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Starmer’s challenges 
and early steps towards 
constitutional renewal
Since the last edition of Monitor
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All of these actions seem deliberately designed to 
define the new government against its predecessor. The 
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with 335 – more than half the total – being elected for 
the first time. A further 15 MPs are former members 
returning after a gap in their service. This creates a major 
challenge for induction of new members, and means that 
a good deal of institutional knowledge will be lost, with 
many members finding their feet for some time. These 
circumstances provide both opportunities and threats in 
terms of cultural change.

Keir Starmer (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) by UK Parliament.

The new Commons has been celebrated – including 
by Prime Minister Keir Starmer – as the most diverse in 
history. It contains more women than ever before, rising 
from 220 in 2019 to 263 (40% of the House as a whole). 
These numbers are not evenly distributed between the 
parties – the Labour benches are 46% female, and 44% 
of Liberal Democrat MPs are women, compared to just 
24% of Conservatives. Among the smaller parties, the 
Greens and Plaid Cymru are majority female, while the 
SNP has just one woman MP out of nine, and all five 
Reform UK MPs are men. There are now also a record 
number of ethnic minority MPs, with research from 
British Future suggesting 90 (14%) come from an ethnic 
minority background, up by 24. Likewise there are more 
‘out’ LGBT members than ever before, at 66. Finally, the 
Sutton Trust has highlighted a fall in the number of MPs 
who attended private schools.

Three new Deputy Speakers were elected on 23 July 
(two Deputy Speakers retired when the election was 
called, and the other was defeated – see page 18), and 
the new Commons select committees will be elected in 
the autumn.

The new government’s reform agenda: the 
Commons and broader scrutiny

The new government has committed to reforming how 
the House of Commons works. The Labour manifesto 

promised to ‘establish a Modernisation Committee 
tasked with reforming House of Commons procedures, 
driving up standards, and improving working practices’. 
It also committed Labour to supporting ‘an immediate 
ban on MPs from taking up paid advisory or consultancy 
roles’, and asking the Modernisation Committee to 
explore what restrictions would be needed to stop 
MPs ‘taking up roles that stop them serving their 
constituents and the country’. This suggested that the 
government may not envisage a ban on all forms of 
outside employment but will hand the new committee 
the difficult task of identifying which roles MPs should 
and should not be allowed to perform. The plan to create 
a Modernisation Committee was confirmed in the King’s 
speech, and motions on its establishment and on MPs’ 
external employment were due to be debated as Monitor 
went to press.

Much will depend on how the proposed new committee 
approaches its work. The name deliberately echoes that 
of the Modernisation Committee that existed from 1997 
to 2010 under the last Labour government. A recent 
Constitution Unit report (see page 19) showed that 
committee to be much more successful at delivering 
procedural change than the Commons Procedure 
Committee, but also more controversial. This was 
partly due to its unusual composition: it was chaired by 
the Leader of the Commons, and included opposition 
frontbenchers. The government motion proposed 
that the new committee should have no more than 14 
members, but details of how it would operate, and how 
it would relate to the Commons’ existing committees on 
Standards and Procedure, remained unclear. 

Labour’s manifesto did not make any firm commitments 
to strengthen parliamentary scrutiny of ministers or 
legislation, and nor were such measures explicitly 
promised in the King’s speech. This was a notable 
omission, given that recent years have seen mounting 
criticism of how parliament – and particularly the 
Commons – scrutinises primary and secondary legislation. 
However, the new Leader of the House, Lucy Powell, did 
commit in a speech to the Institute for Government earlier 
this year to improving the legislative process.  

Powell – who was confirmed as Leader of the Commons 
shortly after the election – sought in her speech to link 
standards in parliament to a broader mission to restore 
trust in politics and deliver a ‘politics of service’. She 
criticised the then Conservative government for, among 
other things, fast-tracking too much legislation, misusing 
committees of the whole house, and proceeding with 
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badly drafted or ill-thought through legislation. Instead, 
she pledged that Labour would seek to deliver higher 
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Conservative nominees included Theresa May (who 
becomes the first former Prime Minister to sit in the 
chamber since the death of Margaret Thatcher in 2013), 
former 1922 Committee chair Graham Brady and former 
Deputy Speaker Eleanor Laing. Labour nominees 
included two former deputy party leaders, Margaret 
Beckett and Harriet Harman, and a second retiring 
Deputy Speaker, Rosie Winterton.

