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The Parliament Act

There are two ways for a law to be passed by Parliament. The usual way
is for the Houses of Commons and Lords to agree identically worded
Bills. The other comes into play when the House of Lords refuses to
agree with the House of Commons. This procedure is known as the
Parliament Act. It is fairly rare, but has happened three times since 1990.

The philosophy behind the Parliament Act is that the House of Lords has the right to ask the Commons 

to “think again”. When the Commons does think again, and if it still passes the identical Bill, then

the unelected House of Lords loses the right to block that Bill from receiving royal assent.

What are the requirements for the Hunting Bill to receive royal assent?
There are six requirements for the Hunting Bill to become law under the terms of the Parliament Act.

In these circumstances, the Speaker of the House of Commons will automatically certify the Bill 

so that it gains royal assent on the last day of the parliamentary session in November 2004. (Royal

assent would come sooner if the Lords rejected the Bill outright on second reading). The last day 

of legal hunting will be three months later, in February 2005.

1. The Bill must have its third reading in the 

House of Commons at least one month before 

the end of the parliamentary session on its first 

passage through Parliament. 

2. The two Houses of Parliament must fail to agree 

a form of wording. 

3. The Bill must be reintroduced into the Commons 

in the 2003–04 parliamentary session. 

4. MPs must pass the identical Bill up to the House 

of Lords, and must do so over a year after the 

initial second reading in the Commons and more 

than one month before the end of the session. 

5. The two Houses must again fail to agree on a 

form of wording. 

6. The House of Commons must not vote to tell the 

Speaker not to certify the Bill for royal assent.

This requirement has already been satisfied.

Given the position of the House of Lords, it is 

assumed that this will be the case.

The Government, through the Rt Hon Alun Michael 

MP and Rt Hon Peter Hain MP, has repeatedly 

promised to reintroduce the Bill.

It is assumed that MPs will not change their mind 

and will maintain their support for a ban on hunting.

Given the position of the House of Lords, it is 

assumed that this will be the case.

Given the long struggle for a ban, it is inconceivable 

that the House of Commons could do this.
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What does the Parliament Act actually say?
The Parliament Act was passed by Parliament in 1911 and amended in 1949.

It says (section 2.1) that : 

“If any Public Bill… is passed by the House of Commons [in two successive sessions] (whether 

of the same Parliament or not), and, having been sent up to the House of Lords at least one month

before the end of the session, is rejected by the House of Lords in each of those sessions, that Bill

shall, on its rejection by the House of Lords, unless the House of Commons vote to the contrary, 

be presented to His Majesty and become an Act of Parliament on the Royal Assent being signified

thereto, notwithstanding that the House of Lords have not consented to the Bill…”.

Section 2.3 of the Bill defines “rejected” :

“A Bill shall be deemed to be rejected by the House of Lords if it is not passed by the House of Lords 

either without amendment or with such amendments only as may be agreed to by both Houses”.

What do supporters of hunting say about the Parliament Act?
Hunters inside and outside the House of Lords have a vested interest in criticising the use of the 

Parliament Act. We are confident that their arguments are without merit.

They claim…

■ The Government should not enable the

Parliament Act on what is “no longer effectively 

a Government Bill”.

■ Labour’s manifesto commitment referred to 

“resolving” the issue of hunting, not to ban

hunting with dogs. 

■ A “draconian” measure should not be forced

onto the Statute Book without the consent of

both Houses of Parliament.

■ Is it wrong to use the Parliament Act on a free

vote issue.

■ The Parliament Act should not be used because

the Hunting Bill only received 317 votes at 

Third Reading.

■ Lord Donaldson has argued that the 1949 

Parliament Act is invalid and cannot be used to

pass the Hunting Bill.

Whereas, in fact…

The Government has confirmed that the Hunting 

Bill is a Government Bill.

A ban was always the most likely way that the 

issue of hunting could be resolved.

The Parliament Act would not be needed if the

House of Lords accepted the wish of the elected

House. MPs have supported a ban in principle in

votes on 14/12/95, 28/11/97, 20/12/00, 17/1/01, 27/2/01,

18/3/02, 16/11/02, 30/6/03 and 9/7/03. It is now time

for the elected House to have the final word.

Two of the three recent uses of the Parliament 

Act have been on free vote issues – the War Crimes

Act 1991 and the Sexual Offences (Amendment) 

Act 2000.

A majority of one is still a majority. Even so, the

Hunting Bill had more support amongst MPs than

other laws passed under the Parliament Act.

Lord Williams of Mostyn, then Attorney General,

rejected this argument and reaffirmed the 

validity of the 1949 Act (Lords Hansard, 19/1/01, 

cols 1328–31).


