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Summary
On 8 May 2014, the House agreed a motion supporting the establishment, at the start of
the next Parliament, of a “collaborative” e-petition system which would enable members of
the public to petition the House of Commons and press for action from Government. The
motion called on the Procedure Committee to work with the Government and other
interested parties on the development of detailed proposals.
This report presents our proposals for the collaborative e-petition system which the House
requested. The system we recommend will be based on the existing Government e-petition
site, redesigned and rebranded to show that it is jointly owned by the House and the
Government. The terms and conditions of the site will be broadly the same as those of the
existing Government site, revised only insofar as is necessary to reflect the fact that
petitions submitted through the site will be presented to the House. Petitioners will be
required to include a clear statement of the action which they want the Government, or the
House, to take as a result of their petition. A petition will need to attract the support of at
least six people before it is opened for signature on the site. Petitions will stay open for
signature for six months, after which they will be presented formally to the House.
Oversight of the joint e-petition system will be undertaken on behalf of the House by a
Petitions Committee, chaired by a member elected by the whole House. The Committee
will also assume responsibility for oversight of the paper petitioning system. The
Committee will be able to consider petitions submitted by either means, and as
appropriate, and at its discretion:
•
•
•
•
•

correspond with petitioners on their petition;
call petitioners for oral evidence;
refer a petition to the relevant select committee;
seek further information from the Government, orally or in writing, on the subject
of a petition; and
put forward petitions for debate.

The Petitions Committee will be supported by a staff team with responsibility for
moderating e-petitions, advising and supporting the Committee in its examination of
petitions submitted, advising and assisting petitioners and providing information to
petitioners on Parliamentary developments and activity relating to their petition.
Together with the rebranding and redesigning of the e-petition website, the establishment
of a Petitions Committee with its own team of staff has the potential to produce a
significant improvement in the information which is available to petitioners about what the
House of Commons does and the many ways in which Members of Parliament use the
opportunities the House offers them to respond to the public’s concerns. The proposals we
set out in this report should bring about a significant enhancement of the relationship
between the petitioning public and their elected representatives, and we commend them to
the House.
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1 Introduction
Earlier reports
1. Our predecessors in the last Parliament considered the potential for a House of
Commons e-petition system in some depth, and produced two reports.1 They
recommended that the House establish a system hosted on the Parliamentary website and
run entirely by the House, overseen by the Procedure Committee itself. The system would
have retained many of the features of the existing paper petition system, translated to allow
the collection of signatures electronically (and to provide a means of doing so).
2. Although they were initially accepted by the Government, our predecessors’
recommendations later fell foul of a change of heart on its part, mainly because of the cost,
and were never put to the House. Despite a further report from our predecessor
Committee which took issue with the Government’s view and urged it to move forward
with the next stage of implementation of the scheme as originally proposed,2 the
Government continued to maintain that the system was too expensive. It proposed instead
that the matter be considered by the Committee on Reform of the House of Commons (the
“Wright Committee”), in the hope that “the new Committee will be able to draw on the
Procedure Committee’s findings in considering the role that a simpler, cheaper form of online communication might take, whether in the form of an e-Petitions system or something
slightly different”.3
3. The Wright Committee briefly discussed the pros and cons of the system our
predecessors had recommended, but avoided making a decision itself about whether the
scheme should be implemented. Instead it recommended “urgent discussions among all
those involved in the e-petitions scheme, with a view to bringing to the House in the early
part of 2010 a costed scheme which enjoys the support of the Member bodies engaged: that
is, the Finance and Services and Procedure Committees, and the House of Commons
Commission.”4 Those discussions were not successful, and the 2005–2010 Parliament
ended with no Parliamentary e-petition system in place.
4. Meanwhile the Government had continued to run an e-petition system of its own. At the
end of the 2005–2010 Parliament, the then No. 10 e-petition site was shut down, awaiting a
decision from the new Government about how it wished to proceed. The Coalition
Agreement negotiated between the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties following
the 2010 election contained an undertaking that the Government would “ensure that any
petition that secures 100,000 signatures will be eligible for formal debate in Parliament”.5
The Government relaunched its e-petitions website—now run by the office of the Leader of

1

Procedure Committee, Second Report of 2006–07, Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, HC 513, and First Report
of Session 2007–08, e-Petitions, HC 136.

2

Procedure Committee, Second Report of 2008–09, e-Petitions: Call for Government Action, HC 493.

3

Procedure Committee, First Special Report of Session 2008–09, e-Petitions: Call for Government Action: Government
Response to the Committee’s Second Report of Session 2008–09, HC 952.

4

Committee on Reform of the House of Commons, First Report of Session 2008–09, Rebuilding the House, HC 1117,
para 254.

5

HM Government, The Coalition: our programme for government, p 26.
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the House, rather than No. 10—on 29 July 2011. The Leader of the House announced in a
press release that he would send to the Backbench Business Committee any petition signed
by 100,000 people, and would ask that Committee to consider finding time for a debate on
it.6
5. We considered the consequences of this announcement—which was subject to no
debate in the House and on which neither the House nor the Backbench Business
Committee was consulted—in our Seventh Report of 2010–12.7 As a result a new,
occasional, sitting was established in Westminster Hall on Monday afternoons for the
consideration of e-petitions referred to the Backbench Business Committee by the Leader
of the House. If a Member picks up the e-petition and approaches the Backbench Business
Committee to request a debate, that committee has been free either to determine that it
should be debated on a Monday afternoon in Westminster Hall, or to allocate a time for
debate on it at another time in Westminster Hall or in the Chamber.
6. In our Seventh Report we remarked upon the uneasy relationship between the House
and the Government e-petition system which had arisen as a consequence of the
Government’s decision to refer petitions for debate in this way. In particular, the Chair of
the Backbench Business Committee expressed her concerns about the consequences, not
only for the work of her Committee, but also—and perhaps more importantly—for
petitioners themselves. We summarised those concerns as follows:
We very much welcome the potential of the Government’s e-petitions website to
enhance public engagement in parliamentary proceedings. We do, however, agree
with the Chair of the Backbench Business Committee that that engagement is at
present “very one-sided” and, like her, regret that “when people sign an e-petition,
they do not as a consequence learn more about how Parliament works”.8

Proposal for a “collaborative” system
7. Recognising the dissatisfaction with the way the system was operating, the Government
eventually brought forward for debate, in May 2014, the following motion:
That this House supports the establishment, at the start of the next Parliament, of a
collaborative e-petitions system, which enables members of the public to petition the
House of Commons and press for action from Government; and calls on the
Procedure Committee to work with the Government and other interested parties on
the development of detailed proposals.
The motion was agreed to without division.9

6

“Public petitions website could lead way to Commons debates”, Leader of the House of Commons News Release
LHoc/11/ 02, 29 July 2011.

7

Procedure Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2010–12, Debates on Government e-Petitions, HC 1706.

8

Debates on Government e-Petitions, para 22.

9

Votes and Proceedings, 8 May 2014, p 1285.

E-petitions: a collaborative system

7

Our inquiry
8. In the light of the House’s agreement to that motion, and acknowledging that the system
which has already been set up by the Government has a clear—if unsatisfactory in its
current form—link to the House, we have not, as we might have done, simply returned to
the system recommended by our predecessors in the last Parliament and pressed for its
introduction in place of the current system. Instead, we have taken a pragmatic approach,
working from where we are now and attempting to develop a system which does not start
again from the beginning but rather moulds the existing process into something which
better meets the needs of petitioners and of the House.
9. We took evidence from the then Clerk of the House and Clerk of Public Petitions; from
a panel of experts on petitioning comprised of Professor Helen Margetts, Director of the
Oxford Internet Institute, Catherine Bochel, Principal Lecturer in Policy Studies at the
University of Lincoln, and Dr Ruth Fox, Director of the Hansard Society; from Natascha
Engel, Chair of the Backbench Business Committee, and Graham Allen, Chair of the
Political and Constitutional Reform Committee; and from the Leader of the House, Rt Hon
William Hague. We also received a small amount of written evidence, which we have
published. We have worked closely with officials from the Office of the Leader of the
House and the Government Digital Service on the development of these proposals. We are
grateful both to those who gave evidence to us and to those who have worked with us more
informally on the scheme, including all those in the House Service who have helped—and
continue to help—to work on the details of what we propose.

