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Commons Committees
Philip Norton, in an article for Politics Review, ‘Committees in the House of Commons’ (Sept. 1991) points out that although the use of committees can be traced back to the fourteenth century the current extensive use of committees in the HoC is a recent development. The sending of Bills to standing committees has been normal practice since 1907. It is only since 1979, however, that select committees have been appointed to investigate the activities of government departments.

Standing committees

When a Bill has received its second reading, it reaches the committee stage. The Bill is then usually sent to a standing committee for consideration – unless the House decides   it is too important (e.g. the Bills of constitutional importance such as the Maastricht Bill are discussed in the House). Standing committees examine the details of a Bill within the confines of the Bill’s general principles. The job of standing committees is to consider amendments to the Bill.
 Despite their name, standing committees are makeshift organisations, specifically set up to examine a particular Bill and are then disbanded. No collective identity, which might subsequently lead to a stronger, more investigative role, is allowed to develop. Since the start of the twentieth century the number of standing committees has increased whilst the numbers serving on each committee has decreased.

Membership
Standing committees do not have distinctive names, but are referred to as Standing Committee A, B, C etc. Members from different parties are in rough proportion to the party political make-up of the House as a whole.  A government with a secure majority can therefore expect to secure acceptance of its proposals, although during the detail consideration of a Bill it may wish to make minor amendments. The Committee of Selection, composed of senior MPs, decides which MPs should sit on each standing committee (after consulting with party whips). The relevant minister and opposition spokesman is included as a matter of course, and members with a special interest or expertise in the subject of the Bill are normally considered.

Procedure
Standing committees examine Bills by considering each clause in turn. Amendments can be put forward by any member of the committee, but unless they are approved by the minister, they usually fail (clauses of government Bills which are voted on tend to be whipped). In order to reduce the time a committee spends on a Bill, the government may seek to apply the guillotine. This involves setting a time limit for debate on each clause. Standing committees have been criticised for taking excessive time to carry out their work and because they operate on adversarial party lines. As a result the outcome of their deliberations is generally, predictable. In addition, it is argued that these committees have inadequate information at their disposal since they are not permitted to take evidence from outside bodies or individuals.
Adapted from British Politics in Focus, ed. D.Roberts, 2002
( Your task

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