you should pick.

Q111 Rosemary McKenna: What are the options for
hosting an e-petitioning system and are there risks
attached to external hosting?
Mr Loosemore: You are already externally hosted so
I would advise strongly that you do not let anyone
throw chaV in front of you about where the physical
location of the boxes that do the serving are, all that
matters are that the processes and systems are
protected, not their physical location.

Q112 Rosemary McKenna: Do not worry about it.
Mr Loosemore: Do worry about the security of them
but where they are physically located is irrelevant.
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Q113 Sir Robert Smith: The current written one,
where nothing happens to it, in a sense a lot of people
say no one really checks the signatures, checks
whether they exist. Do you think if you are going to
have an interactive system there needs to be an
element of whether it will be self-checking to some
point that they are actually generally responders that
have signed the petition?
Mr Loosemore: As I said earlier today a validated
email address is about the right level of protection,
it is a good level of protection to ensure that it is an
individual and they are not pretending to be 20
diVerent people. It is quite hard to get 20 diVerent
email addresses and validate each of them.

Q114 Chairman: Presumably the way to deal with
that is once they have signed the petition they get an
email straightaway confirming you have signed this
petition, so if someone has used a friend’s email
address that person is then alerted.
Mr Loosemore: Exactly, and that is exactly how all
of the mySociety sites including Number 10 works.
“We believe you have signed a petition, if you have
click here if not let us know.” Going forward, the
Internet is full of cunning people despite Jimmy
Wells’ best endeavours and keeping one step ahead
of the worst case is certainly something to keep in
mind, but you have got their postcode and their

physical address which you can validate against and
at least keep, at the household level if you so wish,
so there are mechanisms to put in.

Q115 John Hemming: Can I clarify one of the
points? If you use a friend’s email address an email
goes to the friend who has to click on it to say, yes,
that is me, before it actually gets signed, so it is not
that they just find out that somebody is trying to sign
something in their name, they have to take a further
step to authorise that it is in fact them that wants to
sign this petition. If they do not it raises the problem
for the lobby group signing everybody else and then
having to click on something, but at least they do
have to authorise it, which is the point that it is easier
to forge a written signature because you write a
random written signature down whereas okay, you
can set up a G-mail account, a hotmail account and
all sorts of diVerent things like that, but that takes
more time than writing a fraudulent signature down.
Mr Loosemore: I would say that it is not a system
you currently have on your department website
where people contact you by writing letters. You can
abuse that—or some people do—and I think that
is strange.
Chairman: Gentlemen, on behalf of the Procedure
Committee can I thank you not only for your time
but for sharing with us your judgment, based on
your considerable expertise in this area. We have
found this most valuable, thank you. I declare the
meeting closed.



Processed: 28-03-2008 19:37:22 Page Layout: COENEW [SO] PPSysB Job: 391525 Unit: PAG1

Procedure Committee: Evidence Ev 29

Wednesday 30 January 2008

Members present

Mr Greg Knight, in the Chair

Mr Christopher Chope John Hemming
Mr Roger Gale Rosemary McKenna

Hansard Society (P7)

1. Introduction

The Hansard Society is the UK’s leading independent, non-partisan political research and education
charity. We aim to strengthen parliamentary democracy and to encourage greater public involvement in
politics. We welcome the Procedure Committee’s inquiry into e-Petitions, which starts from the premise
that Parliament needs to include e-Petitions within a revamped public petitions system. We are pleased
to take part in this inquiry and take this opportunity to highlight the need for a designated Petitions
Committee—as discussed in our submission to the Procedure Committee’s inquiry into Petitions
(October, 2006)—that will allow Parliament to consider e-Petitions during its deliberations.

2. The Current System of Petitions

e-Petitions provide one of the most direct and popular means by which the public can engage with
political processes.1 At present, they are not given the same weight as handwritten submissions, and
there are no systems in place within Parliament to accept or process them.

The absence of an established mechanism by which the House of Commons considers and acts upon
e-Petitions means that decisions about whether they are considered and by whom are discretionary. At
present, the Number 10 website which hosts e-Petitions can request that Ministers follow up on the issues
raised within them, but there is no obligation for them to do so. As a result, public expectations are
raised and often left unfulfilled.

Any practice that has the eVect of disappointing the public should be changed—particularly since public
disconnection and alienation from Parliament is now widely acknowledged. To overcome the “democratic
deficit”, it is important that the public knows that there is an established and eVective mechanism which
allows them to express their concerns in ways that may influence the parliamentary agenda. Satisfaction
when taking initial steps towards political engagement (by signing an e-Petition) will lead to longer-
term eYcacy.

3. E-Petitioning

The Hansard Society has undertaken a successful programme of research and development in the field
of eDemocracy. Our work highlights how new technologies can be used to enhance the work of
Parliament, in particular enabling it to connect with the public. If the House were to decide not to make
use of electronic petitioning, it would send a signal that it was rejecting the advantages that new
technologies can bring. These advantages are recognized by the public, and in particular by young people
(by which we mean those in the 18–34 age groups) who use new technologies to communicate daily and
among whom disconnection from politics and Parliament is well documented.

We refer the Committee to a 2002 study, Digital Democracy through Electronic Petitioning, by Ann
Macintosh and Anna Malina, International Teledemocracy Centre, Napier University and Steve Farrell,
Scottish Parliament, which looked at the use of electronic petitioning in Scotland. Their report included
these concluding points:

“Findings from this indicate considerable support for the e-petitioning system, with signatories
applauding various advantages, in particular the opportunity to be included in what was viewed
as more democratic interaction. There was, however, some marked concern that security and
confidentiality may yet be problematic. . . E-petition sponsors indicated that they viewed e-
petitioner as a useful tool in influencing politicians about issues they considered important. They
generally felt e-petitioner was a useful tool complimenting more traditional methods of

1 The most popular e-Petition on the Downing Street website (against road pricing) was signed by 1.7 million people.
Approximately 3.9 million people have signed e-Petitions, yet these have no policy impact, serving at best to alert ministers
to the scale of public sentiment.
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petitioning. Indeed the ability to access at a convenient time and reach wider sections of society
alongside the slower more deliberative processes made possible by e-petitioner were considered
inherently more democratic”.2

Given the positive aspects of e-petitioning identified by the International Teledemocracy Centre, and
while recognising that concerns about confidentiality, security and verification need to be addressed, we
endorse its introduction at Westminster. Any system adopted should be piloted and monitored to evaluate
its eVectiveness as well as its compatibility with other parliamentary mechanisms and procedures.

Indeed, there is a case for considering the additional establishment of a Public Engagement Committee,
to undertake consultations and debates, surveying and opinion polling (including e-Petitions). These
specific models are outside the direct remit of the Committee’s current inquiry but it could be argued
that e-Petitions are simply one of a number of ways of connecting with the public and providing an
opportunity to influence the agenda. Broader methods could be introduced. A Public Engagement
Committee could liaise closely with other committees, including the Petitions Committee, and with the
Scrutiny Unit and external bodies.

4. The e-Petitions System in Scotland

The situation at Westminster, where e-Petitions have very little impact, stands in marked contrast to
the Scottish Parliament. At Holyrood the Public Petitions Committee plays a pivotal role in connecting
the public and the Executive. All Petitions (handwritten or electronically submitted) go to the Committee
which then assesses the merits of each submission by consulting with the Executive, MPs and, if necessary,
by taking evidence from the petitioners, other individuals and organisations. The Commission filters out
petitions where action is already being taken or where the case is weak.

Following this stage, there are multiple options including:

— The committee can agree that a more detailed investigation is required and the Petition can be
referred to the relevant Subject Committee.

— If there is a particular point within a Petition that’s noteworthy, the Petitions Committee may
set up an inquiry. Its findings can be reported in the Parliament, and followed by a debate or
Executive response.

— Points within the Petition can be Included into the scrutiny of relevant legislation.

— Petitions can be sent directly to the Executive for consultation but the Public Petitions
Committee retains ownership.

Even when the Petitions Committee or the relevant subject committee or the Executive decides no
action should be taken, a point of connection is established between citizens and campaigns around
particular issues and meanwhile the possibility of ongoing engagement is created between signatories and
elected representatives.

5. The Operation of a Petitions Committee

The Hansard Society has argued that a Petitions Committee for Westminster, along the lines of the
Scottish model, represents the most straightforward and eVective way of dealing with Public Petitions
and e-Petitions. Such a Committee if established in the Commons would assess the merits of the petitions
and the issues arising and if appropriate to make referrals for the further consideration. This might
happen in a number of ways:

— through a short debate (in the main Chamber or Westminster Hall);

— by referral to a select committee for an inquiry or evidence session;

— by enabling individual Members to speak on behalf of the Petition in the Chamber; and

— through a referral to a Government department for a formal response.

It is vital that expectations of petitioners are managed realistically and that Parliament has suYcient
capacity and mechanisms to deal with petitions (whether handwritten or electronically submitted). It is
also important to avoid overburdening select committees by binding them to certain work as well as
avoiding taking up too much parliamentary time.

2 Digital Democracy through Electronic Petitioning, Macintosh, A and Malina A, International Teledemocracy Centre,
Napier University and Steve Farrell, The Scottish Parliament, (2002).
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6. Creating the Appropriate Culture

Procedural changes and new mechanisms will not be suYcient on their own to create a successful e-
Petitions system. The introduction of a successful e-Petitions system would require some cultural change.

It is vital that Parliament should raise awareness that the e-Petitions system has been changed and
that e-Petitions are positively welcomed. EVorts should be made to make the public realise that their
concerns will be taken seriously even if it cannot be promised that Parliament will necessarily agree or
take action. As a first step, advertising in various forms of media, and most obviously on Parliament’s
own website, should be used. Once an e-Petition has been received by Parliament, petitioners should be
able to receive feedback on its progress and find out about the action being taken. It is also crucial that
a newly established Petitions Committee should act as a filter to ensure that oVensive or inappropriate
petitions are excluded.

7. Conclusion

The Hansard Society very much welcomes the Procedure Committee’s inquiry into e-Petitioning, which
follows on from its earlier inquiry into Public Petitions. We have recommended on a number of occasions
that Parliament should reform the system of Petitions, most notably by establishing a Petitions Committee
of the House of Commons. Such a Committee would provide a clear mechanism by which the public
would be able to make a case to influence the parliamentary agenda as well as a means of providing a
connection between the public and government. The Committee itself would play a mediating role
between issues of concern raised by the public and other parts of the parliamentary process, such as select
committees. The most obvious model, and parallel, is the Public Petitions Committee in the Scottish
Parliament.

At present, the only opportunity for members of the public to send e-Petitions to the UK government
is via the Number 10 website. Launched in November 2006, the e-Petitions site has received over 29,000
petitions: over 8,500 are currently live, over 6,000 have finished and 14,601 have been rejected outright.
E-Petitions have attracted just under 6 million signatures from just under 4 million email addresses.3

During its first year of existence, the Number 10 website has implemented systems for dealing with
repetitive or malicious or extreme petitions. The lessons learnt by the Number 10 website and the systems
developed by the Scottish Parliament could be drawn upon at Westminster if it adopts e-Petitions.

One of the themes of our recent work is that Parliament should make greater use of pilots in order
to monitor and evaluate the eVectiveness of innovations, and an experiment with e-Petitions would be
an ideal candidate for such an approach.

Dr Laura Miller
November 2007

International Teledemocracy Centre (P13)

Introduction

Through its work with governments, parliaments and NGOs across the globe, the International
Teledemocracy Centre (ITC) has established an international reputation as a research centre that
combines software engineering applications with political and sociological analysis to investigate how
ICTs can enhance and support the democratic decision-making processes.

For almost a decade, ITC has been involved with the design and management of electronic petition
systems for organisations at diVerent levels of the political hierarchy: since 1999, at devolved government
level with The Scottish Parliament; since 2004, at Local Authority level with the Royal Borough of
Kingston and Bristol City Council; and since 2005, at national level with the German Bundestag. Our
e-petitions research and innovation continues with current projects involving the Province of Flevoland
in the Netherlands, and interactive television petitioning with SheYeld City Council.

The Committees Report into Public Petitions and Early Motions4 includes accounts of meetings with
those involved in e-petitions in The Scottish Parliament and the German Bundestag.5 Added to this,
a good account of The Scottish Parliament’s e-petitions system and its integration into parliamentary
processes is included in the submission to this inquiry from the Hansard Society. So, we will not describe
these systems again. However, we are happy to answer questions about all the e-petitions systems we
have designed so far, especially in terms of adjustments or new functions added to align them more closely
to government processes.

3 This data comes from the 10 Downing Street Website (url: http://www.number10.gov.uk/output/Page11051.asp).
4 Published on 22 May as HC 513.
5 A selection of references are included at the end of the submission.
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Evaluation of feedback from the use of these systems has mostly been positive—both from the authority
and petitioners. This applies to our own research and others. These positive factors include:

— Extending opportunities for engagement with the democratic process: for example by extending
opportunities to sign to a national level.

— Increasing the transparency of interactions between citizens and parliament, as the stages are
recorded and publicly available.

— Giving people more time to consider the petition before signing, especially if the petition is
supported by background information and a deliberative discussion forum.

— The data from those raising and signing the petition (and contributing to any discussion) can
provide insights into the distribution and depth of feeling surrounding the issues raised.

Though these advantages apply specifically to e-petitions, many of our recommendations concern the
processes by which petitions are dealt with and apply equally to paper petitions. Evaluation suggests that
it is the processes associated with petitioning and e-petitioning which govern the public’s reactions.

Recommendations

1. The parliament should provide an e-petitions system on its website

We strongly recommend that the Parliament provides an e-petitioning system on its own website, for
reasons of transparency and public confidence. It should be clear that the Parliament endorses the system,
while not necessarily agreeing with each petition.

— This ensures that all petitions, including supporting information and information about their
progress and outcomes, is available in one place.

— It enables Parliament to take some control over petitions posted; for example to ensure that
they fall under the Parliament’s remit.

— It gives the public confidence in the legitimacy of the petitions, especially once information about
the progress of submitted petitions is included.

— It provides a space to clarify and record the responsibilities of the petitioner, the Parliament
and its Members, so that public expectations are realistic.

— This information should include an agreed list of reasons for rejecting potential petitions,
including information about who performs this task and how to appeal.

— This information should clearly indicate where processes will diVer from those used as part of
the Number 10 e-petitions system.

2. The direct involvement of Members of Parliament

Establishing a strong relationship between individual Members of Parliament and individual petitions
has the potential to become one of the strengths of the system. It reflects similar practices elsewhere:

— Bristol City Council and the Royal Borough of Kingston Upon Thames both use petitioning
systems, including e-petitions, where many petitions are initiated by councillors prompted by
their constituents’ concerns.

— In Scotland, the petitioners are encouraged to contact their MSPs prior to submitting a petition.

There are also specific advantages to specifying a link between Members and petitions:

— It retains the representative role of Members.

— It follows the method employed by paper petitions.

— It enables Members to control the e-petitions posted, in order to avoid petitions outside the
parliament’s remit, oVensive content and duplication. It could also enable Members to control
the number of e-petitions, to keep the process active and sustainable.

— It encourages Members to ensure the petition is processed according to best practice.

However, some aspects of this link are more problematic:

— If Members and their staV are to coordinate all the process involved, from assessing the
legitimacy of potential e-petitions to recording feedback on outcomes of submitted petitions,
this will add a considerable burden of diverse tasks to their workload. To eVectively perform
this range of tasks, support and coordination at a parliamentary level is advised. Coordination
is essential to avoid duplication of petitions, as well as limit duplication of eVort. This would
also ensure a more even quality of engagement for the citizens involved. In The Scottish
Parliament, these tasks are performed by the Public Petitions Committee.

— The availability and preferences of Members also needs to be considered. Citizens should not
be dissuaded from starting e-petitions because their representative is known to oppose the issue
or has a busy ministerial position.
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— E-Petitions by their nature operate at a national (or even international) level, whereas
representation is defined at a local level.

3. The establishment of a Petitions Committee

ITC therefore feels that, a coordinating body is essential to support Members’ involvement with
petitions, including e-petitions, not just in terms of assisting Members, but to create an even and
sustainable process that the public can have confidence in. We feel that some sort of Petitions Committee
is the logical answer.

This body could perform the following essential tasks for a successful e-petition system:

— Supporting Members in their agreed roles.

— Management of public expectations.

— Providing guidance on the submission of petitions and explaining the petitioning process.

— Filtering potential petitions to ensure that they are admissible (within the agreed terms) and
duplication is avoided.

— Moderating the public list of signatures.

— Supporting the progress of the petition, as necessary, until a resolution is reached and recording
this process.

— Moderation of petition discussion if this is included.

4. Signatures

The e-petitions systems supplied by ITC use a series of mechanisms to check signatures to avoid the
automatic addition of lists of names. These checks do not aVect the public appearance of signatures, but
give a “confidence rating” which is available to those administrating the system. The systems also include
a facility for administrators to remove signatures which refer to obviously fictional characters (like
Donald Duck) or may cause oVence.

