DOSSIER

5

WARM UP

1

Who is the
reigning monarch
of the UK? Who is
the current Prime
Minister?

The word ‘parliament’
comes from the Old
French for ‘speaking’
and was originally used
in the 13th century to
describe the after-dinner
discussions between
monks in their cloisters.

INSTITUTIONS
The UK political system
The United Kingdom is a parliamentary democracy with a constitutional
monarch. This means that a king or queen is the Head of State (currently Queen
Elizabeth II) and a prime minister (currently Theresa May) is the Head of the
Government, which is voted into power by the people. The monarch once had absolute
power, but this has been reduced to very limited powers and ceremonial duties.
The monarch must remain politically impartial.

Parliament
The business of Parliament takes place in two Houses: the House of Commons and
the House of Lords. Their work is similar: legislation, scrutiny of the government and
debate of current issues.
Generally, the decisions made in one House have to be approved by the other. In this
way the two-chamber system acts as a check and balance for both Houses.

THE HOUSE OF LORDS

THE HOUSE OF COMMONS

ACT IV IT IE S

The Commons is made up of 650 Members of Parliament
(MPs) who are elected by the public every five years. They
represent many different political parties, although the
majority belong to one of the two major parties, Labour or
Conservative.
MPs debate the big political issues of the day and proposals
for new laws. While most laws have to be approved by both
houses, the Commons is solely responsible for decisions
regarding financial Bills, such as proposed new taxes.
Every Wednesday, MPs from all parties can question the
Prime Minister on any subject, although they usually focus
on the controversial issues of the moment.
Debates are often very lively and dynamic, with MPs
interrupting each other to challenge what is being
said. However, certain rules must be followed and no
‘unparliamentary’ language is allowed.

MORE ABOUT...
• When MPs vote in the Commons they say ‘aye’ or ‘no’. In the
Lords, Members vote saying ‘content’ or ‘not content’.
• MPs are not allowed to speak in the space between two red
lines running along the length of the Chamber. It has been
claimed that these lines are traditionally two swords’ lengths
apart to prevent MPs duelling.

www.parliament.uk
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The House of Lords is the second chamber of
the UK Parliament and it processes and revises
legislation (but does not veto laws passed by
the Commons), acts as a check on government
and provides a forum of independent expertise.
Unlike MPs, the numbers of Lords are not fixed
(there are currently about 800 members), they are
not elected by the public and they are not paid.
In the past, hereditary peers (where the title of
Lord was passed onto an heir) were automatically
allowed to sit and vote in the House of Lords.
Now most members are appointed by the Queen
on the recommendation of the Prime Minister or
of the House of Lords Appointments Commission,
an independent, public body. 26 of the Lords are
Church of England archbishops and bishops.
Some Lords support a particular political party,
while many others are ‘crossbenchers’, meaning
that they are independent.

The UK Government
and Prime Minister

seats seggi
appoints nomina

The Secretaries of
States include the
Chancellor of the
Exchequer (economy
and finance), the Home
Secretary, Secretary of
State for Foreign and
Commonwealth Affairs,
Secretary of State for
Defence, Secretary of
State for Education and
so on.

The political party that
wins the most seats in a
general election forms
the government, led
by their party leader
who becomes Prime
Minister.
It is officially the
monarch who appoints
the party leader as Prime
Minister, asking him/her
to form Her Majesty’s
Government.
The Prime Minister:

The cabinet of Theresa May discussing
Brexit negotiations in 2016

•

is the head of the UK Government and is ultimately
responsible for the policy and decisions of the
Government;
• oversees the operation of the Civil Service and
government agencies;
• appoints members of the Cabinet;
• is the principal government figure in the House of
Commons.
Once a week, the Prime Minister has an audience with
the Queen, normally in person but also by telephone if
necessary.
The Cabinet is the committee at the centre of the British
political system and is the supreme decision-making
body in government. The Cabinet is formed by the
Prime Minister, Deputy Prime Minister and the heads of
departments, called Secretaries of States , which are
chosen by the Prime Minister. Every Tuesday they meet,
together with some other ministers, in the Cabinet room
of Number 10 Downing Street to discuss the issues
regarding the government and country. Government
Cabinets have actually met in the same room since 1856.
The Prime Minister can reorganise the roles of Cabinet
ministers and the government to reflect changing priorities
and challenges, for example by creating a new department
or reallocating responsibilities.

