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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

West Sussex, among many other counties, has just been through the
Boundary Commission Review mill. After the next election, my
Chichester constituency will lose Petworth, one of the four main
towns integral to it, largely as the inadvertent consequence of the
creation of multi-member wards at District Council level.

This decision seemed an absurdity: Petworth has deep ties with
Chichester. It led me to try to understand the Boundary
Commission’s rules. For this task I enlisted the help of Lewis Baston
who alerted me to more serious deficiencies of the rules under which
the Commission is obliged to operate. I would particularly like to
thank him for his help with this paper. Oliver Heald MP, Archie
Norman MP, a number of necessarily nameless Commons’ Clerks
and staff of the House of Commons library made a number of
helpful suggestions. I would also like to thank Liz Bates, Ann Marsh
and Tom Wortley for their help.

As the system became clearer to me, I have come to the conclusion
that, if we are to have disruptive boundary changes, we should at least
move towards the benefits of a smaller, more efficient House and fairer
representation. This paper sets out the arguments for such reform.

The ground is well worn. The case for smaller parliaments is
fashionable and I have been persuaded of it despite the fact that a
thousand voices say so. Inaction by successive governments has two
main causes. It is partly a consequence of technical obstacles to
change, often Boundary Commission rules, and partly the result of
the understandable self-interest of political parties and MPs. The
paper tries to suggest means of dealing with both.

The views in this paper are my responsibility and do not necessarily
reflect those of the Conservative Party.
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FOREWORD

The recent substantial vote against setting up an elected Regional
Assembly in the North East of England had a number of clear
messages for politicians who are prepared to listen. One of the clearest
is that the people do not want more elected politicians. Whatever the
nature of the “democratic deficit” which currently afflicts a number
of institutions, the solution does not lie in more elected
representatives.

In this paper Andrew Tyrie takes this argument further and argues
that we already have too many politicians. Specifically, he thinks the
House of Commons is too big. With characteristic intellectual rigour,
he produces facts and figures to support his proposals for a smaller and
better House, concentrating on what it should be doing.

With respect for democracy at such a low ebb, it is vital that practising
politicians put forward well-informed and well-argued contributions
to the debate about how to restore people’s faith in elective politics.
Mainstream is delighted to publish Andrew Tyrie’s ideas on one key
area of this debate.

Damian Green MP

Chairman, Parliamentary Mainstream 
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INTRODUCTION

Cutting Parliament down to size

Britain has too many politicians. The number of Westminster
constituencies should be reduced by about 20 per cent, in two
tranches about a decade apart. At the same time, the remaining
constituencies should be made of more equal size.

By slimming down parliament, and making sure that a vote is worth
roughly the same throughout the United Kingdom, a modest
contribution can be made towards restoring respect for politics and
politicians. In the process, the cost of politics to the British taxpayer
can be reduced by several tens of millions of pounds, stemming the
sharp rise in the cost of elected politics since 1997.

Accomplishing this is not so difficult. It requires a specific reform and
just a little boldness. First, the four Boundary Commissions for England,
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland should be replaced by a single
Commission for the United Kingdom as a whole, charged with the twin
tasks of reducing the number of constituencies by 20 per cent, and with
creating constituencies of equal size. The existing rules, which create an
ever upward drift in the size of parliament, should be amended, or
scrapped where appropriate, to accommodate these twin tasks.

Secondly, reform must be accompanied by political imagination. MPs
will not queue up for extinction. A 20 per cent reduction means that over
120 MPs will see their seats disappear. On top of that, the accompanying
boundary changes could mean mass re-selections and many losers, even
before taking account of the reduced number of chairs to dance around.
So MPs need some encouragement. The answer lies in more flexibility
by political parties in the application of the re-selection rules, where
boundaries are redrawn, a re-examination of retirement provisions and
(in the absence of democratic reform of the Lords) life peerages for those
affected who have given good Commons service.
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The Electoral Commission will shortly assume responsibility for the
Boundary Commissions.1 The Commission will be able to issue
guidance on the interpretation of the redistribution rules and to make
recommendations for legislative change. This is an opportunity they
must be given every encouragement to grasp.