8
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2 A “collaborative” system?
10. Proposing the motion debated in the House on 8 May 2014, the then Leader of the
House said “I want Parliament to share in the ownership of a modern e-petitions system
that allows people to petition their Parliament, engage their elected representatives and,
where appropriate, get a response from their Government […] This is […] a paving
motion, which will allow the House to agree on the principle that a new system should be
jointly owned and run by the Government and the House of Commons.”10
11. Notwithstanding the unanimous agreement of the House to the motion, we
acknowledge that there is concern about the notion of a system “jointly owned and run by
the Government and the House of Commons”. Graham Allen, Chair of the Political and
Constitutional Affairs Committee, tabled an amendment to the motion proposing that “the
House of Commons should have its own e-petitions website, administered and controlled
by this House and separate from that of the Government”.11 The Political and
Constitutional Affairs Committee itself argued in a report published in July 2013 that
“There is too much confusion between the roles of Government and Parliament […] We
believe that there must be a clear separation between petitions intended to prompt action
by Government and petitions aimed at Parliament.”12 Mr Allen expanded on his concerns
in oral evidence to us, saying
[…] from my point of view, Parliament should have its own separate independent
petitioning system. There is hundreds of years of precedent for this. We, as Members
of Parliament, in our little puny way, raise our own petitions and put them to the
Floor of the House and we all stand on our hind legs […] before the Adjournment
debate and can make a petition and can put something to the House when we
decide—not that it has been sent our way by Government, but when we decide—and
that is really in a sense the other half of what I would want to say, would be about
Parliament itself taking its role seriously and having Members of Parliament acting
as independent, elected people rather than what we have at the moment if we accept
this proposal, which will be a surrogate and a fall guy for a lot of stuff that is sent the
way of the Executive, and which, frankly, we are powerless to change and will just
damage our reputation.13
12. Nonetheless there are important arguments in favour of the establishment of a joint
system. Even the Political and Constitutional Affairs Committee noted “the expectation of
most petitioners […] that their petition to Parliament, if it is supported by large numbers
of people, will result in action by the Government, or at least that it will receive a response
from Government”.14 In the 8 May debate the then Leader of the House, responding to Mr
Allen’s amendment, commented “I cannot imagine what the public would make of our

10

HC Deb, 8 May 2014, col 312.

11

House of Commons Order Paper OP No. 158, 8 May 2014, p 8.

12

Political and Constitutional Reform Committee, Third Report of Session 2013–14, Revisiting Rebuilding the House:
the impact of the Wright reforms, HC 82, paras 130, 132.

13

Q52

14

Revisiting Rebuilding the House: the impact of the Wright reforms, para 131.
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establishing two competing and overlapping e-petition systems.”15 The merits from a
petitioner’s point of view of a single system were also recognised by the panel of petitioning
experts from whom we took evidence:
Q50 Chair: You are of the view that the e-petition system should reside in one place?
There should not be a No. 10 prime ministerial system and a House of Commons
system? What we need is a single system that is easy to access and easily navigable?
Catherine Bochel: I think it would be much better to have a single system in one
place. It would be much less confusing for people.
Professor Margetts: Yes, a single system.
Dr Fox: I agree. I agree with that.
13. It is reasonable for the House to ask why it should concern itself with petitions directed
not to the House, but to Government. The first rule of a public petition submitted through
the existing paper petition system is that it should address the House directly; amongst the
House’s other rules for paper petitions is that they must make a clear request to the House
which is within the House’s power to grant.16 Petitions submitted to a collaborative system
allowing the public “to petition the House of Commons and press for action from
Government” (our emphasis) will not necessarily meet those two fundamental rules.
14. The answer to that objection was provided by the Leader of the House in oral evidence
to us:
I think that most people when they sign a petition on a particular issue are not
distinguishing between Government and Parliament. They are looking for
Parliament to discuss it and Government to do something about it, and the two are
connected. In our system, they are connected since the Government sits in
Parliament. We do not have a separation of executive and legislature, so the voters
who think that are right partially. They should not have to raise two petitions, one to
go to Ministers and one to go to Parliament. We ought to be capable of devising a
system […] which puts pressure on a Government to respond, to say what they are
going to do about a particular issue, but also draws attention to the issue in
Parliament.17
15. Whilst we regret the failure to establish the House of Commons e-petition system
which our predecessors recommended in 2008, given where we are now—and in particular
the link between the existing Government e-petition site and debates in the House, which
is now well-established in the minds of the public—we do not consider that it would be
sensible to set up a separate House system. Rather, we believe that a better way for the
House now to achieve the objective our predecessors set out of “reinforc[ing] [its]
historic role as the proper and principal recipient of public petitions”18 will be for

15

HC Deb, 8 May 2014, col 313.

16

House of Commons, ‘Public petitions to the House of Commons’, accessed 28 November 2014.

17

Q96

18

e-Petitions, para 34.
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ownership of a joint system to be shared between the Government and a re-established
Petitions Committee, on behalf of the House. We have more to say about the
establishment and role of a Petitions Committee below.
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3 The shape of a new system
Platform for a joint system
16. The existing Government e-petition system works, and has proved popular with the
public. It is also reasonably economical to run, and though some development work will be
needed to establish it as a jointly-owned system, using the existing site as a basis will avoid
the need to spend money on designing a whole new system. A joint system should be
based on the existing Government e-petition site, redesigned and rebranded to show
that it is owned by the House and the Government. To emphasise the Parliamentary
oversight of the system, and in line with the House’s historic role as the principal
recipient of public petitions, it should use the URL epetitions.parliament.uk. There
should also be a clear link from the Parliament website www.parliament.uk to the epetition site, including from the pages which explain the existing paper petitioning
system.
17. Changes will need to be made to the way the existing site works in accordance with the
further recommendations we make below. The Government Digital Service, which runs
the site (and will continue to do so, in collaboration with Parliamentary ICT (PICT) and its
successor Digital Service), is also taking the opportunity to make other improvements to
the site, both of a technical nature and relating to the way petitioners interact with the site.
We have been shown a “mock-up” of how the site will look and are impressed with the
work which has gone into it and the results which have been achieved. If the House assents
to the establishment of the system which we recommend, we will continue to oversee its
development on behalf of the House until the establishment of a Petitions Committee.

Petitions Committee
18. The House of Commons had a Petitions Committee from the early part of the
nineteenth century until 1974. Its role was to sort out and classify petitions. It could report
on whether petitions were in order under the rules of the House, but it had no power to
look into the merits of petitions and it could not recommend remedies.19 Considerations of
petitions procedures since its abolition have tended to shy away from the re-establishment
of a committee of the House to consider petitions.20 More recently, though, there has been
a degree of recognition that the challenges presented by e-petitioning require a committeebased response.
19. In its 2008 report on e-petitions, our predecessor Procedure Committee said:
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

19

Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, Ev 16.

20

See, for example, Public Petitions and Early Day Motions, para 27.
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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
and sustainable process that the public can have confidence in. We feel that some
sort of Petitions Committee is the logical answer.
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.21
Instead, the Committee concluded that the Procedure Committee itself should assume the
“coordinating” role envisaged.22
20. That conclusion was built on by the Wright Committee, which concluded in its report
in 2009 that
The House cannot be satisfied with its current procedures for petitions. Whether
electronic or paper-based, they should be scrutinised by some organ of the House
capable of deciding two things: does the matter merit investigation by the House in
some way, and does it now or in due course merit debate? Experience suggests that if
this is not a duty of a single identified committee then it will not be done at all.23
The Wright Committee was nonetheless “cautious about recommending a full-scale freestanding Petitions Committee at this time”,24 proposing that “the Procedure Committee’s
terms of reference be broadened, and its title changed to Procedure and Petitions
Committee, so as to enable it to exercise scrutiny of the petitions process”.25
21. The Political and Constitutional Reform Committee, reviewing progress with the
Wright recommendations in a report published in July 2013, concluded that “there is still a
case for the establishment of a petitions committee, as considered by the Wright
Committee”.26 Meanwhile a report of the Hansard Society, building on discussion in a
seminar convened by the Backbench Business Committee, had concluded that
The House of Commons should create a Petitions Committee, supported by staff in a
Petitions Office, to engage with petitioners, moderate the process and provide a
single route for consideration of both paper and online petitions. The objective
should be to provide greater interaction with petitioners and facilitate multiple
possible outcomes for petitions. […] The Petitions Committee and its staff should

21

e-Petitions, para 147.

