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What is Parliament?  
Parliament scrutinises what the Government is doing, makes new laws, holds the 
power to set taxes, and debates the issues of the day. In the United Kingdom, 
Parliament is made up of two bodies (or chambers): the House of Commons 
and the House of Lords. Both of these bodies consider and propose new laws, 
scrutinise government policies and keep an eye on the decisions and actions of 
Government.   
 
The table below shows the main differences between the House of Commons 
and the House of Lords: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A large part of Parliamentary work takes place in committees, made up of MPs or 
Lords. These committees consider policy issues, scrutinise the work and 
expenditure of the government, and examine proposals for primary or secondary 
legislation. Select committees (see below) operate largely by an investigative 
process known as an inquiry, while legislative committees operate mainly by 
debate. 

 

When to contact your local MP 
Everyone has the right to contact their local MP to discuss issues affecting them 
but there are specific areas they can deal with, whether you voted for them or 
not.  MPs will only act on behalf of their own constituents, so please check you 
are contacting the MP who represents your constituency.  
 
MPs are more able to help you with issues that Parliament or government is 
responsible for, such as: 

• Tax (but not council tax as this is set by and paid to your local authority) 
• Hospitals and the National Health Service (not local social services) 
• Benefits, pensions, national insurance 

House of Commons House of Lords 
Made up of 650 Members of 
Parliament (MPs) that are elected 
in by the public.   

 

Made up of around 800 Lords that 
are established by inheritance, by 
appointment, or by virtue of their role 
within the established church (in our 
case the Church of England).  

The number of MPs is limited by 
the number of constituencies 

The number of Lords is unlimited 

MPs represent their local area (or 
constituent) 

Members of the House of Lords do 
not represent a geographical area. 

How to Engage with Parliament 
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• Immigration 
• School closures and grants (not day-to-day school problems like 

governors or the local education authority). 

Some issues are not the direct responsibility of Parliament or 
government. In these instances, you should first contact either your 
local council or your nearest Citizens Advice Bureau before 
considering contacting your MP. These are issues such as: Council 
tax, private problems with neighbours, landlords, employers, family, 
private problems with companies who’ve sold you faulty goods, 
decisions made by the courts, issues that are the responsibility of 
your local council, i.e. dustbins or street repairs etc. 

What can my MP do for me? 
MPs can assist you (either as a charitable group or as a constituent) 
in a variety of ways and their contact details are made public so that 
you can get in touch with them.  In most cases you can write, phone, 
fax or email. Some of the ways they can help you include: 

• Make private enquiries – MPs are often well-positioned to 
influence local decision-making and to get answers for you that 
you have been unable to obtain yourself. 

• Sign a petition or speak at a local event – Politicians have 
much local influence and having their support may work in your 
favour if you are petitioning for a particular campaign or you are 
working to support your local community. 

• Raise local matters publicly in the House of Commons – If 
you want to raise a local issue that concerns your constituency, 
your MP can press for action or find answers for you through 
Parliamentary Questions.  Whether your question is submitted in 
writing, or orally, your MP can use this process to hold 
Government to account and to receive a formal response from 
the relevant government department. 

• Raise a regional or national issue – If you would like to raise a 
wider issue that goes beyond your local constituency, you might 
want to contact another MP (or Member of the House of Lords) 
who has shown an interest in that particular issue to ask a 
question for you. 

• Debate your issue or campaign – The MP or Member of the 
House of Lords can also raise a debate for you if you have an 
issue that relates to a Government department. A number of 
short debates that last between 30 and 90 minutes take place in Parliament on regular 
occasions. Your chosen MP can initiate your topic and then debate the subject on your 
behalf. A minister from the relevant department must be present to respond on behalf of 
the Government. In all of these  

Key Words 
 
House of Commons – a 
democratically elected 
body that makes laws and 
checks the work of 
Government 
 
House of Lords – the 
‘Upper House’ within 
Parliament which makes 
laws and scrutinises 
government 
 
Committees – groups 
made up of MPs and 
Lords that check the work 
of Government, carry out 
inquiries, and scrutinise 
legislation. 
 
