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H O U S E o f L O R D S
a brief guide

Each of the three main party groups, Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat, has a
leader, whips who organise the business of the House and departmental spokesmen
who sit on the frontbench.
The Lord Chancellor is the Speaker of the House but, unlike the Speaker of the House
of Commons, has no power to control proceedings.The House regulates itself under
the guidance of the Leader of the House who, as well as leading the party in
government, has a responsibility to the House as a whole.
Many peers have no party affiliation and are known as Crossbenchers.They have a
Convenor but no whip system.Their independence is a distinctive feature of the
House of Lords.

Some Important Dates in the History of the House of Lords
Members

Party Groups
For more information contact:
The House of Lords Information Office Tel: 020 7219 3107

General Information, membership etc. Email: hlinfo@parliament.uk
The House of Lords’ Record Office Tel: 020 7219 3074

(The Parliamentary Archives)

Or visit the House of Lords Web Site at www.parliament.uk for:
• Forthcoming Business in the House of Lords
• The Official Report (Hansard) of Daily Proceedings
• Public Bills in Progress
• Select Committees – Reports and Programme of Work
• Judicial Business and Judgments
• General Information

HOUSE of LORDS LONDON  SW1A 0PW

Unlike MPs, Lords are unelected and unpaid, except for certain allowances to cover
attendance which is voluntary.There is no upper
limit on the total number of members.They include:
ARCHBISHOPS AND BISHOPS 26
LIFE PEERS, INCLUDING LAW LORDS *543
ELECTED HEREDITARY PEERS 90
HEREDITARY ROYAL OFFICE HOLDERS 2

*As at February 2000.Apart from the fixed number of bishops and

hereditary peers, numbers in each of the party and crossbench groups

fluctuate. Up to date figures can be found on the Internet.

The House of Lords’ business is recorded in a variety of forms:
• Archives from 1497, including original Acts of Parliament,

are kept in the House of Lords’ Record Office (The
Parliamentary Archives) which is open to the public.

• The day’s proceedings are printed in the Official Report,
referred to as Hansard after its first printer. It is also available
on the Internet, along with much other information.

• The televising of Parliament was pioneered by the House of
Lords in 1985 and the Lords’ proceedings can be seen on the
Parliamentary Channel when the House is sitting.

On Parchment, In Print, On TV and On-Line

Peer taking the oath

14th Century – The Lords begin to sit in a
separate House from the Commons. Members
of the House of Lords are drawn from the
Church (Lords Spiritual) and from magnates
chosen by the Monarch (Lords Temporal), while
Commons members represent the shires and
boroughs.

15th Century – Lords Temporal become
known as “peers”.

18th Century – Acts of Union with Scotland
(1707) and Ireland (1800) entitle Scottish and Irish

peers to elect representatives to sit in the Lords.

1834 – The Palace of Westminster, including the House of Lords, is
destroyed by fire. Rebuilding of the new Palace, designed by Sir
Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin, begins in 1840.

1847 – The House of Lords first sits in its new Chamber.

1876 The Appellate Jurisdiction Act – Creates Lords of Appeal in
Ordinary (Law Lords) to carry out the judicial work of the House as
the final Court of Appeal.

1911 and 1949 Parliament Acts – Allow some bills to become Acts
without the consent of the Lords and limit the power to delay other
bills to one year.

1958 Life Peerages Act – Creates baronies “for life” for men and
women; women sit in the House for the first time.

1963 Peerage Act – Allows hereditary peers to disclaim their
peerages, and hereditary peeresses and all Scottish peers to sit in
the House.

1999 House of Lords Act – Removes the right of all except 92
hereditary peers to sit and vote in the House.



Statements: Business is
sometimes interrupted
at about 3.30 pm for
ministerial statements
followed by a period of
questions.

Debates: Most
Wednesdays are for general
debates on a wide range of
subjects which help to
shape public policy.

Starred Questions:
4 oral questions to the
Government lasting for
30 minutes.

Introductions: Any new peers taking their seat
are introduced in a special ceremony before
business begins.

Legislation:
This may be a
debate on the
Second Reading
of a bill or the
discussion of
amendments in
Committee.

Unstarred Questions:
Short debates (up to 11⁄2
hours) on important
policy issues or matters
of current concern.
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It processes and revises legislation.
Bills have to go through various stages in both
Houses before they receive Royal Assent and
become Acts.The Lords spends about two-thirds
of its time revising or initiating legislation.

It acts as a check on the Government.
Members question the Government orally or
by written questions, they debate policy 
issues and scrutinise secondary legislation.

It provides a forum of independent expertise.
Specialist Select Committees enable members’
wide-ranging expertise to be actively used.
The European Union Committee has 6
sub-committees involving over 70 members
who vet proposed European legislation.
The Science and Technology Committee involves over
20 Members in examining science policy.

It acts as a final Court of Appeal. The House, through its Appellate Committee, fulfills
this function for the United Kingdom in civil cases and for England, Northern Ireland and
Wales in criminal cases. Members include the Law Lords and the Lord Chancellor. Its sittings,
on the Committee corridor, are open to the public.

A Typical Working Day

The Chamber of the House of Lords is the main focus for its work, particularly public
legislation and debates, but much work, mainly by Select Committees and on private
legislation, is done outside the Chamber in committee rooms in the mornings.