22

e-Petitions, para 148.

23

Rebuilding the House, para 260.

24

Rebuilding the House, para 261.

25

Rebuilding the House, para 263.

26

Revisiting Rebuilding the House: the impact of the Wright reforms, para 133.
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respond ambitiously and flexibly to petitions, embracing the full range of
parliamentary processes for consideration of them.27
22. In debate on the motion referring this matter to us, the then Leader of the House
confessed himself “in favour of some form of petitions committee to act on behalf of the
House, to develop engagement with the public on petitions, and in the longer term to liaise
with Government on e-petitions and the system.”28 Giving evidence to us in connection
with the inquiry, the current Leader said he thought there was a “strong case” for a
petitions committee:
I think it is important to have a committee in some form to highlight to the public
that Parliament treats this seriously, to make sure that government departments
respond properly and fully, and to be able to recommend debates when necessary.29
23. Our predecessors had already accepted the case for a committee of the House to
assume a role in the oversight of the petition system, and others considering the matter
since have reached a similar conclusion. The potential role of such a committee in ensuring
that the House takes petitions seriously, and the many possible ways in which it could
exercise that role, are clearly set out in the preceding paragraphs. To those arguments for
the establishment of a committee may be added the nature of the system which the House
has asked us to design. In our view, the creation of a system which is owned jointly by the
House and the Government makes the establishment of a Petitions Committee essential.
Such a committee will not only deal with petitions on behalf of the House, but it will also
deal with the Government on behalf of the House, ensuring that the interests both of the
House and of the public are protected and that the Government does not again foist upon
the House and the public a system which fails to communicate clearly and accurately with
petitioners or to manage their expectations of the process effectively, as has been the case
with the existing system.30
Role of the Committee
24. We are persuaded that, in a jointly-owned system, there should be a House of
Commons Petitions Committee charged with oversight of the e-petitioning system on
behalf of the House, liaising with the Government. The Committee should also assume
responsibility for oversight of the paper petitioning system in the House of Commons.
The Committee should be able to consider petitions submitted by either means, and as
appropriate, and at its discretion:
•

correspond with petitioners on their petition;

•

call petitioners for oral evidence;

•

refer a petition to the relevant select committee (without obligation on that
committee to take any further action);

27

Hansard Society, What next for e-petitions? (2012), pp 19, 20.

28

HC Deb, 8 May 2014, col 313.

29

Q97

30

Debates on Government e-Petitions, para 5.
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•

seek further information from the Government, orally or in writing, on the subject
of a petition; and

•

put forward petitions for debate.31

25. The Petitions Committee will decide for itself which petitions merit further action, and
what action is appropriate in each case. It may decide to use thresholds for signatures to
trigger certain action, such as putting forward a petition for debate, at its discretion. We
expect the Petitions Committee to take the well-established and reasonably wellunderstood existing threshold of 100,000 signatures for a petition to be considered for
debate in the House as a starting-point; but there may be occasions when a debate is not
appropriate—such as when a debate has already taken place in the House on the subject—
and the Petitions Committee may decide that a petition which has not reached that 100,000
threshold is nonetheless worthy of a debate in the House. The Committee might also
decide to use signature thresholds as an indicator of whether other potential action—such
as corresponding with or taking oral evidence from the petitioners—would be appropriate
in a particular case; but again it need not bind itself to do so. The advantage of the
establishment of a committee is that it will be able to exercise its judgement on whether a
petition is worthy of further action, based not only on the number of people who have
signed it but on the content of the petition itself. As the then Clerk of the House told us,
I think it is easy to get fazed by the 100,000, the 10,000, the 25,000 or whatever. If you
have a threshold for further action—whether it is a debate or Government
observations—of 100,000, it becomes a numbers game, not forgetting, of course, that
it is much easier to rack up numbers for an e-petition than it is for people signing
sheets of paper. Sheer numbers, I think, have their place, but if e-petitions are to be
catered for, I think the other end of the scale needs to be catered for as well. If you
have 200,000 people signing an e-petition condemning the annexation of Crimea, for
example, in a sense that is a no-brainer—it may be quite an easy target to hit—but if
you have Mrs Smith, one individual, who is having her life made a misery by some
bizarre interpretation of a rule by officialdom, I see her as very much having equal
rights in this.32
Chairing and membership
26. We consider that a committee charged with such responsibilities on behalf of the
House should have a chair elected by the whole House and members elected by their
parties, as with the majority of existing select committees. It will be important that such
a committee both be and be seen to be independent and impartial in the exercise of its
judgement. The appointment or choice of a chair or members based on the old system of
patronage would not inspire the confidence in the petitioning system either inside or
outside the House which will be crucial if the committee is to perform its task effectively.

31

See para 63ff. below.

32

Q10
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New committee, or allocate the responsibilities to an existing committee?
27. Our conclusion about chairing and membership leaves open the question of whether
there should be a new committee established as a Petitions Committee, or whether the task
should be taken on by an existing committee, or a sub-committee of an existing committee.
As the Leader of the House told us, “One thing we would have to do if a standalone
petitions committee were created, is to bear in mind that we cannot inflate indefinitely the
number of committees”.33 Whilst the staff resources necessary to support the
responsibilities which we have set out for a petitions committee would be the same whether
a stand-alone committee were established or the task given to an existing committee, if the
number of committees continues to increase, it will be increasingly difficult to find the
Member resources necessary for them to function effectively. If a new Committee is
established, that Committee should replace an existing committee, so that its establishment
does not lead to an increase in the overall number of select committees.
28. The alternatives to a stand-alone Petitions Committee suggested to us were for the task
to be allocated either to the Backbench Business Committee, or to ourselves, the Procedure
Committee.34 Of those two alternatives, we consider that it would be better for the task to
be given to us—as proposed in our predecessors’ report on e-petitions in the last
Parliament and as suggested by the Wright Committee—than to the Backbench Business
Committee. The role as we envisage it goes much further than the allocation of debating
time for petitions and, as the Chair of that committee told us, that does not fit at all well
with the current role of the Backbench Business Committee.35
29. Our preference, however, is for a separate committee to be set up which can focus
exclusively on the significant task of considering and responding to petitions. That is
important not only from the point of view of the committee itself, which is likely to
function most effectively if it has a single clear and identifiable role, but also from the point
of view of the petitioning public. The Leader of the House told us that he tended to the
view that
[…] there needs to be an identifiable committee for this purpose. From whatever
group it is drawn or from whatever other committee or panel it is made up, people
need to be able to see. We should be able to say on the relevant website there is a
petitions committee there—a group of Members of Parliament across parties who
are going to be able to look at this petition to make sure the Government responds,
to refer it to a debate if necessary […]36
We consider that the best way to achieve the visibility to the petitioning public of a
committee with the role we envisage for it will be to establish a separate Petitions
Committee.
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Relationship of the Committee with other committees and with the
Government
30. The Leader of the House also drew attention to another concern about the
establishment of a Petitions Committee. He told us
[…] I think we would have to make sure that it was not taking over the role of any
other committees. There would have to be some demarcation to ensure it was not the
committee inquiring into every subject that was raised in a petition […]37
We agree: it will be important that the Petitions Committee focuses on its role of enabling
petitioners’ concerns to be heard by the House and ensuring that the Government
responds appropriately, and does not usurp the investigative role of the departmental select
committees. To that end, we have agreed with the Government a draft Memorandum of
Understanding between the Government and the Petitions Committee which sets out how
the system will work: it is reproduced in the Annex. That memorandum makes clear that
the Government will seek to meet reasonable requests for information from the Committee
in relation to petitions; but that the committee will only seek oral evidence from Ministers
on petitions in exceptional circumstances, for example in the event of a failure to respond
to requests for written information or to fulfil an undertaking made in response to a
petition. It will be for the Petitions Committee to decide for itself how it wishes to fulfil its
responsibilities, but if the House agrees with this report, it will be indicating that it would
expect both the committee and the Government to act within the terms of the
memorandum which has been agreed.
31. The committee’s relationship with other select committees will also be important. We
have recommended above that the Petitions Committee have the ability to refer a petition
to the relevant select committee; but also that there will be no obligation on that other
committee to take any action. It will be for that committee to decide what the appropriate
response will be. As the Liaison Committee has commented, “Select committees already
receive petitions presented to the House, and use them to inform current business; not
infrequently the subject-matter of a petition will coincide with issues the committee is
already investigating.”38 The Liaison Committee reported in respect of the proposal of the
Wright Committee to give the Procedure Committee a similar role that it was “confident
that the Procedure Committee could exercise appropriate discretion”;39 we trust that it will
have equal confidence in a new Petitions Committee. We would expect the chair of the
Petitions Committee to be a member of the Liaison Committee, which should assist in
resolving any difficulties.
Staff of the Committee
32. The Petitions Committee should be supported by a staff team with responsibility for:
•

moderating e-petitions, assisted as necessary by Government officials;
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•

advising and supporting the Committee in its examination of petitions submitted;