Reading comprehension
1

Read the text and answer these questions.
1 Who is the Prime Minister and what is his/her role?
2 What role does the Queen have?
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3 What is a Secretary of State?
4 What is the role of the Cabinet?

Political parties
The UK has a multi-party system which, however, over the last 150 years has been mainly dominated by two
political parties: the Labour Party and the Conservative Party.

THE LABOUR PARTY was born out of the trade union movement in 1900 with the aim of giving a
political voice to the working classes and it was a socialist party. From the mid-1990s under
the leadership of Tony Blair and his ‘New Labour’, the party moved away from its previous
socialist policies of government intervention in the economy and the redistribution of wealth,
and adopted more free market policies and become centre-left. Jeremy Corbyn, who was
elected as party leader in 2015, has more socialist, left-wing views. Traditionally, the party is stronger in the
north of England. There was a Labour government from 1997 to 2010, under Prime Ministers Tony Blair
and Gordon Brown.
THE CONSERVATIVE PARTY – often called the Tories – is a right-wing or centre-right political party
and it was the dominant party in the UK for 18 years, from 1979 to 1997, winning four
consecutive general elections. Margaret Thatcher, the nation’s first female Prime Minister,
led the country for much of this time, followed by John Major. Traditionally stronger in the
south of England, the party supports the ideas of a free market, the promotion of private
enterprise and a strong military presence. David Cameron was the Prime Minister from 2010 to 2016 and
was succeeded by Theresa May.
The national parties for Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are increasingly playing a more important
role within the UK Parliament. The Scottish National Party, in favour of an independent Scotland, won
56 out of 59 Scottish seats in the 2015 election. The number of this party’s MPs went down in the 2017
election, but they, together with the MPs of other national parties, are fundamental when discussing and
voting on key issues. Plaid Cymru (the party of Wales) is in favour of independence for their country, while
the Democratic Unionist Party in Northern Ireland supports remaining part of the UK. Sinn Féin, on the
other hand, wants a united Ireland. Sinn Féin MPs do not actually sit in Parliament because they do not agree
with swearing allegiance to the Crown.
The Liberal Democrat Party was formed in 1988 with the merger of two existing parties, the Liberal
Party, one of the two major parties of UK during the 19th century, and the Social Democratic Party. They
are socially progressive and support electoral reform, progressive taxation, human rights laws and economic
liberalism. They were part of the 2010-2015 coalition government with the Conservatives, but the number of
MPs has fallen dramatically since then. The Green Party, established in 1990, is a left-wing political group
whose primary focus is environmental and ecological issues. It is also committed to social justice and equality,
particularly with reference to a living wage for everyone. It generally wins only one or two seats in Parliament.
The UK Independence Party, which has right-wing, nationalist beliefs, was very prominent for several
years before and during the Brexit referendum, but did not succeed in winning any seats in the 2017 general
election.

1

Read the text and answer these questions.
1
2
3
4
5
6

What were the origins of the Labour Party?
How has this party changed its political position over the years?
What are the political beliefs of the Conservative Party?
In which area of the UK does it have more support?
What parties are linked to specific countries of the UK? Which are in favour of independence?
Which party was very visible during the Brexit referendum? Why do you think that was?
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Reading comprehension

401

UK General Elections
A

C

Prior to 2011, a government could decide
when, within a five-year period, to call a
general election. 1
The Fixed Term
Parliament Act, passed on 15th September
2011, declared that general elections
shall be held on the first Thursday in
May every five years. Elections can be
held earlier if, for example, there is a
vote of no-confidence in the government, or if
two-thirds of the total number of MPs agree with a motion
for a general election.
B

AC TI V IT IE S

For the general elections for the UK government, the UK is
divided into numerous voting areas, called constituencies
or wards, where candidates – who can be independent or
from various political parties – stand for election. Each
constituency in the UK elects one MP to a seat in the
House of Commons, using a simple majority – ‘first-pastthe-post’ – system. Each voter puts a cross next to their
preferred candidate on a ballot paper. 2
The political
party that wins a majority of seats (326) in the House of
Commons usually forms the Government, with the leader
of the party becoming Prime Minister.