However, e-petitions are little more reliable than paper petitions in ensuring that all signatures are
valid. As such, we advise that each petition is taken on its own merit, as in the Scottish system, rather
than its influence being dependent on the number of signatures. This also draws on lessons learned from
the Number 10 pilot, where the volume of signatures tends to reflect the petitions level of publicity, rather
than a meaningful level of public sympathy. In practice this publicity could gather support for petitions
based on a false premise.6

5. Fostering Deliberation

The ITC e-petitioning systems all include discussion fora. Each petition automatically has its own
discussion. This increases opportunities for public engagement and the quality of that engagement. The
discussions provide somewhere for people to consider the petition, to disagree with it or to present their
own experience in support or otherwise. This gives Parliament, especially the Member presenting the
petition, a fuller picture of the public’s relationship with the issue.

It might also be useful to provide a public space where the petitioning process overall could be
discussed. This could prove a useful resource both to petitioners and the parliament.

The petitions system could use the technology of the parliament’s e-consultation system to increase
usability and reduce costs, though the fora would not appear in the same part of the website, as they
are for diVerent purposes.

6. Evaluation

ITC recommend that an evaluation plan is created as an integral part of taking on any e-petitioning
process. Evaluation mechanisms should be included in any technical specification. (For example an
evaluation questionnaire, as used in the ITC e-petitions systems.) The e-petitions system and processes
surrounding it should be independently evaluated. This process should begin within a year of the
system’s launch.

6 http://www.numberten.gov.uk/output/Pagei1051.asp
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Resource Implications

Some of the tasks involved in processing an e-petition are supported by computers, however, there are
implications for human resources. The tasks we list under our recommendations for the establishment
of a Petitions Committee reflects our experience with The Scottish Parliament system.

Summary

— We recommend that the Parliament pilots or establishes an e-petitions system as part of its
own website.

— We feel that Members could play a variety of useful roles in an e-petitions system.

— We recommend that the Parliament ensures processes surrounding petitions are consistent,
transparent and adequately resourced.

— We feel that the best way to manage an extended petitions process is though a Petitions
Committee.

— We recommend that petitions are considered on their merit, rather than according to the number
of signatures.

— We feel that deliberative discussion can play a valuable role in the e-petitioning process.

— We acknowledge that this system will require extra resources, but these should not be
prohibitive.

— We feel that the resources given to the e-petitioning process will be more than rewarded by an
improvement in citizen engagement and trust in the Parliament.

— We fully endorse the Hansard Society’s submission and recommendations.
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Witnesses: Professor Jonathan Drori CBE, Director, Changing Media Limited; Mr Peter Riddell and Dr
Laura Miller, Hansard Society; Ms Kathy Buckner, Director, and Ms Ella Taylor-Smith, International
Teledemocracy Centre, Napier University, gave evidence.

Q116 Chairman: Can I thank you all for coming. We
are being webcast, I should point out, as well as a
record being taken of the minutes of evidence. As I
am sure you are all aware, we have expressed an
interest in looking at the proposal to introduce to the
House of Commons an e-petitioning system and we
have been encouraged to pursue a very thorough
inquiry by the Prime Minister and the Leader of the
House, who are rather sympathetic to this proposed
innovation. We have already had, as you will know,
a number of evidence sessions but we would be
interested to hear your thoughts on some of the
questions which we still are grappling with. If you
feel you have nothing to add to what someone else

has said before you, please feel free to say so. I will
start by directing questions at you generally and
maybe we could start from my left, Professor, if you
could answer first, and then we will move across and
let us see how we get on. The Government has
actually said it thinks Parliament should be the
natural recipient of national petitions and I
wondered what you saw as the principal role of an e-
petitioning system for the House of Commons were
one to be introduced?
Professor Drori: Can I begin by saying that I do not
feel myself to be an expert on e-petitions. I know
something about the Internet and how to make
services which the public will use and be engaged by.
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30 January 2008 Professor Jonathan Drori CBE, Mr Peter Riddell, Dr Laura Miller, Ms Kathy Buckner
and Ms Ella Taylor-Smith

I feel that my comments about e-petitions are
perhaps as valuable or invaluable as the next person.
Having said that, I think one of the things which
needs to be managed is the public expectation of
what an e-petitioning system will do and what they
expect will happen once they have submitted a
petition, or contributed to one. I think the
popularity we have seen with the Number 10
petitioning system makes me wonder whether the
public think that if you want to get something done
that is where you go, rather than coming through
their MP. I do not know if that addresses your
question.
Mr Riddell: I am here in my capacity as Chairman of
the Hansard Society and on my left is Laura Miller,
who is from our e-Democracy program. The
Hansard Society is not a campaigning organisation.
We base the view we have on research, on
commissions, and in fact in answering your question
we first discussed this on a commission we had a
number of years ago chaired by your former
colleague, Tony Newton, Lord Newton of
Braintree, on scrutiny—I was vice-chairman of that
commission and it was taken up in a subsequent
commission on communication with Parliament,
which reported just after the last election—and also
in our other experience. Our view is that petitioning
Parliament is central to strengthening representative
democracy and the core belief of the Hansard
Society is in relation to representative democracy
and the new techniques available to it. Our view was
that the Number 10 petition site missed the point.
Indeed, going back to some of the evidence you had
before, when I think one of your witnesses last time
rather conflated Government and Parliament. We
do not do that. We regard petitioning Parliament as
a central, historic aspect of the role of an MP and
there are various issues I know you have raised, and
which you will no doubt want to come on to, about
the MPs’ role in relation to e-petitions as opposed to
the current written petitions, but we regard it as
crucial to the relationship between MPs and
constituents, and indeed developing that role given
new technology. The desirability of e-petitions is a
recognition that that is the way people communicate
now, but within the parliamentary context of
strengthening communications between Parliament
as an institution, MPs and their constituents, both in
relation to obviously constituency grievances (the
closure of hospitals, schools, and so on) and more
general national issues. That is the context in which
we see it. Therefore, the view we took was that
Parliament must be central to petitions and in eVect
it was a pity that petitioning went to Government
first. It was the view of the last Leader of the House,
Jack Straw—and he said this publicly—that it would
be much better actually starting with Parliament
because Parliament is the forum where some of the
redress can be made. That is the general approach we
have. It is in relation to Parliament and Parliament’s
communication with constituents that it should be
seen.
Dr Miller: I have nothing to add to that.
Ms Buckner: I would concur with what has been said
already. I think it is very much about the
engagement of the citizens with the e-democracy

process and using technology to do that, but other
than that I have nothing to add to what has been
said.
Ms Taylor-Smith: I would say that the recipient of
the petition should be the person who has the power
to deal with it, and if that is Parliament then that is
Parliament, for each particular issue, not rather that
it should be the recipient because they have the
perceived power. So Parliament should not
necessarily be the recipient if it is a devolved issue.

Q117 Chairman: Thank you. In the course of our
inquiries we have discovered that the Australian
Senate accepts e-petitions in the way we accept
written petitions, but that is it, there is no provision
for online launching of a petition. What extra
benefits do you think would be derived from having
a purpose-built e-petitioning system where people
could go online and launch their own petition, which
ultimately is presented to Parliament? Shall we start
from the other end?
Ms Taylor-Smith: I think there are two advantages.
There is one that you control to some extent the
petitions to make sure that they are appropriate in
terms that, as I said, you can deal with them, that
they are an issue you can deal with. If they are posted
elsewhere, you have no control over that. Secondly,
I think it is a very big gesture. It is a big open door
for Parliament to say, “We are providing this thing
for you.”
Ms Buckner: It gives the citizen a sense of security,
that this is a safe place to launch their petition, and
that can be to the good, I think, in terms of people
understanding about the process and their trust in
the process as well. That said, in fact in Scotland they
do actually allow petitioners to present signatures
from a range of sources, so a petitioner could
actually present signatures from the Scottish
Parliament’s e-petitioning site and from an external
e-petitioning site, and also with written signatures as
well. So a multi-mode type of presentation of
signatures is not necessarily out of the question; it
could work.
Dr Miller: I just wanted to add that the main benefit
is of transparency, the fact that everything is hosted
or displayed on one website. So even if it is an
aggregated system of petitions from elsewhere, in
fact it is all posted on one website, and there are links
to parliamentary debates, discussions, and so forth,
which we will come to later, I am sure, but I think
that provides a vehicle by which Parliament could be
scrutinised and can scrutinise itself.
Mr Riddell: The only point I want to add is that it is
not just the diVerence in technology, which is a
recognition of how your constituents and ourselves
all now communicate compared with ten years ago,
which obviously is very, very important, it is the
other aspect of it which I think is absolutely crucial,
the response to the petition. Your report in the last
session, Chairman—and I know you recommended
some changes and improvements there— recognises
some of the deficiencies in the current system. I think
as crucial as the mechanism going upwards is the
response and e-petitions provide a mechanism.
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30 January 2008 Professor Jonathan Drori CBE, Mr Peter Riddell, Dr Laura Miller, Ms Kathy Buckner
and Ms Ella Taylor-Smith

Firstly, because it is much easier to communicate
back to the people who put a petition in and I know
(subject to safeguards which have been raised about
data protection, and so forth) it is much easier to
give a response back. That is why it is in the broader
context of the reassuring and building up confidence
in the political process. I see it very much in that
context of doing that, and e-petitions provide a
much easier mechanism for the two-way process,
subject to the safeguards which I know you have
been inquiring about earlier.
Professor Drori: I think there are advantages and
some of those advantages lead to their own
disadvantages. On the one hand you have greater
transparency, and certainly the technical media will
enable more people to feel that this is something for
them, particularly younger members of the
population, I would have thought. By lowering the
barriers to people contributing towards petitions
you will get more people able and willing to have a
say, and that is all good. With it, though, because it
is so much easier, I expect there will be a higher take-
up, more people will contribute to the petitions.
Therefore, I would expect a somewhat greater
number of trivial matters to come across the desk of
those who are dealing with it, and possibly those of
fleeting interest as well, which may creep in. I would
also say that this technology makes for an
expectation of immediacy and people will have
expectations in hearing something back as well,
getting a response. These technologies enable two-
way communication and that is what people will
expect.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q118 Mr Gale: The Hansard Society evidence paper
which you so kindly provided us with says at
paragraph 2: “e-Petitions provide one of the most
direct and popular means by which the public can
engage with the political processes. At present, they
are not given the same weight as handwritten
submissions, and there are no systems in place
within Parliament to accept or process them.” One
of the concerns which has been expressed (and which
some parliamentary colleagues certainly share) is
that there is already a plethora of parliamentary
graYti and there is a serious danger that this will just
add to it. Given that statement in your evidence, why
should we suppose that an e-petition is going to
deliver any greater engagement between Parliament
and the public than the written petition, which itself
already is very widely disregarded?
Mr Riddell: There is a variety of points on that, Mr
Gale. Also, I noted a point you have been raising
about the mechanism for how the petition is done,
the role of the Members in facilitating it, which I
think is an extremely important issue, if I may put
that in parenthesis. I think the answer to that is
partly the hurdles you have, in other words the
degree to which you continue with the Member
having responsibility. As you put it in some of the
questioning, facilitating whether they agree with it
or not, being the duty of the MP, which I think is an
extremely important point. I think there is a

distinction sometimes between the constituency
petition and a national petition, whether you have a
higher threshold for a national petition of
signatures, or whatever. The answer to the second
half of your point, the graYti point, is that I think it
is the filtering process. I take your point absolutely
on graYti. I think it is a very serious point. On the
second part of your point, insofar as they are
ignored, that is why I think the second part of it,
which is the degree to which Parliament itself then
considers petitions, refers them to committees, is
where the Scottish parallels come in, where its
Petitions Committee looks at some and refers some
to sub-committees. I think that is where the answer
lies on that. On the first part, it is the filtering
mechanism.
Dr Miller: Yes, emphatically the filtering mechanism
is a priority. I do not think there is anything in what
I have written which would suggest that we would
advocate a free-for-all petitioning system in which
there are no barriers to entry. It would have to be
structured and there would have to be processes in
place which would make sure that the petitions were
judged on their merit and then processed
accordingly. In other words, if there is a good
process for the facilitation of e-petitions within
Parliament, it would actually increase both the
interest of MPs and those of constituents and also
the eYcacy of Parliament. So I think it is a win-win
situation in that respect. In terms of graYti, I think
having a Petitions Committee in place would allow
for proper scrutiny to make sure that MPs’ time was
not wasted and that there was a proper measurement
of response.

Q119 Mr Gale: I would like to bring in the others in
a minute, but if I could just pick you up on the
specific point you made, you said that it might excite
the Member’s interest. It is clearly going to excite the
Member’s interest more if the Member is responsible
for it. I am not clear from what you have said
whether you think the Member should continue to
be involved in the process and management of the
petition or not.
Dr Miller: Absolutely, I believe they should be, for
example in terms of the facilitation of taking the
petition either onto the Floor of the Commons or
elsewhere. So whether it be in terms of facilitating a
debate or raising issues or inquiries within select
committees, and so on and so forth, there are all
sorts of ways in which an MP can be involved.
Responding to petitions is another way in which
MPs can be involved, so there is absolutely no
question. Also, if there was a Petitions Committee,
that is also another way in which MPs could be
involved because they would be sitting on it from
across the diVerent parties.
Mr Riddell: I would strongly back that. You raised
some very interesting dilemmas in the questioning I
read in the first two sessions. That distinction you
have between the person who stands up at 10.30 or
7.30, whatever, and then the ones at the back—you
get into very dangerous mixed metaphors there!—I
think that can be replicated in the electronic way.
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There is also the filtering process. The interesting
question is whether you allow a kind of free
petitioning. If you do have that, I think you have got
to have a high hurdle on that. If you also look at
some of the Number 10 petitions, some have
immediately been knocked out. Perhaps you have a
wonderful petition, “David Beckham ought to get
his 100th cap against Switzerland next week.” That
would be filtered out immediately. I think your
filtering process would deal with that process
without overloading you. But yes, the Member
should continue to be involved.

Q120 Mr Gale: I will come back to that in a moment,
but I do not want to exclude everybody else. I do not
know if any of our university friends have anything
to say? Yes, Professor?
Professor Drori: I am not sure about the filtering
process via MPs and I am not sure how the public see
the involvement of their MP in the process. I think
the public are probably aware of large bundles of
papers being presented to Number 10 in news stories
as petitions, and I think that is probably the popular
view, but I also note how the Scottish system seems
to operate perfectly well, as I understand it, without
going through the Scottish MPs as filters. So I am
not sure it is the only way. I may have
misunderstood that.

Q121 Mr Gale: The Scottish Parliament, as I
understand it, only gets 120 petitions a year and half
of those are written, so we are talking about two very
diVerent volumes, are we not, between Downing
Street on the one hand and the Scottish Parliament
on the other?
Professor Drori: The volumes may be diVerent, but
I do not think that is an argument necessarily either
way for having to have MPs as the gatekeepers. This
is just my hunch. I do not know the research on this,
but my hunch is that the public see their MP as
someone who helps them with local issues, whereas
if they have an opinion about whether we go to war
or not, or something like that, I think they would
expect to sign a petition straight to Number 10. That
is how I would imagine the public would regard this.
Ms Buckner: I think there are diVerences, are there
not, between local matters and national matters, and
also about who does the filtering? I think there can
be two levels of filtering as well, so we have got kind
of two diVerent steps in two directions. Some of the
filtering, for example if you get petitions which are
not really valid or should not really be presented,
could be done not by the MPs but by the Petitions
Committee or by clerks to the Petitions Committee.
That sort of filtering could restrict some petitions
going through which were not really valid. Then
probably there are issues which should be directed to
specific MPs because they are constituency issues,
and those are the Members who should then be
supporting those petitions and adopting those
petitions. Then there are the national ones, and I
think those are probably the more problematic ones,
about where they go, things which perhaps deal with
health issues, for example, which are not to do with

a specific constituency, or things to do with war and
those sorts of issues. So there are those sorts of larger
issues and I do not really have an answer to that, but
they are not necessarily constituency matters and so
perhaps there should be a diVerent home for those or
some more thinking about where those sorts of
petitions should go.

Q122 Mr Gale: A final point, Ms Buckner, and one
or two of you may wish to answer this: local issues,
the local Member of Parliament, fine. We would
want, I suspect, to become involved in that anyway.
The bigger picture is graYti, unless it leads to
something. There is an argument which says that the
Downing Street petitions are so much Downing
Street wallpaper, and nothing happens and they
disappear into a black hole and eventually
somebody may get a response saying, “Thank you
very much. We have read your petition.” That is it.
The only people who are capable of making
something happen actually are Members of
Parliament. We started talking about engagement. If
the public are led down the petition path and then
nothing happens, far from improving the
engagement issue, is that not going to make it worse
and is it not, therefore, better to have somebody
managing it with a view to taking it on board and
trying to see it through to some sort of activity at a
parliamentary level?
Professor Drori: I absolutely agree that it would be
very unfortunate if the public was led to believe that
something will happen and then nothing ever does.
When it comes to how that process is managed,
though, from people signing a petition or creating a
petition for others to sign and then the matter being
directed at those who might have a proper response,
that can happen in a lot of diVerent ways and I do
not think the MP route is the only way to make that
happen. So it may be that there is a committee which
directs it at the right government department, for
example, to give a response. It does not necessarily
have to be filtered by MPs.