5

1 This takes place under provisions of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, after
the completion of the current review of parliamentary constituencies. The Commission has already
assumed responsibility for the Local Government Boundary Commission for England.



CHAPTER 1

Two problems: too many MPs and unequal
representation

Too many MPs: (1) How many does parliament need?

A contemporary parliament should:2

1 form and provide legitimacy for government;

2 legislate;

3 legitimise taxation and spending;

4 require the government to explain its actions by exercising
powers of scrutiny;

5 perform a representative link between individual constituents and
the executive.

The first of these is the most important. The best parliaments are
those which contribute most to securing consent for government. In
mature democracies they tend to owe more to political evolution than
the reasoning and constructs of political scientists. Evolution and
history has bequeathed us a House of 659.3

Nonetheless, it is difficult to argue that 659 people are required to
form and legitimise a British government. In principle, any number
that the electorate considers reasonable would, by definition, be

6

2 For an excellent examination of this see Parliament under Pressure, Peter Riddell, Orion 1997. See also the
author’s Mr Blair’s Poodle: an agenda for reviving the House of Commons, Centre for Policy Studies, 2000.
3 A House of Commons of 600-700 members has been with us for a very long time. Since the Great Reform
Act of 1832 it has varied between 625 and 670 members, with the one exception of the 1918-45 parliament,
which was first large (707 MPs), and then small (615) because of Irish independence. While the number of
seats has changed only a little, there have been vast changes in the nature of society, the franchise,
communications and the work done by parliament. There has never been a fundamental reassessment of
how many legislators the country needs. Perhaps in a parliamentary democracy with as much continuity as
Britain it can safely be avoided. If so, responding to the views of the electorate should be at a premium.



enough to secure consent. The evidence is that the electorate would
welcome a reduction in the number of Westminster politicians.4

It needs to be considered whether, by reducing the available pool of
MPs from which Ministers can be drawn, the quality of the ministerial
team might be reduced. I doubt it but it is a moot point.

A related issue is the size of ministerial teams. There is a good case for
reducing the number of Ministers, in parallel with a reduction in the
Commons. Are 115 required to sustain an effective government? The
case for such a large number has not been made. Indeed, the main case
for it lies with party management, not efficient government, as a source
of patronage for the leadership, not a source of better decisions or
better explanation of them. The size of ministerial teams should reflect
the tasks people expect of central government. In my view, the country
would benefit from smaller government and much more devolution of
power to local institutions, particularly individual schools and hospitals.
A broadly pro rata reduction in the size of the payroll vote is therefore
consistent with the logic of a reduced role for central government.

Everyone is agreed that the legislative process in parliament is
substandard. Almost everyone is also agreed that this has nothing to
do with the number of MPs who perform it. Reducing the number of
MPs by 100 is unlikely to make any difference to scrutiny of legislation
on the floor of the House. The lion’s share of second reading debates
takes place in a virtually empty chamber, anyway.

The future of effective scrutiny of the executive should lie increasingly
with Committees and less on the floor of the House. Committees
could be affected by a smaller House, at least in theory. The two main
types are Standing and Select Committees.

Outwardly, Standing Committees may appear active because they are
comparatively better attended. But this is usually because government
whips need to sustain attendance in case the opposition call an unexpected
division. Even this is of diminishing concern now that much Standing

7

4 For example, in October 2004, Yougov carried out an opinion poll for the Mail on Sunday, which
asked people if they supported cutting the number of MPs by around 100 to 550: 58 per cent 
supported the change, 23 per cent opposed and 19 per cent didn’t know. Similar, sometimes more
emphatic, responses have been obtained on this question over many years.
(http://www.yougov.com/yougov_website/asp_besPollArchives/pdf/DBD040101010_2.pdf).