If no party has the majority of seats, there is what is
called a ‘hung parliament’. 3
This was the case
in the 2010 general election, so the Conservative
party negotiated with the Liberal Democrats, whose
political opinion was closest to their own, to form
a coalition government. It is also possible for the
largest party to form a minority government, relying
on the `confidence' or support of minor parties for
key issues and votes. This happened in 2017, when
the Conservatives lost their majority and formed an
agreement with the Democratic Unionist Party for
their support.
D

To be eligible to stand as a candidate in a UK
general election, you must be over 18 and a British
citizen, a citizen of the Republic of Ireland or a
Commonwealth citizen with indefinite rights to
remain in the UK. There are various other requisites
which must be satisfied, as well as certain exclusions.
Each candidate must be formally nominated and
pay a deposit of £500 to the Electoral Commission.
4
With fewer votes, the candidate loses the
deposit.

Reading comprehension
1

Read the text and choose the correct heading for each paragraph (A-D).
1 Voting system

2

2 Calling a general election

3 Standing as a candidate

4 Coalition government

FCE Read the text again and choose the best sentence to fill each gap (1-4). There is one extra sentence
you do not need.
a For this reason, it would often try to time the election to take advantage of a positive public attitude
towards the party.
b In this case, it is normal to try and form a coalition with another party in order to have the majority.
c This new system was adopted at the end of 2011.
d These are then counted and the candidate with the most votes becomes the MP for that constituency.
e This is returned if the candidate gets more than 5% of votes.

Vocabulary
3

Match the terms to the correct definition.
1
2
3
4
5
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constituency
vote of no-confidence
first-past-the-post
hung parliament
coalition
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a
b
c
d
e

the current voting system for UK government
a reason to call an early election
no party with a majority of seats in the House of Commons
an agreement between two parties to form a government
a voting district in the UK

WARM UP

1

Can you name
all member states
of the European
Union?
How many
different EU
institutions can
you name?
Article 50 of the Treaty
of Lisbon gives any EU
member state the right
to withdraw unilaterally
from the EU and it outlines the necessary procedures. Once invoked,
the country has a period
of two years to negotiate
an exit deal.

The European Union
A brief history of the EU

EU common policies
EU youth exchange programmes
Brexit

The history of the EU starts after World War II with the formation of the European
Coal and Steel Community and, in 1957, the Treaty of Rome which formed the
European Economic Community (EEC). The founding member states were
Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands. Over the years
more countries joined the EEC and more policies were made to facilitate trade and
bring Europe and Europeans closer together. The single market became a reality in 1992
and in 1993 the Treaty of Maastricht established the EU. The single currency – the
euro – came into force in 2002.
As of Jannary 2018, the EU member states are: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary,
Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal,
Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden. The United Kingdom, after the Brexit
referendum on the country’s membership of the EU in 2016, invoked Article 50* on 29th
March 2017. This started the official process to withdraw from the European Union.

EU institutions

LEGISLATIVE
The legislative branch of the European Union is formed by
the European Parliament and the Council of the European
Union. Together they approve new EU laws which have been
proposed by the Commission, and decide the EU budget.
The European Parliament also has supervisory powers, for
example approving the nomination of the members and
President of the Commission. It is the only EU institution
where the members are elected directly by the public.
There are 751 MEPs from the EU member states. Within
parliament, the MEPs sit together as political groups – there
are currently seven – rather than in groups according to
nationality. The Council, on the other hand, is not composed
of fixed members as such but each meeting is attended
by the national minister from each EU member state for
the policy under discussion. This means that if the meeting
is discussing, for example, environmental issues, the 28
national ministers for the environment will attend.