MP – a Member of 
Parliament, specifically, a 
Member of the House of 
Commons 
 
Constituency – a 
geographical area served 
by an elected MP, who 
represents its constituents 
in Parliament 
 
Constituents – the 
people from the area 
mentioned above   
 
Peer – another name for a 
Lord  
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cases it is important that you outline your aims and include credible research and case 
studies to support your message, so that your MP can help you to achieve your aims.  As 
with questions, you can use a debate to raise attention of an issue with the relevant 
Government department and get a response.   

• Submit an Early Day Motion – An Early Day Motion is a statement that MPs will submit 
to highlight an issue of importance, bring attention to work and events, and identify MPs 
that have an interest in specific issues. Any member who agrees with the sentiment of a 
motion can sign their name against it in support. Most EDMs do not lead to debate or a 
change in the law, however they can draw attention a range of issues, from world, 
domestic or constituency matters, to a call for action, to commemorate, congratulate and 
condemn. All EDMs and the details of supporting signatories are made public. You can 
search all previous EDMs which will help you identify MPs who are interested in your 
particular issue.   
 

Six top tips  
1. Give your MP (or Member of the House of Lords) enough information about your 

organisation, campaign and statistics. Make sure that they know about any relevant 
background knowledge as they will be representing it on your behalf and the more you 
can help them, the better. 

2. Be clear about what you want you to achieve with the question, debate or EDM –  
will it be part of a press release or a report that you are writing?   

3. Once a debate has been secured, contact all other MPs or Lords who 
also have a particular interest in that issue and let them know that the 
debate is taking place. Again, ensure they know what it is about, why it is 
important, what you are hoping to achieve, provide them with some 
background information, so if they choose to attend and contribute to the 
debate they have all the necessary information. 

4. If your MP is a member of the Cabinet (or Government), they will not be 
able to make or sign EDMs, raise debates or questions (because they 
are part of the system). However they can still get a response from the 
relevant Government department by writing to that department. 

5. If the issue isn’t about your constituency, see if there is a Lord or another 
MP who would be willing to raise the issue. 

6. Before you call for a particular action, it is crucial that you establish and 
build a relationship with your MP – you want to be already known to them 
and have established a credible relationship, so that when legislation is 
going through it is a simple phone call to them or their research: ‘Hi – this 
is so and so, we are aware of this legislation  
and am concerned about, etc@’ You can also  
contact other MPs to ask them  
whether they would consider signing the  
EDM. 
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Select Committees  
Select Committees are set up to scrutinise specific areas of work and Government 
departments. Their work is carried out through inquiries and in each case there is an 
opportunity for the public to submit evidence to the inquiries. Groups and individuals submit 
written or oral evidence to enquiries and an enquiry report is written and usually passed to 
the relevant Government department, which then writes a response. 
 
All-Party Parliamentary Groups 
All Party Parliamentary Groups (APPGs) are informal groups of predominantly backbench 
MPs, and Members of the House of Lords, from all parties that meet to discuss and research 
areas of common interest. These groups are not a formal part of the Parliamentary system – 
unlike Select Committees they do not receive secretarial support or funding from Parliament, 
nor do they hold inquiries.  
 
APPGs also hold regular meetings where organisations are invited to attend and make 
presentations. As there is no formal framework to the groups there is a greater level of 
freedom to discuss issues of interest to members. They help MPs and Peers to develop their 
knowledge of subjects of personal interest. They often rely on the support of external 
organisations for information, statistics, and briefings. 
 
APPGs are an opportunity for organisations to increase awareness of their work amongst 
MPs and Peers. It is crucial to build relationships with MPs and Peers, so that when 
something does happen you will already have the relationships in place. You can view all 
APPGs on the Parliamentary website and send them information about your organisation 
and its work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Further support and links: 
• The Parliament website offers information on how to contact any MP or Lord (also called ‘Peers’) 

as well as the latest news, legislation and policy: www.parliament.uk  

• Use the ‘Topical Issues’ section to see Select Committee reports, library research, Early Day 
Motions and other news relating to a subject: www.parliament.uk/topics/topical-issues.htm  

• Look at the membership of All-Party Groups: 
www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm/cmallparty/memi01.htm 

• Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW) – VSNW has established relations with Parliament and 
may be able to offer you further advice: www.vsnw.org.uk 
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For any further information, guidance and support, please contact  
Bolton CVS on: 01204 546010 or e-mail: admin@boltoncvs.org.uk 

 