Upon taking office, Keir Starmer quickly announced 
five new individuals to serve as ministers, who will 
be appointed peers. These include the new Attorney 
General, Richard Hermer, former Home Secretary Jacqui 
Smith (as an education minister), and former government 
Chief Scientific Adviser Patrick Vallance (as a minister 
for science). The new parliament also saw several Lords 
departures, with six members automatically removed for 
non-attendance in the previous session – among them 
former Labour deputy leader, Lord (John) Prescott. Three 
members have also retired since election day. Further 
Labour retirements, and Labour appointments, may well 
follow in the coming weeks. It remains unknown whether 
Rishi Sunak will pass on a resignation honours list – but 
at the Unit’s conference in June, the chair of the UK 
Governance Project, Dominic Grieve, firmly advised Keir 
Starmer against accepting such a list.

A relatively little noticed change to the system of House 
of Lords expenses was introduced in March, allowing 
peers to claim up to £100 per night for accommodation 
in London when attending the chamber. This makes it 
marginally easier for those living outside the capital to 
afford to be members, and may help facilitate Labour’s 
commitment to enhancing territorial diversity, but still 
falls short of the cost of most central London hotels.

Parliamentary wash-up and scrutiny of bills 

A brief parliamentary wash-up period took place 
between the snap election announcement on 22 May 
and the prorogation of parliament on 24 May. The 
wash-up allows legislation to be passed rapidly before 
prorogation (at which point most bills which have not 
received royal assent fall). In practice, the need for speed 
means that only legislation on which the government and 
opposition agree can pass, and any bills, or parts of bills, 
which might attract resistance from the opposition or the 
government’s own backbenchers are lost.

The Post Office (Horizon Systems) Offences Act, a key 
government priority, survived the process (see page 13),  
as did numerous other bills. The Tobacco and Vapes Bill, 
which would have progressively raised the legal smoking 

age, was one of several bills lost – despite Rishi Sunak 
having mentioned it with pride in his speech announcing 
the election. However, the King’s speech indicated that it 
will be revived in some form by Labour. 

Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and Immigration) 
Act 

The Safety of Rwanda (Asylum and Immigration) Act 2024 
completed its passage through parliament in April. When 
the last issue of Monitor went to press, the bill had just 
completed its report stage in the House of Lords, where 
the government suffered defeats on 10 amendments. 
These sought various changes to the bill, including the 
addition of a requirement for the Rwanda scheme to 
comply fully with domestic and international law, and a 
widening of the grounds on which legal challenges could 
be brought against proposed deportations.

In a first round of ping pong on 18 March, MPs voted 
to reverse all 10 amendments. Former Lord Chancellor, 
Robert Buckland, rebelled to support several of the Lords 
amendments, but was the only government backbencher 
at this stage to do so. In later rounds of ping pong, peers 
returned the bill with seven amendments (all of which 
were rejected, barring one small concession), then four 
(which were again rejected), and finally just two. 

These final two amendments aimed to exempt from the 
Rwanda scheme any people – and particularly people 
from Afghanistan – who had worked alongside British 
armed forces overseas, and to create a role for an 
independent monitoring committee in judging whether 
Rwanda was – and remained – safe. These were again 
defeated in the Commons on 22 April, with the former 
amendment then being withdrawn, and the latter being 
sent back one last time in modified form before being 
rejected that same evening, at which point it was 
withdrawn. The end of this prolonged stand-off meant the 
Act could pass: it received royal assent on 25 April. 

Despite the great deal of parliamentary time and effort 
spent passing the Act, new Prime Minister Keir Starmer 
declared the Rwanda scheme to be ‘dead and buried’ 
shortly after his appointment.

Parliamentary scrutiny of Lord Cameron 

Before parliament was dissolved, MPs had continued to 
debate how best to scrutinise the then Foreign Secretary, 
Lord (David) Cameron of Chipping Norton. In April, 
the government rejected the Procedure Committee’s 
recommendations that he be invited to answer MPs’ 
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now be automatically excluded, but only if charged, and 
MPs will be subject to the decision of a risk assessment 
panel at point of arrest, which will then decide whether 
exclusion is appropriate. 