The House sits at 2.30 pm from Mondays to Wednesdays and at 3 pm on Thursdays after
party group meetings. If it sits on a Friday it usually starts at 11 am.

NOTICES AND ORDERS OF THE DAY gives details of the daily business.

{

{
{

The House of Lords – What it Does

LIBERAL DEMOCRAT

OPPOSITION

THRONE

BISHOPS

CIVIL SERVANTS

STEPS OF THRONE

WOOLSACK

CLERKS

GOVERNMENT

CROSS BENCHES

The Science and Technology Committee

Legislation: Lords Stages
1st Reading: Formal announcement.
2nd Reading: Debate on general

principles.
Committee: Detailed consideration of

amendments in the
Chamber but sometimes
“off the floor” depending
on nature of Bill.

Report: Further chance for
amendments.

3rd Reading: Last chance to amend.

Consideration
of Commons
Amendments

Royal Assent: By the Queen.

A Message from the Lord Chancellor

O ne of the most familiar 
images of the House of 
Lords is the State Opening

of Parliament by Her Majesty the Queen.
This is a splendid and colourful ceremonial
occasion.The Queen’s Speech (written by the
Government) sets out Parliament’s working
agenda for the coming year.

But the House is not just a place where
grand ceremonies take place.The House has

existed as a separate chamber of Parliament since the 14th century, and is part of
the oldest parliamentary democracy in the world. It is also one of the busiest,
second only to the House of Commons in the number of days and hours it sits.

A major task is to examine and pass legislation.The House plays a key role in
revising legislation sent from the Commons. It also initiates legislation, and so
shares the burden of the legislative load.

Another important function is to act as a check on government by scrutinising its
activities.The House does this by asking questions, debating policy and, through its
Select Committees, taking evidence from Ministers and others.

The House also has an important judicial role as the highest Court of Appeal in
the land.

Members of the House, collectively, have an enormous breadth of expertise and,
individually, are characterised by independence of thought.They complement the
work of the elected House of Commons, which reflects political and constituency
interests and which, unlike the Lords, must spend a substantial amount of time
on financial and public expenditure issues.

I hope this brief guide gives you a flavour of the House’s work and its
contribution to Parliament and the country.

IRVINE OF LAIRG

Minister answering questions
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Peer taking the oath

14th Century – The Lords begin to sit in a
separate House from the Commons. Members
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chosen by the Monarch (Lords Temporal), while
Commons members represent the shires and
boroughs.

15th Century – Lords Temporal become
known as “peers”.

18th Century – Acts of Union with Scotland
(1707) and Ireland (1800) entitle Scottish and Irish

peers to elect representatives to sit in the Lords.

1834 – The Palace of Westminster, including the House of Lords, is
destroyed by fire. Rebuilding of the new Palace, designed by Sir
Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin, begins in 1840.

1847 – The House of Lords first sits in its new Chamber.

1876 The Appellate Jurisdiction Act – Creates Lords of Appeal in
Ordinary (Law Lords) to carry out the judicial work of the House as
the final Court of Appeal.

1911 and 1949 Parliament Acts – Allow some bills to become Acts
without the consent of the Lords and limit the power to delay other
bills to one year.

1958 Life Peerages Act – Creates baronies “for life” for men and
women; women sit in the House for the first time.
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fluctuate. Up to date figures can be found on the Internet.

The House of Lords’ business is recorded in a variety of forms:
• Archives from 1497, including original Acts of Parliament,

are kept in the House of Lords’ Record Office (The
Parliamentary Archives) which is open to the public.

• The day’s proceedings are printed in the Official Report,
referred to as Hansard after its first printer. It is also available
on the Internet, along with much other information.

• The televising of Parliament was pioneered by the House of
Lords in 1985 and the Lords’ proceedings can be seen on the
Parliamentary Channel when the House is sitting.

On Parchment, In Print, On TV and On-Line

Peer taking the oath

14th Century – The Lords begin to sit in a
separate House from the Commons. Members
of the House of Lords are drawn from the
Church (Lords Spiritual) and from magnates
chosen by the Monarch (Lords Temporal), while
Commons members represent the shires and
boroughs.

15th Century – Lords Temporal become
known as “peers”.

18th Century – Acts of Union with Scotland
(1707) and Ireland (1800) entitle Scottish and Irish

peers to elect representatives to sit in the Lords.

1834 – The Palace of Westminster, including the House of Lords, is
destroyed by fire. Rebuilding of the new Palace, designed by Sir
Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin, begins in 1840.

1847 – The House of Lords first sits in its new Chamber.

1876 The Appellate Jurisdiction Act – Creates Lords of Appeal in
Ordinary (Law Lords) to carry out the judicial work of the House as
the final Court of Appeal.

1911 and 1949 Parliament Acts – Allow some bills to become Acts
without the consent of the Lords and limit the power to delay other
bills to one year.

1958 Life Peerages Act – Creates baronies “for life” for men and
women; women sit in the House for the first time.

1963 Peerage Act – Allows hereditary peers to disclaim their
peerages, and hereditary peeresses and all Scottish peers to sit in
the House.

1999 House of Lords Act – Removes the right of all except 92
hereditary peers to sit and vote in the House.


