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Questions not Reached 

9. Our Committee’s practice, when it has decided to close a petition, is to write to the 
principal petitioner and tabling member to advise them of this, giving a summary of the 
response from the responsible Minister, but not giving any explicit reasons for the closing.  
 
The Committee’s approach has been that if the Minister has adequately responded to the 
petitioner’s concerns, even if this may not be what the petitioner wants and it is not 
within the Committee’s power to recommend action, this is sufficient grounds to close the 
petition. 

• What are your views on how a committee should inform a petitioner on the 
outcome of the committee’s consideration? 

• Should written reasons be given and if so, why? 

The Petitions Committee currently keeps petitioners’ personal data for 6 months after a petition 
closes, so up to a year after they sign it. We may reconsider this time limit, providing we can ensure 
we are in line with data protection best practice.   

During that 6-12 month period, we try to keep petitions up to date on as much as possible, focused 
primarily on the petitions with more than 100,000 signatures and that have secured consideration by 
the Committee, with lower signatures petitions usually given less priority.  

We email petitioners when we publish a Government response, if we ask the Government to improve 
their response, and if we are taking further action on it, either a debate or inquiry.  For a debate, we’ll 
let them know before it happens, and we’ll send them a video and transcript afterwards. For an 
inquiry, we’ll let them know about all the main stages of that, including any report and Government 
response. We often conduct online digital engagement with petitioners, inviting them to contribute 
to comment threads on social media or completely surveys, with some petitioners being invited to 
roundtable events or online discussions. This has been especially important while we have been 
unable to schedule debates or hold physical meetings in light of Covid-19.  

We’ll also contact petitioners in some cases with relevant Parliamentary business or to invite them to 
contribute to relevant inquiries elsewhere in the House.   

We don’t email most petitioners just to let them know we’re not taking action or that their petition 
has closed (i.e. has been open for 6 months). The exception to this is cases where a petition has 
received more than 100,000 signatures but the Committee has decided we’re not going to debate it.  
However, the Petitions Committee staff are currently considering how we can usefully send emails to 
petitioners at the end of the 6 month opening time, suggesting other ways that they can engage with 
Parliament or campaign on the issue.  

In cases where a Committee has proactively decided not to take action, letting petitioners know 
that, and explaining why (if possible) should help them better understand what Parliament is doing 
and why. There’s a risk that not explaining this will simply make them feel dismissed.  

 

  



10. How has your committee dealt with any complaints from petitioners that oppose the 
committee closing/finalising their petition? 

Because of the automatic 6-month timescale for petitions, and the fact we have clear thresholds 
for action, this doesn’t come up as an issue in many cases.  

On occasions where the Government has responded to a petition (when it has 10,000 signatures), 
the Petitions Committee considers the quality of the written response but accepts that their 
rejecting a petitioner’s request is not in itself necessarily a reason to reject the Government’s 
response.    

There are some cases where people are dissatisfied with the actions we’ve taken, such as 
accepting a Government response or deciding not to hold an inquiry. In those cases the staff of 
the Committee will explain the limits of petitioning, while Members of the Committee, as 
politicians, are able to explain the decisions we’ve taken.   

If petitioners are dissatisfied at the end of the process, they can also start a new petition once the 
old one has closed. We’ve found that for some subjects, such as the failure of the Government to 
tackle certain types of crime (e.g. death by dangerous driving or animal theft) or nuisance 
behaviour (e.g. the sale and use of fireworks), repeat petitions with significant levels of support 
are an indicator of the need for further action by the Petitions Committee.  

  



11. Does your committee consult with other bodies which handle complaints, such as the 
Ombudsman to ensure there is no duplication of complaint handling? If so, what type of 
information is the Ombudsman permitted to give you and how useful do you find it in 
considering petitions? 

The Petitions Committee team may signpost people to the Parliamentary and Health Service 
Ombudsman or other complaints bodies rather than accept a petition. If it’s something that an 
ombudsman should deal with then it’s likely that the Petitions Committee staff would reject the 
petition as not being something for which the Government or Parliament are responsible, 
especially as we discourage petitions seeking redress for individual cases. Since the Petitions 
Committee was established in 2015, we’ve not undertaken any joint working or coordination 
with an ombudsman.  

