Lesson 2
The Executive Branch of British Government   
The Prime Minister and his functions
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The main function of the executive branch of the government is to administer the laws. One of the characteristic features of British government is that the highest executive authority (the Cabinet) is a part of the highest legislative authority (Parliament). The executive branch is headed by the Prime Minister, who is appointed by the king or queen. According to tradition, the Prime Minister is the leader of the party that has won the elections and has the majority in the House of Commons.
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The residence of the Prime Minister is situated in Downing Street. That is why when the journalists write about changes in the country’s policy and other important political decisions, they often use the name of this street as synonym of the British Government. But the Prime Minister and the members of the Cabinet are changeable people whose position depends on the results of the latest General Election. In order to function normally, the Government needs some permanent officials, not dependable on the results of elections. In England they are called civil servants. So when the journalists write about the political decisions of the Cabinet, they recall the name of another London street – Whitehall. It is the place where the offices of the Civil Service are situated.  


The Prime Minister in the name of the Monarch, directs all executive work of the Government. Under his guidance, the members of the Cabinet prepare the definite actions, while civil servants supply them with necessary materials. Local authorities carry out the practical application of these policies and materials.
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Formally, the appointment of Prime Minister must receive royal approval. Prime Minister acts as the Monarch’s private advisor. In reality he has a very great power. All social functions of the Monarch are prepared and organized by the Prime Minister: opening of the new session of Parliament with Throne speech, visits to the various parts of the country and abroad, etc. Prime Minister is politically responsible for these royal acts and is blamed in case of any mistake.


After a formal royal approval in his post, the new Prime Minister appoints his most prominent followers as members of the Cabinet. In addition, Prime Minister is also responsible for appointing people to more than 50 most important positions in the state. All political roads in the British State lead to the office of Prime Minister. Appointing members of Parliamentary Committees Prime Minister can coordinate the country’s legislature. Choosing people for the positions of the bishops of the Church of England, Prime Minister can influence religious policies of the state. Appointing the members of the Statutory Boards Prime Minister can influence the work of nationalized industries. And certainly, the most important function of Prime Minister is to be responsible for the work of the Government, which includes the Cabinet, the Civil Service, and the local authorities.    


Most of the Ministers are chosen from the House of Commons, but a few must be in the House of Lords, so that government plans can be explained there.


The Prime Minister is by tradition First Lord of the Treasury and Minister for the Civil Service. Unlike an American President, a British Prime Minister can remain in the job as long as the party he or she represents is in power. The Prime Minister has regular meetings with the sovereign to inform him or her of the activities of the government.
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In fact, a modern Prime Minister has a great dominance over the monarch and the ministers. First, the monarch’s powers of patronage (the power to appoint people to all kinds of jobs and to confer honours on people) are actually the PM’s powers of patronage.


The second reason for a modern PM’s dominance is the power of the PM’s public image. The mass media has tended to make politics a matter of personalities. The details of policies are hard to understand. An individual, constantly appearing on the television and in the newspapers, is much easier to identify with. Everybody in the country can recognize the Prime minister, while many cannot put a name to the faces of the other ministers. As a result the PM can go “over the heads” of the other ministers and appeal directly to the public.


Third, all ministers except the PM are kept busy looking after their government departments. They don’t have time to think about and discuss government policy as a whole. But the PM does, and cabinet committees usually report directly to him. Moreover, the cabinet office is directly under the PM’s control and works in the same building. As a result, the PM knows more about what is going on than the other ministers do. Because there is not enough time for the cabinet to discuss most matters, a choice has to be made about what will be discussed. And it is the PM who makes that choice. Matters that are not discussed can be decided by the PM. The convention of collective responsibility then means that the rest of the government has to go along with whatever the PM has decided.


There is a tradition to put questions to the Prime Minister in the House of Commons for half an hour each week, on Wednesday afternoons. The questions are from both government and Opposition Members of Parliament and are not known by the Prime Minister in advance. The answers often lead to noisy disagreement between members of parliament in different parties. The occasion is broadcast on television.   

The Cabinet and the Civil Service


In Britain, the Cabinet is a kind of “inner government” within the Government. The Cabinet is a committee responsible for deciding government policy and for coordinating the work of government departments. It directs the administration, controls the process of lawmaking, and dominates the House of Commons. It decides what subjects shall be debated in the House.


This institution developed from the council of the King’s trusted officials, called the Privy Council, among whom were such officials as the Chancellor, the Treasurer and the King’s secretary. The Chancellor later became the Lord Chancellor. It is interesting that the Cabinet as an institution is not recognized by any law even now. Technically it is an informal committee of Privy Councillors. Among other members of the Privy Council there are the representatives of hereditary aristocracy, of the Church, of the highest judiciary institution and even the people who are not connected with government at all – distinguished writers, architects, and so on. All Privy Councillors are entitled to the prefix “The Right Honourable” before their name. They remain Privy Councillors for life, irrespective of whether or not they occupy any official posts. 


Now the Cabinet consists of about 20 ministers chosen by the Prime Minister and meets for a few hours each week at Downing Street. Its members are bound by oath not to talk about the meetings. They don’t mention who agreed or disagreed. The principle of collective responsibility means that the Cabinet acts unanimously, even if some ministers don’t agree. When a policy has been decided, each minister is expected to support it publicly or resign. In recent years, prime ministers have changed the members of their Cabinet quite often in Cabinet reshuffles. Some members are dropped, new ones are brought in, and the rest are given new departmental responsibilities. Over the years the membership of the Cabinet has varied in size between 17 and 23 and includes the Lord President of the Council, the Lord Chancellor. Most of the members of the Cabinet have the title of the Secretary of State. The exceptions are the members responsible for finance (Chancellor of the Exchequer) and for agriculture (Minister of Agriculture). Their political assistants are usually called junior ministers. If a Cabinet member’s title is the Secretary of State, his junior minister is usually called the Undersecretary of State.
The leader of the main opposition party forms a shadow cabinet of shadow ministers each with a particular area of responsibility, so that there is a team ready to take over immediately if the party in power should be defeated.  

