
 

SOAS COP Policy Briefings  
To Inform Government and Parliamentary Debate 

Guide to Bills and Acts of Parliament 
In the UK, changes to the law occur through caselaw (in courts and tribunals) or through 

legislation in Parliament. Whether by design or chance, the protocols of Parliament make it 

difficult for people to get involved. However, they also ensure that persistence and 

confidence enables anyone to do so. 

When the Government wants to change the written law (also known as statute), they 

introduce a Bill to Parliament. A Bill is a draft piece of law that ranges from a page to hundreds 

of pages long. The Bill has to pass through Parliament before it is voted into law as an Act of 

Parliament. This process follows a series of stages that each offer an opportunity for engaging 

with and encouraging MPs to propose changes to the Bill. Traditionally, this was done by 

approaching MPs in the lobby outside the House of Commons, hence the term “lobbying”. 

You can still lobby MPs directly by this method, but it is also possible to reach out to them 

online as we do for SOAS COP. 

Looking out for new Bills 
At the opening of Parliament, the Government use The Queen’s Speech to announce all the 

legislation that they intend to make during the new parliamentary session. The text of The 

Queen’s Speech can be found through an internet search and is a good guide to what is 

coming up in Parliament.  The length of a parliamentary session might be weeks or years and 

can itself be highly politicised, as was shown by the Government’s appearance in the Supreme 

Court over the prorogation of Parliament in 2019. A majority government might achieve all 

that they lay out in The Queen’s Speech, a minority government might not achieve any of 

their proposals. 

Following the Queen’s Speech and once Parliament is in session, the Government will publish 

draft Bills that are then put before Parliament to be debated and consulted on before they 

are ultimately voted into law as Acts of Parliament. The following links show you where to 

find these Bills 

• Draft Bills: https://www.parliament.uk/business/bills-and-legislation/draft-bills/ 

• Bills before Parliament: https://www.parliament.uk/business/bills-and-

legislation/draft-bills/ 

Reading Bills 
The language of Bills is often confusing, but you are not likely to need to engage with all of it. 

When you first see a Bill and depending on its length, use the section headings to find relevant 

areas to your concerns and then start reading. It will often refer to sections of other legislation 

and Acts of Parliament. You will need to check these to understand what the Bill intends to 

do and you can use internet searches to find the other legislation. Reviewing the Bill will tell 

you what it intends to do and issues with the Bill may occur to you that prompt you to want 

to intervene. You should be confident at this stage as you may be one of the few people 

scrutinising a Bill, so do not assume that others are doing this important work or that you 

don’t understand something that does not seem right. MPs, Lords and their aides will  

https://www.parliament.uk/business/bills-and-legislation/draft-bills/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/bills-and-legislation/draft-bills/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/bills-and-legislation/draft-bills/


 

welcome insightful comments from someone who has taken the time to scrutinise the Bills 

that they have to debate. 

The Passage of a Bill through Parliament 
Bills can start in The House of Commons or in The House of Lords and follow a set passage 

through Parliament. The diagram below describes the journey of either type of Bill and the 

parliamentary webpage for every Bill has a similar diagram to show how far each Bill has 

progressed. 

 

• First Reading: The Bill is introduced to the house, though not debated 

• Second Reading: this is the main debate where the general principles of the Bill are 

debated and voted on, so intervention to change the Bill by MPs / Lords stands the 

most chance of success at this stage 

• Committee Stage: The Bill is scrutinised line by line and recommendations for 

amendments are made 

• Report Stage: the whole house discusses and amends the Bill 

• Third Reading: the Bill is voted on and, if approved (except for extraordinary 

circumstances such as the Brexit vote, this is a formality), is handed on to the other 

house – Bills starting in the Commons go to the Lords and Bills starting in the Lords go 

to the Commons 

• The Bill then follows a similar process as above, but in the other house. n.b. The 

Salisbury Convention proposes that Government Bills mentioned in the Government’s 

election manifesto are not opposed at The Lords second reading and that there is no 

vote at the end of second reading, a subject of much debate by constitutional 

observers 

• Consideration of Amendments: The Bill is “Ping-Ponged” between the houses as minor 

changes are made until the law is agreed 

• Royal Assent: The Bill is sent to the monarch and is written into Law as an Act of 

Parliament. 

Details of each stage can be found at https://www.parliament.uk/about/how/laws/passage-

bill/. 
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When and How to intervene in a passage of a Bill 
It is the job of MPs and Lords to scrutinise and make changes to the Bill as it passes thought 

Parliament. Bills become more refined as they progress, so the second reading when they are 

first debated is the stage when the greatest changes are likely to be possible. Although some 

legislation such as that related to coronavirus is rushed through Parliament with little debate, 

there is usually plenty of warning. The Queen’s Speech tells us what type of Bills to expect 

and the published Bills should give the date of their next reading. However, these dates are 

sometimes not up to date.  

If it is unclear when a Bill is next due to be debated, you can: 

• check the Parliamentary Calendar (https://calendar.parliament.uk/) 

• search for Government announcements on Government and news websites 

• read and search transcripts of parliamentary debates via Hansard 

(https://hansard.parliament.uk/) 

MPs and Lords can be approached at any time and will often welcome expertise on a specific 

topic. They are not experts, so may not have made up their mind on specific issues and will 

often take advice – especially if it is relevant to a forthcoming debate. 

Official Questions 
MPs and Lords can be lobbied to ask the Government official questions at any time and these 

can be written or oral and must be responded to by the Government in 10 working days. This 

can be a useful way of delivering a “shot across the bows” to a Government who are not 

following the legislation and can result in them quietly changing tack to avoid an embarrassing 

confrontation in the house. 

 

By Dr Rob Faure Walker (1st June 2020) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visit our website for further briefings (https://blogs.soas.ac.uk/cop/). If you would like a 
personal briefing or clarification on any of the issues raised here, please contact the author 
at [PLEASE INSERT YOUR EMAIL ADDESSS AND/OR PHONE NUMBER HERE]. Do contact 
Professor Alison Scott-Baumann and her team for further briefings and access to other 
experts as150@soas.ac.uk  
 The views expressed in SOAS COP Briefings are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
represent those of SOAS. 
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