We draw petitions with at least 10,000 signatures to the attention of the relevant Select 
Committee in the House of Commons, either to see if they’re working on the issue or to encourage 
joint working.  Since the Petitions Committee was established, we’ve undertaken joint working 
with the Health Select Committee on vaccinations, and the Women and Equalities Committee on 
workplace dress codes.  Recent developments in Westminster have also allowed MPs from other 
Committees to ‘guest’ as Members on our Committee, which we’ve done for coronavirus related 
petitions in this Parliament, with the Education, Work and Pensions Committees, and Women and 
Equalities Committees so far.  

 

  



12. Some submissions to this inquiry emphasise the importance of petitioners feeling they are 
being listened to. 

•  What do you believe the minimum amount of contact a dedicated petitions 
committee should have with the principal petitioner and why? 

The volume of petitions we receive – more than 12,500 since the start of March – means that 
it’s not possible for us to contact every principal petitioner.  While this number is much higher 
than normal, because of Coronavirus related petitions coming in at the moment, we still 
received more than 34,000 petitions in the 2017-19 Parliament, with more than 8000 having 
bene open for signature.  

Instead, we focus on the petitions with more than 100,000 signatures, and we contact every 
petition creator who reaches that threshold. We invite every petition creator whose petition 
is being debated to come to Westminster to watch the debate and will usually offer to arrange 
for them to speak to the MP leading that debate. We’ve also invited petitioners to give oral 
evidence to us if we launch a full inquiry on their issue or take part in less formal events.  

• What are some examples of what you regard as good committee practice in 
communicating with petitioners, citing case studies? 

There can be a significant amount of variety between petitioners: whether they want to be 
involved, what they feel comfortable doing, how they want to interact with us. Sometimes 
on issues that affect large groups of people, their petition does much of the communicating 
about an issue that’s needed.  But there are cases when a petitioner can make a real 
difference to a campaign.  

• When the Petitions Committee was established in 2015, our first inquiry was from 
the family of someone who’d tragically died from a brain tumour. As discussed 
during the hearing, they were powerful campaigners with an engaging story to tell, 
and so we worked closely with them, taking evidence and pressing the Government 
to make changes. This has led them to being advocates not only for their causes, but 
also for petitioning.  And with the support of the Committee, they had a role on a 
new Government working group on the issue and helped bring about the change 
they wanted – securing more funding for research.  

• We also have had petitioners who are confident working with the media themselves. 
Our inquiry into workplace dress codes benefited from a petitioner who was happy 
and confident working with the media, which added to the pressure that MPs were 
putting on the Government to change the law, ultimately leading to new 
Government guidance on the issue.  

• We occasionally have high profile figures starting petitions who utilise their fans and 
supporters to add voices to campaigns. We’ve been happy to work with them 
because they can help communicate what Parliament’s doing and reach people that 
Parliament might otherwise not, but we try not to treat them differently to other 
people who’ve started successful petitions. 

 

  



13. There is a summary of how our Committee handles petitions in the 4th paragraph of the 
submission invite letter, where a reference is made to the Committee’s 48th report. 
(https://www.parliament.wa.gov.au/Parliament/commit.nsf/(Report+Lookup+by+Com+I
D)/D1F346BD113CD5B54825834D000C1783/$file/Overview%20of%20Petitions%20Report.
pdf)  

Do you have any suggestions how we could improve our procedures and processes? 

In the Committees 48th Report, you note that you’ve held some form of inquiry into 51 out 
of 74 petitions received, and that the Committee considers every petition received. That’s a 
proportion well beyond what the Petitions Committee in the House of Commons is able to 
consider, because of the volume of petitions we receive.  

Reporting in detail on all the petitions inquired into, as your 48th report does, is impressive 
and gives petitioners something tangible that they can see has happened because of their 
action.  There is perhaps a similar expectation gap that we face in Westminster, if the 
Committee’s report isn’t able to promise changes. But, many of the principles we share are 
the same.   

Looking specifically at what the Petitions Committee does in Westminster, one of the most 
valuable things we have found for people who might otherwise be frustrated by not being 
able to petition or not securing the change they want, is doing more to signpost petitioners 
to other sources of advice, support or redress and help them find other ways to engage with 
Parliament. There is much more that the Petitions Committee in the House of Commons can 
and will do on this ourselves, and we would be happy to share best practice and lessons 
learned in detail as we go on.  
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Example Emails 

It would also be useful to the Committee if you were able to provide examples of letters you send to 
petitioners that contain reasons on why their petition is being closed, as well as letters where you 
have suggested other avenues for them to take in addressing their issue. 