Restoration and Renewal

Many of those elected on 4 July may soon face a 
decision on the future of their new workplace, the Palace 
of Westminster. It is nearly eight years since the Joint 
Committee on the Palace of Westminster warned that 
the building ‘faces an impending crisis which we cannot 
responsibly ignore’, caused by antiquated mechanical 
and electrical systems. The committee concluded that 
‘unless an intensive programme of major remedial 
work is undertaken soon, it is likely that the building 
will become uninhabitable’. Three general elections 
later, no such work has started, despite the creation of 
a Restoration and Renewal (R&R) programme in 2012. 
Furthermore, despite the committee’s warning that a 
‘patch and mend approach’ was ‘no longer sustainable’, 
the two most recent predecessors to Lucy Powell, the 
new Leader of the House of Commons, pushed for 
a rolling programme of maintenance, as outlined in a 
Strategic Review published in March. Timescales and 
budgets for this approach are ‘expected to be presented 
to the Houses in 2025’. It is possible that the new 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2024/uk/results
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had left the system for administration of elections in a 
perilous state. In the end, election day passed without 
significant incidents. AEA Chief Executive Peter Stanyon 
described the process, however, as ‘beyond tough’ for 
officials. 

Significant problems did arise ahead of polling day in the 
postal voting system. There were numerous reports of 
voters not receiving their postal ballots on time, and 
some councils took emergency measures in response. 
The Electoral Commission will now collect thorough 
evidence on the extent of the problems, and may 
recommend reforms.

This was the first election in which voters in Great Britain 
were required to show ID at polling stations. Initial survey 
evidence

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c4ng3j1pnpqo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cw0y8zr1kl4o
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https://www.theguardian.com/politics/article/2024/jul/03/labour-condemns-harassment-of-its-candidates-and-in-pro-palestinian-areas
https://www.jocoxfoundation.org/2024/07/03/general-election-reflections/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cl5yj83jq2no
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cn05edkr97vo
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/article/2024/jul/15/yvette-cooper-disgraceful-scenes-election-campaign-abuse-intimidation-harassment-candidates-mps
https://labour.org.uk/change/
https://labour.org.uk/change/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/20/elections-and-public-participation-in-the-2024-party-manifestos/
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The King’s speech included a reference to strengthening 
election integrity and widening participation in the 
democratic process but contained no specific policy or 
legislative proposals.

Local elections in England and Wales

The general election brought many voters’ second trip 
to the polls in just over two months, with elections for 
a varied mix of mayors, local councillors, and police 
and crime commissioners (PCCs) having already taken 
place throughout England and Wales on 2 May. As in the 
subsequent parliamentary election, the Conservatives 
fell back significantly in these contests, losing 48% of 
the council seats they were defending and 10 of the 16 
councils where they had held a majority. They also lost 10 
of 29 PCC defences – and that number would have been 
significantly higher had ministers not changed the voting 
system (see next story). The party was defending only 
two mayoralties; it retained Tees Valley, but narrowly lost 
the West Midlands. It also lost a Westminster by-election 
in Blackpool South on the same day.

Newly elected mayors Richard Parker and Kim McGuinness 
(CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) by UK Prime Minister. 

The principal beneficiary was Labour, which picked 
up all the PCC offices lost by the Conservatives, plus 
the Blackpool South constituency, the West Midlands 
mayoralty, and eight councils. The party increased its 
councillor tally by 19%. Councillor numbers meanwhile 
went up for the Liberal Democrats by 25% and for both 
the Greens and independents by 69%. The latter results 
reflected significant disillusionment with the main parties, 
as did a fall in turnout: in the mayoral races, it declined 
from 35% in 2021 to just 30%.

These were the first elections in which several of the 
changes in election procedures introduced through 
the Elections Act 2022 were applied – including new 

arrangements for requesting and casting postal and 
proxy votes, and an extension of the franchise to UK 
citizens who had been living abroad for over 15 years 
(see Monitor 86). The challenges posed by these and 
other changes were discussed at a Constitution Unit 
seminar held a week before the May polling date.

