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Select Committees
According to a government pamphlet ‘Select Committees are generally set up to help Parliament with control of the executive by examining aspects of public policy and administration. They may also undertake more specific responsibilities related to the internal procedures of Parliament. They examine subjects by taking written and oral evidence and, after private deliberation, present a report to the House’. Select Committees were used a great deal before the C19th, but the growth in the power of the executive led to their decline. It is only since 1979 that departmental select committees have been in operation.
Non-departmental select committees
The most important non-departmental select committee is the Public Accounts Committee, first set up in 1861. It checks government accounts and tries to ensure public money is spent usefully. Other non-departmental SCs include the SC on Standards and Privileges and the SC on European Legislation.
Departmental Select Committees

The task of  departmental SC is to examine the expenditure, administration and policy of individual government departments and to report back to the House. Initially 14 departmental SCs were set up, 2 more set up in 1992 and another for Northern Ireland in 1994. They each have 11 members, chosen by the Committee of Selection. Memberships reflects the relative party sizes in the Commons, unlike standing committees, no government ministers or frontbench opposition members are included and no whips attend. SCs tend not to operate on adversarial party lines, but aim to produce unanimous reports at the end of their investigations.
Powers
Most departmental SCs meet once a week for up to 2 hours. They can investigate any issue, but time limits the scope of their enquiries. They have the power to send for ‘persons, papers and records’. Witnesses can be interviewed (often in public), evidence taken and specialist advisors appointed.

Limitations

SCs may not always obtain the information they require. Without the express permission of the House as a whole SCs cannot call ministers or other MPs to attend. More importantly is the difficulty SCs have in persuading ministers and other witnesses to give straight answers to direct questions. Pressures of time also mean that SC members have little additional time to prepare questions and conduct further enquires. Concern has been expressed that SCs reduce attendance in the HoC. Government is not obliged to act upon the eventual recommendations of SCs and there is no guarantee their reports will be debated in the house.
Reasons for popularity
Membership of SCs is more popular than membership of standing committees. It reflects the importance MPs attach to the work of SCs, the media attention they receive and the opportunities they provide MPs for investigative work or greater responsibility within Parliament when a senior ministerial post is denied them.
( Your task

List the strengths and weaknesses of Commons standing committees in holding the executive to account
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