As a significant majority of petitions reach their closing date without securing a level of signatures to 
require action, we don’t proactively tell petitioners that their petition is now closed.  While petitions 
are open for signature we also wouldn’t declare them as closed, because it’s possible that the 
Committee might revisit a decision not to take action before that point.  

The Committee has on occasion decided not to debate a petition despite it receiving 100,000 
signatures that would mean it’s eligible to be considered.  For example: 

• Scrap plans to force state schools to become academies. 

https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions/124702 

The Committee decided this had already been covered in detail by recent 
Parliamentary debates. 

• SAVE OUR NHS STOP PRIVATISATION SAVE EALING HOSPITAL Publicly Funded & 
Provided 

https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions/109473 

The Committee decided that this was an issue that was local and could be raised in 
other ways, and therefore wasn’t a priority for debating time (which was at a 
premium).  

• The UK should not agree the UN's Global Compact for Migration 

https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions/232698 

The Committee decided not to schedule a debate as the Government had already 
agreed to the Global Compact.  

You can see full details of undebated petitions at 

https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions?parliament=1&state=not_debated 

https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions?parliament=3&state=not_debated 

https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions?state=not_debated 

(At the time of writing there are no petitions that the current Committee has opted not to debate, but 
debate time is currently unavailable for petitions in any case). 

Examples of signposting to other sources of action or advice vary from petition to petition, but there 
are range of standard responses that staff of the Petitions Committee prepare, such as: 

For issues relating to Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland’s Devolved Governments or Legislatures: 

• Your petition is about something that the Scottish Government is responsible for. That 
means that the UK Government and Parliament can't look into it. [Explanation, if needed] 

https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions/124702
https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions/109473
https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions/232698
https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions?parliament=1&state=not_debated
https://petition.parliament.uk/archived/petitions?parliament=3&state=not_debated
https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions?state=not_debated


The Scottish Parliament has its own Public Petitions Committee. If you'd like to send 
your petition to the Scottish Parliament, you can find out more here: 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/gettinginvolved/petitions/index.aspx 

• Your petition is about something that the Welsh Government is responsible for. That 
means that the UK Government and Parliament can't look into it. [Explanation, if needed] 

 
The Welsh Parliament has its own Petitions Committee. If you'd like to send your 
petition to the Welsh Parliament, you can find out more here: 

https://petitions.senedd.wales/ 

• Your petition is about something that the Northern Ireland Assembly is responsible for. 
[Explanation, if needed] 

 
If you'd like to send your petition to the Northern Ireland Assembly, you can find the 
contact details here: 

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/about-the-assembly/contact-us/ 

For petitions that seek an action that would be for a local authority 

• We can't accept your petition because the UK Government and Parliament aren't 
responsible for the issue you raise. This is the responsibility of your local council.  

 
• You could raise your issue with a local councillor, who represents you. You can use this 

page to find out who your local councillors are, and how to contact them: 
 
https://www.gov.uk/find-your-local-councillors 

  
You could start a new petition about something the UK Government and Parliament 
are responsible for. For example, you could start a new petition asking the UK 
Government and Parliament to [e.g. provide direct funding to existing children’s 
centres to prevent more closures], if that's what you'd like to happen.  

  
For petitions that accuse people or organisations of committing a crime: 

• If you're worried about a problem with a business, you can find out how to get help 
here: 

  
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/consumer/get-more-help/Solve-an-ongoing-
consumer-problem/ 

  
If you think a company has broken the law or acted unfairly, you might be able to 
report them to Trading Standards. You can find out how to do that here:  

  
https://www.gov.uk/find-local-trading-standards-office 

  
If you think that a crime has been committed, you should contact the police here: 

  
https://www.police.uk/contact/ 

 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/gettinginvolved/petitions/index.aspx
https://petitions.senedd.wales/
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/about-the-assembly/contact-us/
https://www.gov.uk/find-your-local-councillors
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/consumer/get-more-help/Solve-an-ongoing-consumer-problem/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/consumer/get-more-help/Solve-an-ongoing-consumer-problem/
https://www.gov.uk/find-local-trading-standards-office
https://www.police.uk/contact/


For many personal cases, the Petitions Committee staff will also advise people to contact their 
Member of Parliament and explain to them how to do this and what actions they can take.  

For people who are in distress, the Petitions Committee staff will attempt to signpost relevant support 
organisations or advice on the GOV.UK website, without implying any particular organisation is 
endorsed by Parliament or Government (other than where there are Government helplines or similar). 
For people who may be at risk there are also safeguarding procedures in place which the Committee 
Clerks lead on.  

 


