
Exciting innovation  
or empty promise?
Ian Richards considers the power of  
e-petitions, their impact so far, and  
what their future might be

Back in the heady days of May 2010 the new 
coalition government promised to re-engage the 
electorate and restore faith in the parliamentary 

process. One little-noticed idea was the re-launch of 
electronic petitioning which had been started under 
the previous Labour government. After a slow start 
e-petitions have started to grab media attention in the 
final few months of 2011.

How they work 
The basic idea behind e-petitions is that any member 
of the public can create a petition on the government’s 
website (http://epetitions.direct.gov.uk/petitions). As 
the website proudly boasts, ‘any petition which collects 
over 100,000 signatures could be debated in the House 
of Commons.’ Once an e-petition reaches this number 
of signatures it is up to the newly created Backbench 
Business Committee to decide whether it should be 
debated in the House of Commons. The government 
argues that e-petitions are a dynamic form of direct 
democracy. However, as is ever the case, the devil is in 
the detail. 

Too popular?
The recent history of e-petitions suggests they are 
popular with the public (possibly too popular for the 
government at times).

•	 In 2007, under the old system, over 1.8 million 
people signed an online Downing Street petition 
against road-pricing. 

•	 Over 120,000 have already signed the ‘No to 70 
million’ petition calling for tighter immigration 
controls.

•	 More than 250,000 people signed an e-petition this 
autumn demanding the removal of benefits from 
rioters. This e-petition triggered a debate on the issue 
when MPs returned to Parliament in October. 

•	 The rebellion by 81 Tory MPs on 24 October against 
the government’s position on an EU referendum was 
fuelled in part by another popular e-petition. 

•	 Most recently, on 15 November another e-petition 
calling for lower fuel prices and the cancellation 
of the government’s planned 3p rise in fuel duty 
triggered a major debate in the Commons and was 
passed by MPs. 
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A recent e-petition calling for lower fuel prices 
was successful

http://epetitions.direct.gov.uk/petitions


The case against
E-petitions are just one element in the work of the new 
Backbench Business Committee. The committee has 
only 35 days a year allocated to it by the government. 
The chair of the committee, Natascha Engel MP, says 
e-petitions are already dominating the committee’s 
workload and time is far too limited to allocate debates 
to every issue (even if a petition passes the 100,000 
threshold). 

Many debates take place in Westminster Hall and 
are therefore not voted on. Furthermore, e-petitions do 
not lead to concrete change. Even after a debate and 
vote in the Commons chamber there is no automatic 
change in government policy, let alone the law. 

E-petitioners can’t even guarantee that what they 
ask to be debated will be discussed. In the October 
debate on the removal of benefits from rioters, MPs 
more or less ignored the issue of benefits and focused 
on the riots themselves, thus sidestepping the petition’s 
central thrust. 

Should Parliament be spending valuable time 
debating the (potentially narrow) concerns of a 
minority of the public (see Table 1)? Even 100,000 
supporters is a tiny fraction of the UK population as 
a whole.

Activities
1 Look at the list of e-petitions in Table 1. 

Complete Table 2 with three arguments for 
and three arguments against e-petitions

2 Offer three suggestions that would improve 
the effectiveness of e-petitions.

Weblinks to follow up
The official government website:  
http://epetitions.direct.gov.uk/petitions

Radio 4 item about e-petitions (6 minutes):  
http://tinyurl.com/7b29dbb

An article offering a critical analysis of e-petitions: 
http://tinyurl.com/7gv4nno

The next big thing?
In recent years there has been a long list of government-
sponsored consultation projects, most of which were 
launched with great fanfare but later fizzled out. Does 
anyone now remember Tony Blair’s ‘Big Conversation’, 
launched in late 2003? 

It will take genuine political will to make e-petitions 
work. One possible future is that they really take off 
and become a genuinely dynamic way for the public 
to influence the debates and decisions of Parliament. 
However, history suggests they may wither and die as 
the government loses interest and moves on to more 
‘important’ things.

Table 1 Popular e-petitions online now
Convicted London rioters should lose all benefits Over 250,000 signatures
Full disclosure of all government documents relating to 1989 Hillsborough disaster Over 140,000 signatures
No to 70 million Over 120,000 signatures
Cheaper petrol and diesel Over 120,000 signatures
Make financial education a compulsory part of the school curriculum Over 100,000 signatures

Table 2 Arguments for and against
For Against
1

2

3
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