Formal evaluation of the impact of these reforms – 
and that of the introduction of voter ID requirements 
at polling stations in Great Britain, first implemented 
in 2023 – was delayed by the general election, but 
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https://www.gov.scot/publications/post-office-horizon-cases-letters-to-uk-government/pages/february-2024/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/post-office-horizon-cases-letters-to-uk-government/pages/february-2024/
https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/14560/html/
https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/news/statement-post-office-horizon-convictions-1
https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/news/statement-post-office-horizon-convictions-1
https://www.parliament.scot/bills-and-laws/bills/post-office-horizon-system-offences-scotland-bill
https://www.parliament.scot/bills-and-laws/bills/post-office-horizon-system-offences-scotland-bill
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld5804/ldselect/ldconst/126/12603.htm#_idTextAnchor002
https://www.lawgazette.co.uk/commentary-and-opinion/post-office-bill-messy-but-quick/5119443.article
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-office-horizon-system-offences-bill-supporting-documents/bill-overview-factsheet-post-office-horizon-system-offences-bill#:~:text=The government is clear that,executive%2C Parliament and the judiciary.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-office-horizon-system-offences-bill-supporting-documents/bill-overview-factsheet-post-office-horizon-system-offences-bill#:~:text=The government is clear that,executive%2C Parliament and the judiciary.
https://www.judiciaryni.uk/judicial-decisions/2024-nikb-35
https://www.judiciaryni.uk/judicial-decisions/2024-nikb-35
https://www.equalityni.org/ECNI/media/ECNI/Publications/Delivering Equality/DMU/Brexit-YourRightsShortGuide-EasyRead.pdf
https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780199664924.001.0001/acref-9780199664924-e-1038
https://www.oxfordreference.com/display/10.1093/acref/9780199664924.001.0001/acref-9780199664924-e-1038
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2024-05-14/debates/9FCE34D0-665B-4EAA-8C2C-6A0345F58980/IllegalMigrationActNorthernIreland#contribution-81541B0E-4010-40EF-927C-790242C8F0A7
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/independent-review-political-violence-and-disruption?trk=public_post_comment-text
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/independent-review-political-violence-and-disruption?trk=public_post_comment-text


https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2022/32/part/3/crossheading/expedited-public-spaces-protection-orders#:~:text=%E2%80%9C59APower to make expedited,that three conditions are met.
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2023/9780348247626
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1986/64
https://ukconstitutionallaw.org/2023/05/22/tom-hickman-kc-and-gabriel-tan-reversing-parliamentary-defeat-by-delegated-legislation-the-case-of-the-public-order-act-1986-serious-disruption-to-the-life-of-the-community-regulations-2023/
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Conservative manifesto pledged a devolution deal 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-kings-speech-2024
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cml247l74zko
https://www.flickr.com/photos/number10gov/53844204422/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.0/
https://www.flickr.com/people/number10gov/
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2024/mar/29/sir-jeffrey-donaldson-resigns-as-democratic-unionist-party-leader#:~:text=Sir Jeffrey Donaldson resigns as DUP leader after sexual offence charges,-This article is&text=Sir Jeffrey Donaldson has resigned,Northern Irish politics into turmoil.
https://www.rte.ie/news/ulster/2024/0529/1452025-gavin-robinson-dup/
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former seat. The future course for the DUP is unclear: 
following traditional instincts, its line on European issues 
might become harder, potentially threatening stability; its 
longer-term interests, however, might involve reaching out 
to more moderate voters.

The new Westminster government faces several 
challenges in Northern Ireland, analysis of which 
can be found in a recently published 

https://news.sky.com/story/sir-keir-starmer-seeks-reset-with-devolved-nations-as-he-kicks-off-uk-tour-with-visit-to-scotland-13174244#:~:text=Sir Keir%2C whose party won,heads of the devolved governments.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c8vd48vyndyo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c8vd48vyndyo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c80x10l77qqo
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c80x10l77qqo
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Former Justice minister Edward Argar was 
made Shadow Justice Secretary, outgoing 
Business Secretary Kemi Badenoch was 
appointed to shadow Angela Rayner, and ex-
Home Office minister Chris Philp is the new 
Shadow Leader of the Commons. Jeremy 
Wright will shadow the Attorney General, 
whose position Wright held under David 
Cameron and Theresa May. Lord (Nicholas) 
True, who has just left the role of Leader of the 
Lords, will now shadow his successor. 

Alex Burghart, formerly a junior Cabinet Office 
minister with responsibility for the constitution, 
is now Shadow Northern Ireland Secretary. 
John Lamont will shadow the Scotland 
Secretary, following a stint as a junior Scotland 
Office minister. Lord (Henry) Davies of Gower, 
previously responsible for several policy areas 
as a junior Lords minister, is the new Shadow 
Wales Secretary. 

Humza Yousaf resigned as leader of the SNP 
and First Minister of Scotland (see page 16).  
John Swinney replaced him in both roles 
and appointed a new Cabinet. Kate Forbes 
joined the government as Deputy First Minister, 
replacing Shona Robison, whose role as 
Finance Secretary was expanded to include 
responsibility for local government. Jamie 
Hepburn was made Minister for Parliamentary 
Business after George Adam left the 
government. Hepburn’s previous role of Minister 
for Independence was abolished.

Vaughan Gething was elected to lead Welsh 
Labour and appointed First Minister of Wales 
in March, following the resignation of Mark 
Drakeford. Eluned Morgan is expected to 

0 10 10 48., C9 3titulowin189 he resignation of 
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Unit commentary on the general election

During the election campaign, the Unit published a 
series of blogposts summarising the key proposals on 
constitutional matters in the main party manifestos. 

