February 4, 2003

Plans to Reform House of Lords Are Plunged Into Confusion

By WARREN HOGE

LONDON, Feb. 4 — Government plans for reforming the House of Lords were plunged into confusion and uncertainty tonight when the House of Commons dealt Prime Minister Tony Blair a rare parliamentary setback by rejecting his preferred choice of an all-appointed upper chamber.

In a series of votes, the House could not settle on a substitute formula, though the one drawing the most support envisions 80 percent of the members elected and 20 percent appointed.
Earlier today, the House of Lords itself backed a fully appointed chamber, setting the two houses of Parliament on a collision course that appeared to have doomed any immediate progress on the long-awaited restructuring of Britain's much-maligned upper house.

The matter now goes to a joint committee charged with the mission of reconciling starkly opposed viewpoints on a major constitutional issue, and the leader of the Commons, Robin Cook, said, "Heaven help them because they will need it."
Mr. Blair last week came out in favor of an all-appointed house over any hybrid as the best way to create a new body that would not challenge the primacy of the all-elected House of Commons. He said the Lords should be maintained as the "revising house" it is now, with the power to delay and reshape legislation but not to block it, and not as a rival house able to thwart the will of the Commons.

Although he warned members of his party not to "sleepwalk" into far-reaching changes to the House of Lords which could prevent future Labor governments from carrying out their programs, among the legislators defying him today were major figures in his government and at least five members of his cabinet including Mr. Cook himself.
Two years ago, the government stripped the Lords of all but 92 of its 750 hereditary peers and sent the dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, and barons off to spend their remaining days wandering their grouse moors and rummaging about their stately piles.

Baroness Jay, the leader of the Lords, dismissed the cast-outs on their last day in their gilded chamber with a curt "We wish you well", and the impression was that they were done for.

But Mr. Blair failed to follow up with a thought-out second stage plan for modernizing the upper chamber, and what followed instead were a series of white papers, commission reports and think tank recommendations leading up to today's embarrassing chaos. One of the government's interim ideas was denounced by Edward Heath, the former Conservative prime minister, as resembling the legislature of the Soviet Union.
The House of Lords has long been lampooned as a group of coddled grandees in ermine-lapeled scarlet robes sleeping off long lunches on their leather banquettes. Walter Bagehot, the writer and economist, famously counseled, "The cure of admiring the Lords is to go and look at it."

In 2001 Mr. Blair brought ridicule of a different kind upon the body by naming the first 15 so-called "people's peers." The move and the resort to New Labor populist language to describe the newcomers turned into a public relations disaster when it turned out these allegedly common folk included seven knights, three professors and a scattering of corporate chiefs. There have been no new ones named since then, and the commission created to select them has ceased meeting.
Currently made up of the 92 hereditary peers, bishops, law lords and more than 500 appointed life peers, the Lords have not been as compliant as Mr. Blair might have wished. Faced with his government's overwhelming majority, the Lords has had success in the unlikely role as last protector of minority views, unfashionable causes and civil liberties.
Calls for reforming the House of Lords have been persistent for decades, and the body's authority was curbed twice in the last century, leaving it with the power to amend and rework actions taken by the House of Commons and delay them for up to a year but not to overturn them.

On coming to power in 1997, the Labor government included Lords reform as a key part of its constitutional restructuring plans that included the creations of assemblies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland and the first elected mayor for London. Lords reform remains the major unfinished business of the vaunted undertaking.
