Refounding Labour 

The Policy Process

A proposal for reform
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Background

As the collective organisation representing the trade union movement inside the Labour Party, TULO has taken a close interest in the operation of the National Policy Forum. Over the last ten years we have worked within that process in an effort to further the aims of working people, yet have experienced both disappointment and concern at its operation.

Following lengthy discussion within TULO, the affiliated trade unions have concluded that only fundamental reform of the process will be sufficient to restore the faith of party members in the policy making functions of our lay democracy. 


The Original Concept

The creation of Partnership into Power was a response to the fratricide of the Labour Party following the 1979 defeat. It was widely believed that our Party could never again suffer the open divisions and rancour of Conference floor. In the words of one trade union leader, “... a system designed for the 1920’s...was wilting under the television lights of the 1980’s.”
Over a ten year period our Party decided to move towards a process of policy making similar to that used by other western European socialist parties. The essence of such systems is a rolling policy programme that can only be amended by party units – i.e, constituencies, socialist societies, or trade unions, and finally approved by the sovereign Conference.

Partnership in Power, as thus envisaged, was intended to formalise party policy in a series of policy documents. Each constituency or other affiliate would be able to submit a limited number of amendments to those documents. 


The amendments would be submitted to elected Policy Commissions, who would accept or reject them. Where a significant minority within the policy commissions supported an amendment, it would be passed to the National Policy Forum as a “minority position”.

The National Policy Forum was intended to meet once a year, to approve the work of the policy commissions. Where it was presented with a majority / minority position, it would take a decision in a plenary vote. Where a minority position was lost, but still received the support of 25% of the NPF, it would be presented to Conference as an ‘alternative position’.

The role of Conference would be to adopt the documents of the National Policy Forum, and to vote on outstanding ‘alternative positions’. These would be carried on a simple majority vote.

The advantages of such a system are obvious – policy can only be written by constituency parties or other affiliates, there is a clear audit trail for submitted amendments, policy debates are conducted by elected representatives away from the media spotlight, and Conference retains the ultimate authority over Party policy.

The process today

The process that was implemented following the 1997 election had significant shortcomings. Perhaps the most severe was the failure to adopt a rolling policy programme – the documents which were presented to each Conference had no basis in past policy, nor any opportunity for meaningful engagement by constituencies or affiliates.


In the absence of an amendments based process, the policy commissions were reduced to a scrutiny function. Nor have they proven particularly transparent – their meetings, activities, and paperwork have not been available beyond the membership of the commission.

Although the National Policy Forum has proven itself to have a function at the ‘Warwick’ stage, where constituencies and affiliates have been able to propose amendments direct to the documents, the reality is that this occurs just once every four years. This led to chaotic scenes, with party staff overwhelmed by the sheer number of amendments submitted, and simply not enough time available to consider all of those submitted. It also created a distinct democratic deficit – significant numbers of amendments were adopted or rejected without discussion by the NPF. 

It is also important to recognise that this occurs just once every four years. Meetings of the NPF outside of the Warwick stage have little influence on the policy process.

Finally, Conference has been reduced to a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ vote on policy documents. There is no means for Conference to express dissent with either the documents or particular policies contained within.

A new settlement

TULO believes that the time has come to reform Partnership in Power in such a way as to empower our grassroots. Across the world, grassroots movements are seeking for ways to effect change in their societies. The Labour Party, through its policy processes, has always provided the collective means to effect change in our society. If we do not allow those voices to be heard within our structures, our Party will become irrelevant to their efforts.


A good policy process is one that reflects the voices of our members and supporters. It must allow pluralist debate to take place, ensuring that all voices in our Party are heard. A policy process that allows such debate will contain dissent and build consensus around the policies of our Party. If activists in our wider society see the Labour Party as a vehicle for their aspirations, then they will participate in our Party. Those activists are Labour’s lifeblood.

In order to create that policy process, the affiliated trade unions support fundamental reform of Partnership in Power. We believe that the original concept, based on the experience of other western European parties, formulated and developed over ten years, remains the best model for the Labour Party to adopt in the future. 

This is not to say that the model as originally envisaged cannot be improved – the twenty years since its original formulation have seen the rise of computer technology, the internet, and email communication. However, we believe that these innovations will allow the process to be smoother in operation, fleeter of foot, and more accountable to the wider Party membership.
A Reformed Policy Process

Rolling Policy Programme

· 6 – 8 policy documents would form the Party Programme. Those documents could only be changed through an amendment from a party unit (constituency, trade union, etc).

Amendments

· Each party unit (constituency, trade union, etc) would  be entitled to submit a limited number of amendments to the Policy Commissions.
Policy Commissions

· Submitted amendments would be accepted or rejected by the policy commission. Where there was a division of opinion, the commission would submit majority / minority options to the National Policy Forum within its report.
National Policy Forum

· Policy Commission reports would be presented to an annual meeting of the National Policy Forum. Where options were presented, the National Policy Forum would decide which course to take through a simple majority vote.

· Where an option is defeated, but receives more than 25% support, it would  be presented to Conference as an alternative position.

Conference 

· Alternative positions would be presented to Conference as part of the National Policy Forum report. Conference remains the sovereign policy making body.
· Conference retains a strengthened resolution based process, which integrates with the NPF process.
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