•

advising petitioners on how to petition and assisting them with the process;

•

keeping petitioners and signatories who have opted in to receiving further
information informed of the progress of their petition, and (subject to the volume
of petitions received and the resources available) informing them of other
Parliamentary developments or activity touching the subject of their petition, and
making such information available on the e-petitions website.

We have more to say about the role of that staff team in moderating petitions, advising and
assisting petitioners and providing information on Parliamentary developments and
activity below.

Engagement with petitioners and potential petitioners
33. The case for better engagement with petitioners was made very clearly in a number of
responses from Natascha Engel, Chair of the Backbench Business Committee, when she
gave evidence to our inquiry on debates on Government e-petitions in 2011:
[…] we need to do the public engagement bit better. At the moment the engagement
is not engagement as I would understand it; it is very one-sided. […] We should start
by saying, “How can we better do that?” I think by engaging people at the point at
which they want to table a petition would be a better way round. Have a unit, have
somebody who takes people step by step through how to do it, what it is they are
trying to achieve, whether this is the best way of doing it, and then the possible
consequences of putting your signature on an e-petition. Possibly it is not to change
the law; possibly it is. If it is to advance a campaign, then maybe putting an e-petition
to a Select Committee, for example, might be a better way to do it. […]40
If we are engaging people, engagement to me is a two-way process. We have epetitions and we have parliamentarians, and if we are having a dialogue about how
things work and how best to achieve things, when constituents come and see us in
surgeries, we do not automatically just take on and do exactly what they say. We take
them through how the system works and then discuss with them the best way of
pursuing or dealing with their issue. It is a dialogue […]41
34. A report by the Hansard Society on e-petitions, which drew on the results of a seminar
facilitated by our colleagues on the Backbench Business Committee, makes the same point:
An e-petition is certainly a way to get an issue on to or higher up on the political
agenda; it is a means to attract public and media attention to the issue and can serve
a useful ‘fire-alarm’ function, providing citizens with an opportunity to air their
views on a national platform. If all that is sought is a ‘finger in the wind’ exercise to
determine the depth of public feeling on a range of issues then the system meets this
test. But it is not, in its current form, a means to empower them through greater
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engagement in the political and specifically parliamentary process and it affords only
limited opportunity for deliberation on the issues raised.
[…]
The government claims that the website ‘has connected with a remarkable number
and range of people – for many of whom, this may have been their first experience of
engaging with Parliament and Government.’ But the way the system currently works
means that the engagement that takes place is primarily with the website rather than
with government and Parliament. Consequently petitioners do not learn anything
about how Parliament works.42
35. The Hansard Society report makes the following recommendation:
Given the volume of e-petitions submitted each week it is not reasonable to believe
that staff at Westminster could replicate the dedicated, personal engagement with
individual petitioners undertaken in the devolved legislatures at the beginning of
each petitioning process. However, a dedicated team of staff in a new Petitions Office
could certainly help to enhance the approach to moderation, improve the
communication with petitioners, and signpost petitions that are not eligible for
consideration by the House of Commons elsewhere (e.g. to the National Assembly
for Wales, the Scottish Parliament, local government or another public body). At
present, e-petitions whose subject matter is not the responsibility of a government
department are simply rejected; officials do not provide any advice or information to
the petitioners to help them direct their concerns to the relevant institution. A
Petitions Office could offer such enhanced support.43
36. Catherine Bochel, a lecturer at the University of Lincoln who has been undertaking
research into petitions systems in the UK for a number of years, including many interviews
with petitioners, provided us with a little more detail about how that might work and the
outcomes which might result:
First, I think you need a clear statement of purpose on the website: “If you submit a
petition to this system, you can get this, this and this”. Then if people submit a
petition and they get that or some of that, then they might feel that is okay. If they
have the opportunity to speak to a clerk, to e-mail somebody to answer their
questions, if there is information on the website that tells them about the process,
then they are more likely to feel they are being treated with respect. […]44
When you submit a petition, it needs to be clear that it is not just about getting what
you asked for at the end of the day. There are a whole series of other outcomes, all
the sorts of things that have been mentioned here today. Getting your petition
published on the website is an outcome in itself, because it is promoting it to a wider
audience, raising its profile, and perhaps you will get some additional publicity for
that, but that is an outcome in itself. All these other things that have been mentioned
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are outcomes. I have interviewed petitioners and said to them, “Did you get what you
wanted?” and some of them will say to me, “No, I didn't get what I wanted or what I
started out asking for, but I got other things and I am satisfied with that”. It is
important that, when they submit a petition, petitioners can see that it is not just
about getting what you have asked for. There are other things you can achieve, too,
and that is important.45
Figure 1: response from the Department

Figure 2: after a debate

37. In the debate on the motion referring the matter to us, the then Leader of the House
expressed the hope that a new system could provide “better service and support for
petitioners”.46 Written evidence from Cristina Leston-Bandeira, a senior lecturer at the
University of Hull, argued that
One of the most important aspects to consider in setting up the new petitions system
is the way it provides information to citizens. One of the key criteria for effective
parliamentary petition systems is the clarity, usefulness and transparency of the
information given to the petitioner. The new system should be supported by a
website that explains clearly and in an engaging manner (use of videos, examples,
smart web design, integration with social media, etc.) not only the process to submit
the petition, but also the process the petition will undergo for its consideration. The
site can be used to clarify what the institution of parliament can realistically do and
how the issue being raised in the petition may be dealt with.47
38. Natascha Engel, giving evidence to us again on this inquiry, told us
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[…] this is about how do individuals engage with Parliament so that every single
time somebody signs either a paper petition or an e-petition, they should learn
something about how this place works and learn about how better to influence what
it is that we do.48
39. We consider that the Hansard Society’s suggestion of a “dedicated team of staff in a
new Petitions Office [enhancing] the approach to moderation, improv[ing]
communication with petitioners, and signpost[ing] petitions that are not eligible for
consideration by the House of Commons elsewhere” offers the most practical and
attractive picture of how engagement with petitioners and prospective petitioners could be
improved in this new system. Together with the rebranding and redesigning of the epetition website, the establishment of a Petitions Committee with its own team of staff
could vastly improve the information which is available to petitioners about what the
House of Commons does and the many ways in which Members of Parliament use the
opportunities the House offers them to respond to the public’s concerns.
40. There is much that Petitions Committee staff could do to enhance the information
available to petitioners and prospective signatories to petitions once a petition has been
submitted. In Figures 1 and 2 we reproduce examples we have been shown of the kind of
work which might be done. In these examples links are provided to relevant Parliamentary
material in emails informing a petitioner that his petition has reached 10,000 signatures
and has therefore received a response from the Government, and that it has been debated
after reaching 100,000 signatures; such links could equally be provided in the email inviting
a signatory to confirm their support for a petition, or with the text of a petition on the site.
It will in due course be for the Petitions Committee itself, in the light of the resources
available to it, to decide how far this work goes; but the potential is there, we believe, for
the establishment of a new system overseen by a Petitions Committee to improve
significantly the House’s engagement with petitioners and prospective petitioners.
Member involvement
41. The submission of an e-petition will not require the intervention of a Member of
Parliament in the way that the paper petitioning system does. The essence of the system
which has already been set up, and on which our proposed system is therefore based, is one
of direct access to the institution to which the petition is directed, and we do not think it
would be appropriate to retreat from that. Nor, given our recommendation of the
establishment of a Petitions Committee, do we think it is necessary to do so in order to
ensure the ownership of the system by Members of Parliament.
42. Nonetheless we consider that there would be considerable merit in the Petitions
Committee establishing a system of informing Members about some or all of the petitions
submitted by their constituents. Members might be told, for example, about petitions
originating from or attracting a certain number of signatories from their constituency, or
relating to a specific issue in the constituency, or petitions in either of those categories on
which the Committee had decided to take further action. We were told that it should also
be possible to make available aggregate information about the signatories to a petition (for
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example in the form of postcode “heat maps”), which is likely to be of interest not only to
Members but also to the general public.49
43. We also consider that the e-petition site should offer creators and signatories of epetitions a means of notifying their Member of Parliament that they had signed a petition.
There are a number of ways in which that might be done. For example, a link could be
provided on the site once a visitor had signed a petition saying Contact your MP to let
them know you have signed this petition, which would automatically open an email to the
petitioner’s constituency MP, based on the postcode they have entered as part of the
signing process. Or a system could be established whereby petition signatories would be
able to opt in to their email address being made available to their constituency MP, with
lists of those who had done so, broken down by petition signed, being provided to MPs
who request them on, say, a weekly basis. If the House approves the system we propose in
this report, we will pursue the provision of these options in the redesigned e-petition site.