The composition of the Cabinet


Prime Minister, Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, Secretary of State for the Home Department, Chancellor of the Exchequer (Head of the Treasury), Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, Secretary of State for Defence, Lord Privy Seal, Secretary of State for Social Service, Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, Secretary of State for Environment, Secretary of State for Employment, Secretary of State for Education and Science, Secretary of State for Energy, Secretary of State for Transport, Chancellor of the Dutchy of Lancaster, Secretary of State for Wales, Secretary of State for Scotland, Secretary of State for Northern Ireland.         
Prime Ministers of Great Britain
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Outstanding British Politicians

Sir Robert Walpole 
(1676-1745)
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Sir Robert Walpole was a British politician and Britain’s first Prime Minister. He served the longest time of any prime minister and was the first to live  at “Number 10 Downing Street”. His periods in power were times of peace and economic success for the country, although Walpole himself was accused of dishonest behaviour in government. He was made an earl in 1742. 

Winston Churchill

(1874-1965)
Winston Churchill was a politician who is remembered as one of Britain’s greatest statesmen. He is best known for his courageous leadership as Prime Minister during World War II.
He was born on November 30, 1874. He was the eldest son of aristocrat and Conservative politician Lord Randolph Churchill and his American wife Jennie.
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He graduated from the Royal Military College in Sandhurst. As a young man  he served as a soldier in India and Egypt. Then he was a war correspondent in South Africa where he was captured during the Boer War.  After his escape he joined the Conservative Party. Since then he was taking an active part in Britain’s political life, occupying a number of important posts in the government. He was a member of Parliament from 1900 to 1965 for five different constituencies. He started as a Conservative, changed to the Liberal Party in 1904 and back to the Conservative Party in 1925. Between 1906 and 1929 he held many important positions in government, but went against the general feeling of his day in opposing Hitler’s moves to increase Germany’s supplies of weapons.

When Neville Chamberlain was forced to resign in 1940, Churchill became Prime Minister and Minister of Defence.

During the Second World War he successfully secured military aid and moral support from the United States. He travelled endlessly during the war, establishing close ties with the leaders of other nations and co-ordinated a military strategy which finally brought about Hitler’s defeat.

His radio speeches during World War II gave the British people a strong determination to win the war especially at times of great crisis. His tireless efforts gained admiration from all over the world. But the Conservative Party, led by Churchill, lost the election of 1945, but he became Prime Minister again fro 1951 to 1955 when he retired, aged 80 because of ill health.

He was made a Knight in 1953. He spent most of his last years writing and painting. He wrote the book “The History of the English-speaking people”. In recognition of his historical studies he was given the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1953.
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He was famous for smoking a large cigar, and making a “V-sign for ‘victory’”. He was often referred to simply as ‘Winnie’ and is remembered with great affection in both Britain and the US. In 1963 Congress made him an honorary American citizen.

Sir Winston Churchill died in 1965 at the age of 90. His death marked the end of an era in British history.

Margaret Thatcher

(1925 - )
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Margaret Thatcher was a British Conservative politician who became Britain’s first woman in European history prime minister and was one of the longest serving British prime ministers of the 20th century.

Margaret Thatcher is the second daughter of a grocer and dressmaker. She was born on October 13, 1925, in Lincolnshire, England. She was a clever child. Early in life she decided to become a member of Parliament. She was educated at Somerville College and at Oxford University. She earned a ‘master of arts degree’ from Oxford in 1950 and worked for a short time as a research chemist. In 1950 she married Denis Thatcher, a director of a paint firm. After her marriage she specialized in tax law.
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She became a member of Parliament in 1959. Because of her debating skills she soon became prominent among other politicians. In 1970 she became a member of the Cabinet where she was made Secretary of State for education and science. In 1974 she became the leader of the Conservative Party. When the Conservative Party won a  decisive victory in the 1979 general elections, Thatcher became Prime Minister. As Prime Minister she believed that the state shouldn’t interfere in business, and privatized many industries that were owned by the state. She reduced the power of the trade unions by a series of laws. She wanted people not to rely on the welfare state, and instead to pay for their own health care, education and pensions.

People were often critical of Mrs Thatcher’s policies and blamed her for the decline of many British industries and high unemployment. However she was seen as a very determined and patriotic Prime Minister, and she became especially popular after the ‘Falklands War’2. Because of this she was often referred to as the ‘Iron Lady’.

During the third term Thatcher continued the ‘Thatcher revolution’ by returning education, health care and housing to private control.

After winning three general elections, she was forced to resign in 1991 by members of her own party who criticized her attitude to the European Union. She was succeeded as Prime Minister by John Major. She was made a life peer in 1992.

Margaret Thatcher is certainly an outstanding figure in Britain’s political life. According to political observers, she brought long-needed changes to British government and society. 

GLOSSARY
Read the following words and word combinations according to the reading rules:
-executive

-legislative,  legislature
- to overlap
-civil servants
-to recall

-application
-Statutory Boards
-patronage
-to confer honours
-to tend to make politics
-to appeal to the public.

-convention
-the Privy Council

-the Chancellor
-the Treasurer

-judiciary institution

-to entitle
-irrespective of

-bound by oath

-the principle

-to act unanimously

-to resign
-reshuffle
-to drop
-to take over

-the Home Department
-Chancellor of the Exchequer

-the Alliance
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