The Gordon Schools, Huntly – Modern Studies Department
Higher – Decision-making in Central Government – The Cabinet

Critically examine the role of the Cabinet in the UK Political System.
(15 marks)

The Cabinet, which is made up of senior government ministers who are the heads of government departments, such as the Home Office and the Treasury, and is chaired by the Prime Minister, is the traditional decision-making body in the UK Political System. However, over a number of years, the role of Cabinet appears to have been downgraded.
Traditionally, the Cabinet is the main decision-making body. The Cabinet operates under the convention of collective responsibility. This means there should be shared authority, and that decision-making should be based on discussion, debate and compromise. The Prime Minister’s role in Cabinet is supposed to be that of primus inter pares (first among equals). For example, recently the Cabinet discussed the current terrorist threat to the UK and preparations for the Olympics in that context. However, it is widely claimed the Prime Minister’s role is more than primus inter pares. The Prime Minister will often take decisions on his own without consulting his Cabinet. For example, under Tony Blair cabinet meetings were less frequent and shorter (lasting only about 30-40 minutes), with decisions taken elsewhere. This shows the role played by Cabinet will be determined to a large extent by the Prime Minister.
Another role of the Cabinet is to create and maintain the authority of the government. The concept of collective responsibility also requires that ministers accept responsibility collectively for the decisions made in Cabinet. Even if a minister personally disagrees with a decision, he must agree with it publicly, otherwise they are expected to resign.  For example, the late Robin Cook resigned from Cabinet over his opposition to the Cabinet decision to go to war in Iraq. However, the Coalition Committee – not the full Cabinet – has unresolved issues referred to it under the Coalition Agreement. The Coalition Committee is co-chaired by David Cameron and Nick Clegg and made up of 5 Conservatives and 5 LibDems including the most senior figures of each party. It is charged with keeping the coalition on track when times get tough. This shows the traditional role of Cabinet is being downgraded by the setting up of other bodies that can take collective decisions that are binding across government.
Cabinet committees reduce the burden on Cabinet. The committee system does this by enabling collective decisions to be made by a smaller group of ministers, which are binding across government. Due to the government being made up of 2 parties, Cabinet committees have a Chair from one party and a Deputy Chair from the other. The Home Affairs Committee, for example, has Nick Clegg as the Chair and Kenneth Clarke as the Deputy Chair. However, the Cabinet is still the supreme decision-making body in government. It deals with the big issues of the day and the Government’s overall strategy. This shows the full Cabinet would be unable to cope with making all the decisions so most are taken in Cabinet committees.
Critics of the traditional style of decision-making ask the question of how much important business can be discussed and decided by a committee of over 20 people who meet for a short period of time once a week. Blair made use of inner cabinets to stream-line the decision-making process to make it more effective. Blair’s inner cabinet met every Thursday before the full Cabinet and made key decisions. It appears Cameron has adopted a similar approach with key decisions being taken by the so-called Quad: David Cameron, George Osborne, Nick Clegg and Danny Alexander. However, by concentrating the power to make key decisions in the hands of so few can lead to poor decision-making. The decision to put a 20% tax on hot snack takeouts, which has become known as ‘Pastygate’, is seen by some as an example of poor decision-making taken by politicians who are out of touch. This shows the role of Cabinet has been undermined and eroded as key decisions are taken by a few without particular reference to Cabinet or Cabinet ministers.
In conclusion, the constitutional role of Cabinet has been undermined in recent years. Very few big decisions are taken in Cabinet as it merely acts as a rubber-stamp for decisions taken elsewhere. 