Q123 Chairman: You are quite right in saying that,
but I think it is only right that I should point out that
our thinking thus far has been very strongly that if
we are to go ahead with this process there is a case
for reinforcing the link between the member of the
public and his or her constituency MP, rather than
seeking to bypass it, which can lead to all sorts of
friction and diYculties in other areas. For example,
a city-wide campaign which did not involve any of
the city’s Members of Parliament could lead to the
whole system being brought into disrepute with the
MPs bringing forward their own petitions via their
own supporters. We have not got a closed mind on
this, but our initial thinking very strongly was that it
is better to bind in the constituency Member as the
first port of call and, as happens now, of course, a
constituency Member can always decline to present
a petition and then the member of the public is free
to go elsewhere.
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Mr Riddell: Can I take up a point on that,
Chairman? I agree with you entirely. That is why the
Hansard Society believes the strengthening of the
MPs’ links is the key to this. It is not the
undermining, it is the strengthening. Equally, I
strongly agree with Mr Gale’s question, that the risk
of disillusionment is absolutely crucial, and
therefore I think the real thing is to get the response
right. What has been wrong so far with the existing
system is that you get a pro forma response, and
what was totally wrong with the Number 10 site—
and they did not realise it initially—was that people
would just say, “So what?” You get 1.8 million on
the roads one and then Number 10 woke up and
said, “Oh, we’ve got to give another answer.” I think
with the filtering process—after all, the Commons
does this all the time—when, for example, the
Liaison Committee picks which select committee
report should be debated, it has got to make a
choice. Similarly, you are faced with a variety of
criteria on the nature of the petition. Some may be
about schools in Kent, say. Some of that actually
should then go to the Department of whatever it is
now, on families and schools, and there is a response
back from them, and then it comes back via the MP
to the petitioners, which can be done electronically
so that more people can be reached extremely
cheaply. On other matters it may be a subject for
inquiry by a Commons committee and the filtering
committee, some of its staV, would be the people
who would decide the appropriate body to aim at,
but the people would feel at least they were being
taken seriously. I think that is the essence of it.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q124 John Hemming: There is a sort of issue when
you design computer systems as to what extent you
specify in minute detail at the start what it is
supposed to be and to what extent you “sup it and
see” and adjust things as you go along. Obviously,
both ways are feasible. Where would you be inclined
to go in terms of an e-petition system?
Professor Drori: I feel slightly more confident of the
ground here. I think you need to lay down some
ground rules of what the system is meant to do, and
eVectively in broad terms what success will look like
for you. You then need to ensure that all the key
stakeholders in Parliament, as well as someone
representing the audience research that you will
need, are consulted. Then let one editorial lead
group, the parliamentary internet group, or whoever
it is, just get on with designing it. I would
recommend doing a pilot, and I think this is
something which has been recommended by others
here as well. You need something for a pilot which is
circumscribed, so that it is either a topic or a region,
something where you can test what the public
response will be not only to your design but also the
scalability of the technical systems, and so on, to
make sure it all works. What you really do not do in
the internet world is specify every last nut and bolt
at the outset. You need to specify the broad
functionality pretty well, but not the design and the
individual design features, the things that you will

discover as you go along—what it is the public
wants. So the set-up you need is one which is pretty
agile—and I do not think Parliament is set up for
this—where you develop something, you tell the
public it is a beta version, it is a pilot, so they are
under no illusion, so that it is kind of eighty per cent
right of what you want. You learn from what they
are telling you and you quickly make the changes
that you need in order to make it better and better as
you go along. This is how the Web operates and it is
not really how the IT industry has traditionally
operated.

Q125 Chairman: Are you suggesting a geographical
pilot, perhaps covering one county?
Professor Drori: You could do that. I do not think I
am in a position right now to be able to say just how
you circumscribe the pilot. It needs to be something
which has some sort of definite boundary around it,
either a geographical or topic boundary, or
something, so that you do not have to do everything
all at once and you are limiting the number of people
who are going to take part. Inevitably, you will
develop something and you try it first with friends
and family, volunteers, and then you want
something a bit bigger which you test with a
potential audience of thousands rather than
millions, to see whether the procedures work, that
the system as a whole hangs together, that it does not
fall apart, that people understand what they are
meant to be doing with it, and then you scale it up.
So I would say it might be a particular geographical
region, that might be quite nice. You might find an
MP who is onside and try it in one constituency over
one particular issue and publicise it, maybe using a
local radio station to publicise the event.

Q126 Chairman: But it would have more value,
would it not, if it was across the whole of the UK but
maybe narrowed by topic, because then you would
get a better indication of demand?
Professor Drori: Yes, except you may also find that
it is harder to manage for various technical reasons
or just in terms of getting the number of users and
publicising it. That may be diYcult. So I do not think
this is the right place to make that decision, actually.
I think one should lay down the ground rules of what
it is you are trying to test and then allow people, on
the basis of audience research and the kind of actual
practical design, to work out what is the best way of
piloting that.

Q127 Rosemary McKenna: Can we not use the
Number 10 pilot? That is already there. Can that not
be the basis upon which a system would be built to
petition Parliament?
Professor Drori: Yes, there is no reason why not.

Q128 Rosemary McKenna: That requires the
necessity for doing the pilot that you are suggesting?
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Professor Drori: It depends what it is you want to
test, because if the Number 10 system did everything
we all wanted we would just use that and that would
be it, and we would not be having the debate.
Something needs to change.

Q129 Rosemary McKenna: No, that is not accurate
because Number 10 is Government. Parliament is
Parliament and we want people to be able to petition
Parliament.
Professor Drori: Right. So this is one of the things
that you are piloting is what I am saying.

Q130 Rosemary McKenna: Yes, but you are talking
about the structure. What I am suggesting is that we
already know that that structure worked.
Professor Drori: If it does everything you want it
to do.
Ms Buckner: I think it is not just the technical system
that you are piloting, it is the whole process about
how the petitions are handled, how the filtering
works, what happens to them when they come in and
they are gathering the signatures, and then what
happens after. So it is that whole process that really
you will be looking at.

Q131 Rosemary McKenna: But that is something
that this Committee would look at rather than the
people doing the—
Ms Buckner: In terms of the evaluation, I think after
your pilot you would want to have an evaluation
which is not just looked at by the Committee but
which does go out to the users and finds out what
their views and feelings are as well.
Ms Taylor-Smith: Could I add to this as well? I think
the most important thing about specifying the
system is the process, what happens to the petition
before and after it is submitted, not just the signing
on the site, and that is something which needs to be
very public. One of the gentlemen was talking about
leading people down a path as though the process
was not clear to everybody. It must be absolutely
clear on the website, possibly using a diagram,
exactly what stages the petition will go through
before and after it appears on the website. In terms
of that, Rosemary McKenna’s idea is not
unreasonable at all, because if a petition had been
accepted on the Number 10 site which was really
more suitable for parliamentary remit, you could use
that part of the system for the gathering of
signatures and add an extension which used the rest
of the process, because that is really what the
Number 10 site is missing. Then you would test out
how you dealt with the petition. I do not think you
are really going to be able to use the pilot to test,
what did you call it, the demand for a petition,
because it is not going to be realistic. Like the
Number 10 site, it started like that and then it kind
of levelled out. You have seen the graph for the
number of petitions submitted over the year, and
maybe next year it will drop down a bit. They are
flavour of the month. So earlier you will get a bulge
and that will go down. I do not think you can test the
volume with a pilot, but what you can test is the

robustness of your processes. Equally, that is not
something you want to be messing about with too
late on. If you change what will happen to a petition,
then you really are going to upset the petitioners.
Dr Miller: I just want to concur with what Ella and
Kathy have been saying. I think it is a mistake to
assume that when you are introducing e-petitions
you are just introducing a technical instrument that
you can evaluate and pilot in that way. You have to
look at it in a process-orientated way, which means
evaluating the outcomes for Parliament, for MPs
and for the public, and each of those factors has to
be considered. Therefore, ways of evaluating it, ways
of assessing the impact cannot necessarily be
quantified but can certainly be observed. That is, I
think, probably the central thing about the pilot. In
terms of the actual website itself and whether or not
it can be developed at diVerent stages in diVerent
ways, of course it has to be iterative, so there have to
be diVerent versions being brought out which
respond to the diVerent kinds of outcomes, so that it
is shown to progress and therefore is more
transparent and is more fair.

Q132 Chairman: Before I come back to John
Hemming, can I ask Professor Drori, have you seen
our last evidence session, and if you have, do you
agree with the comment of Tom Loosemore when he
said that he felt PICT would be a major part of the
problem of introducing e-petitions?
Professor Drori: Yes, I have seen it. I think there is
a problem with PICT in that it has a dual role, as I
understand it, both as an advisor on the best
technical methods and also as a deliverer of those
things. I think it puts those in PICT in a very diYcult
position and in the parliamentary Internet project,
to which I am a consultant, I see that problem borne
out. So I think that generally things work best when
there is a clear relationship between a commissioner
who commissions on behalf of users and a supplier,
and I think that is fudged in the way that Parliament
operates its information technology. I would also
say that there is a need to manage day to day ICT (by
that I mean the sort of oYce systems and all the
technology that runs your desktops in Parliament,
and so on) rather separately from the way Web
development is run, which is a much more agile,
iterative process, to come back to your question,
with much shorter timescales. So I think there is a
need for PICT to agree technical guidelines on
behalf of Parliament, in other words anything that
we plug into our systems, “These are the broad
technical guidelines. This is how it should operate
and interface with our systems,” and then to enable
the commissioners to go to the best possible source
of that technology and those systems, which may be
internal or may be external.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q133 John Hemming: I am not too sure about the
technical guidelines. PICT will not allow port 110 in
the firewall, which means you cannot get external
email into Parliament, which is why I do not use the
parliamentary network because all my email systems
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are completely independent. The question is really
about outcomes and what outcomes you think could
be achieved. What evidence is there that e-
petitioning produces better outcomes for the people
generally?
Dr Miller: The Hansard Society has done quite a lot
of research into political engagement, obviously,
because that is a huge area of interest to us, and there
is a huge disconnect at the moment and the potential
for engagement, if implemented in the right way, is
massive. Evidence from our research has suggested
that the more people are communicated with by
Parliament and by Government (so that is either by
Members of Parliament or by government
departments engaging them in consultations, and so
forth) the more they feel confident. It is not
necessarily that the two measures rise completely
together in tandem, but there is definitely a raised
level of eYcacy and trust and further engagement.
What you lose is the mediation, and by that I am
obviously talking about the messages which are put
out by the media which say, “This is what
Parliament is doing,” “This is what Parliament
thinks,” and so on and so forth. You cut that out by
engaging directly, and again the benefit of that is
evidence from our research, and I can provide
further information about that to the Committee if
necessary.
Mr Riddell: Just one very small addition to what
Laura has said. After all, the point of e-petitions is
that it just makes it easier. We have now got the
technology to make it much easier to do. There are
two diVerent issues there, but the diVerence in
technology just makes all this easier. It is not just the
Hansard Society, there is other evidence too of the
ability to respond to people’s protests, the feeling
that they are not being either patronised, or in a
more general sense that it is a distant group doing
things away from them. I think it is absolutely
central to it and the technology just makes it easier.
The “e” bit just makes it easier. The fundamental
political point is that sense of communication.

Q134 Mr Chope: I want to talk about numbers, but
before I do that can I clarify whether people think e-
petitioning in Parliament would be a replacement
for Number 10, which is certainly the vision I have
got, that people will be petitioning their
democratically elected Members of Parliament,
asking them to hold the Government to account,
instead of petitioning the Government direct. Is that
the view of the Hansard Society?
Mr Riddell: Because there is only one in existence at
present it is slightly diYcult to answer the question.
We have only got Tesco, we have not got Waitrose!
I am sorry, I do not mean to demean by that
comparison. Certainly our view has been that it was
unfortunate the way round it has occurred, and that
fundamental petitioning should be about
Parliament because you are our representatives and
that is the traditional method of airing grievances.
Obviously we cannot market test this because it is
entirely a notional question to most people at
present, but that ultimately it would replace it, yes.

Of course, some of the responses would come from
Government by definition because the Government
would say you could respond, although then they
would come back through Parliament. As I say, it is
almost impossible to answer, Mr Chope, at present
because we have only got one mechanism on it, but
I think the problem shown with that mechanism
means that if you get a system up and running, no
doubt in a gradualist way, it is very diYcult to see
what argument there is for retaining a Number 10
site.
Professor Drori: A previous witness said, I think
quite rightly, that petitions should go to the people
best able to deal with them, and I think there is great
confusion on the part of the public about where
petitions should go. Someone mentioned earlier that
even witnesses here mix up the role of Parliament
with Government, and so on, so what hope for the
general public? It just occurred to me as you were
speaking that I think there would be great confusion
in having a petitioning system both for Number 10
and Parliament. I think that would lead to a lot of
confusion. I was just wondering about a system
which might also encompass local government.
According to the nature of your petition, an online
system could direct your petition to local
government within your area or it could direct it
towards Parliament, depending upon which was
actually the appropriate thing, because people are
signing petitions locally all the time about things
which should not really come here and they do not
know which way to go. You could short-circuit this
by giving people advice at that point.

Q135 Chairman: Except we would have to persuade
every local authority to adopt such a scheme!
Professor Drori: Rather than having to do that right
oV, you might say, “If your petition is about this, this
or this,” and almost take people through a little kind
of flowchart of decisions, “If it’s about this, you
might find writing to your local authority more
eVective, and here’s a way of doing that.”

Q136 Chairman: That is one way of doing it. One of
the reasons why we were keen to keep the link with
the constituency Member was because we felt in
cases where it was exclusively a local government
issue the Member of Parliament is then going to try
and wean his constituent petitioner towards his local
authority, so we thought that would act as a
statistical filter.
Professor Drori: Yes, I can see that.
Ms Taylor-Smith: On the Number 10 issue I wanted
to come in, because I think I am coming from both
sides of the argument. On the one hand while the
Number 10 site is up and running in a way it is
helping you with your pilot because it is doing a bit
of the filtering for you, it is keeping your volume
down, but as soon as you set up your system you are
going to have to explain the exact diVerence between
the two systems and it is going to be very diYcult for
you to do that without undermining the Number
10 system.
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Professor Drori: You would need something on the
Number 10 system to direct people towards
Parliament for the things which are properly dealt
with here.
Chairman: Okay. Thank you.

Q137 Mr Chope: I was looking at it the other way
round, that basically the Number 10 system has been
undermining Parliament. That is why I was so keen
to get this inquiry going forward, so that our system
could replace the one they have got at Number 10.
Mr Riddell: I think part of the answer was in the
Chairman’s introduction. The Prime Minister and
the Leader of the House, and indeed the former
Leader of the House, the current Lord Chancellor,
are both in favour of the parliamentary system. They
almost have the power in their own hands to do what
you want, Chairman.

Q138 Mr Chope: Yes. Now, numbers. To what
extent do you think the number of signatures on a
petition is an indicator of public support for that
particular issue, because some people have
suggested that we should ignore the numbers and we
should just go for the substance, and a committee
could assess the substance? Others are saying, “Well,
the petitions which have got the largest number of
signatures should be automatically the subject of
debate,” or perhaps could be selected from a number
of petitions with a large number of signatures. You
could have an automatic debate. Where do you
stand in that particular argument?
Ms Buckner: I think it is very diYcult just picking on
numbers really because if, for example, the media
takes up a story which is in a petition and promotes
it widely, as it has been known to do in the past, then
of course that petition is much more likely to get a
large number of signatures than another one which
might have an equally worthy cause or be an equally
worthy issue. So the numbers game is a bit diYcult
to agree to, but then if you are looking at what is in
the topic itself, that equally then becomes rather
subjective. So I am not sure that I can see an easy
answer here. Numbers might give you an indication
of whether there is a concern generally, but whether
the one which reaches the top is really more worthy
than one which is halfway down I think is really
debatable.

Q139 Chairman: Our initial thinking, if it helps you,
is that you would need a system, some form of
arbiter, because you could well have a petition with
the most signatures suggesting that a particular
footballer receives a knighthood, or that a particular
actor be honoured in some way because of an
entertainment or sporting event, and I am not sure
that is a petition which here we would view as the one
most worthy of debate.
Mr Riddell: On that, in practice it has got to be a
mixture of the two, because numbers have
something in them but it should not be arbitrary.
That is absolutely the crucial thing. I noticed that in
fact David Cameron hinted at a trigger, when he was
replying to, I think, the democracy task force of the

Conservative Party. I am very sceptical about
triggers because, as we saw with the road pricing, it
becomes self-generating. The technology makes it
easier to generate and I think you should operate
against that. Nonetheless, numbers should have
some weight, but I agree, to come back to the point,
that is why you need a Petitions Committee or
something like that to act as arbiter and to be
accepted. It may be rough and ready some of the
time, but these are sensible people who are acting
impartially.
Professor Drori: I agree. I think it needs to be both
on numbers and substance, and I think some kind of
group of people who are seen to take those decisions
would be a good, transparent way of doing it. We
need to know who they are and also what criteria
they are going to use. As long as those are
transparent, I think it will be an improvement and I
think people would be pretty happy with it. This is
the sort of thing which human beings do rather well,
rather than technology. It is just a finger in the wind,
saying, “This feels about right.” I think people
would go with that as long as the way those people
are appointed and who they are, and the criteria they
use, are open and transparent.

Q140 Chairman: I think that is a fair point and I
think Peter Riddell put his finger on it. You could
have a Petitions Committee of elected Members.
The membership is known. They could publish the
criteria and if necessary they could sit in public when
they are making the decision.
Mr Riddell: Absolutely, yes.

