THE INSTITUTIONS OF NATIONAL GOVERNMENT

Just as most other countries of the world today, the British government has three branches of government and
a bureaucracy. Furthermore, the legislature is divided into two houses, a model that the British invented, an
now is widely copied. However, their system is parliamentary, and the interactions among the branches
are very different from those in a presidential system, such as in the United States. In a parliamentary sys-
tem, the executive branch is fused with the legislative branch because the prime minister and his cabinet are
actually the leaders of parliament. As a result, separation of powers — a major principle of American govern-
ment — does not exist. Also, the judicial branch lacks the power of judicial review, so they have no role i
interpreting the “Constitution of the Crown.”

Britain is a unitary state with political authority centralized in London. Decisions made by the central
government — both laws passed by Parliament and regulations prepared by the bureaucrats in Whitehall —are
binding on all public agencies.

THE CABINET AND THE PRIME MINISTER

The cabinet consists of the prime minister and ministers, each of which head a major bureaucracy of the.
government. Unlike the U.S. cabinet, the British cabinet members are party leaders from Parliament chosen
by the prime minister. The collective cabinet is the center of policymaking in the British political system, and
the prime minister has the responsibility of shaping their decisions into policy. The cabinet does not vote,
but all members publicly support the prime minister’s decisions. In other words, as the leaders of the major-
ity party elected by the people, they take “collective responsibility” for making policy for the country. The
unity of the cabinet is extremely important for the stability of the government.

The prime minister is the “first among equals”, but he/she stands at the apex of the unitary government.
Despite many recent changes, political authority in Britain is still centralized in the London-based govern-
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ment. The prime minister is not directly elected by the people, but is a member of Parliament and the leader
of the majority party. As of 2009, the Labour Party is in power, and has been since 1997.

The prime minister

e speaks legitimately for all members of Parliament

* chooses cabinet ministers and important subordinate posts

makes decisions in the cabinet, with the agreement of the ministers

» campaigns for and represents the party in parliamentary elections

PARLIAMENT

Although British government consists of three branches, little separation of powers exists between the cabi-
net and parliament. Like most other parliamentary systems, the executive and legislative branches are fused,
largely because the leaders of the majority party in parliament are also the cabinet members.

The House of Commons

Even though Britain has multiple political parties, the House of Commons is based on the assumption that
one party will get the majority number of seats, and another will serve as the “opposition.” So, one way to
look at it is that Britain has a multi-party system at the polls, but a two-party system in the House of Com-
mons. Whichever party wins a plurality at the polls becomes the majority party, and the second party be-
comes the “loyal opposition.”

COMPARATIVE EXECUTIVES*

PRIME MINISTER OF BRITAIN PRESIDENT OF THE U.S.

Serves only as long as he/she remains Elected every four years by an

leader of the majority party electoral college based on popular
election

Elected as a member of Parliament (MP) Elected as president

Has an excellent chance of getting Has an excellent chance of ending up

his/her programs past Parliament in gridlock with Congress

Cabinet members not always MPs and Cabinet members usually not

leaders of the majority party from Congress (although they may be)

Cabinet members not experts in policy areas; Expertise in policy areas one
rely on bureaucracy to provide expertise criteria for appointment to cabinet;
members head vast bureaucracies

*Note: The Comparative AP Exam does not require knowledge of U.S. government, but this chart is intended to help students
understand the British executive.