Moderation of e-petitions
44. The current e-petition system is moderated by officials of Government departments.
Prospective petitioners must indicate when they submit an e-petition which department
they think is responsible for the subject matter of the petition. The text of the petition is
then forwarded to officials in that department, who consider whether it complies with the
terms and conditions. If it does, it is published and opened for signature. If it does not, the
prospective petitioner is informed of the reason or reasons why it has been rejected. The
full text of rejected petitions is published on the site, unless the content is illegal or
offensive.50
45. We recommend that moderation of the jointly-owned system—that is, examination
of e-petitions submitted to ensure that they comply with the terms and conditions of
the site—should be carried out by Petitions Committee staff, advised as necessary by
officials of Government departments. This will represent a significant transfer of
responsibility—and therefore cost—from the Government to the House; but we consider it
necessary to ensure that the House retains control of the petitions which are presented to it,
not least because of the considerations of Parliamentary privilege which we discuss below.
It is also appropriate that moderation of petitions should be carried out by the same team
which is responsible for advising and supporting petitioners in the way we discuss above.
46. We would expect the Petitions Committee to monitor the way in which moderation
was being conducted by Petitions Committee staff and ensure that it was being done
appropriately. The Committee would, for example, have full access to the text of all rejected
e-petitions.
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Threshold for publication
47. It was suggested to us that we might consider setting a threshold for the number of
supporters of an e-petition before it will be published and opened for signature.51 Around
one in five of the e-petitions which have been submitted through the current site have
attracted fewer than three signatures, and as many as 42% fewer than six.
48. Since the purpose of an e-petition is to express a collective, rather than an individual,
view on a particular matter, we agree that it would be appropriate to require a prospective
petitioner to demonstrate a degree of support for his or her petition before it will be
published and opened for signature on the site. Requiring an e-petition to attract a certain
number of supporters before it is published has the additional advantage of reducing the
burden of moderation, since it is only necessary to examine an e-petition for compliance
with the terms and conditions if it is going to be published. That will leave more resources
available to engage with those bringing forward well-supported petitions, and to ensure
that as much information as possible is made available on the e-petitions website about
what Parliament is doing in relation to the concerns raised. We recommend that an epetition be required to attract at least five signatures in addition to its creator before it
will be submitted for moderation (and thereafter publication). This can be done
relatively simply through the site by allowing the petition creator to enter a number of email addresses of those he or she thinks support the petition; those people will then be
automatically e-mailed through the system and invited to confirm—by clicking a link in
the e-mail, exactly as if they had gone to the site to sign a published e-petition—that they
support it. Only when at least five people have done so will the text of the e-petition be
forwarded for moderation.
Terms and conditions for the submission of an e-petition
49. We have considered the terms and conditions of the current e-petition site and are
broadly content with them. We have no desire to make the collaborative system any more
restrictive than is necessary. The terms and conditions of the site which we consider
appropriate to a jointly-owned system are published in the Annex to this report.
50. We recommend only one significant change to the existing terms and conditions which
is not a straightforward consequence of the transition to a jointly-owned system. That is
that petitioners should be required to include a clear statement of the action which they
want the Government, or the House, to take as a result of their petition. This change
was recommended to us by those running the existing system and appears to be an obvious
way of focussing a petition and ensuring that the Government and/or the House respond
appropriately. As we note above, there is already an equivalent requirement for public
petitions to the House submitted through the existing paper petition system.52
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Parliamentary privilege
51. Notwithstanding our desire not to restrict access to it, in a Parliamentary system there
is an additional consideration which means that particular care will need to be taken in the
moderation of prospective petitions. That is the potential scope of Parliamentary privilege
applying to such petitions. The House will wish to satisfy itself that procedures are in place
to ensure that no material is published which would be inappropriately protected from
court action as result of the application of Parliamentary privilege.
52. Our assessment of how Parliamentary privilege would apply to the system we propose
is as follows. This is a summary of how the system would work:
•

A petitioner submits a petition to the site.

•

The petitioner provides at least four additional e-mail addresses of people who
support the petition.

•

At least five of those people confirm that they support the petition.

•

The petition is forwarded to Petitions Committee staff for moderation.

•

Petitions Committee staff will consider the petition and assess whether it meets the
terms and conditions set out on the site.

•

If the petition meets the terms and conditions, it will be opened for signature, and
will remain open for a period of six months.

•

If the petition does not meet the terms and conditions, an e-mail will be sent to the
petition creator informing them of the fact.

•

Petitions which meet the terms and conditions will be considered by the Petitions
Committee.

•

Following closure of the petition for signature, the petition will be presented
formally to the House.

53. A petition should not be privileged simply by virtue of having been approved by
Petitions Committee staff. An analogy may be drawn with the role of the Clerk of Public
Petitions in respect of the existing paper petition system. She may approve the wording of a
proposed petition to the House, which is then prepared and circulated by the petitioner to
collect signatures before being presented to the House. There is no implication that the
petition is privileged whilst it is being circulated for signatures to be collected.
54. Neither should the fact that the House is publishing the petition, and providing the
means by which signatures may be collected, mean that an e-petition would be privileged
at this stage. The House publishes much material on its website (and indeed elsewhere)
which is not a proceeding in Parliament and which is not therefore privileged.
55. The point at which an e-petition became a proceeding in Parliament would be the point
at which it is considered by the Petitions Committee itself. The Petitions Committee
should be given the explicit task, in its Standing Order, of considering whether an epetition is fit for presentation to the House. Presentation to the House would not take place
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until later in the process, at the end of the six-month signature period on the e-petition
site.53 Once the Petitions Committee had considered the petition and determined that it
considered it fit for presentation to the House, it should constitute a proceeding in
Parliament.
56. It is possible though that a petition published on an e-petition site endorsed and
established by the House—as we hope this one will be—would attract the more limited
protection of the Parliamentary Papers Act 1840. Petitions Committee staff will need to
exercise care in the moderation of petitions to ensure that no potentially actionable
material is published in an e-petition without the explicit authority of the Petitions
Committee itself. Two things are worth bearing in mind here:
•

House staff have long experience in assessing material provided by members of the
public to ensure anything potentially actionable is not published under the House’s
auspices. This experience includes not only evidence to select committees—where
in difficult cases the committee itself will be invited to consider whether a
submission should be accepted or not—but also web fora and the like, where the
material concerned is not necessarily ever expected to constitute a formal
submission to a committee.

•

The terms and conditions have been couched in such a way as to ensure that any
potentially actionable material should be immediately ruled out.