Q141 Mr Gale: I think this is an incredibly
dangerous area. The Napier University paper says in
terms, “We recommend that petitions are considered
on their merits rather than according to the number
of signatures.” In the event of a British athlete
winning a gold medal at Beijing and 250,000 people,
having watched this spectacular event, saying on the
petition, “We believe that the athlete should get an
OBE,” who decides whether that warrants more
attention than 25,000 people saying, “The
Government ought to be putting more money into
the eradication of MRSA”? Is it a committee, the
Petitions Committee, which is going to decide that?
Mr Riddell: Is there not a dead easy answer to that,
Mr Gale? After all, the power to award the OBE
does not lie with this House, it now lies with an
impartial committee, so it is a terribly easy task. The
clerk of the committee just emails it on to the
Cabinet OYce on his committee and says, “Here you
are,” and you can get round that actually quite
easily!
Ms Taylor-Smith: That brings up another issue,
which is that the outcome of the petition is not
necessarily a parliamentary debate. That should
certainly not be the end result. So the idea that a
number of signatures would necessarily trigger a
debate loses a lot of things. It may be that the debate
is something which is better with two sites, so if you
have two medium sized petitions, one for and one
against, that would employ a debate more than a
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petition which most people agreed with, which
would not really require one. Equally, you may have
a lot of petitions which together cover the same
theme, particularly if you tried to localise petitions.
You might have the same issues coming up. I think
in the previous session they used the example of post
oYce closures. If you had a lot of little petitions
about local post oYce closures, maybe it would
make sense to cover it in a debate on a national issue,
but your automatic trigger on per petition signatures
would not make that happen.

Q142 Mr Gale: I am sorry, I want to press this
further, because we had exactly this with topical
debates on the Floor of the House of Commons,
where some Members of Parliament had put
forward subjects for what they regarded as topical
debates only to discover that that has been hijacked
by the Government’s business managers and
something either highly convenient for the
Government of the day or highly un-topical is
suddenly appearing on the Order Paper for debate.
What you are suggesting—and I understand exactly
where you are coming from—is eminently desirable
in theory, but in practice a Procedure Committee
would then become yet another item of party
political domination and choice, surely?
Dr Miller: No, surely not, because of the
Crossbench, and also because it is being evaluated.
This is the importance of evaluation. Because it is
being evaluated and because it is being piloted it
means that all the criteria by which decisions are
made are under scrutiny and therefore up for
consideration, yet again. So it is not a static thing. It
is not suddenly an instrument which the Petitions
Committee has and it can just use it how it wishes to
and it is subject to political domination. Maybe that
sounds optimistic.
Mr Riddell: Could I take up Mr Gale’s point? The
point on topical debates is that I think perhaps there
is a flaw in the plan adopted—and this perhaps goes
into the wider issue, not particularly relevant here—
whether it should be a business committee on which
backbenchers are represented, and so on and so
forth. Therefore, the control on topical debate
should not lie with the Leader of the House, it should
lie with the House itself on a type of committee such
as this one, which is entirely a backbench committee.
That is a separate issue, but on this specific issue I
think very much it should not be a committee either
with a minister chairing, it should be seen, like this
Committee, as a backbench committee, which would
reduce the risks—I do not say eliminate—of what
you are talking about, Mr Gale. I think if you have a
diVerently structured committee you avoid some of
those problems.
Chairman: In your question, Roger, you actually
said “Procedure Committee”. For the record, will
you clarify you meant Petitions Committee?
Mr Gale: That depends upon whether there is a
separate committee.
Rosemary McKenna: That is right. Exactly.
Chairman: Okay, but you mean a committee
designated to look at it?

Mr Gale: A committee designated to do the job
specifically, yes.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q143 Rosemary McKenna: I would like to explore
that because I think that is not an unacceptable
suggestion, that the Procedure Committee could be
the actual committee which would be, after all the
oYcial work is done by oYcers of the House—not
necessarily the final arbiter. Would it be even more
helpful if it went from the Procedure Committee to
the Liaison Committee, for the Liaison Committee
to do what it does with the select committee reports,
recommend the ones which would go for debate?
Mr Riddell: My experience from working on the
Scrutiny Commission, which was chaired by Tony
Newton, a wise man, although no one would agree,
who forever said, “Don’t overload. Don’t overload.
You lot are busy people. Don’t ask too much,” is
that by definition, by consisting of chairmen of select
committees, this is the right mechanism, but I just
think that whatever “the precise procedure” means
(to use “procedure” in a technical way), it means that
a cross-party filter on which the Front Benches are
not involved is the right mechanism on that, whether
it is the Liaison Committee or not. Generally its
functions now I am sceptical about, given the nature
of it all, but some body like that would be the right
filter. On the debates point, I regard debates as far
less important than achieving a proper response.
Debate is at the end of a process. As you all well
know, you have debates on select committee reports,
which I generally from observation regard as a
pretty unsatisfactory process. It is who speaks in
debates, the Members of the select committee, the
minister, the opposition spokesman, and that is it. I
think much more important is the scrutiny by
committee and the nature of the response, and the
response may well be to say, “We’re already looking
at it.” I think one of the points raised is that quite
often people will have a petition on something and
you will be able to point out that the select
committee has already been looking at it. So the
answer may be an information answer as opposed to
anything else. I think the idea of debates on the
Floor of the House, which would be quite limited in
number, I regard as a secondary part of the process
in relation to giving a considered response.
Chairman: Thank you. Does anyone want to
respond to that?

Q144 Mr Chope: The Napier University has
suggested that an e-petitioning site should include
information about parliamentary activity on the
subject matter of petitions. How would that be
provided and how would this dream of an interactive
e-petitioning system actually turn into a reality?
Ms Taylor-Smith: I think really exactly what Peter
has just said. For example, if you had agreed which
committees would deal with a petition and decide
who to pass it on to, and what happened in these
committees would be recorded, presumably on the
parliamentary sites, or indeed webcasts, and that
would all be linked to the petitions site.
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Q145 Mr Chope: Yes, and people would be able to
see the actual outcome and the end, whether
anybody listened or not?
Ms Taylor-Smith: They would be able to trace it as
it went along.
Dr Miller: I think it is important to see that it could
be done in exactly the way Ella has described with
these kind of links to the processes it had been
through, what happened, the reports that are
published, and so on and so forth, but also that the
way it can be presented on the website is so simple
and so clear, so people understand. Without having
to click on a series of links in order to get through the
process, they understand just on the first view
exactly what has happened and why.

Q146 Mr Chope: So you would expect the petitioners
to keep going back to the website rather than being
prompted as to developments in relation to the
petition which they had signed?
Ms Taylor-Smith: Both.
Dr Miller: I think it can happen both ways, because I
would imagine if you are an interested petitioner you
might as a matter of course—I know that I have
done this on issues I have been concerned about—
check to see what is happening. But I think if you are
a busy person then of course there could be
automated responses coming from the system itself.
Mr Riddell: To give an example on this, I think that
given the improvements which are already occurring
on Parliament’s website—which are very
considerable, to make it more accessible and
friendly, and I think a lot is happening there in the
House, largely unappreciated—in quite a lot of the
cases the petitioners would find out that actually
Parliament is looking at something, in most cases. If
you look at the range of activities any week the select
committees are involved in, and actually what you
have been doing—and this is where the
communications point comes in crucially—it is not
necessarily changing the role, but actually your
constituents in response to the petition would say,
“Well, actually it is being looked at,” and that, I
think, is crucial and that would come in the initial
response. I know there are issues on how much an
email should be subsequently used. I think there are
very important issues there, very important ones, as
Rosemary McKenna raised in an earlier session, but
in relation to the initial response it would say, “Well,
X or Y committee is already looking at that and
there was a debate on that last week,” and so on and
so forth. That would go to all the petitioners on a
particular issue.
Ms Taylor-Smith: Equally, though, there would be a
resource for whoever was looking after the system so
that if in the second year somebody was trying to
bring a petition on the same subject they could point
them in the direction of the account of what had
happened to the previous one. An MP might use it
as well and say, “Look, this is what we did for our
constituents last year.”
Professor Drori: I cannot help thinking that the
benefit to the member of the public needs to be in
some proportion to the eVort they put in, and if you

make it so easy that you email everyone in the
country and just say, “Click here and you have got
a petition,” you will get that kind of graYti problem.
It occurs to me that in order to start a petition you
might ask people online what their subject area is
and then oVer them what else Parliament has been
doing in that area before they then go on to set up
the e-petition. That could be automated in the way,
for example, if you look at the BBC News website
down the right-hand side there are links to other
organisations and other things to do with this topic.
Those are automatically generated mostly. So you
could automate a lot of this. People would then see
what else, as Peter Riddell has said, Parliament has
been doing and is doing and they may be either
dissuaded from putting in their e-petition because
they can see that Parliament is already debating it or
they may sharpen it so that it is just a bit more
relevant, and actually this can become a useful part
of the democratic process, so that people are really
only putting in petitions about something where
there is a need and Parliament has missed it.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q147 Rosemary McKenna: First of all, can I ask
about the Scottish Parliament process. We visited
them and saw their manual process. Bearing in mind
the diVerence in size of the country, the population is
a crucial issue here. On their Youth Forum, previous
witnesses have said not to go near the forum because
of experience in, for example, the BBC site. How
important a part of the process is that in the Scottish
Parliament?
Ms Buckner: In terms of what is done by the PCC,
the committee?

Q148 Rosemary McKenna: No, in terms of the
forums that are used, the forums which the Scottish
Parliament uses and e-sites.
Ms Buckner: I think there are several ways in which
these are useful. They are useful for their citizens to
talk to each other about the issue, so there is citizen
to citizen engagement about an issue where the topic
is discussed and of course the representatives can
look at the discussion as well. In terms of what goes
to the committee, a summary of the forum goes to
the Petitions Committee for the representatives to
look at, which gives a brief indication of the number
of responses for and against and the threads of the
inquiry, and so on, and what has been said in the
debate. I have spoken to the clerk to the Petitions
Committee, and I hope I am right in saying this, but
I think his view is that in reality in the Petitions
Committee the representatives do not actually take
that much account of what is said in the forums, but
it is there for them to look at if it is an issue which
their constituents are bringing up or if it is an issue
for their concern.

Q149 Rosemary McKenna: But in terms of the size
of the population of Scotland and the ability of the
number of people to actually do that, the suggestion
was from previous witnesses that we should not get
involved in that in a UK situation.
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Ms Buckner: I would certainly think at the beginning
it is not something you would want to start with. I
think you would certainly want to see the size of the
response to the petitioning to start with, to see how
many petitions were going to be happening, because
it does increase the workload to do any analysis of
those forums. Certainly some analysis can be
automated, but not all of it. You do have to have
some human intervention to do some analysis, so
there is certainly an overhead. Another way of
looking at the forums, though, is that the forums
should actually be a way in which the petitioners
develop the wording of their petitions. So by having
the forum it really becomes a resource for the
petitioner to look at what is being said. In fact, I
think there is one case where a petitioner did actually
withdraw a petition because of what was said in a
forum, so it can influence the petitioners themselves
and maybe if petitions are used it might be worth
thinking about it in that way rather than the forum
and the analysis of the forum going anywhere else.
Dr Miller: I would just like to comment on the
question itself, which I think is a very important one.
I think our position at the Hansard Society would be
that there should be forums, not necessarily at the
beginning, but I would not necessarily defer from
doing them at the beginning. I think it is important
in the sense that if e-petitions are not just to be a
gimmick or a kind of one-oV, quick-fire form of
engagement, then apart from the kinds of outcomes
we have been describing earlier there needs to be
some kind of deliberative element. We have done
quite a lot of research into this, obviously outside of
Parliament—in fact within Parliament as well, but
outside of Parliament we have done research into the
use of forums by government departments for any
consultations. Within Parliament we have done
research into the use of forums to influence select
committee inquiries into particular issues, and in
both one of the most striking findings is that the
volume of correspondence is not that high. So this is
something to bear in mind, that you have a lot more
people visiting, far fewer actually engaging in
discussion, and you can have a very eVective
moderation system which enables the discussions to
be structured and guided and people being, if you
like, directed towards the appropriate materials
which will help to inform their discussion. It does
not necessarily ensure that everybody is really happy
and that you do not have people who are expressing
anger at the forums, but it certainly provides you
with an eVective tool of ongoing engagement, which
I think should not be overlooked.

Q150 Rosemary McKenna: I agree with that. One of
the reasons why I hope we do provide it is that
actually it will be a more accurate reflection of
people’s views, because the easiest thing in the
world—every MP knows this—is to stand outside
the supermarket on a Saturday afternoon and get
people to sign a petition. They do not know what
they are signing, but they just do not want to say no,
because either they are in a hurry or they are going
oV shopping. But this would be a far more eVective

way of finding out, and it is how people
communicate today. You all seem to be agreed that
the public would want a response from the petition.
What form would that take? Apart from what is
done with the petition, how would that be
communicated back? Would it be done on the site?
Professor Drori: I think human beings get very
frustrated if we do not get responses to what we do,
in almost every walk of life, so the first thing one
would want is confirmation that your contribution
has gone into the system, that it has got it and that
it has not just gone in to the ether and been lost. That
might be a web page coming up saying, “Thank you
for your contribution,” or it might be an email back
to you, and both would be fine. Then you want to
know what is going to happen to your contribution
after you have made it and what the status is of that
petition, where it is in the system and also how to
find out where it is going if you have not heard for a
bit. Is there a number that you can key in or
something, a place you can go to which says, “This
is where this is at right now”?

Q151 Chairman: Rather like tracking an order on
Amazon!
Professor Drori: Exactly like that, yes, and I think
that is what people have come to expect, partly
because of the retail industry actually. Over and
above all that, just good practice in terms that you
have made a contribution, now what is happening to
it and what is the result? I think people are likely to
want to find other people of like mind. I think there
will be some people who will want to be able to find
other people who have signed the petition or agree
with them. Whether that is Parliament’s job to do
that or whether third parties will do that—they
might set up a forum for debate and then enable
people to submit petitions through their services, if
you like. They may allow people to get in touch with
each other and that, I think, would probably be quite
a popular thing.

Q152 John Hemming: Obviously technology allows
something which is not generally possible with a
paper petition, which is to actually against the same
structure and form of words record opposition
rather than support. Do you think there is any merit
to that?
Professor Drori: In principle I do, yes. I think it is all
part of giving the public more say.
Ms Taylor-Smith: I think that is the role the forum
plays.

Q153 John Hemming: The point about a forum,
though, is that you do not have numbers on the
forum. You have a debate about the merits of a case,
and that can happen anywhere. The diVerence is that
you can actually record numbers for and against on
a petition.
Mr Riddell: You can, of course, have a counter-
petition too.
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Q154 John Hemming: Yes, it is just that the
diVerence with a counter-petition is that it is not
clearly the antithesis of the thesis, it is something else
recorded.
Mr Riddell: Could I just add one additional point on
response, where I entirely agree with what was said?
I think one should not overload the people
petitioning. I agree entirely you have an
acknowledgement, then you can look at the site to
see (using the Amazon parallel) where it is coming,
and exactly taking forward the Amazon parallel you
then get the email when it has been sent. The parallel
point is that what you get is telling you what the
response is, but I think you also need to be reassured
that your email address is not going to be abused, I
think that is very, very important indeed, neither
specifically nor generally, that you always have a
box to tick “No, I do not want to receive other mail
on this.” I think that is very important indeed.
Ms Buckner: Can I just go back to this point about
for or against petitions which you were mentioning?
I think that is something that some petitioners would
be quite interested to know, how much feeling there
is against what they are saying. Technically, it would
certainly be possible to allow the petitioners to
decide whether they wished for signatures against
their petition to be allowed, and that could be an
optional switch which could be easily built into the
system.
Ms Taylor-Smith: I also think people’s reasoning for
either supporting or not supporting a petition is
often very, very important, and it is very diYcult if
you do not always want to be lumped in with a
bunch of people who agree on an issue, because you
may have very diVerent reasons for ending up there
and this “Yes/No” is quite a blunt thing.

Q155 Mr Gale: We have to a considerable extent
dealt with the involvement of MPs in petitions and I
get the impression that apart from Professor Drori
the feeling is broadly speaking that Members should
be involved. I want to come back very briefly to the
Napier University paper, chapter 2 of that. In
Scotland petitioners are encouraged to contact
MSPs prior to submitting a petition, and I think we
agree with that, but the other bit of that says:
“Bristol City Council and the Royal Borough of
Kingston-upon-Thames both use systems where
petitions are initiated by councillors prompted by
their constituents’ concerns.” I think this is a very
crucial area because somewhere along the line we
have got to decide between us whether these
petitions are going to be reactive or proactive. At the
moment Members of Parliament tend to receive
requests from constituents saying, “I want to
petition about the closure of my local post oYce.
Can you help me to do it?” The answer to that is, yes.
We either know the words, or if we do not know the
words we go to the Clerk’s OYce and they help us to
draft the sentiment in parliamentary language. We
give that to the constituents and they go oV and raise
their petition. It then comes back to us, it is cleared
by the clerks and presented. By and large, that is
reactive in parliamentary terms. If we are saying that

we are going to use this as a political tool, “I’ve got
a problem here. I’m going to see if I can get 100,000
signatures,” suddenly it is a whole diVerent ball
game and I can see again the process being taken
over by Members of Parliament rather than by the
people whom I thought we were interested in, the
public that we were trying to engage. That came out
of the Napier paper, but it is not particularly a
Napier issue. Does any of you have a particular view
on it?
Dr Miller: I would just like to say that I kind of agree
with the caution you have expressed about proactive
petitioning. There are examples of e-petitioning
around the world, so it is not just in Kingston or
other examples that you cited but where MPs have
to be, the people who actually sign the petition in the
first place, whom you need to petition in that way.
Evidence highlights that it does tend to polarise, if
you like, so it tends to lead to a continued political
polarisation, and I think that is to be avoided, so
MPs as facilitators, yes; MPs as originators, no.
Mr Riddell: But is there not a human point there too?
In practice, if you break the mechanism it is going to
be replaced by definition. There is no way you can
get away from that, because once you create the
opportunity it is going to happen. But equally, to
come back to your filtering mechanism, if you know
that 100,000 people have organised on a particular
subject the filtering committee will have a degree of
scepticism—your parliamentary graYti point, Mr
Gale. Journalists also get the equivalent of the
parliamentary graYti, and we know and therefore
add a discount to that, so I think the scepticism of
the Petitions Committee will come in there too.
Mr Gale: Thank you.