The series opened with a general overview by Lisa 
James, followed by analysis of parliamentary reform  
by Meg Russell, elections and public participation 
by Alan Renwick, devolution by Patrick Thomas and 
standards by Lisa James. 

Other election-related content included pieces in praise 
of fixed-term parliaments by Meg Russell and Robert 
Hazell and in favour of post-election transition periods 
by Meg Russell, a critique of the Labour Party’s proposal 
for an Ethics and Integrity Commission by Peter Riddell, 
an overview of changes in electoral rules and practices 
since the last general election by Sanjana Balakrishnan, 
and an analysis of the risks of holding an election during 
a heatwave, by Sarah Birch, Erik Asplund, Maddie Harty 
and Ferran Martinez i Coma.

Joint statement on standards

On 24 June the Unit joined with the Institute for 
Government and UK Governance Project (the 
commission chaired by former Attorney General 
Dominic Grieve) to issue a statement on how the new 
administration could act quickly to improve regulation 
of ethics in government. This built upon reports issued 
by the three organisations earlier in the year, drawing 
out common themes and positions. It was accompanied 
by a letter to the Times, led by the heads of the three 
organisations and supported by numerous others, 
including former Supreme Court Justices, senior 

https://constitution-unit.com/tag/2024-manifestos/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/18/the-constitution-in-the-2024-general-election-manifestos/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/19/parliamentary-reform-in-the-2024-party-manifestos/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/20/elections-and-public-participation-in-the-2024-party-manifestos/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/25/devolution-in-the-2024-party-manifestos/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/27/standards-in-the-2024-manifestos/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/news/2024/jun/new-constitution-unit-report-challenges-next-british-government-northern-ireland
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/news/2024/jun/new-constitution-unit-report-challenges-next-british-government-northern-ireland
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/28/northern-ireland-challenges-for-the-next-westminster-government/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/news/2024/jun/new-constitution-unit-report-delivering-house-commons-reform
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/news/2024/jun/new-constitution-unit-report-delivering-house-commons-reform


https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/19/parliamentary-reform-in-the-2024-party-manifestos/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/19/parliamentary-reform-in-the-2024-party-manifestos/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/03/delivering-house-of-commons-reform-after-the-general-election/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/news/2024/mar/new-report-trust-public-life
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/news/2024/mar/new-report-trust-public-life
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/independent-adviser-on-ministers-interests/about
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/advisory-committee-on-business-appointments
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/07/01/the-unanswered-questions-posed-by-labours-plan-for-a-new-ethics-and-integrity-commission/
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/07/01/the-unanswered-questions-posed-by-labours-plan-for-a-new-ethics-and-integrity-commission/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/the-committee-on-standards-in-public-life/about
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/the-committee-on-standards-in-public-life/about
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/research-areas/nations-and-regions/perspectives-belfastgood-friday-agreemgioetgeons&B4.1rt c R/Pg 110 0 R/S/Span>><</C/A2/K 2682/P 1311 0 R/Pg 110 0 R/S/Span>><</A 1320 0 R/BS<</S/S/Type/Border/W 0>>/ov1
https://constitution-unit.com/2024/06/17/changes-in-electoral-practice-since-2019/
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AyO1wJ161M0&list=PLa0MbjEoqsxDbuRjIKaxDz-j_a4oK5Br5&index=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AyO1wJ161M0&list=PLa0MbjEoqsxDbuRjIKaxDz-j_a4oK5Br5&index=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tsoWFu657no&list=PLa0MbjEoqsxDbuRjIKaxDz-j_a4oK5Br5&index=3
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Vglnkfq_AWk&t=1s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NRSOezS41xs&t=1s
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https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/get-involved/subscribe
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/events/2024/jul/lessons-2024-general-election
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/events/2024/jun/priorities-new-mps-induction-next-parliament
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/events/2024/jun/priorities-new-mps-induction-next-parliament
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I1AMjUarV6a8860 R/S/Span>><</-t6 i
https://www.hansardsociety.org.uk/news/parliament-matters-podcast-e38
https://www.cnnbrasil.com.br/internacional/cerimonia-de-beija-maos-entenda-papel-de-rei-charles-apos-eleicao-no-reino-unido
https://www.thetimes.com/comment/letters-to-editor/article/times-letters-farages-criticism-of-nato-and-praise-for-putin-v6m5jkd9m
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/news/2024/jun/new-constitution-unit-report-challenges-next-british-government-northern-ireland
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