57. Cases in which a petition was accepted by Petitions Committee staff and published for
signature, but later rejected by the Committee itself, might be expected to be rare.
Nonetheless it could happen. In all cases there would in the process be the opportunity for
elected Members to exercise the right which the House has asserted for itself “to judge and
determine, touching the nature and matter of […] petitions, how far they are fit and unfit
to be received”.54 That might include, for example, where there were active proceedings in
the courts on the matters on which a petition touched.
Standing Order No. 48
58. Standing Order No. 48 (Recommendation from Crown required on application
relating to public money) provides that “This House will receive no petition for any sum
relating to public service […] unless recommended from the Crown.” This rule derives
from the principle that no charge on public funds or on the people can be incurred except
on the initiative of the Crown.55
59. On a strict construction, this standing order might appear to rule out the presentation
to the House of any e-petition which would involve higher public spending on public
services. In practice, as Erskine May records, “petitions seeking a change of policy, or
asking for legislation, which might incidentally involve public expenditure […] are usually

53

See para 61.

54

Quoted in Erskine May’s Treatise on The Law, Privileges, Proceedings and Usage of Parliament, 24 th ed. (2011)
(hereafter “May”), p.483.

55

May, p. 716

E-petitions: a collaborative system

25

acceptable”.56 In considering how this standing order should be applied to e-petitions, it
will also be important to consider the nature and context of the system. The rule expressed
in SO No. 48 is aimed at petitions addressed specifically to the House and requesting action
directly from it. Clearly a petition to the House requesting a specific grant of public money
would, if not recommended by the Crown, breach the principle relating to the incursion of
charges on public funds mentioned above. The e-petition site, on the other hand, as we
noted earlier in this report, is intended to allow the public “to petition the House of
Commons and press for action from Government”.57 An e-petition asking the
Government (but not the House) to increase expenditure on some aspect of public service
would not breach that principle and we see no reason why the House should not receive it.

Duration on the site
60. Currently, an e-petition remains open for signature on the site for twelve months from
the date of its creation. We recommend that the period for which a petition should be
open for signature on the new site should be six months. Professor Margetts showed us
figures demonstrating that, with very few exceptions, an e-petition which is going to attract
a significant number of signatures will do so within a matter of days, if not hours.58
Reducing the period for which an e-petition remains open is therefore unlikely to have a
significant effect on its ability to gather support, and will help to ensure that the site
remains focussed on matters of current concern to the public.

Presentation to the House
61. When an e-petition reaches the end of its time open for signature on the site, we
consider that it would be appropriate for it to be presented to the House, and entered on
the formal record of its proceedings. For this to occur it will not be necessary for an epetition to be presented on the floor of the House in the same way as a public petition
brought through the paper petitioning system; nor for the full text of the petition to be
republished, since arrangements will be made for an archive to be kept of the electronic
version of all published e-petitions. Instead, we recommend that, once it is closed for
signature, the title of each e-petition be recorded in a list in the Votes and Proceedings
(or elsewhere in the formal record of House proceedings), together with the number of
signatures it has attracted.
62. Should a Member wish to pursue it, the paper petition system will enable the formal
presentation of the subject of an e-petition on the floor of the House. Although, as we note
above, an e-petition may not meet the rules for paper petitions, in practice—as our
predecessor committee noted in a report on public petitions in 2004—the same goes for
many public petitions received by Members.59 It is usually a relatively straightforward task
for the petition to be redrafted so that it conforms to the rules for paper petitions. Whilst
this petition is not the one which has attracted signatures on the e-petition site, it is
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unlikely that the chair would object to a Member drawing attention, when presenting such
a petition, to the number of signatures attracted by an e-petition in similar terms. In
practice this is what happens in the case of a substantial proportion of the paper petitions
presented to the House.

Debates on petitions
63. At present, the Backbench Business Committee is responsible for determining whether,
and if so where, an e-petition referred to it by the Leader of the House once it has attained
100,000 signatures is debated by the House. BBCom decides whether a debate should take
place in Westminster Hall on a Monday afternoon, or whether some of the time allocated
for backbench business on the floor of the House or on Thursdays in Westminster Hall
should be used for debate on the subject raised by the e-petition.
64. We recommend that the Petitions Committee should assume responsibility from
BBCom for determining debates on petitions in Westminster Hall. The Chair of
BBCom has explained to us how that responsibility never really sat well with her
committee:60 the Petitions Committee, on the other hand, should consider it central to its
responsibility to decide whether a petition—whether an e-petition or a petition presented
through the traditional paper route—should be debated by the House. The Petitions
Committee should not, however, be able to cut across the existing responsibility of the
Backbench Business Committee to decide that a petition should be debated other than in
the dedicated slot for petition debates in Westminster Hall. If the Petitions Committee
decides that a petition deserves a debate on the floor of the House, it would take that
request to the Backbench Business Committee, which could (but would not be obliged
to) allocate backbench time for it. If BBCom were unable to prioritise a debate on the
petition over the matters brought before it by other Members, it would be for the Petitions
Committee to decide whether to have the matter debated in Westminster Hall, or whether
to return to BBCom with a renewed request at a time which it judged more propitious.
65. The Petitions Committee could also recommend that a petition be “tagged” to a debate
taking place on the floor of the House or in Westminster Hall (subject to the agreement of
the Member in charge of that debate).
66. As we have noted above, it would be for the Petitions Committee to judge the extent to
which the number of signatures should affect its decision about whether a petition should
be debated.61 We would expect the number of signatures to be a very significant factor in
the Committee’s decision, but not necessarily determinative in cases where other factors—
such as a debate on the subject having already taken place, or the salience of the subject
matter—weigh heavier in the Committee’s judgement.

Paper petitions
67. The traditional system of petitioning the House—by means of paper petitions—is of
very long standing, and has evolved through time and a number of examinations by our
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predecessor Procedure Committees and others. We have considered carefully the
implications of the introduction of a means of petitioning the House electronically for the
paper petitioning system, especially given that the rules for e-petitions are to be to some
degree less stringent than those for paper petitions.
68. We have concluded that the rules and procedures for paper petitions should remain
as they are. The e-petition system which we recommend here is designed to build on the
existing Government system: it will enable people to petition the House electronically, but
its chief merit will be in enabling the House to hear and respond to petitions pressing for
action from the Government. The paper petition system, on the other hand, is designed
specifically for petitions addressed to the House of Commons. As such it is a route directly
to the floor of the House, via a particular Member of Parliament—usually the lead
petitioner’s constituency MP—and retains that important link with an individual Member
which we have concluded is not appropriate for the “collaborative” jointly-owned House
and Government e-petition system which the House has asked us to design. We think
those features of the paper petitioning system are valuable and worth retaining
notwithstanding the introduction of a new way of petitioning the House.
69. The only change which we recommend is the ability of the Petitions Committee to
consider paper petitions, and take action on them as it considers appropriate, alongside
petitions coming through the e-petition system. As a continued incentive to the
presentation of paper petitions, we recommend that the Government should retain its
practice of responding to every paper petition presented to the House (as opposed to the
10,000 signature threshold for a Government response to an e-petition). Since every paper
petition will be subject to consideration by the Petitions Committee, however, we
recommend that the requirement that all paper petitions should be referred to the
relevant select committee, and formally placed on their agenda, should be removed.
The Liaison Committee has commented that “it does not appear that many committees
take specific action in response to petitions” as a result of this requirement.62 As we note
above, it will be open to the Petitions Committee to draw the attention of a select
committee to any petition it considers appropriate: we hope that such improved targeting
of the referral of petitions to select committees might encourage those committees to take
them up.
70. We expect the Petitions Committee to maintain oversight of the paper petitioning
system as well as the e-petition system, and to recommend any changes to the paper
petitioning system which might appear to it to be necessary in the light of experience of
running alongside a new e-petition system.
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Liaison Committee, Second Report of Session 2009–10, The Work of Committees in Session 2008–09, para 127.
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4 Costs
71. The costs of the system can be broadly divided between the costs of setting up and
running the technical infrastructure, on the one hand, and of providing the staff to support
the Petitions Committee, moderate e-petitions, and support petitioners, on the other.