Q156 Chairman: Do you have any view one way or
the other as to whether, if the House embraced an e-
petitioning system, Members of Parliament who
wished to be associated with the petition could have
their names published online, perhaps in bold type at
the top, although they are not petitioner originators?
Dr Miller: Maybe not necessarily in bold at the top
of the petition, but certainly if there is an MP who is
supporting, facilitating the petition—usually it will
be the constituency MP—then I think that obviously
has to be clear. If there are other MPs—for example
it could be that there is an issue which is aVecting a
city and there might be three or four MPs or more in
that city, and it might be that certain MPs are
actively engaging with citizens about this particular
issue—then maybe that can be highlighted and then
MPs who want to be highlighted in that way can be
added. But I think it is probably dangerous to make
the petition seen to be linked to too many MPs. It
should just be the person who is actually facilitating.

Q157 Chairman: The reason I raised it is because I
can envisage a situation where there is a Labour MP,
a Conservative MP and a Lib Dem MP all
representing the same city and there is an issue over,
let us say, the closure of a hospital in that city. If one
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MP gets in first, if we did not have this provision then
you will have three petitions or an attempt to table
three petitions on the same subject.
Mr Riddell: Could I come back on that? I am almost
thinking of the kind of EDM, when you have half a
dozen and then the others. You could always have a
box for MPs, something which does not denigrate
the fact that this is the people, the voters doing it, but
something which meets your point absolutely, and I
think you can do that. There are practical ways in
which you can do it. You can have a box or
something like that.
Professor Drori: I think that is absolutely right and
part of the open democratic process really to see
which MPs support which petitions. Could I just
correct what may have been a misunderstanding? If
I said that MPs should not be involved, that is not
what I meant. I said that I thought it is not the only
way of doing it. I am certainly not suggesting that
MPs should not be involved in this.
Chairman: Thank you for that.

Q158 John Hemming: I think the only thing I would
go into is the question of what do you think is
necessary to make sure that the system is
transparent, to ensure that people have confidence
that what they are trying to petition for has been
considered and, if rejected, properly considered?
Mr Riddell: The seriousness of the response, that it
is a considered response.

Q159 John Hemming: I am talking here more so
about if you put in something which is deemed to be
out of order.
Mr Riddell: There I think there are lessons from the
Number 10 site, where they have criteria for
rejection. Obviously, they will be totally diVerent
criteria than the ones that apply in Parliament
because of the nature of the process, but, you know,
personally oVensive, gratuitous, and also ones which
are outside Parliament’s remit—you can imagine
things which are totally irrelevant to Parliament,
and so on and so forth—and there would be
published criteria and there would be reference to
those published criteria.
Dr Miller: Could I just add to that that I think the
transparency needs to be built in. In other words, the
system de facto, how it either automates or how the
Petitions Committee, the Procedure Committee,
whoever is dealing with it, responds to petitioners,
and so on and so forth. All these things can be built
in at the very first level. So it means, as Peter said,
that things like terms and conditions are apparent. If
somebody has contravened the terms and conditions
of the parliamentary website or the e-petition site, it
is very clear and they are notified. I noticed in the
evidence from Tom Steinberg last week that there
was also mention of ways in which you could deal
with this so that if, say, the substance of the petition
was okay but there was some libel contained within
it, that could be taken out. There are various things
you can do. I think this is the lesson from all the
Hansard Society commissions and from other
evidence is that so long as you are communicating

and so long as there is evidence on the website that
people can have access to which highlights how
decisions are being made and why, then you go a
long way towards transparency.
Professor Drori: I think this is an area it is important
to pilot and it may be that the Number 10 system
would be a good starting point, what happens in the
process, who takes decisions, on what criteria, who
appoints the people who make the decisions and by
what process, that all needs to be transparent.
Ms Taylor-Smith: In order to write these criteria and
make them workable in the process you really have
to be honest about it. It is no good sort of having this
idealised list of processing criteria and then equally
having another one. For example, you may in
practice have some sort of volume limit. That would
need to be listed at the start.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q160 Mr Chope: The e-consultation which this
Committee has been doing provides some evidence
that security of personal information is a major
concern for potential users. Would it be possible to
oVer a recognisable “secure” site similar to the sort
used for online purchasing?
Professor Drori: Yes.

Q161 Mr Chope: Would that be very expensive or
complicated?
Professor Drori: I do not think it is a particularly
hard thing to do. There are a lot of organisations
that oVer secure services. It is a matter of deciding on
the level of security you need and what information
is going to be collected, about whom, and where it is
going to be stored, and so on. Those kinds of
decisions need to be taken, but technically it is not a
problem. There are quite a lot of recent examples of
information about people being lost by people
carrying CDs across the country, and so on, and
posting them. Generally, these are cases where
information has been lost because of contravention
of guidelines, and so on, so in the end if Parliament
or Government has data about people it will
probably leak out and it will probably be leaking out
because of human beings doing what human beings
do, which is make mistakes. The website itself can be
made pretty secure.

Q162 Mr Chope: So you would be in favour of doing
that, having that as part of the system?
Professor Drori: Having something that is secure,
yes. I think that legally you are likely to be bound to
because of the Data Protection Act.
Mr Chope: Yes. Thank you.

Q163 Chairman: If we were to recommend a system
whereby a Government minister could have up to
two replies, rather like the Number 10 system, and
that also the constituency MP could respond, do you
think there would be any negative eVect if the
constituency MP was then allowed to correspond
with the petitioner on other issues?
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Mr Riddell: Yes.
Dr Miller: Absolutely.
Mr Riddell: I think it should be very specific. It
follows on from Mr Chope’s question. It is the other
side of security. I think it is very, very important that
it is not used for other purposes.
Dr Miller: Yes.
Mr Riddell: That really is important, however
legitimate those purposes are. We are all aware of
these issues, so I think it is very important it should
not be.

Q164 Chairman: So it is about the point of the data
being held centrally and the MP being asked to give
his response, which would then be sent out by
oYcials here probably?
Dr Miller: Yes.
Mr Riddell: Absolutely.

Q165 Chairman: Do you have any view on whether
it is better to have an opt in or an opt out, “Tick here
if you do not wish to hear from your MP”?
Professor Drori: The default condition should be
that you do not get spammed.

Q166 Chairman: Right, so “Tick here if you do want
to hear from your MP on this issue” is the way you
would prefer to see this point handled?
Professor Drori: Yes.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q167 John Hemming: How much do you think it will
cost, and what other resource implications are there?
Ms Buckner: The costs are not just the system itself.

Q168 John Hemming: That is why I said money cost.
If you did what I think is the sensible approach,
which is to go out to tender to a supplier, an
undefined supplier, what would you expect to pay
for the hardware and the system build, and things
like that, ideally what would you pay for the running
costs, and what other resource costs within
Parliament would you think there are?
Dr Miller: As the Hansard Society, we never do
build, so I could not advise you about what you
would expect. I would advise, though, that you
would not necessarily assume that—you know, you
do pay for what you get, but also expensive is not
necessarily better. You have to find a way of
knowing what you are willing to, I suppose, let go of
in terms of healthy system development, but I think
the other costs are paramount to consider. So the
costs would be in terms of process, hugely, so
whether it be about changing certain processes you
have in Parliament, whether it be about ways of
ensuring that ministers, and so on and so forth, are
in contact with the people who are petitioning, all
these kinds of things, so therefore the
communication with the petitioners is massive. As a
cost, I would not say it is necessarily a huge cost, but
it is a matter of priority in terms of budgeting for the
cost. The other thing is that there is a Government
standard for piloting, which you are probably all
aware of, about making sure there is an evaluation

built in. This goes back to the question about
transparency also, but the more that it is audited and
checked, the more pleased people are going to be
with the result, so as long as the process is fair then
there will be more public support. So I think that has
to be built into the cost also. It is not just about the
system, in other words, but it is about all the things
which tie into the use.
Ms Buckner: I think there will be some other costs
which will be perhaps more hidden as well, like
education of Members about how they are going to
use the system, which will be much harder to put a
real figure on, but it will be a cost. Then there will be
the other costs, which probably will be staYng of
people who are moderating the petitions and seeing
whether they are valid petitions or not, which you
will also have to take into account. But as regards
the system, without knowing what it is going to be
specified as you cannot estimate at this stage.
Professor Drori: I agree with what you have said. I
think that education of the public is another thing
you need to think about costing into this, so I would
see it as a sort of total project. Technologically, from
what I have heard today, there is nothing very
unusual here, there is nothing that is not routine for
some company somewhere, in all the parts of this,
and I think in this country there are plenty of
organisations that could bid to do this work. So that
is a good sign. I would say the technology part of it
is not tens of thousands and it is not millions, it is
somewhere between the two, so I would not be
surprised if it was hundreds of thousands. It is that
sort of level. I would also add the important caveat
that there are relatively small decisions you might
make which could make a big diVerence to the cost.
For example, the level of data security or the sort of
ruggedness of the system. Do you want it to be
working 99% of the time or 99.999% of the time?
That makes a big diVerence to the cost, those sorts
of things. I think actually, from what I know from
your parliamentary web team, they would probably
be able to sort out a lot of those things and be able
to come back to you with a much closer quote based
on the way you direct them. I think, from what I
know of them, they would be able to give you a
tighter estimate.

Q169 Mr Chope: If you have a secure, centralised
system, then it means that MPs will not know the
names and addresses—they may know the names
but they will not know the addresses of the
petitioners. That may not matter in a national
petition, but in a local petition it might be absolutely
fundamental to the relevance of that petition, for
example over a school closure, over a post oYce
closure, over a road development, and in that
situation the idea of having a local petition would be
rather negated unless there was some system for
enabling the Member to know who had been
petitioning. So we have been thinking about the idea
of saying, “This is a local petition. It must be limited
to people from particular postcodes.” Have you got
any other ideas as to how we could overcome that
problem?
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Ms Taylor-Smith: I think you could look at things,
rather than looking at limiting something to certain
postcodes. We talked about this earlier. There is a
real danger with somebody deciding for you whether
a petition is too local for you. For example, many of
us work in one constituency and live in another, so
rather than restrict the signing of a petition to a
constituency or a postcode, perhaps some sort of
map could be made available which had an
indication of the volume of signatures from each
postcode.

Q170 Mr Chope: That could be done quite easily,
could it, on the technical side?
Ms Taylor-Smith: Yes.
Mr Riddell: The postcode seems the balance between
anonymity and information, the most eVective one.
Professor Drori: When we are talking about whether
you opt in or opt out of email, and so on, I think we
are all agreed that it was best to have a default
condition where you opt out of receiving email from
your MP. I just wonder whether keeping your
address secret from your MP is actually a diVerent
thing, is it not? It is one thing having someone just
know who you are and there is another one about
just getting email that you do not want for evermore
and being told to cast my vote in a particular way,
which I would not want. So one might allow the
public, perhaps with a note of why they might want
to allow it, particularly on local issues: “It would
help your MP to know your address. Is that all
right?” But you would then have to opt in then to
receiving mail or anything else from your MP, so
they would not be allowed to send you anything,
they just would have the information.
Dr Miller: I am hesitant about this. I think it is a
good idea generally to use postcodes as a way of
adjudicating where people are coming from, and so
forth, but obviously people can abuse that system in
any case, so you have not got anything foolproof
there. There is another question—and I am not
saying this because I am saying anything definitive,
but there is another question about whether or not
you do definitely want to limit it to postcodes. For
example, I cannot think of a concrete thing where
something is happening in Cornwall and I, living in
London, care about it, but there might be cases
where that is happening, that a particular area of the
country is aVected by a particular issue.
Professor Drori: If you have a parent living there.
Dr Miller: Yes, you have a parent living there or you
just care about the issue. Although it is a local
concern, it is a concern of national interest, so would
you want to limit it? I think use postcodes, yes, but
not necessarily limit petitions to the postcodes. Then
the MP can see, because of the backend data, there
is a map which can be brought out which shows how
many people signed from a particular constituency.
You can see whether it was 80% from their
constituency, 20% from other constituencies around
the country, and therefore what the weight of local
opinion is, but you cannot even extrapolate from
that particularly to say, “Therefore, 80% of my

constituency feels this way.” I do not know how
necessary it is to limit. I just think use them, but do
not limit them.
Chairman: Okay. I hope to finish in five minutes.

Q171 Rosemary McKenna: Just quickly, we all go
onto sites and they crash and we get terribly
frustrated and annoyed. Do you think it would
undermine public confidence when the site fails or
crashes?
Professor Drori: Yes.
Dr Miller: Yes.

Q172 Rosemary McKenna: Is that a danger?
Dr Miller: That is why I said you get what you pay
for. You definitely do not want to have a bargain
basement system which is not reliable because it
could be dealing with huge amounts of traYc, and
the things people could do to that system if they
wanted to. I think you would need to make sure that
you had a system which gave you some guarantees
on that.

Q173 Rosemary McKenna: It would have to be very
robust, would it not?
Dr Miller: Yes.

Q174 Rosemary McKenna: So what level of delay
would you find acceptable, if people are waiting to
get onto the site? I personally think that people
would not accept any delay, they would want it to
happen the minute they decide they want to sign the
petition, or get involved. They find out what it is
about and they would want it instantly.
Professor Drori: There are many possible delays and
I think if you were specifying such a system to a
supplier you would need to unpick these. What kind
of delay is acceptable if you type in the web address
before the page comes up? What kind of delay is
acceptable if you submit a petition before you get an
email back saying, “We’ve got it”? All those things.
There are general standards of good practice in
usability which are generally accepted for these
things, how many seconds, how many milliseconds,
and so on. Again, I would say those are well
understood by your web team.
Chairman: Thank you.

Q175 Mr Gale: Very briefly, unless you are a fully
paid up Luddite this is one of those things it is very
diYcult to oppose because everybody wants greater
access, do they not, except me? Does anybody know
of anywhere where it has actually achieved anything,
other than perhaps a useful safety valve for allowing
the public to let oV steam? Has e-petitioning led
anywhere to a change in law?
Professor Drori: Switzerland, I believe. Actually, I
am not sure about e-petitioning, but certainly if you
get a certain number of petitions, signatures, that
forces a referendum, I believe, in Switzerland.
Dr Miller: Yes. I think it is perhaps an achievement
that it changes a law, because I think that that law
would probably change anyway under public
pressure through diVerent mechanisms over a longer
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period. So perhaps what you could say is that where
MPs or parliaments come under pressure to revise
decisions, or Government itself has come under
pressure to revise decisions, then petitions can only
have speeded up that process. But if that is not
anything you are trying to achieve, law change that
you are trying to achieve, engagement, there are lots
of other things and petitions are one step in that
direction.
Mr Riddell: I would make two points. I think one has
got to take the “e” and the petition and treat them
slightly separately. The “e” bit is modern technology
and the opportunities we now have. The petitions
part I think reflects much more a political question
of disenchantment with representative institutions,
and Hansard is absolutely devoted to strengthening
representative institutions and Parliament
representing democracy. So I think one has to take
the two factors, the political change and political
culture, which is pressure, and the “e” bit, which
makes it much more easy to communicate. I think
those are the two answers. We operate in a political
culture where Parliament is under more pressure and
more scepticism. The “e” bit gives you a much better
opportunity to communicate. That is my answer to
that so far. I think you can point in Scotland to some

positive results. One should not overdo it, but from
the reports I have read and the people I have talked
to in Edinburgh it indicates, without being starry-
eyed and all of that, that there are positive results
from it and properly handled, as your inquiry is
doing, it can be done without either resulting in
parliamentary graYti or exaggerating what will
happen initially.
Professor Drori: I think I would turn your question
the other way round and say that according to
Parliament’s own papers the right to petition the
Crown and Parliament to air grievances is a
fundamental constitutional principle. Why not just
limit it to writing it in blood with a quill? If you have
got a medium which can attract more people, why
not use it?
Chairman: Thank you, Professor, Doctor, ladies and
gentlemen. Is there any issue which you would like
to make by way of a comment or statement which
you feel we have not covered before we close the
session? Then can I thank you all for giving up your
valuable time. I know how busy you must be. We
have found this session very helpful to us. It has been
informative and interesting, and I think you have
helped us to make a more enlightened decision when
we finally reach our conclusions. Thank you for
coming.
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I was one of those who pushed for e-petitions to be accepted by the House. However, I was not envisaging
that this would require a separate 10 Downing Street e-petition system to be set up, rather that where
petitions “signatures” had been collected electronically, rather than on paper, that as long as basic
information including name, address and IP address were recorded, then that information should be
accepted by the House as an additional name added to a petition.