EXECUTIVE
The European Commission, based in Brussels and
Luxembourg, is the executive branch of the EU and it is made
up of 28 commissioners, one from each EU member state,
which serve a 5-year term. The President of the Commission
assigns specific policy areas – such as the environment,
education or energy – to each commissioner. The Commission
represents the interests of the EU as a whole. It proposes new
laws to Parliament and the Council, manages the EU’s budget,
enforces EU law and represents the EU internationally, for
example, by negotiating agreements with other countries.
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JUDICIAL
The Court of Justice is the judicial bran
ch of the EU. Situated in
Luxembourg, it is divided into three cour
ts: the Court of Justice, the
General Court and the Civil Service Tribu
nal. There is one judge for
each EU member state, together with eigh
t impartial advocatesgeneral. These are all appointed for a term
of six years. The Court
of Justice is responsible for making sure
EU law is applied in the
same way in all member states and that
they all comply with the
obligations set out in the Treaties. It also
reviews the legality of the
acts carried out by the various institutio
ns of the European Union.

JUDICIAL

OTHER EU INSTITUTIONS

Council of
the European
Union

European
Commission

Court of
Justice
of the EU

European
Council

European
Central Bank

Court of
Auditors

Brussels,
Strasbourg,
Luxembourg
(administrative
offices)

Brussels

Brussels and
(6) _________

Luxembourg

(13) _________

(15) _________

(17) _________

(1) _________
MEPs from the
Member States,
elected by
(2) _________
every 5 years

(4) _________
for the
policy under
discussion

28
Commissioners,
one from each
EU state, with a
(7) _________
term, appointed
by national
governments

(10) _________
judge per
EU country;
8 advocates
general;
six-year term

National
(14) _________
or Government
President of the
Commission

Executive Board

1 member
from each EU
country;
(18) _________
term

Debate and
pass EU laws,
with the Council

(5) _________
EU laws and
decide the
annual EU
budget

(8) _________
new laws to
Parliament and
the Council

Ensure the
Member States
comply with
obligations
under the
(11) _________

Set the EU’s
general political
direction and
priorities

Key responsibilities

European
Parliament

Location

EXECUTIVE

Composition

LEGISLATIVE

Scrutinise other
EU institutions,
particularly the
Commission, to
make sure they
are working
democratically
(3) _________
the EU’s budget,
with the Council

Coordinate the
broad economic
policies of
EU member
countries
Sign
agreements
between the
EU and other
countries

Manage the
EU’s budget and
allocate funding
Enforce EU law
Represent
the EU
(9) _________

Governing
Council
General Council

No legislative
functions

Review the
legality of the
acts of the
(12) _________

Implement
the EU’s
(16) _________
and monetary
policy
Keep prices and
the financial
system stable

Interpret EU law
at the request of
national courts
and tribunals

Improve EU
financial
management
Report on the
use of public
funds
Present
European
Parliament and
Council with an
annual financial
report

Develop the
EU’s foreign and
defence policies

Reading comprehension
Read the text on page 404 and fill in the missing information on the table (1-12).

Listening
3

2.34 Listen to this presentation of some of the other EU institutions and fill in the remaining gaps (13-18).

Internet research
4

Do some further research about one of the principal EU institutions. Then write a short essay (about 20
lines), including these points:
• its composition, including important current members;
• its key functions and responsibilities;

• its decision-making processes;
• any recent controversial issues or decisions.
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Political parties

WARM UP

American politics is dominated by two political parties: the Republicans and the
1 Who is the current
Democrats. The Republican Party was founded in 1854. Its nickname is ‘Grand Old
President of the
Party’ and its symbol is the elephant. The Democratic Party was founded in 1828 and
United States and
has a donkey as its unofficial party symbol. The Democrats can be said to be
which party does
centre-left whilst the Republicans are more conservative and represent the centre right,
he/she represent?
although each party naturally has members which hold different views. Republican
supporters tend to be slightly older, in a higher income bracket, with
MORE ABOUT...
more male than female supporters. The Democrats are in favour of a
more active role of government in society, social freedoms and a mixed
There have been 19 Republican
Presidents to date. The first was
economy. They believe in investing in government spending, healthcare,
Abraham Lincoln (1861-1865). More
education and infrastructure. The Republicans are for a more limited
recent Republican Presidents include
role of government in society, for free markets and the importance of
Richard Nixon (1969-1974), Ronald
the private sector. They would like to see reduced government spending
Reagan (1981-1989), George H. W. Bush
(1989-1993), his son George W. Bush
and a strong military and national defence. Other parties include the
(2001-2009) and Donald Trump (2017- ).
Green Party, active since the 1980s and advocating environmentalism,
The first Democratic President was
social justice and peace, and the Libertarian Party, founded in 1971
Andrew Jackson (1829-1837) and the
and in favour of laissez-faire markets, strong civil liberties and nonlatest was Barack Obama (2009-2017).
Other Democratic Presidents were
interventionism in foreign policy. The Constitution Party, formerly
Franklin D. Roosevelt (1933-1945), John
known as the US Taxpayers’ Party, is a right/far right political group
F. Kennedy (1961-1963) and Bill Clinton
which believes – as the name suggests – in the importance of the US
(1993-2001).
Constitution, American sovereignty and Christian morals and principles.

