
 

This note provides an overview of the UK's political landscape 
and key terms.  
In business, a basic understanding of UK politics is valuable, as the decisions and 
policies made by the government can have far-reaching effects on day to day 
operations. In this guide we explain how the UK government is structured, the main 
political parties and devolution. 
 

Structure of the UK Government: 

Parliament 
The UK Parliament is the supreme legislative body, consisting of the Sovereign (The King), the House of Lords, 
and the House of Commons. 
 

●​ The House of Commons has 650 Members of Parliament (MPs) who are directly elected by UK citizens 
in constituency areas. This is the lower house and is the principal parliamentary chamber. 

●​ The House of Lords is the upper house with around 800 members made up of life peers, hereditary 
peers (forthcoming legislation will phase remaining hereditary peers out), and bishops. Its role is to 
scrutinise bills, provide advice, and complement the work of the Commons. 

●​ Parliament is responsible for scrutinising the government's policies, passing laws, approving taxes, and 
checking the Prime Minister's power. 
 

Prime Minister and Cabinet 
●​ The Prime Minister is the head of the government, with their parliamentary party holding the most seats 

in parliament, allowing them to form the government. 
●​ The Prime Minister appoints Cabinet ministers and has overall leadership of the government's policies 

and their delivery, and oversees the operation of the civil service. 
●​ Cabinet ministers are in charge of specific departments like health, education, defense etc. The PM and 

Cabinet are drawn from and are accountable to Parliament. 
 

The Monarchy  
●​ The Monarch (King Charles III) is the Head of State and theoretical source of executive power, but his 

role is constitutional and ceremonial in modern times. 
●​ The Monarch formally appoints the Prime Minister, reads the King’s Speech setting out the 

government's policies at the State Opening of Parliament, and formally enacts laws by giving Royal 
Assent. 
 

The Civil Service  
●​ The Civil Service consists of non-political workers that serve the government of the day, to support the 

development and implementation of its policies by putting ministerial decisions into action.  
●​ Civil servants also offer objective counsel to ministers on policy matters, and engage with industry, 

non-governmental organisations and research institutions on the practical implications of decisions. 
 
So in summary - Parliament makes laws, the government (civil service) administers the country within 
those laws, and the Monarch remains the sovereign head providing continuity. 
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Policy Processes:  
 
Green Paper/consultations 
Green Papers are consultation documents produced by the Government. The aim of this document is to allow 
people both inside and outside Parliament to give the department feedback on its policy or legislative proposals. 
Government also publishes consultations called a ‘Call for Evidence’, seeking more detailed information on 
impacts of proposed policy changes. 
 
White Papers 
White papers are policy documents produced by the Government that set out their proposals for future 
legislation. White Papers are often published as Command Papers and may include a draft version of a Bill that 
is being planned. This provides a basis for further consultation and discussion with interested or affected groups 
and allows final changes to be made before a Bill is formally presented to Parliament. 
 
Public Bills 
Public Bills are proposed changes to the law as it applies to the population in general. Almost all Public Bills that 
are successfully passed by Parliament are those introduced by the Government. The vast majority of Public Bills 
that come before Parliament each year, however, are backbenchers' Bills (known as Private Members' Bills) 
which are rarely passed but are often used as a method of campaigning for a change in the law by individual 
MPs and members of the House of Lords. 
 
Bill 
A Bill is a proposal for a new law, or a proposal to significantly change an existing law. A bill may start in either 
the Commons or the Lords and must pass a series of stages in each Houses. Once the bill has been agreed by 
both Houses, it receives Royal Assent and becomes an Act of Parliament. 
 
Act  
An Act of Parliament (also called a statute) is a law made by the UK Parliament. 
All Acts start as bills introduced in either the Commons or the Lords. When a bill has been agreed by both 
Houses of Parliament and has been given Royal Assent by the Monarch, it becomes an Act. Acts are known as 
‘primary legislation’ because they do not depend on other legislative authority 
 
Primary Legislation 
Primary legislation is the general term used to describe the main laws passed by the legislative bodies of the 
UK, including the UK Parliament. For example an Act of Parliament. 
 
Secondary Legislation 
Secondary legislation is law created by ministers (or other bodies) under powers given to them by an Act of 
Parliament (primary legislation). Secondary legislation is also known as 'delegated' or ‘subordinate’ legislation 
and often takes the form of a statutory instrument. 
 