There is no reason for the added expense or for a separate petition collection system (like the 10 Downing
Street one) to be set up at all in my view.

November 2007

Linda Gilroy MP (P6)

Thank you for the e-mail about e-petitions. I am grateful to the Committee for their work on this as it is
an important area for us to get right.

My only observation would be that any petition must include a postal address as well as an e-mail address.
This makes it easier to spot “multiple” signings and also means that MPs can identify their constituencies,
and the petitioners can demonstrate which constituencies are aVected by the issue they are raising.

I know that this might seem cumbersome but most online petitions do have compulsory fields and a postal
address (even as little as post code and house number/name) should be part of the agreed e-petition format.

It would also be important for the petitioners to include permission for their e-mail addresses to be stored
and used by their MP for future contact on the issue they were petitioning about.

November 2007

Association of Professional Political Consultants (APPC) (P9)

1. Introduction

1.1 The Association of Professional Political Consultants (APPC) welcomes the opportunity to contribute
to the Procedure Committee’s inquiry into e-Petitions. The APPC is the representative and regulatory body
for UK political consultants and public aVairs professionals. Membership of the APPC is open to any
political consultancy providing services to the UK institutions of central, regional and local government
and/or other public bodies. The APPC represents approximately 80% of the industry. The APPC’s Code of
Conduct applies the principles of openness and transparency and that there should be no financial
relationship between political consultancy and Parliamentarians. In the view of the APPC, it is
inappropriate for a person to be both a legislator and a political consultant.

1.2 The APPC has three main roles:

(i) To ensure openness and transparency of activities and dealings by member consultancies. The
APPC maintains a register of political consultants, together with a list of the fee-paying clients that
they represent. Members are required to update their register entry every three months. The
register is published on the APPC’s website and is easily accessible. Members are also required to
disclose the identity of their clients and not misrepresent their interests when making
representations to institutions of government.

(ii) To enforce high standards of ethical and professional behaviour by requiring all members to
adhere to a Code of Conduct in their dealings with institutions of government. It is a condition of
membership of APPC that the member firm, its staV and its non-executive consultants should
accept and agree to abide by this Code. Where members already operate their own internal codes,
they are obliged to incorporate the APPC code and its provisions may not be overridden or
materially amended.

Members are also required to submit to the APPC procedures to ensure compliance with the code,
including an annual statement of compliance with the recommendations on professional practice
that was produced for the APPC by Lord Armstrong of Ilminster and Nicholas Purnell QC.
Members are jointly and severally liable for the actions of their staV in relation to the Code.
Regulated political consultants are required to endorse the Code and to adopt and observe the
principles and duties set out in it in relation to their business dealings with clients and with all
institutions of government.
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(iii) To promote understanding amongst politicians, the media and others about political consultants
and the public aVairs sector, as well as the contribution made by political consultants to a properly
functioning democracy

1.3 Political consultants are employed by a wide range of organisations which need to understand and
engage with the policy making process, including charities and campaigning groups, trade associations,
professional bodies, trade unions and public sector bodies. Consultants are also employed by local
government and central government agencies and departments, as well as international governments.
Analysis of the APPC register shows that approximately 40% of APPC members’ clients were non-
commercial organisations in 2005. All of these organisations pay for the services of a political consultant to
provide public aVairs advice, in the same way as they might hire an accountant or lawyer to provide
accountancy or legal advice.

1.4 It is important to note that many organisations and bodies—commercial, voluntary sector and local
government—directly employ one or more public aVairs professionals in-house to provide similar services
as those provided by political consultancies. The APPC does not represent, or attempt to regulate, the
activities of in-house public aVairs practitioners.

2. Specific Questions Raised by the Procedure Committee

2.1 The APPC believes that the right to petition for redress of grievance is fundamental to democratic
systems. If Parliament is to remain central to the exercise of this right, it is essential that it should modernise
its arrangements to take account of today’s technologies. So, in our view, refreshing the current
arrangements around petitions including allowing for the consideration of e-Petitions is a timely and
appropriate measure that would help bring Parliamentary procedures into line with current online practices.
We therefore agree with the creation of a web-based database of petitions and responses as proposed in the
Procedure Committee’s Report on Petitions and endorsed in the subsequent Government response.

2.2 Parity with written petitions. We believe that the signing of an electronic petition should be viewed as
the same as the signing of an oZine petition. As a result the APPC believes that Members of Parliament,
and Government as a consequence, should engage with e-petitions as they do with written petitions.
Furthermore the APPC believes that once formally presented e-petitions should have the same status as
written petitions. Indeed, due to the increasing penetration, familiarity and adoption of online
communication methods by the population we believe that e-petitions could soon become the standard form
of petitioning Parliament allowing for an easier, simpler and more responsive petitioning system than is
currently in place.

2.3 Parliamentary e-Petitions versus Downing Street e-Petitions. Our members have noted that the
decision to introduce the Downing Street petition website has captured a real appetite for online political
engagement amongst the general public. Indeed, as political consultants we have noted a tangible increase
in the number of clients, both from the private and third sectors, employing this tactic in the promotion of
their particular objectives. By providing a medium for members of the public to support their causes we
believe Government is better informed about public opinion and can make more informed judgements.
Moreover, the impact made by some high profile petitions online have fundamentally changed the way in
which e-petitions are regarded by the public aVairs industry and we believe it is appropriate that Parliament
as well as the executive has the ability to accept petitions in this manner.

2.4 Operation of an e-petition system. We believe the Procedure Committee should pay close attention
to how e-petitions would operate in practice. The immediacy of the online medium oVers members of the
public an opportunity to present petitions almost in real-time. Assuming a functionality similar to that of
the Downing Street website members of the public could submit e-petitions in real-time and using modern
forms of communication (e-mail, mobile and social networks) could rally the support of a large cohort
relatively easily. We believe attention should be paid to ensure that the ease of this system is not abused but
that it is suYciently flexible to enable debate and discussion of high-profile issues that have caught the
attention of the public.

2.5 e-Petition ownership. This is one of the most important and challenging of the issues to be considered.
We note the Government response to the Committee’s first report on petitions that e-petitions should not
break the link between Members of Parliament and petitioning Parliament and that this right should not be
aVorded to individuals. We understand the argument that the principles of a representative democracy
should be maintained in permitting MPs rather than individuals to present petitions, whether electronic or
written, to Parliament. The APPC notes that this raises interesting questions as to how an e-petition is to
be tabled and who “owns” it. Is the “owner” of an e-petition the first signatory and drafter of the petition—
as on the Downing Street petition website—or is it a Member of Parliament? Furthermore, in order to be
considered for consideration by the House and subsequently the Government, would a Member of
Parliament need to “adopt” a petition or should only petitions tabled in an MP’s name be permitted on the
system in the first instance for members of the public to sign? We believe that in coming to a decision on this
issue the Committee should consider the need to balance flexibility and the ability of the public to draft,
table and construct a petition quickly with the need to maintain the role of Members of Parliament.



Processed: 28-03-2008 19:38:06 Page Layout: COENEW [E] PPSysB Job: 372982 Unit: PAG1

Ev 52 Procedure Committee: Evidence

2.6 Format of e-Petitions. The APPC believes particular attention should be paid to how signatures can
be amassed on an e-petition in order that the e-petition is valid and able to be accepted by the Speaker for
formal presentation on the floor of the House. The Committee will need to give some thought to the
possibility that the introduction of online petitioning could lead to a very substantial increase in the volume
of petitioning. The APPC believes that the Committee should consider scenarios whereby the supply of e-
petitions outstrips the availability of presentation slots in the order of business in the House of Commons.
If so, should consideration be paid to allowing the presentation of a petition without the formal ceremony
in the House—a form of e-tabling on behalf of a Member of Parliament directly to a Government
Department along the same lines as the current e-tabling system—or should slots be allocated based on
number of signatories or by ballot?

2.7 Refreshing Petition Language. The APPC supports measures to renew and refresh the historic
Parliamentary language associated with petitions. Whilst we note it is important to retain the ability to
present petitions in a traditional manner we also believe that in order to reflect the essential right of a
Member of Parliament to accurately represent the views of petitioners and have this fully understood by
those making the petition it is appropriate to use clear and easily understood plain English. The APPC
believes, as a consequence, that any web-based e-Petitioning system should apply plain English rather than
historic English as permitted when presenting petitions on the floor of the House. Clear guidelines should
be available as to what format an e-petition should be drafted in, what a petition can call for and how it is
to be regarded. In all cases, the APPC believes, eVort should be taken by the Procedures Committee to ensure
that these guidelines encourage rather than discourage the electronic petitioning of Parliament.

2.8 Response timeline. The APPC agrees with recommendations that the Government should respond to
formally tabled e-Petitions within two months ensuring that there is a clear and apparent connection with
the will of petitioners to bring an issue to Parliamentary and Government attention and the right to receive
a formal response from Government. We believe this “right of reply” by Government is an essential part of
the democratic process and should not be lost with the introduction of e-petitions, although we note that
this may have resource implications for Government departments, as we believe refreshing the guidelines
around petitions will inevitably encourage more members of the public to petition Parliament. We believe
that this is a cost worth shouldering in the pursuit of a more open and transparent democratic system.

2.9 e-Petitions as a catalyst for wider reform. The APPC believes that refreshing the ability to petition
Parliament, via a Member of Parliament, could represent the catalyst for the wider objective of improving
how Parliament connects with the public. Indeed, in order to install the online infrastructure for an e-
petition system, Parliament may also wish to look further into online tools to enhance the accountability and
transparency of Parliament, such as greater use of video and RSS feeds. We believe that there is a substantial
opportunity for the UK Parliament to lead the world in e-petitions by developing, in conjunction with an
online database e-petitioning system, widgets and applications that log a signature against a petition from
websites other than on the e-petition system. By developing applications to be hosted on social networks
and websites a greater number of people would have the ability and opportunity to sign electronic petitions
to Parliament.

November 2007

Mr Fraser Henderson (P11)

Foremost I think that more Local Authorities should develop local e-Petitioning services. The reason
being that Bristol and Kingston Upon Thames are great success stories.

At the most fundamental level, e-enabling the petitioning process is worthwhile. But the feedback channel
and outreach are the real strengths of e-Petitioning. For example, three and a half million people have
received answers from the No.10 system so far at a modest cost of £140,000.

Foremost I believe that e-Petitions must be connected with policy cycle. While I endorses the proposed
equality of online and oZine petitions I am concerned that there may be a misconception about whom and
what powers the petitioner is triggering. The expectations of any e-system must be matched with an ability
to deliver. For example, the word “petition” provokes an emotional response compared with say “call to
action”.

I am also concerned that there will be a disconnect between the various e-Petitioning systems, from No.10
to the regional and local authority networks. A system should be in place to co-ordinate the various e-
Petitions into the most appropriate channels or aggregate all the systems.

I would also like to question the triggering of action based on signature numbers. The real issue is the
proportion of people aVected by the petition who also support it. I would like to see special consideration
given to e-Petitions with low support yet high impact among the signatories.
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The Technology

In terms of the e-Petition system itself, I recommend that it lists both paper and e-Petitions. Furthermore,
for the purposes of transparency, that the responses to submitted petitions are published on the website in
addition to the supporters by email

Compared to existing e-Petitioning systems (Napier, mySociety) there should be an ability to add more
multimedia elements such as supporting images or video.

If the Napier software was used then I recommend using the DigiTV interface which could then be used
to interface with Parliament TV. An interactive voice system so people could access petitions via the
telephone would be phenomenal at bridging the digital divide.

Evaluation

Evaluation is an important aspect of any pilot system. I propose that parliament consider mechanisms for
evaluating customer insight and satisfaction as well as embedded profile analysis of respondents (eg acorn).

The satisfaction of responses to petitions can be measured by using an automated system such as
GovMetric (http://www.govmetric.com). Additionally it would be useful for the system to encompass an
issues forum so that petition responses can be debated post closure. Equally there should be a mechanism
by which the principal petitioner can start a conversation with the petition signatories. This gives more
democratic value to single statement petitions.

Abuse

Something will have to be done to stop “astroturfing”. Astroturfing is a neologism for formal public
relations campaigns in politics and advertising that seek to create the impression of being spontaneous,
grassroots behavior. The principal petitioner should be legally bound to a code of ethics. See the Public
Relations Society of America Member Code of Ethics 2000 on disclosure of information for ideas.

The Bigger Picture

The wider opportunity for the House is what they do with the petitioner once they have signed or started
a petition. Ideally the petitioner should be encouraged to escalate their level of engagement.

December 2007

Cancer Research UK (P12)

About Cancer Research UK

Cancer Research UK welcomes the House of Commons Procedure Committee inquiry into e-petitions.
Cancer Research UK1 is the world’s largest independent organisation dedicated to cancer research, with a
research spend of over £315m in 2006–07. We have over 45,000 volunteers, one million regular donors and
directly engage with around three million people every year.

Cancer Research UK also campaigns for change through our public campaigning team.
CancerCampaigns are responsible for engaging the public in achieving our political and policy objectives.
We believe that campaigning has great potential to help us in our vision that together we will beat cancer.
In early 2006, our Smokefree Workplaces campaign resulted in MPs voting for a historic change in the law:
comprehensive legislation ending smoking in all workplaces in England. Our Cancer 2020 campaign called
on politicians in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland to plan for the cancer challenges ahead.
The Government in England committed to a new Cancer Reform Strategy in November 2006, with Scotland
agreeing to update their Cancer in Scotland strategy in February 2007. We are currently still working with
politicians in Wales and Northern Ireland to ensure that they too plan for the future of cancer. Our most
recent campaign, Screening Matters, calls on politicians to get more people into cancer screening
programmes across the UK and to make sure the programmes are as good as they can be.

E-Petitioning

Whilst Cancer Research UK has never petitioned the House of Commons before, Cancer Research UK
use petitions to campaign for change and during our Cancer 2020 campaign we presented a petition in
electronic form to 10 Downing Street. We believe that e-petitions are a step in the right direction to
connecting with the public in the spirit of 21st Century technology and engagement. As the decline in

1 Registered charity no. 1089464.
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political engagement continues,2 people are forging new connections within their communities or interest
groups—particularly in areas they feel are neglected by government. E-petitions facilitate individual
campaigning and the launch of the 10 Downing Street e-Petitions site in November 2006 has provided a
convenient and innovative opportunity to help people communicate with Government and with the Prime
Minister’s OYce. Since the launch of this site, petitions from the public have significantly grown in
number—in the year that the site has been running, over 29,000 petitions have been submitted with over 5.8
million signatures.

Cancer Research UK has found that new communication channels and technology can open up
discussion and engagement to new audiences and greatly increase participation. In our current campaign,
Screening Matters, over 25,000 people have engaged with our campaign online, in addition to the 40,000
who have signed our pledge cards.

We would be interested in hearing more about the details of the e-petitions process but we would hope
that any scheme facilitates the important role that charities play to campaign for change. Whilst a website
for e-petitions (such as the Number 10 Downing Street site) is a convenient tool to allow individuals to easily
engage with Government, charities such as Cancer Research UK would need to have access to petitioners”
details to run a successful and sustained campaign. Cancer Research UK uses the details of people who sign
petitions to keep them updated on the progress of the campaign and to provide continued information and
support to them. We would suggest that a flexible system is put into place where there are numerous ways
to present electronic petitions—including through an e-petition website as well as presenting electronic
petitions in diVerent formats such as CD-ROM etc. This would allow charities to access useful and
important data to allow them to communicate with their supporters. We would also hope that any such
scheme requires the same verification data as any written petition (eg name and postal address) and does
not make it compulsory to include other more onerous validation information such as IP addresses or e-
mail addresses.

We believe that e-petitions have the ability to help the House of Commons improve its links and
connections with the public—both individually as well as through charities who often present a powerful
platform from which people can rally behind big causes such as cancer or the environment. This inquiry
provides an opportunity to think about the future possibilities of petitioning as well as the barriers to
petitioning. As outlined in the Public Petitions and Early Day Motions report,3 current procedures can act as
a barrier to presenting electronic signatures and may even prevent MPs from presenting online signatures.4

Moreover, we agree that it is vital that members should engage with e-petitions in the same way as written
petitions.

Moving Forward

It will be important to widely publicise the process and function of e-petitions. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that charities, as well as members of the general public, have little knowledge of the rules or process
of petitioning their MP and in turn, the House of Commons. The Committee may want to consider how it
can best explain the petitioning process to facilitate engagement with the democratic process. One example
of how this has been done elsewhere is the Scottish Parliament’s DVD aimed at those working in the
community. This uses real life examples of how the process works and can be an instrument of change.

The Committee should also clearly articulate the process for taking petitions forward. The Government
should take into account concerns around the eVectiveness of the current system and ensure that it
implements fully the learnings from elsewhere, such as the Scottish system which has been highly praised
and is now being adopted by Germany.