2

Read the text then complete the table
on the two major US political parties.

Democratic Party

Republican Party

Foundation

_________________________

_________________________

Political position

_________________________

_________________________

Typical supporters

_________________________

_________________________

Critical thinking & Speaking
3

How do you think the Democrats and the Republicans generally stand on the
following points? Which would they be in favour of and which against? Why?
• higher tax rates for higher income
• gay rights
brackets
• affirmative action*
• an increase in minimum wages
• abortion
• an increase in military spending
• universal health care
• more gun control laws
• immigration restrictions
• the death penalty
• drug liberalisation

4

Where do the major Italian parties stand on issues like these? 				
And what is your opinion?

ACTIVITIE S

Reading comprehension

Affirmative action
refers to the policies and
programmes which are
designed to offer equal
opportunities, particularly in
education and employment,
to those minority groups
that have suffered historic
discrimination in the USA.
This includes discrimination
for race, colour, religion,
gender, sexual orientation
and national origin.

Writing
5

Write a short essay comparing the US and Italian electoral systems. Include the following points:
• the number of political parties;
• who can vote and how a majority vote is 			
• how the election campaigns are structured;
calculated.
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WARM UP

1

Who is the
current President
of the USA and
which party does
he/she represent?
When were the
last elections in
the USA?

US elections

Famous political speeches

Any natural born citizen of the United States who is over 35 years old and has been
a permanent resident of the country for at least 14 years is eligible for President. The
President and Vice President are elected together every four years. The election is held
in November – it is always on the Tuesday after the first Monday in November. But the
whole process actually starts long before that.
First of all, from about January to June, there are the primaries and caucuses. These
are where the Republican and Democrat parties choose the candidate they want to be
their presidential candidate.
The next step is the party convention, which usually happens around August. At these
conventions, the Republicans and Democrats formally nominate their presidential and
vice presidential candidates. The conventions are huge events over several days which
are closely followed by the media. They are an opportunity for the party to present its
electoral programme and the candidate in the best possible way.
The campaign between the Republican and Democrat candidates then starts for real.
Each candidate is followed by a huge team of advisers, fundraisers and campaigners.
The money spent on election
campaigns runs into billions
of dollars, with a lot spent on
TV advertising. Candidates
often look for endorsement from
celebrity and political figures
which are important for their
image.

ACT IV I TI ES

Some states, the so-called red or blue states, are traditionally
Democrat or Republican controlled, while other states change from one
party to the other. These are often called purple states. Both parties
generally concentrate their campaign efforts – in terms of time and
money – on these states, as they want to prevent them going to the
other party or they want to try to take the state from the other party.
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Reading comprehension
2

Read the text and complete these sentences.
1 Only resident US citizens who are over … can
stand for President.
2 Elections are held every … in November.
3 Presidential candidates are chosen in the
primaries which are held from … to …
4 Party conventions are often held in …

The division of states into Democrat (blue)
and Republican (red) after the 2016 election.

5 The … closely follows the party conventions.
6 Party conventions are used to present the party’s
… and candidate.
7 Political campaigns cost …
8 Purple states, which … from one party to another,
are the most important for candidates.

Listening
3

2.35 Listen to the explanation of the election procedures and choose the correct alternative.

1
		
2
		
3
		

Each state has the same/a different number
of Electoral College votes.
The president is elected directly/indirectly
by the people.
The presidential candidate needs more/less
than half the Electoral College votes to win.
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4 It is/is not possible for a candidate to win the
popular vote but lose the election.
5 The winning candidate is known in/before
December.
6 The inauguration of the President is on 12th/20th
January.