Committee work is programmed, as is business on the floor of the House.
MPs who think that Standing Committees make a valuable contribution
to the quality of legislation – there is always the odd exceptional Bill – are
thin on the ground. Many MPs would argue that reducing the size of
Standing Committees by 25 per cent does not go remotely far enough.
Several academics and commentators have even suggested that Standing
Committees are a scandal and could safely be scrapped.

It is on the Select Committee corridor that effective scrutiny of the
executive by parliament will increasingly depend. Select Committees
need not suffer from a smaller House. The current size of committees
could probably be maintained with a smaller parliament, particularly if
opposition parties gave higher priority to their work. A small reduction
in the size of committees could also be considered. The pro rata reduction
in the size of government and opposition front benches suggested above
should also release more MPs for Select Committee work. Even a 20 per
cent reduction in MPs’ numbers should therefore not have much effect,
although those with sub-committees, such as Treasury, might find
themselves occasionally short-handed. The effectiveness of Select
Committees depends far more on targeting their enquiries effectively
than on the availability of a particular number of MPs.

Parliament makes a slightly better job of legitimising taxation, not so much
ex ante, in its examination of the Budget and the Finance Bill, but ex post.
The work of the Public Accounts Committee, and its use and supervision
of scrutiny by the National Audit Office, is one of the most important, and
more competently executed, functions of parliamentarians today.
Reducing the size of the House by 20 per cent should not make any
difference to the quality of the Committee’s performance.

Overall, scrutiny of the executive would be unlikely to decline if
performed by a smaller House. The quality of current scrutiny activity
is limited not by the number of MPs performing it, but by the
determination of the executive to prevent them. Anecdotal evidence
about MPs’ work at Westminster is relevant here. It is understood that
Labour MPs are encouraged by their Whips to stay away from
Westminster and to take “constituency days” rather than participate in
the House’s activity. By implication there is simply not enough for them
to do, or not enough that the Whips would wish them to do, at
Westminster. Executive obstruction also explains why Select Committee

8



reports so frequently are ignored and why written parliamentary
questions so often fail to produce an informative answer.5

So far, the reader might conclude that MPs are sitting around doing
nothing. Quite the opposite. Over the past 30 years MPs have found
themselves in a new constitutional role – that of local Ombudsmen.
MPs spend far more time on their constituency work than ever before,
writing letters6 and engaging in a good deal of work formerly the
preserve of local councillors. Half a century ago quarterly visits to the
constituency could be considered diligent. These days the majority of
MPs work hard in their constituencies every weekend.

Could this new job be performed by fewer MPs? The short answer is
that the correspondence, and other Ombudsman-style demands, are
unlikely to diminish. Nor is it necessarily a good thing that they
should. Indeed, the best case for retention of the current number of
MPs can be made by reference to the growth of the MP’s new job.

The increased contact between MPs and their constituents can play a
valuable constitutional role in a democracy. It belies so much talk
about the rise of apathy, cynicism and disengagement by the
electorate towards politicians. It is a reflection of the contrast between
the low esteem in which politicians as a class are held and the rather
higher esteem in which constituents often appear to hold their
particular MP. The recent decline in voter turnout is not necessarily
inconsistent with this, a product of the electorate’s belief in 2001 that
the result was a foregone conclusion. In 1992 it was not. The Parties
were also offering radically different agendas. The electorate sensed
that there was a clear choice to be made: turnout was one of the
highest in British electoral history.