Whilst the Public Petitions and Early Day Motions report5 clearly states opposition to the establishment
of a Petitions Committee (as is in place in Scotland), the Scottish Government’s approach does have the
benefit of being able to address the question of how petitions can influence the decision making process by
allowing the petitioner to continue to have an active participatory role with a number of follow up stages.
Where appropriate, the Petitioning Committee also explicitly links petitions to changes in draft legislation.
We would be interested in how this can be done whilst maintaining the important link between a petition
and the MP.

November 2007

2 For example, voting is down from 84% participation in 1950 to just 62% in the last election, with only 37% of 18–24 year old
voting in the 2005 UK election.

3 House of Commons Procedure Committee, First Report of Session 2006-2007 Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, May
2007.

4 In her evidence to the House of Commons Procedure Committee, Theresa May MP stated that current procedures had
prevented her from presenting 960 online signatures that she had gathered.

5 House of Commons Procedure Committee, First Report of Session 2006–07 Public Petitions and Early Day Motions,May 2007.
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Peter LuV MP (P14)

People should petition the House through their MPs. The current system works well and should be
retained. This new idea risks seriously diminishing the role of individual MPs and I would need a lot of
persuasion even to think of supporting it in the most lukewarm fashion. What will this add to our democracy
except trivial issues being talked up by internet campaigners with a mission while diminishing the voice of
those who prefer not to use the technology? This is an idea whose time has not come and I hope never will!

January 2008

Mr Robert Goodwill MP (P15)

I see no reason why an e-petition should be any diVerent from a traditional one ie generally ignored and
possibly good for a press release for the Member presenting it. The Number 10 website similarly gives people
an opportunity to vent their spleen without actually getting anywhere.

In Estonia there is a system where the initiative with the most support or reaching a certain number of
signatures on the parliament website has to be debated and voted. Maybe this could be a way of choosing
some of the topical debates or providing some more interest in Friday sitting days.

January 2008

Derek Wyatt MP (P17)

If you do not ask for a postcode at the very least in a petition then you are asking for trouble, as via social
network sites, groups will ask citizens from across the world to sign them.

January 2008

Management Board, House of Commons (P20)

Introduction

1. This memorandum responds to the Procedure Committee’s request for evidence in respect of its inquiry
into e-petitions. It aims to set out, as far is possible at this relatively early stage, some of the resource
implications that might result from the introduction of a system of e-petitioning. This tentative analysis
suggests that the running costs of the proposed system might be in excess of £² million per annum in addition
to set up costs of around £° million.

Written Petitions: The Existing System

2. The Clerk of the House described the operation of the existing system of petitioning the House of
Commons in some detail in his submission to the Procedure Committee’s 2006–07 inquiry into Public
Petitions and Early Day Motions.1 The system is managed by a Clerk of Public Petitions, based in the
Journal OYce, who advises Members and prospective petitioners on the rules relating to public petitions.
This often involves redrafting the main text or “prayer” of a petition. At present, the Clerk of Public
Petitions has a number of other responsibilities, and deals with an average of two or three petition-related
matters a day. Two OYce Clerks work to support the Journal OYce and are involved with the preparation of
petitions for printing and receipt of observations on petitions from Government Departments. These OYce
Clerks have considerable other responsibilities, matters relating to petitions taking up a small fraction of
their time.

3. From the start of the current session, all presented petitions have been printed in Hansard. The full text
of a petition is printed directly after the presenting Member’s remarks on the floor of the House.
Observations on petitions are printed, along with the full text of the original petition, in a section of the daily
Hansard which appears immediately after Written Ministerial Statements. In the first weeks of this session
(up to the 18th December), 37 petitions were presented on the floor of the House, taking up 44 minutes and
just over 11 Hansard pages. 21 observations on petitions have been printed, using a little over 101/2 Hansard
pages. Petitions presented on the floor are recorded by the usual Hansard team. Observations on petitions
are dealt with by two people under the supervision of the editors.

4. On average it takes a little over one minute to present a petition on the floor of the House. The table
below shows, by session, the number of petitions formally presented on the floor, and the number of hours
spent on their presentation.

1 Procedure Committee, First Report of Session 2006–07, Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, HC 513, Ev 15.
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Table 1

PETITIONS PRESENTED TO THE HOUSE OF COMMONS IN SESSIONS 1989–90 to 2005–06

Time spent
Formal on formal Petitions on

presentation presentation Informal Petitions which no
Total Petitions (floor of (floor of presentation receiving observations

Session Presented House) House) (via bag) observations made

1998–99 99 56 1.06 hrs 43 37 62
1999–2000 87 68 1.22 hrs 19 55 32
2000–01(a) 36 28 0.37 hrs 8 26 9
2001–02(b) 129 109 2.26 hrs 20 97 32
2002–03 220 194 4.27 hrs 26 178 42
2003–04 128 112 2.31 hrs 16 82 16
2004–05(a) 51 44 0.59 hrs 7 43 10
2005–06(b) 294 258 4.44 hrs 36 201 50(c)

2006–07 161 142 3.16 hrs 19 112 49(d)

(a) Short session; (b) Long Session; (c) Awaiting observations from 43 Petitions; (d) This figure includes
petitions which may have received observations in the current session.

Source: House of Commons Library Factsheet No 7—Public Petitions and Journal OYce Records.

Proposed System

5. Although the Procedure Committee has not yet set out its proposals for an e-petitioning system, it
recommended in its earlier report that any e-petition scheme be based on the following principles: Members
should be engaged with e-petitions as they are with written petitions; e-petitions should be open for the
addition of e-signatures for a certain period before formal presentation; and, once presented, they should
have the same status as written petitions. On this basis e-petitions would be presented formally, in the same
way as written petitions.

6. We understand the Committee is looking at a web-based system on which members of the public would
be able to draft and submit e-petitions. If the e-petition complied with the rules, the author’s constituency
Member would be asked to act as its facilitator. By doing so the Member would be, at least provisionally,
agreeing in due course to present the e-petition to the House thereby mirroring the role of a Member in
respect of traditional petitions. The e-petition would then be published on the website and other members
of the public could sign it. Both the initiator and the subsequent signatories might be required to provide a
postal address and postcode as well as their name and email address.

7. After a certain length of time the e-petition would be closed for further signatures and could then be
formally presented to the House. The system might allow emails to be sent to the petitioners informing them
of any subsequent actions in respect of the petition (such as receipt of any Government’s observations).

8. In many respects a system along these lines would have more similarities with the system set up by No.10
Downing Street than with any other parliamentary system. The No.10 Downing Street e-petitions website,
which opened in November 2006, has received over 29,000 petitions. Of these 8,500 are currently live and
available for signing, over 6,000 have finished and 14,601 have been rejected outright. There have been over
5.8 million signatures, originating from over 3.9 million diVerent email addresses.2

9. We cannot say that a House of Commons e-petitions system would be as heavily used as the No.10 site
has been, but it would be unwise to assume otherwise. It is possible that people petitioning the Prime
Minister through the Downing Street site would also want to submit their petitions to Parliament. The
Procedure Committee has stated that it believes that “Parliament should be the primary recipient of petitions
from the public”, and this was also stated by the Government which suggested that Parliament should be
the natural recipient of “national petitions”.3 It seems reasonable to expect that a House of Commons e-
petitioning system would attract considerable attention. It is already the case that the presentation of written
petitions on local issues often gains press coverage in the relevant area.

10. On this basis, if, for example, 20,000 petitions were received per year, this works out at just over 384
per week. If the same number of petitions was processed only during sitting weeks, the figure would be 555,
which translates into about 135 per sitting day. It is unlikely that all of these petitions would meet the rules,
but they would still have to be processed by House staV. Downing Street rejects slightly less than half of the
petitions it receives as inadmissible. A possible option which could be considered would be to establish a

2 E-Petitions: One Year On, 13 November 2007. http://www.pm.gov.uk/output/Page11051.asp
3 The Government’s response to the Procedure Committee’s First Report, Session 2006–07, on Public Petitions and Early Day

Motions, paragraph 15 (Cm 7193).
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procedure which restricted the number of petitions to a specified number, for example through a ballot. The
number allowed might be adjusted each year if the number presented proved more or less than expected.
This could help the House manage the risks involved.

Implications of the Proposed System

ICT Considerations

11. Any e-petitions system will, by definition, be dependent for its operation on the robustness and
capacity of the ICT systems which underpin it. The Downing Street e-petitions system was built in
partnership with mySociety using open source software However, we understand that this system has at
times been unable to cope with levels of use, and requires significant ongoing maintenance. Software
resilience, robustness, maintenance and ongoing support arrangements will need to be considered as part
of the procurement process. Given that a system to be used by the House will need to be compatible with
the associated procedures (eg for identifying the Member to facilitate the petition), it is likely to be more
complex than the present No.10 site. This will tend to increase both the cost and timeframe required to
design, build and test the system.

12. There are essentially three options for procuring and building an e-petitions system:

— Tender for complete solution including hosting.

— Tender for separate aspects of the solution (ie web application, hosting, mass e-mailer) but
internally manage the solution.

— Build the system using internal resources and contractors.

13. The first option is most attractive as it reduces risks to Parliament of systems failure. Compatibility
with other Parliamentary systems is of lower importance, so long as the content can be easily transferred.
The second option is high risk as it splits the overall responsibility for a solution. With the third option there
is a high risk as Parliamentary ICT has no experience of managing the volume of transactions that might
be called for.

Risk Management

Supplier Choice

14. It will be extremely important to find a supplier that has both a proven track record of providing
complex systems, and one that will engage fully with the House on the right level. Given the lack of other
comparable e-petitions systems, there must be some doubt over whether there are many existing suppliers
with the requisite experience to tender for a complete system.

System Failure

15. No ICT system can be entirely guaranteed against failure. One approach to managing that risk would
be to set a level of use beyond which the system would not be expected to cope. The system will be more
expensive and challenging to build and maintain the higher that level is set. The consequences of a complete
system failure must be considered when setting that level. If e-petitioning has a high public profile, there
may be more severe consequences than for other internet-based systems (for example, a select committee’s
e-consultations system failing due to high demand). A further possibility is to build the system so that it
could be scaled up to cope with demand as and when it arrives. This may be more expensive at the outset
but it could be diYcult, and potentially more expensive, to enhance a “simple” solution as this would require
a fundamental re-design or re-build.

Increase in e-mail and other traYc

16. The introduction of e-petitions may result in an increased flow of traYc through the existing e-mail
system. Not only would large volumes of e-mails need to be sent in connection with the petitions, possibly
including e-mails to all signatories of a petition updating them on its progress, but Members of the House
may also receive more correspondence about petitions. A figure of up to 6,000 extra constituent queries per
year was suggested in oral evidence to the Committee.4 At a conservative estimate that there might be half
that number of constituents contacting Members by e-mail and that each contact will be once-for-all, that
still amounts to almost 2 million e-mails per year. The system at present averages 2 million incoming e-mails
per calendar month so those numbers would represent an 8% increase in e-mail to the Parliamentary
Network.
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Costs

17. The costs are likely to vary significantly between the diVerent methods of procurement and can only
be estimated in very broad terms at present. On that basis we would estimate about £500,000 for system
build, plus an annual contracted maintenance support figure, which would typically be about 20% of the
cost of the build. In addition, an in-house ICT Contract Manager may be needed. It is also possible that,
as well as the increases in e-mail traYc referred to above, there would be a significant increase in queries to
the web-centre once an e-petitioning system went live.

Timescale

18. On the basis of the resolution of the House on 25 October 2007, approving the proposals for changes
in the procedures and practices of the House set out in the Government Response to the Procedure
Committee’s report on Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, some preparatory work on e-petitions is
being undertaken. However, until the House gives its express authority for an e-petitioning system, tenders
cannot be invited. It is very likely that any such invitation would fall within the scope of EU procurement
rules. It is estimated that, given the likely requirements for both functionality and reliability, establishing
an e-petition system would take 12–18 months from the date of the House’s decision to proceed.

Other Resources

19. It is diYcult to estimate what non-ICT staV resources might be required. No.10 initially
underestimated the amount of staV time required to process individual e-petitions. The No.10 site has at
times taken several weeks to process submitted petitions. Such delays may not be considered acceptable in
a parliamentary context. As noted above, all submitted petitions would need to be processed by staV to
ensure that they were in order. These staV would also have to deal with queries from Members and
petitioners.

20. Very often the House has chosen to resource new activities with a small staV on the basis that
additional staV could be provided at a later date if demand warranted it. This approach has two drawbacks
in this case. Firstly there is a risk that a small staV could be overwhelmed leading to delays in processing
petitions or assisting Members and thus damaging the reputation of the new procedure and even potentially
of the House and its relations with the public more broadly. Secondly, No.10 found that traYc increased
very rapidly after their scheme was launched. It would be very diYcult to scale up a small team with the
necessary speed if the House scheme experienced a similar phenomenon. (If the No.10 website is
discontinued or redirects potential petitioners to the House, traYc could be significant from the beginning.)

21. Taking these factors into account, and recognising that at this stage any estimate must be hedged with
uncertainties, our view is that it would be sensible to provide a team of, say, seven staV-similar to the size
of a departmental select committee team. Initially, at least some of the staV would be engaged on a
temporary basis until the continuing demand was established. If the Committee decides to recommend the
establishment of a Petitions Committee to oversee the new procedure this team could also provide support
for that committee.

Parliamentary Procedures

Sitting Hours

22. The formal presentation of e-petitions on the floor of the House could add significantly to the length
of sittings. If the House of Commons received 10,000 petitions over an average session (half that suggested
in the calculation in paragraph 9 of this memorandum), and 5,000 were orderly, this could mean, on average,
more than 30 presented each sitting day, taking up approximately 30 minutes on the floor of the House.
Over a session this could amount to as much as 73 hours. Longer sittings would add to the cost of allowances
for night duty staV and have implications for late-night transport. The costs are tentatively estimated at
some £150,000 per annum. If the number of petitions to be presented proved to be so high as to aVect
significantly the length of sittings, it would be possible to consider alternative modes of presentation eg in
Westminster Hall or in a designated Committee sitting.

Printing

23. Based on the printing of petitions since the start of the current session, a petition takes up just over
two Hansard columns, including both the presentation, and the printing of the Government observation on
the petition. Using the same scenario as for sitting hours, this could amount to more than 10,000 columns
per session, adding roughly £170,000 to printing costs. Most of the staYng cost of this would be absorbed
into any cost of the House sitting longer as presentation would be recorded by the usual Hansard team.
However, additional resources may be required to manage the printing of observations.
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Progressing a Petition

24. At present Members can follow-up a petition or observations on a petition by, for example, asking
parliamentary questions or seeking an adjournment debate on the issue raised by the petition. In practice
this happens only very occasionally. In response to the Procedure Committee’s recommendation that there
should be a regular opportunity to initiate debate on a specific petition, the Government suggested that
Members use existing adjournment debate opportunities to debate petitions and stated that “it would be
open to a Member to “tag” the petition on the Order Paper”.5

25. Under the current system petitions, and Government observations on petitions, are sent to the relevant
select committee. Select committees have not to date taken any substantive action on the basis of petitions
sent to them, and the Procedure Committee concluded that they should not be compelled to do so. As the
Government noted in its response to the Committee’s report, the situation may change if committees receive
petitions that have received wide publicity or support. The Government has also suggested that
consideration of public petitions should be incorporated into the “core tasks” of select committees.6

Summary of Resource Implications

26. Based on the assumptions set out above, the running costs of the proposed system are tentatively
estimated to be at least £² million per annum in addition to set up costs of around £° million. The breakdown
of this figure is shown in the table below:

POSSIBLE COSTS

Initial costs £k Running costs £pa

System cost 500 —
Maintenance contract — 100
Contract manager(a) — 70
Petitions staV(a) — 350
Later sittings — 150
Hansard printing — 170

Total 500 840

Notes: (a) Based on mid-point of pay scales. Includes employees NICs, pension contributions and ICT costs,
but not other costs such as accommodation, recruitment and training.

Data Protection

27. Any information collected by an e-petitions system about the individual petitioners is likely to include
at least some personal information under the Data Protection Act (DPA), to ensure that the “signatures”
collected are genuine. The House will therefore be responsible for the proper holding and processing of that
information. Similar responsibilities will fall on any individual Member (eg the facilitator of an e-petition)
to whom that information may be passed.

28. Under the DPA, any person asked to provide personal information must be told in advance of what
uses will be made of that information. This usually takes the form of a prominent data protection notice
made available at the point the data is collected. Such notices should include whether the information might
be passed to another party, such as the Member facilitating the e-petition and provide an option to either
“opt-in” or “opt-out” of any further use being made of their personal data (the former is a fairer option and
better practice but the latter gives a higher return of usable data).

Connecting Parliament and the Public

29. If the opportunity to submit and sign e-petitions is taken up by large numbers of people, it is possible
that e-petitions may become one of the principal avenues for public involvement with Parliament. The
success of the system may therefore have a direct impact on the wider standing of the House and of the
services it oVers to the public. However, a system of e-petitions is only likely to be a successful means of
connecting with the public if citizens can see that signing a petition has some eVect. It will be important,
therefore, to explain what actions will follow the presentation of a petition. Possibilities range from simple
acknowledgements sent to those signing, through a follow-up parliamentary question or adjournment
debate, to consideration by a select committee (see paragraphs 24 and 25 above). Unless such measures are
in place and seen to be an eVective form of “listening” by the House, it is likely that the public will react

5 The Government’s response to the Procedure Committee’s First Report, Session 2006–07, on Public Petitions and Early Day
Motions, paragraph 14 (Cm 7193).