Technical infrastructure
72. The cost of the technical infrastructure can be further divided between the initial
development costs to establish the new system, and the ongoing running costs. The best
estimate we have seen so far of the one-off cost of establishing the new system—that is,
redesigning and rebranding the existing Government e-petition system so that it reflects
the fact that it is now jointly owned by the House and Government, and making the
changes and improvements to the site necessary to implement the system which we have
recommended above—is £188,000. The estimate of the ongoing annual cost of running the
system is £115,000.
73. These costs would be shared between the House and the Government. Discussions
about the most appropriate split are ongoing, but our view is that a 50:50 division of these
costs would be an appropriate starting-point.
74. There could also be an additional cost of up to £39k to enable data from the site to be
made available through data.parliament.uk. This cost would be borne by the House but the
Finance and Services Committee would have to make a decision on whether it was
appropriate to do so.

Staff
75. As will be apparent from the explanation we have given above of the role we envisage
for Petitions Committee staff, the size—and cost—of staffing the system we envisage is
potentially unlimited. The extent of engagement with petitioners and prospective
petitioners will depend on the resources available to the Committee: the more staff it has,
the better it will be able to serve the public and respond to the petitions which are
submitted. The extent of what the Committee’s staff can achieve will also be affected by the
number of petitions which are received and the burden of moderating them, which is
uncertain. For the purposes of this report, we think it sensible to focus on the minimum
which we judge would be necessary from the outset to support the system we have
proposed.
76. We think that the minimum staffing which would be necessary to support the Petitions
Committee and the e-petition system which we recommend is a team of four full-time
equivalent people. A team of that size at appropriate levels of seniority would cost around
£200,000 a year. That cost, since these will be House staff, would be borne entirely by the
House.
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Memorandum from the Accounting Officer
77. These are at present only indicative estimated costs. When, as will need to be the case
early in 2015 if the system is to be established from the start of the new Parliament, a
motion is considered by the House approving the scheme we propose, the memorandum
from the Accounting Officer required under Standing Order No. 22C might be expected to
provide a firmer idea of the likely cost.
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5 Conclusion
78. The then Clerk of the House, Sir Robert Rogers, began his evidence to us by placing
petitioning the House in its historical perspective, noting that the concept of petitioning for
redress of grievance was “there in the earliest days and […] is at the heart of the petitioning
process we have now”.63 He went on to emphasise its continuing importance, telling us
I think it is highly relevant and, indeed, in many ways central to the sort of business
that Parliament should be doing. This House is the central institution in our
democracy. It is owned not by its Members, I would suggest, but by the people whom
its Members serve, and it seems to me of fundamental importance that our citizens
have a way of bringing their issues to Parliament directly.64
79. Dr Ruth Fox of the Hansard Society developed that thought by placing petitioning into
the modern context:
I would simply add from our “Audit of Political Engagement”—which many of you
will be familiar with—that petitioning is the third highest form of participation that
people say they are most likely to do, after voting and contacting an elected
representative. Support for both e-petitioning and paper petitions is relatively high
compared to other forms of activity and, therefore, that reflects the desire and
demand. Petitioning is an ancient right and e-petitions are simply the technology to
facilitate that right in the modern day.65
80. Our report on Debates on Government e-petitions noted that the e-petition scheme
introduced by the Government had proved very popular with the public, and warmly
welcomed the level of public interest. Nonetheless it also noted the view of the Chair of the
Backbench Business Committee, Natascha Engel, that “a lot of the problems that have
arisen [in the interface between that scheme and the work of the House] were perfectly
foreseeable and had there been a debate, and perhaps even a vote, they would have been
highlighted”. We regretted that the Government did not see fit to refer its proposals for its
e-petitions system to us or to place its plans formally before the House for debate and
decision before the scheme was introduced.66
81. By bringing forward the motion which was debated and passed on 8 May the
Government has corrected that error. We have now had the opportunity, working with the
Government, to develop an e-petition system which can meet the needs of both the
executive and the legislature—but more importantly, also of petitioners themselves. The
proposals we set out in this report will enable the public to petition the House and press for
action from Government; they will establish a Petitions Committee which can consider
and respond to their concerns; and they will improve the support and advice which is
available for those who wish to petition the House and Government. They have the
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potential to bring about a significant enhancement of the relationship between the
petitioning public and their elected representatives, and we commend them to the House.
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Annex: Draft Memorandum of
Understanding between the Government
and the Chair of the Petitions Committee,
and draft terms and conditions of the epetitions site
Draft Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between the Leader of
the House of Commons and the Petitions Committee relating to the
submission and consideration of e-petitions
This MoU is agreed between the Leader of the House of Commons, on behalf of the
Government, and the Petitions Committee, on behalf of the House of Commons, and
relates to the submission and consideration of e-petitions.
Ownership and management of technical infrastructure
1. The Government will own and manage the technical infrastructure to deliver the epetitions system, including the website, which will be managed through the Office of
the Leader of the House of Commons.
2. Government Digital Services (GDS) will provide hosting services and technical
support, in cooperation and consultation with Parliamentary ICT (PICT).
Funding
3. The cost of running, maintaining and developing the technical infrastructure will be
shared between the Government and the House of Commons. The precise division of
costs will be agreed between the Government and the House authorities.
Design
4. The publically accessible website text and overall design is to be agreed between both
parties to the MoU, subject to consideration of relevant guidelines, including on
accessibility. The Government will agree links between the e-petitions and
Parliamentary websites in consultation with the Petitions Committee agents acting on
its behalf.
Handling of petitions
5. All e-petitions will be subject to terms and conditions and must adhere to set criteria
for acceptance. The text and content of these conditions will be agreed between the
Government and the Petitions Committee. The form in which they appear on the
website, which has been agreed initially between the Government and the Procedure
Committee, is attached as an annex to this MoU.
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6. Before being opened publicly to signature on the site, an e-petition must be approved
as having met the terms and conditions. Petitions will be moderated by Petitions
Committee staff, advised as necessary by officials of Government departments. The
target for moderating e-petitions will be seven days following their submission.
7. There will be a minimum threshold of 5 signatures for a petition to be submitted for
moderation.
8. Petitions Committee staff will be available to advise prospective petitioners and those
whose petitions have been rejected on how to bring their petition into order, but will
not enter into correspondence about whether a petition ought to have been rejected.
9. E-petitions which are approved as meeting the terms and conditions of the site will stay
‘open’ for a period of 6 months from their creation.
10. All e-petitions that reach 10 000 signatures will receive a response from Government.
11. The Petitions Committee will consider all petitions submitted through the e-petitions
site (as well as all paper petitions presented to the House) and, at its discretion, may:
•

Correspond with petitioners on their petition;

•

Call petitioners for oral evidence;

•

Refer a petition to the relevant select committee (without obligation on that
committee to take any further action);

•

Seek further information from the Government, orally or in writing, on the
subject of a petition;

•

Put forward petitions for debate.

The Petitions Committee will not be able to take action on every petition submitted
through the site, but will take decisions on which petitions to pursue based on factors
including the subject of the petition, the number of signatories, the Parliamentary
activity which has already taken place on the subject and any response by the
Government.
12. The Government will seek to meet reasonable requests for information from the
Committee in relation to petitions. The Committee will only seek oral evidence from
Ministers on petitions in exceptional circumstances, for example in the event of a
failure to respond to requests for written information or to fulfil an undertaking made
in response to a petition.
Review and future development of site
13. The Government and the Petitions Committee will review this agreement annually.
14. Any proposed change to the system that may impact upon the terms of this agreement
will be agreed between the Government and the Petitions Committee.
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Paper petitions
15. Except as specifically mentioned, this agreement does not relate to the House of
Commons paper petition system.

Signed:

(Leader of the House of Commons)

Date:
Signed:
Date:

(Chair of the Petitions Committee)
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Text of e-petition system terms and conditions
The purpose of e-petitions is to provide an easy way for you to make sure your concerns
are heard by Government and Parliament. All e-petitions will be accepted and published
on this website providing they:
•

call on the government and/or the House of Commons for a specific action

•

do not substantially duplicate an existing open e-petition

•

meet the further criteria below.