Is it the direct personal contact with MPs which the electorate
demand or is it a service which an efficient MP, supported by his

9

5 In any case, the Written Answer system is no longer necessarily the most effective means of obtaining
information. Writing a letter often elicits more and leaves the MP free of the curious, perhaps otiose,
Tabling rules. The Freedom of Information Act will erode the privileged access of MPs to information.
6 In the 1950s, MPs were still receiving only 10 to 15 letters a week. In the 1960s, this had risen to between
25 and 74 letters a week. According to Parliament’s postmaster there was a four-fold increase in mail
between 1964 and 1997, implying incoming correspondence for some MPs of as much as 300 letters per
week. Derived from Representing the People? MPs and constituency work, Greg Power, Fabian Society, October
1998. I receive an average of nearly 300 a week: it is on a rising trend.



office, can provide? If the former, a reduction in MP numbers might
be imprudent. Indeed, it would imply the need for an increase, at least
in line with the growth in the electoral population.7 If the latter, a
reduction should be acceptable.

The evidence is that the electorate are not asking to meet their MPs – the
demand for face to face meetings in surgeries is, if anything, in decline.
However, they are demanding the services of MPs in helping them deal
with public bodies – councils, the CSA, benefit offices, the police – where
decisions appear arbitrary or mistaken. Furthermore, the refrain,
particularly from some senior MPs, that much of this work should be left
with local councillors, is only partly true. Many of the decisions of local
and regional institutions have been forced on them by central government.
Constituents are therefore correct to alert MPs to the consequences.

Arguably, MPs should be able to cope with the increase in the caseload
which would accompany a reduction in their number. But, if fewer MPs
are to do the same amount of work, they may need larger staffs. This is
the route that all other major parliaments have taken. US Congressmen
have roughly seven times the staff of MPs – they represent roughly seven
times as many people.8 If the number of MPs is to be reduced by, say, 20
per cent the secretarial allowances of the MPs that remain may need to
be increased commensurately.9 At the same time, firm rules will need to
be kept in place to ensure that allowances do not merely bolster
incumbency by funding re-election campaigns. The current rules, in my
view, are already stretched to acceptable limits, perhaps beyond.

The main case for a smaller House has already been simply stated: the
electorate does not see the need for so many MPs, and they are
probably right. Other arguments are often heard for a smaller House.

First, there is the cost of parliament. This is a good argument.
Estimates of cost savings are set out on page 28. These take account of
the need for the remaining MPs to be provided with extra support staff.

10

7 The UK electorate for the 1955 General Election was 34,852,000; by the 2001 General Election it had
increased to 44,403,000.
8 Members of the House of Representatives represent districts with an average population of 647,000
employing an average 17 members of staff. MPs represent constituencies with an average population of
89,200, an average 21⁄2 full time staff, or equivalent.
9 Even in the absence of any other reform, secretarial allowances could reasonably be aligned more
directly with the number of constituents each MP represents.
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The electorate are right to be concerned by the burgeoning cost of
electoral and democratic politics. The cost of the Commons has risen
from £182 million to £280.1 million since 1997. It has to be
recognised that the £25 million or so saved by a 20 per cent reduction
in the number of MPs makes only a small contribution to arresting this
trend. Nonetheless, it would send a clear signal. The Commons can
and should act as a beacon for other parts of the democratic process.

Opportunities for savings may also come with a reduction in the
number of Ministers discussed above. District and County Councils
could probably also manage with fewer elected members. Proposals
for an additional tier of regional government should be scrapped.
This was the clear message of the North East’s referendum, one of the
most startling democratic results in British politics for many years.

The full cost of democratic and electoral politics – the cost of running the
Commons, Britain’s share of the European Parliament, the Scottish
Parliament, the Welsh Assembly, and local government – has risen sharply
in recent years. A preliminary estimate, set out in the Appendix, suggests
that the cost of democratic politics in Britain has risen from about £720
million in 1997 to £1.3 billion in 2004 – excluding the capital start up
costs of the new assemblies. This huge rise is not easy to justify.

Part of the reason that trust in politicians has been eroded is the
growing cost of electoral and democratic politics. Ironically, some of
this extra cost has been generated by initiatives intended to restore
trust, such as the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards, the
Committee on Standards in Public Life and the creation of the
Electoral Commission. Yet reforms that probably would restore trust
– for example, removing the link between political parties and business
and the unions, and reducing the number of politicians – have not.10

A second argument for a small House has come with the creation of
a Scottish Parliament and a Welsh Assembly. It carries a clear
implication of the need for fewer MPs, since most large federal
countries have small federal legislatures. Some international
comparisons are examined on page 13.