Debates 
A debate is a formal discussion of a specific proposal (motion) in the House of Commons or House of Lords. 
Members take it in turns to speak and there are rules and conventions that are followed. Debates can be read in 
the Official Report (Hansard) and viewed on-line via Parliament TV. 
 
Select Committees 
Select committees are small groups of MPs or members of the House of Lords that are set up to investigate a 
specific issue in detail or to perform a specific scrutiny role. They may call in officials and experts for questioning 
and can demand information from the government. Select committees publish their findings in a report and the 
government is expected to respond to any recommendations that are made. 
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Orders in Council 
Orders in Council are made by the King acting on the advice of the Privy Council and are approved in person by 
the monarch. 
Some, like those that transfer functions between Ministers of the Crown, are made using powers conferred by an 
Act of Parliament. Others, like those which make appointments to the civil service, are made by virtue of the 
royal prerogative. Although Orders in Council must be formally approved in person by the monarch, they are 
drafted and their substance is controlled by the government. 
 
Statements 
Government Ministers may make oral or written statements to Parliament. Oral statements usually address 
major incidents, government policies or actions and those made in the Commons are usually repeated in the 
House of Lords. Written statements are normally used to put the day-to-day business of government on the 
official record and in the public domain. 
A weekly Business Statement made by the Leader of the House of Commons sets out the future business of the 
House. Occasionally, a personal statement may be made by an MP or a member of the House of Lords. 
The Order Paper, or Order of Business, is a daily publication in the House of Commons that outlines the day's 
agenda, including questions, motions, and committee notices. In the House of Lords, similar information is found 
in the collective 'House of Lords Business' papers. 
 
King's Speech 
The King's Speech is the speech that the King reads out in the Lords Chamber on the occasion of the State 
Opening of Parliament. It sets out the programme of legislation that the Government intends to pursue in the 
forthcoming parliamentary session. 
 
 
Main political Parties in the UK: 
 
Labour Party 

●​ Left wing party currently in government led by Prime Minister Keir Starmer. 
●​ Parliamentary policy focus is on growth, social reform, reform to the planning sector (and house building 

targets) and net zero obligations. 
●​ The party secured a decisive victory in the July 2024 election, winning a substantial 174-seat majority. 

Notably, more than 50% of the elected Members of Parliament are first-time representatives. 
●​ Previously last in power 1997-2010 under Tony Blair and Gordon Brown. 

 
Conservative Party 

●​ Center-right party currently forming the Opposition led by Kemi Badenoch. 
●​ The party has 121 MPs as of 2024, down from 365 elected at the previous 2019 General Election. 
●​ Was in power 2010-2024 under David Cameron, Theresa May and Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and Rishi 

Sunak. 
 
Liberal Democrats 

●​ Center-left party supporting stronger environmental policies (with a particular focus on water quality and 
reform) and civil liberties. 

●​ Currently led by Ed Davey and is the third largest party in the UK with 72 MPs as of 2024. 
 
Scottish National Party (SNP) 

●​ Center-left Scottish nationalist party currently leading Scotland's devolved government. 
●​ Led by Scottish First Minister John Swinney and holding 9 seats in Westminster. 

 
Reform UK 
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●​ Right-wing party originally founded in 2018 as the Brexit Party. 
●​ Led by Nigel Farage and holding 5 seats in Westminster. They achieved the third highest vote share 

(14.3%) at the 2024 General Election. 
 
Green Party of England and Wales 

●​ Left-wing environmentalist party prioritising climate action and social justice. 
●​ Co-Leaders Carla Denyer and Adrian Ramsay, with four MPs. 

 
Plaid Cymru 

●​ Centre-left Welsh Nationalist party prioritising Welsh independence and closer ties to Europe. 
●​ Led by Rhun ap Iorwerth, with four MPs. 

 
Northern Irish Parties 

●​ Unionist parties: Parties who support Northern Ireland remaining part of the UK. The main unionist 
parties are the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and the Ulster Unionist Party (UUP), who combined 
hold 7 Westminster seats. 

●​ Nationalist parties: These parties want Northern Ireland to unite with the Republic of Ireland. The main 
nationalist parties are Sinn Féin and the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP), who combined 
hold 9 seats in Westminster. 

●​ Sinn Féin follow a policy of abstentionism meaning they do not attend or engage with UK parliament. 
 
 

4 
 


	This note provides an overview of the UK's political landscape and key terms.  