Submission conditions
An e-petition may freely disagree with the government or call for changes of policy. There
will be no attempt to exclude critical views. Decisions to accept or reject will be made on an
impartial basis.
However, to protect this service from abuse, e-petitions must satisfy some basic conditions.
To create or sign an e-petition, you must be either:
•

a British citizen, or

•

a resident in the UK (you normally live in the UK).

To submit an e-petition, you must use the online form to provide:
•

the title or subject of the e-petition

•

a clear statement that covers the subject of the e-petition and what action you want
the government and/or the House of Commons to take

•

the name of the person submitting the e-petition (the 'petitioner') —names of
organisations cannot be accepted

•

the petitioner's email address (this will not be published on the website)

•

the petitioner's home address (this will not be published on the website)

You must also provide up to [ten] e-mail addresses of people who wish to sign your
petition. An e-mail will be sent to each of these people inviting them to confirm that they
wish to sign it. At least four of them must respond by clicking the link in the email to
confirm that they wish to sign the petition before it can be published and opened for
further signatures on the site.
E-petition guidelines
All e-petitions must call for a specific action from the government or the House of
Commons.
If an e-petition does not include a clear statement explaining what action you want the
government or the House to take, it will be rejected.
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When submitting an e-petition, you may not include the following:
Confidential, libellous, false or defamatory statements, or matters subject
to active legal proceedings
•

Information which may be protected by an injunction or court order

•

Material which is potentially confidential, commercially sensitive, or which may
cause personal distress or loss

•

Names of individuals if they have been accused of a crime or information that may
identify them

•

Names of individual officials of public bodies, unless they are part of the senior
management of those organisations

•

Names of family members of elected representatives, eg MPs, or officials of public
bodies

•

References to cases in which proceedings are active in UK courts.

Offensive, joke or nonsense e-petitions
•

Language that may cause offence, is provocative or extreme in its views

•

Wording that is impossible to understand

•

Statements that amount to advertisements

•

Joke or nonsense content

Matters which are not the responsibility of HM Government or of the
House of Commons
•

Party political material

•

Commercial endorsements including the promotion of any product, service or
publication

•

Issues that are dealt with by devolved bodies, eg The Scottish Parliament

•

Correspondence on personal issues

•

Freedom of Information requests

Matters relating to honours or appointments
•

Nominations for honours. Find out how to submit nominations for honours at:
www.gov.uk/honours This link opens in a new window

E-petitions that do not follow these guidelines cannot be accepted. In these cases, you will
be informed by email of the reason(s) your e-petition has been refused.
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We will publish the full text of rejected e-petitions, unless the content is illegal, offensive or
confidential. The text of petitions which do not receive the support of at least four
additional signatories will not be published.
It is not possible to alter a rejected e-petition, and no correspondence will be entered into
regarding rejected e-petitions. Rejection of an e-petition does not stop you from submitting
a new e-petition which meets the terms and conditions of the site. Advice on petitioning is
available from the House of Commons Petitions Office [insert link and phone no.].
Opening of petitions for signature
It will usually take up to seven days from the time the first four signatories are confirmed
following the submission of an e-petition for it to appear on the website. During busy
periods it may take longer.
Once accepted, e-petitions will be made available on this website for anyone to sign.
Anyone signing the e-petition must provide their name, home address and email address.
No personal details will be published on the site. This information will not be used for any
purpose other than in relation to the e-petition.
The government or the House of Commons may contact you by email to:
•

confirm you have submitted an e-petition

•

confirm you have signed an e-petition

•

provide updates about the e-petition.

If you sign an e-petition (are a ‘signatory’), you will only receive updates if you choose this
option when you sign it.
All petitioners and signatories will receive a first email that asks you to confirm your email
address.
E-petitions and the House of Commons
The Petitions Committee of the House of Commons will consider the petitions submitted
through the site and will have responsibility for confirming that they are suitable for
presentation to the House. The Committee may also:
•

Correspond with petitioners on their petition;

•

Call petitioners for oral evidence;

•

Draw a petition to the attention of the relevant select committee;

•

Seek further information from the Government, orally or in writing, on the subject
of a petition;

•

Put forward a petition for debate, or draw the attention of the House to a petition
which is relevant to a debate already taking place.
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If the Petitions Committee decides to take further action in respect of a petition, the creator
of the petition will be notified, along with any signatories to the petition who have chosen
to receive updates. Information on the action taken by the Committee, and as appropriate
links to information on other Parliamentary activity relating to the subject of the petition,
will be published with the petition on the website.
Paper based Parliamentary petitions
The e-petitions system is not intended to replace the current paper based system of public
petitions in the House of Commons.
For more information about the paper based Parliamentary petitions, you can visit the UK
Parliament website This link opens in a new window.
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Conclusions and recommendations
A “collaborative” system?
1.

We do not consider that it would be sensible to set up a separate House system.
Rather, we believe that a better way for the House now to achieve the objective our
predecessors set out of “reinforc[ing] [its] historic role as the proper and principal
recipient of public petitions” will be for ownership of a joint system to be shared
between the Government and a re-established Petitions Committee, on behalf of the
House. (Paragraph 19)

Platform for a joint system
2.

A joint system should be based on the existing Government e-petition site,
redesigned and rebranded to show that it is owned by the House and the
Government. To emphasise the Parliamentary oversight of the system, and in line
with the House’s historic role as the principal recipient of public petitions, it should
use the URL epetitions.parliament.uk. There should also be a clear link from the
Parliament website www.parliament.uk to the e-petition site, including from the
pages which explain the existing paper petitioning system. (Paragraph 20)

Role of the Committee
3.

We are persuaded that, in a jointly-owned system, there should be a House of
Commons Petitions Committee charged with oversight of the e-petitioning system
on behalf of the House, liaising with the Government. The Committee should also
assume responsibility for oversight of the paper petitioning system in the House of
Commons. (Paragraph 28)

Chairing and membership
4.

We consider that a committee charged with such responsibilities on behalf of the
House should have a chair elected by the whole House and members elected by their
parties, as with the majority of existing select committees. (Paragraph 30)

New committee, or allocate the responsibilities to an existing committee?
5.

Our preference is for a separate committee to be set up which can focus exclusively
on the significant task of considering and responding to petitions. (Paragraph 33)

Engagement with petitioners and potential petitioners
6.

The potential is there, we believe, for the establishment of a new system overseen by
a Petitions Committee to improve significantly the House’s engagement with
petitioners and prospective petitioners. (Paragraph 44)
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Moderation of e-petitions
7.

We recommend that moderation of the jointly-owned system—that is, examination
of e-petitions submitted to ensure that they comply with the terms and conditions of
the site—should be carried out by Petitions Committee staff, advised as necessary by
officials of Government departments. (Paragraph 49)

Threshold for publication
8.

We recommend that an e-petition be required to attract at least five signatures in
addition to its creator before it will be submitted for moderation (and thereafter
publication). (Paragraph 52)

Terms and conditions or the submission of an e-petition
9.

The terms and conditions of the site which we consider appropriate to a jointlyowned system are published in the Annex to this report. (Paragraph 53)

10.

Petitioners should be required to include a clear statement of the action which they
want the Government, or the House, to take as a result of their petition. (Paragraph
54)

Duration on the site
11.

We recommend that the period for which a petition should be open for signature on
the new site should be six months. (Paragraph 64)

Presentation to the House
12.

We recommend that, once it is closed for signature, the title of each e-petition be
recorded in a list in the Votes and Proceedings (or elsewhere in the formal record of
House proceedings), together with the number of signatures it has attracted.
(Paragraph 65)

Debates on petitions
13.

We recommend that the Petitions Committee should assume responsibility from
BBCom for determining debates on petitions in Westminster Hall. If the Petitions
Committee decides that a petition deserves a debate on the floor of the House, it
would take that request to the Backbench Business Committee, which could (but
would not be obliged to) allocate backbench time for it. (Paragraph 68)

Paper petitions
14.

We have concluded that the rules and procedures for paper petitions should remain
as they are. (Paragraph 72)

15.

We recommend that the Government should retain its practice of responding to
every paper petition presented to the House. We recommend that the requirement
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that all paper petitions should be referred to the relevant select committee, and
formally placed on their agenda, should be removed. (Paragraph 73)
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