10 I argued for a ban on large donations to political parties, whether by individuals, companies or trade
unions in ‘Our politics is healthy. Our party finances stink’ in Strong Parties Clean Politics, New Politics
Network discussion paper, March 2003.
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Thirdly, there are some lesser, practical points in favour of a
reduction. A smaller House might also bring the Commons chamber
nearer the point where it could seat everyone simultaneously. Such a
House would also probably be more collegial. The floor of the current
House is designed to seat only 350.11 Most other parliaments around
the world have taken the step of providing an allocated chair for each
MP, and often a desk or table on which to write. No doubt replacing
the current chapel design (itself three times re-constructed, by Wren,
by Pugin after the fire in 1834 and under Churchill’s scrutiny after
serious war damage in 194112) would be several bridges too far for
many of my colleagues, and I would want to mull it over myself. If a
redesign discouraged the shouting matches and other behaviour
which the electorate finds so unappealing, it would have something to
commend it. On the other hand, continuity and familiarity in a
democracy should not lightly be set aside.

All the arguments – cost, devolution, more collegiality and efficiency,
amongst others – count for something but ultimately they are
secondary. Only one argument really matters. Parliament needs to
respond to the electorate. Of course, the electorate want to have their
cake and eat it. They are increasingly critical of the way that
parliament works, often rightly. They think that there are too many
politicians. Cutting the size of parliament could form a small but
important part of the reforms needed to demonstrate responsiveness
to their criticisms. Yet the electorate also make increasing demands on
their constituency MPs. These views cannot be fully reconciled but
some reduction should be possible without imperilling the remaining
MPs’ ability to respond to the growing demands of the electorate at
local level. The time has come to do it.

11 According to Erskine May, 23rd edition, p205.
12 Churchill told the House, “if the House is big enough to contain all its Members, nine-tenths of the
debates will be conducted in the depressing atmosphere of an almost empty or half-empty chamber…We
wish to see our Parliament as a strong, easy, flexible instrument of free debate. For this purpose a small
chamber and a sense of intimacy are indispensable…We shape our buildings, and afterwards our build-
ings shape us.” How Parliament Works, Fifth Edition, Rogers R and Walters R, Pearson Longman, 2004.

The contrary view also has powerful adherents: “Why are we squeezed into so small a space that it is
absolutely impossible that there should be calm and regular discussion, even from that circumstance
alone?  Why do we live in this hubbub?  Why are we exposed to all these inconveniences?  Why are 658
of us crammed into a space that allows to each of us no more than a foot and a half square . . . ?” William
Cobbett, quoted in The Great Palace; the story of Parliament, Christopher Jones, BBC 1983.
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Too many MPs: (2) International comparisons 

Other parliaments do not necessarily do things better, but continental
and international comparisons may have something to offer. It is
relevant that, among advanced democracies of a roughly similar size,
Britain has the most legislators per head of population. Even a 10 per
cent cut in the size of the House of Commons (taking the number of
MPs down to a little below 600) would leave Britain relatively
overstocked with MPs, with about 100,000 people per legislator.

Population per legislator

Source of population figures: Central Intelligence Agency website.
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The UK House of Commons, with 659 members, is also among the
world’s largest legislative bodies in absolute terms. Countries with
much larger populations get by with fewer members of their principal
legislative chambers. Of course, no comparisons are entirely fair –
several of these countries are federal, with large state legislatures, and
the role and composition of upper houses varies hugely.