6 Ibid. Paragraph 12.
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negatively, thereby undermining rather than enhancing other measures to connect Parliament and the
public. Whatever proposal is agreed it will be essential to explain it carefully so that expectations of what
people can expect are clear and not overstated.

International Comparators

30. No Parliament has a system of e-petitioning that is directly comparable to what is envisaged for the
House of Commons. The Scottish, German, European and Portuguese Parliaments have all introduced
electronic versions of their written petitions systems, but already had a Petitions Committee, or similar
entity, to progress or refer petitions.7 The examples described below include systems that manage from a
few hundred, to thousands of petitions a year. The Committee may wish to examine why some Parliaments
have received relatively few e-petitions.

31. Under the Scottish Parliament’s system, petitions are hosted online for an agreed period, after which
the petition is formally submitted to a Petitions Committee for consideration. Petitions to the Scottish
Parliament must be limited to policy and relevant concerns within the competence of the Scottish
Parliament. The Scottish Parliament receives around 120 petitions a year, of which 50% are e-petitions. Two
Clerks and an administrative oYcer support the petitions process full-time.

32. The German Bundestag started accepting e-petitions September 2005. By the start of 2007 the e-
petitioning system had received 252 public petitions. The Bundestag has a Petitions Committee with 80 staV
and receives more than 20,000 petitions a year on average. The European Parliament expects to receive at
least 1300 petitions this year, 40% of these being e-petitions. The European Parliament has a Petitions
Committee which may conduct its own investigation, refer the matter to a committee or, in exceptional
cases, submit a report for the Parliament to vote on.

33. In Australia, the Queensland and Tasmanian Parliaments and the Australian Senate accept e-petitions
and the Australian House of Representatives Standing Committee on Procedure has recently recommended
the introduction of electronic petitioning.8 The Senate system of petitioning is very similar to that of the
House of Commons. Senate Standing Orders do not refer to e-petitions, but in practice they are accepted.
The Senator presenting or “lodging” the petition (which is a print-out of the terms of the petition and its
signatures) is required to verify the authenticity of the petition. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the
percentage of such petitions is not high. The Queensland Parliament, which requires a Member to sponsor
a petition from the outset, received 36 e-petitions in the 18 month period from August 2002 to April 2004.9

January 2008

Mr Graham Allen MP (P21)

E-petitioning falls into the referendum/populist category of e-democracy, I would hope that the
Committee will be spending at least as much time on e- pre-legislative scrutiny which invites people into the
world of representative democracy requiring considered amendment of bills and interaction with the
standing committees mediator and ultimately the government in producing better law.

Since I represent the least educated constituency in the UK my concern about e-petitioning is that it will
inevitably be skewed away from my constituents who have lower PC use, are less literate and include a high
percentage of the elderly.

My second concern is that the e-traYc that I get as an MP is often more reactive and less considered than
the comments and problems which I receive in letters. There is far more response to what the media have
selected to be on television on a given day in my email traYc than in correspondence. In order to generate
stories, the 24/7 media will have no compunction in launching media e-campaigns at MPs—one on MPs’
pay and expenses would always be a good stand-by for a slow news day. MPs will be able to pass their days
scrubbing down the Parliamentary graYti sprayed overnight on their PCs rather than figuring out the more
onerous job of how they should be holding government to account.

All petitions are open to abuse but as we all know from our own experience you can attempt to recruit
hundreds of other people at the touch of a button and they may choose to meet your request since doing so
requires little eVort on their behalf. No doubt the Committee will be aware of these problems.

Most petitions are actually misdirected to MPs and Parliament since they should be aimed at the
Executive ie Government. Is the intention to re-direct all petitions requiring government action and only
deal with those which require Parliamentary action? In this case more eVective means of individual Members

7 In Portugal an online petitioning system runs concurrently with the conventional paper system. Both types of petition are
“sifted” in the cabinet of the President and then, depending on the number of signatories, are assigned to the appropriate
committee or scheduled for debate in the plenary Assembly.

8 Making a DiVerence: Petitioning the House of Representatives, House of Representatives Standing Committee on Procedure,
August 2007, Canberra.

9 Submission of the Clerk of the House of Representatives (No 1) to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on
Procedure, September 2006.
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raising debates to respond to Parliamentary concerns will be required. Without this, Parliament and MPs
will continue their role as post-boxes and if this is to be the case I hope proper provision will be made to get
us some nicely designed uniforms with shiny buttons!

My biggest concern however relates to the response that petitioners receive to their petitions from
government. For both written and e-petitions there has to be a binding obligation on the relevant
government department to issue a reasoned response which the MP can then forward to all those who have
petitioned, the historical practise of at best acknowledging and usually ignoring MPs’ petitions has served
only to reveal the low level of respect in which they are held by government.

January 2008

Mr Andrew Dismore MP (P23)

I can’t see the point. Constituency Members should be involved, and I don’t see how you can devise an
e-petition which wouldn’t cut them out. Also some of us are more technologically challenged than others,
and this could lead to a diVerential service between MPs. I think people like to do petitions in the old
fashioned way. If we are modernising, then I think a more important reform would be to be a bit more
relaxed about the need to use the old fashioned and archaic wording and let people use the text they want.
I also think we should have a minimum number of signatories for a petition on the floor of the House to be
presented. I recall Norman Baker using a tactic to block David MacLean’s Bill, of a whole batch of petitions
at the same time with a handful of names on.

Then who is going to respond to the e-petitions. People will expect something to happen. This is a gimmick
and I don’t think it is a sensible one.

January 2008

Fiona Mactaggart MP (P26)

I have not replied to this because it does not deal with a problem I encountered when I submitted an e-
petition on Tuesday. That was that the petition had many signatures, but some were anonymous and a
couple were saboteurs (it was on the subject of prostitution) and I think that the systems would have to allow
for some editing or similar to deal with such matters.

I hope that helps your Committee’s considerations.

January 2008

National Assembly for Wales’ Petitions Committee (P30)

I am writing to you as the chair of the National Assembly for Wales’ Petitions Committee with some early
observations of the developing petitions system in Wales, that I hope you will find useful in your
deliberations.

We see our petitions system as having a key role to play in increasing accessibility of the public to the
National Assembly for Wales (NAfW), and e-petitions particularly as providing an additional tool to help
widen participation. We intend to launch our e-petitions system by May this year. The process of
considering available options for developing an e-petitions system, in particular developing appropriate
guidance, has identified broader issues about the “petitions system” in Wales that first need to be resolved.

This letter therefore outlines the background to the petitions system in Wales and how it has developed
since its inception last summer; the fundamental issues we have identified and our current thinking on these;
and how we intend to shape the system in the future, including discussion of our proposed e-petitions system.

Background

The Government of Wales Act 2006 established a new committee structure including for the first time a
Petitions Committee to provide the public with a direct and easily accessible route to engage with democracy
in Wales.

Our Standing Orders under the 2006 Act provides basic rules for the National Assembly for Wales to
consider petitions.10 Specifically, the admissibility of petitions is considered by the Presiding OYcer, and
requires that petitions:

— Ask the Assembly to do something that it has the power to do.

10 Standing Order 28: Public Petitions (http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-docs-third-standingorders.pdf)
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— Have at least 10 signatures (or be supported by a corporate body).

— Are not oVensive/defamatory.

— Are not the same as/substantially similar to a petition presented less than a year ago.

Current Position

The Petitions Committee had limited publicity when it was first formed, although awareness was raised
to a suYcient level for us to start receiving petitions.

In practice, the general admissibility of petitions was delegated by the Presiding OYcer to the Clerk to
the Committee on the understanding that the admissibility criteria in Standing Orders were not used
bureaucratically to limit the number and scope of petitions submitted. Only borderline submissions have
been referred to the Presiding OYcer for a decision.

Workload

Since the Petitions Committee was established: 49 petitions have been submitted,11 of which:

— 3 have been deemed inadmissible.

— 5 are currently awaiting determination for admissibility.

— 16 have been closed.

— 25 are currently “open” and progressing through the system.

Emerging observations

Clear patterns are beginning to emerge with respect to petition subjects which are broadly categorised in
Annex 1. Early observations highlight:

— 33% of petitions received oppose local authority actions and decisions.

— 8% of petitions have called for a change in legislation (generally the introduction of new legislation
using the new powers conferred by the Government of Wales Act 2006).

— Health, environmental and education issues feature prominently (16%, 8% and 8% respectively).

Outcomes and early conclusions

It was not clear when the committee was established how the public would react to this new process, and
what the outcomes might be. An issue raised in the Petitions Committee can be passed to a scrutiny
committee and could ultimately result in legislative competence or new legislation; however, a more likely
outcome is for a petition to receive a fair and open public hearing before it is closed. This is a positive result
that often exposes and clarifies evidence; having the eVect of raising public and political awareness of an
issue and providing satisfaction for the petitioners. In some cases, evidence highlighted by the process
provides petitioners with further options to seek a resolution to their grievance or proposal. Annex 2 to this
letter provides you with some case study summaries of successful petitions.

It is clear to us there is a lack of public understanding of the role and remit of the Committee,
highlighted by:

— Confusion between the Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) and the legislature (NAfW) and
their respective roles.

— The proportion of petitions we have received seeking to redress local authority decisions.

— Confusion over devolution and where lines are drawn between the WAG and UK Government,
and indeed between NAfW and UK Parliament.

Regarding the first point, we have a lot of work to do together with the Assembly Government in
improving engagement with citizens and increasing public awareness and understanding of our respective
roles.

Regarding the second and third points, the Committee has little scope of direct action available to it in
handling these petitions, but can ask WAG to justify its policies governing local authorities and the planning
system. Likewise, a fraction of petitions ask us to take action on reserved matters which is clearly not within
our gift.

The principle of subsidiarity is therefore a key concern for my committee and needs to be explored further
through debate and agreement with the tiers of democracy in which we are embedded.

11 At 22 February 2008.
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The Future of Petitions

Although the sample size is small, and it is early to be drawing conclusions about the scope of petitions
being presented to us, public awareness of the system will increase further over the coming months, in
particular with the introduction of e-petitions which will be publicly launched and will make the process
quicker and easier for people to organise petitions, collect signatures and submit their petitions online.

The principle of subsidiarity

Understanding our position within the democratic system is essential if the NAfW petitions’ system is
to be eYcient and eVective. We intend to open discussions with the Welsh Local Government Association
(WLGA); with UK Parliament, hence this approach to you; and the European Parliament. We will seek
agreement on what is appropriate for us to consider through our petitions system, and be clear about what
is not appropriate for us to consider. Where we are not the appropriate body to handle a petition, we will
be as helpful as possible in signposting petitioners to the most relevant institution. It is therefore essential
that we have a good understanding of how petitions will be handled at each democratic level.

Developing an e-petitions system

In developing a world class e-petitions system, we are learning from current best practice, and particularly
recognise the importance of making our petitions system as interactive as possible, for example, providing
the facility to leave comments or add to a discussion board. In the UK there is an established e-petitions
system in the Scottish Parliament and there are notable local examples of e-petitions systems, in particular
in Bristol and Kingston-upon-Thames local authorities. We are liaising with these institutions to learn from
their experience. The European Parliament also has an e-petitions system, and my committee will be visiting
them in early April.

When we introduce e-petitions, we will clearly have to tailor it to the requirements of Wales, particularly
being mindful of the bi-lingual requirements of the Welsh Language Act, as well as seeking to encourage
participation from those who appear to be less engaged.

The e-petition system is an important part of the Assembly’s work in ensuring that it is accessible and
transparent. The Assembly is developing an information campaign to communicate how the petition system
can be used, and to explain the opportunities and limitations of the system.

We would welcome further dialogue with you on developing appropriate cooperation.

Val Lloyd
Chair, Petitions Committee
February 2008

Annex 1

Percentage of total
Petition category Number of petitions (this Assembly)

Local authority planning issues 9 18.4%
Other local authority action 7 14.3%
Change in legislation 4 8.2%
Transport 6 12.2%
Health 8 16.3%
Environment 4 8.2%
Education 4 8.2%
Other 7 14.3%

Annex 2

CASE STUDY SUMMARIES OF SUCCESSFUL PETITIONS

Petition to Re-open Carno Railway Station

Background

This petition called on the Welsh Assembly Government to re-open Carno Station. A station had existed
on the line, but closed on the 1960s. Petitioners observed that the Cambrian line from Shrewsbury to
Aberystwyth passing through Carno was the longest stretch of line without an intermediate station in Wales
(at 22 miles long between Caersws and Machynlleth), and highlighted potential benefits including decreased
car use for medium and long distance journeys.
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Process

The Committee considered the petition and referred it to the Enterprise and Learning Committee which
met in Carno and listened to the case of the Carno Action Group, and taking evidence from key stakeholders
including: Powys County Council, Network Rail, Arriva Trains Wales, and the Welsh Assembly
Government. The E&L Committee evaluated the evidence and laid a report before the Assembly making
recommendations to the Government.

Outcome

The Welsh Assembly Government responded to the E&L Committee’s report. It suggested petitioners
work with the regional transport consortium to ensure the station would meet technical criteria and be
included as a priority in the forthcoming regional transport plan.

Petition Against an Application from Redrow Homes to Discharge Sewage into the Nant Cylla
River

Background

The petitioners opposed the application made by Redrow Homes to discharge emergency sewage into the
Nant Cylla River which flows through Ystrad Mynach.

The petitioners took a range of actions to object to the proposals, and the reasons for their objections,
including writing to the Environment Agency setting out their objections to the application.

The petitioners requested that the National Assembly for Wales call in the application for determination.
They believed that there was a bias within the Environment Agency in favour of allowing the application
and they therefore could not make an objective, impartial assessment.

Process

Whilst the petition primarily related to a local issue under consideration by the Environment Agency, the
petitioners also expressed concern regarding the general principle of emergency discharge of sewage into
rivers.

The Committee invited the petitioners in to give evidence and explain their case.

The Committee also sought clarification from the Assembly Government and the Environment Agency
(who presented evidence at a subsequent meeting) to clarify their policy on emergency discharge of sewers.

Outcome

Despite the petition topic being a local issue, the Committee focused on what it had the power to do and
scrutinised the Environment Agency’s emergency discharge of sewage policy, concluding it was insuYcient.
The chair brought this to the attention of the relevant Minister who confirmed the Environment Agency
would be asked to update its guidance on this matter.

During this process the Environment Agency informed us that Redrow Homes had withdrawn their
application for emergency sewage discharge into the river.

Petition Against the Changing of a School Name from Ysgol Gyfun Rhydfelen to Ysgol Gyfun
Garth Olwyg

Background

The petitioners opposed the decision taken by Rhondda Cynon TaV County Borough Council to change
the name of Ysgol Gyfun Rhydfelen to Ysgol Gyfun Gath Olwg following its relocation to a new site. The
petitioners stated that the council took the decision against the will of parents, pupils, staV and school
governors.

A name change came about when the school was moved two miles to a new campus. The Local Education
Authority imposed a name change and did not consult with school governors.

There was historical significance attached to the school’s name, being the first Welsh language secondary
school in South Wales. Primarily the school argued that this heritage and the positive “brand” association
with the school’s name would be lost with a name change, and that the process used by the LEA to change
the name had contravened the relevant guidance.
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Process

Petitioners submitted detailed written evidence which was considered by the Committee, and led to them
presenting oral evidence in Committee. Petitioners including school pupils attended committee whenever
this issue was being discussed, and were involved in the oral presentation.

Outcome

Evidence emerged that although the authority to change the school’s name ultimately lay with the LEA,
the process that had been followed did not comply with Welsh Assembly Government guidance to schools,
which was at odds with the relevant legislation. This was brought to the government’s attention and has
resulted in the guidance being withdrawn and updated to compliment the legislation.

Although the school name was not reinstated, significant evidence came to light that would be useful to
the school in progressing their grievance through other channels. We received feedback that they were
pleased with the fair and open public hearing they had received by the committee.

Ann McKechin MP (P33)

I write with regard to the Procedure Committee’s consultation on e-petitions. I fully support the
modernisation of the petitions system for the Commons to reflect the changing ways that constituents
communicate and campaign. I believe that it is important that as elected representatives we find more
eVective ways in which we can be contacted by our constituents about matters that concern them.

The current system for petitioning the Commons does not reflect modern campaigning and
communication methods and is largely unknown amongst the general public. E-petitioning would be one
way of modernising the process but it would need to be managed in such a way as to allow Parliament to
respond adequately to the issues raised. It would not be satisfactory to create a system that led to an overload
of petitions to which Parliament was not able to respond eVectively.

I would suggest that the Committee considers whether a minimum number of signatures would be
required before a formal response could be provided. Distinction would have to be made however to allow
genuinely pressing but fundamentally local/regional concerns to be raised as well as those of more national
significance. The type of Parliamentary response should also be varied according to the numbers received on
any one petition—this could range from a formal response being requested from a government department,
referral to a select committee for further inquiry or to a Westminster Hall debate or even in the case of a
very large petition a debate on the floor of the main Chamber.

I look forward to reading your recommendations in due course.

January 2008

Printed in the United Kingdom by The Stationery OYce Limited
4/2008 386950 19585
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