
  

 

 

 

 

 

How does a General Election actually work? 

The UK is a liberal democracy. This means that we democratically elect politicians, who 

represent our interests. It also involves that individual rights are protected.  

The type of liberal democracy we have is a constitutional monarchy, where the powers of 

the monarch are limited by the terms and conditions put down in the constitution. 

 

 

Parliamentary system 

The UK has a parliamentary system of democratic governance. Unlike presidential and 

semi-presidential systems, there is an interconnection between the legislative (law-

making) and executive (law-enforcing) branches of government in a parliamentary 

system. In the UK, this means that the executive (consisting of the Queen and the 

governments of England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland) is accountable to the 

legislature or Parliament (House of Commons, House of Lords and devolved Assemblies in 

Wales and Northern Ireland).  

Appointed Prime Minister (or chancellor) as Head of Government and a monarch (or 

ceremonial president) as Head of State. 

 
 

 

First-Past-The-Post 

Members of Parliament in the House of Commons are elected using the first-past-the-

post electoral system. Each of the 650 voting constituencies in the UK are represented by 

an MP. During the general and most local elections, the candidate with most of the votes 

becomes the local representative. Candidates campaign door-to-door, hold debates and 

publish manifestos (comparable to shopping list of what they are planning to do once 

they are in power). Eligible voters, about 46m in the UK, receive their polling card once 

they register online, or they can vote by post.  

Party with most of the votes is invited by the Queen to form a government. If there is no 

clear winner, there is a hung Parliament. In this case, a minority or coalition government 

can be formed. A minority government does not have an overall majority in Parliament. A 

coalition government means that two or more political parties agree to share power in 

government. If that does not work out, new elections may be called.  
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  Treaty of Lisbon 

Introduction 

The Lisbon Treaty was signed in 2007 and came into force in 2009. It is the most recent of the EU treaties. It 

amended previous treaties, reformed the structure of the EU and changed the way it functioned. The treaty 

was agreed after earlier attempts to reform the EU by creating a European constitution failed. 
 

History 

On 29 October 2004, the heads of the EU’s then 25 member states signed the Treaty for the Establishment of 

a Constitution in Europe (the EU Constitution). It was intended to create a more simple foundation for the 

European Union, strengthening the role of the EU institutions. However critics saw it as a move towards the 

formation of a super-state. In June 2005, France and the Netherlands rejected the constitution, causing the 

project to stall.  
 

European leaders supportive of an EU constitution explored other means of introducing similar changes.  

Developments culminated at the EU summit of June 2007, under the German presidency of the European 

Council, when constitutional issues were brought back onto the agenda and all EU states agreed on drafting a 

new Treaty. This was achieved and signed in Lisbon in December 2007 and is therefore known as the Lisbon 

Treaty. 
 

The treaty then needed to be ratified by all EU member states. In June 2008 Ireland rejected the Lisbon 

Treaty in a referendum. To encourage Ireland to ratify the treaty the EU promised protocols would be added 

to clarify that changes would not alter powers of states regarding tax, would allow Ireland to remain militarily 

neutral and would not affect certain rights guaranteed in the constitution of Ireland. Ireland then ratified the 

treaty with a second referendum in October 2009.  
 

Before Germany ratified the Lisbon Treaty, the German Parliament passed laws to strengthen its role in 

implementing EU policy to ensure that the EU could not exceed the powers given to it. The President of the 

Czech Republic, Vaclav Klaus, used delaying tactics as he opposed the treaty. Nevertheless, the Czech 

Republic became the last member state to ratify the treaty on 3 November 2009. 
 

What did the Treaty of Lisbon achieve? 
The Lisbon Treaty came into force in December 2009. It introduced a number of significant changes to the EU 

institutions and the way the EU functions. 

Changes to the Institutions: 

 The Lisbon Treaty created a permanent President of the European Council and a High Representative of 

the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy. The President of the European Council is appointed by 

the Council for two and a half year terms, and cannot be a head of state or government. The High 

Representative for Foreign Affairs automatically gains membership to the European Commission as a Vice 

President, but does not have the power to independently generate policy. A new European External 

Action Service was created to support the High Representative. 
 

 The European Court of Justice (ECJ) became part of the Court of Justice of the European Union, which was 

created as the EU’s judiciary. The Court of Justice had its jurisdiction extended into all EU policy areas 

except foreign and security policy, allowing it full jurisdiction over justice and home affairs for the first 

time. The UK secured an ability to opt out of police co-operation and the option to opt into legislation 

relating to judicial issues. 
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 The European Parliament was given the power to elect the President of the European Commission. The 

candidate for the presidency is chosen by a qualified majority in the European Council based on the 

election result in the European Parliament. The parliament’s legislative powers were also increased to 

become equal with the Council of the EU in most areas.  

Changes to the functioning of the EU 
 
 When membership of the EU rose to 27 nation states, it became impractical for the majority of decisions 

to be made by unanimity (all countries agreeing). The treaty changed voting in the Council of the 

European Union so that more decisions are now made by Qualified Majority Voting (QMV). Decisions 

made through QMV must be approved by a ‘double majority’ - 55% of EU member states, representing at 

least 65% of the EU's population. 
 

 Decisions made using QMV all became subject to the co-decision procedure, so that the European 

Parliament and the Council of the EU must both vote. QMV was extended into over 40 new areas. Britain, 

Ireland and Denmark have opt-outs for justice and home affairs policies. The new voting system has been 

implemented from 2014. The ability for individual nation states to prevent legislation being passed has 

been reduced. 
 

 National parliaments were given the option to challenge proposed legislation that they believe should be 

made at a national level. Where one third of national parliaments vote to oppose a proposal on these 

grounds the European Commission must review it. 

Other changes: 
 
 Under the Lisbon Treaty, the EU gained a legal personality, giving it the power to make international 

agreements on behalf of EU member states. 
 

 The Charter of Fundamental Rights, which was originally proclaimed in 2000, was adopted into the treaty 

and made legally binding for EU member states. The UK, Poland and the Czech Republic have been 

granted opt-outs meaning neither the Court of Justice nor national courts can find the laws of these 

countries to be inconsistent with the Charter. 
 

 An exit clause was introduced to the EU treaties for the first time, setting out the procedure for countries 

who want to leave the European Union, though it does not provide a procedure for leaving the eurozone. 

Revisions to the Treaty of Lisbon: 
 
 The Lisbon Treaty had originally been intended to reduce the size of the Commission so that only two 

thirds of EU members would be represented by a commissioner at any one time. However, negotiations 
following Ireland’s rejection of the Treaty in 2008 confirmed that all member states will keep their 
commissioner unless national leaders vote unanimously to not have one commissioner per state.  
 

 In December 2010, member states voted for a narrow revision to the Lisbon Treaty. This allowed the EU 

to create a permanent mechanism for dealing with crisis in the eurozone, the European Stability 

Mechanism, which would replace the temporary European Financial Stability Facility in 2013.  
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