Number of legislators in Lower House

Source of population numbers: Central Intelligence Agency website.
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Electoral Commission was created, some of its functions were performed
by the Home Office. The Home Office Annual Report for 1998 did not
separately identify spending solely on electoral-related services, but gross
expenditure on running/administration of elections in 1997/98 was £8.7
million and is likely to include some (though not all) functions now
assumed by the Electoral Commission. The Electoral Commission has
also assumed responsibility for the Local Government Commission for
England, with a running cost of £2.9million. £14 million is therefore a
reasonable estimate of the net additional cost of the Electoral
Commission.

11 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projection for cost of 2003 elections is £13.9 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £3.5 million.

12 The Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body Annual Accounts 2002-2003,
operating cost, http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/corporate/anrep-
accts/accounts/accounts-03/schedule-2.pdf.

13 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projection for cost of 2003 elections is £6 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £1.5 million.

14 National Assembly for Wales Resource Accounts, 2001-02,
http://www.wales.gov.uk/subieconomics/content/accounts/2001-2002-
e.pdf – payroll cost of members is £3.5 million, other related costs are
£15.2 million and attributing one third of the £81.3 million budget for
Assembly officials to the elective side gives a total of £45 million.

15 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projection for cost of 2003 elections is £2 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £0.5 million.

16 Northern Ireland Assembly Commission, Annual Report, 2002/03.
17 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral

services, 2002; projection for cost of 2004 elections is £15 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £3.8 million.

18 Mayor of London’s Annual Report 2004; total expenditure in 2003/04
is £55.9 million, but this includes some executive rather than elected
functions: the total cost of the key elected bodies is £22.6 million,
consisting of the Mayor’s office costs, £6.8m, City Hall, £9.7m and the
Assembly and Secretariat, £5.8m.

19 House of Commons Hansard, Col 1081W, 23rd July 2002: central
government expenditure on the 2001 General Election was £44.3



million; annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £11.1 million.
20 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral

services, 2002; projection for cost of 2004 elections is £73.4 million;
annualising cost over five-year cycle gives £14.7 million.

21 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projected costs in 2002-2005 are £14.3, £26.9, £12.6 and
£59 million; averaged over four years gives £28.2 million.

22 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projection for cost of 2003 elections is £13.9 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £3.5 million.

23 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projection for cost of 2003 elections is £6 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £1.5 million.

24 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projection for cost of 2003 elections is £2 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £0.5 million.

25 Electoral Commission, Funding democracy, Providing cost-effective electoral
services, 2002; projection for cost of 2004 elections is £15 million;
annualising cost over four-year cycle gives £3.8 million.

26 House of Commons Commission Annual Report and House of
Commons Resource Accounts: Members, Administration HC 67, HC 68
of 2003-4.

27 House of Commons Commission Annual Report and House of
Commons Resource Accounts: Members, Administration HC 67, HC 68
of 2003-4.

28 Derived from estimate provided by European Parliament website
(www.europarl.eu.int/presentation/default_en.htm). The EP costs EUR
2.50 per person per year, which converted into sterling and attributed per
head to the UK gives around £105m. The cost may be higher; payments
to the EU are not based on population.

29 Derived from Corporate and Democratic Core expenditure in Local
Government Finance Statistics at
www.local.odpm.gov.uk/finance/stats/natstats.htm; Local
Government Democratic Representation and Management (DRM)
expenditure is not centrally compiled. Corporate and Democratic
Core (CDC) expenditure, which combines DRM and corporate
management in 2003-04, was £1,431 million. The findings of a
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“Andrew Tyrie has performed a valuable service . . . the first
serious attempt to aggregate the cost of elections and the
operating costs of the bodies for which elections are held . . .”

The Times, 10th November 2004.

It is increasingly clear that the public do not want more

politicians, nor the extra cost that comes with them. In “Pruning

the Politicians” Andrew Tyrie argues that politicians should

respond. They need to arrest the rise in the number of

professional politicians and the soaring cost of democracy. He

believes that the House of Commons should give a lead, by

putting its own house in order.  The most straightforward way

to do that is to reduce the number of MPs.


