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Lecture VIII 

Checks and Balances in the British Political System 

 

In the British political system checks and balances refer to the various mechanisms designed 

to ensure that no branch of government becomes too powerful or can dominate the others. 

These mechanisms help maintain a system of accountability and prevent the abuse of power. 

Some key aspects of checks and balances in the British political system include: 

 

1. The Separation of Powers: The British political system operates on the principle of the 

separation of powers which divides governmental authority among three main branches: the 

legislature (Parliament the executive (government and the judiciary (courts). This division of 

power ensures that no single branch can concentrate excessive authority. 

 

2. Parliamentary Scrutiny: Parliament consisting of the House of Commons and the House 

of Lords plays a crucial role in scrutinizing and reviewing government actions. Members of 

Parliament (MPs) have the power to question ministers debate legislation and hold the 

government accountable through parliamentary committees. 

 

3. Constitutional Conventions: The British political system relies on constitutional 

conventions which are informal and unwritten rules that guide government behavior. These 

conventions establish a set of expected behaviors that help maintain the balance of power. For 

example, the Prime Minister is accountable to Parliament through the convention of 

ministerial responsibility. 
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4. Judicial Review: The judiciary acts as a check on the executive and the legislature through 

the power of judicial review. This means that the courts can assess the legality and 

constitutionality of government actions and legislation. If a court finds a law or government 

decision to be unlawful it can declare it null and void. 

 

5. Devolved Administrations: The United Kingdom has devolved administrations in 

Scotland Wales and Northern Ireland each with its own devolved powers and government 

structures. This decentralization of power ensures that decisions are made at different levels 

and provides a system of checks and balances on the central government. 

 

6. Independent Institutions: There are several independent institutions in the UK that act as 

checks on government power. These include institutions such as the Electoral Commission the 

National Audit Office and the Office for Budget Responsibility which oversee elections 

public spending and economic forecasts respectively. 

 

Conclusion 

By incorporating these checks and balances into its political system the British government 

aims to ensure that power is distributed across different institutions and individuals preventing 

any one entity from becoming overly dominant or unchecked. 

 

 


