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D

CHAPTER 1

Working Together
avid Cameron had just been elected prime minister of the United
Kingdom. As he stood outside his new home at 10 Downing Street in

London, he offered these words to the British public. “I came into politics
because I love this country. I think its best days still lie ahead and I believe
deeply in public service. And I think the service our country needs right
now is to face up to our really big challenges, to confront our problems, to
take difficult decisions, to lead people through those difficult decisions, so
that together we can reach better times ahead. One of the tasks that we
clearly have is to rebuild trust in our political system. Yes that’s about
cleaning up expenses, yes that is about reforming Parliament, and yes it is
about making sure people are in control—and that the politicians are
always their servant and never their masters.”1

This election would mark an important change for the government of
the United Kingdom. For the first time in many decades, control of
Parliament would be shared by two political parties. Cameron appeared
ready—even excited—about leading this new group. But how exactly did
this situation happen? What would his job as prime minister entail? What
about the queen? Doesn’t this monarch rule the country? This is just one
of the common misconceptions many people have about the United
Kingdom.



David Cameron holds many titles in his role as the leader of the
United Kingdom. He is the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom,
First Lord of the Treasury, Minister for the Civil Service, and Leader
of the Conservative Party. He also represents the county of Witney
in Parliament.

Some people think that England, Great Britain, and the United
Kingdom are different countries. Others believe that these are simply
different names for the same country. All of these places are actually parts
of a single country. England is part of Great Britain, which is also made up
of Scotland and Wales. Together, Great Britain and Northern Ireland make
up the country called the United Kingdom.

Some nations have a king or a queen who rules the land. Other
countries have a president or prime minister instead. And some, like the
United Kingdom, have both a monarch and a political leader. The king or
queen serves as the head of state. At the same time, the power of the
monarch is limited by the laws of the country. This form of government is
known as a constitutional monarchy.

Queen Elizabeth II (reign 1952–present) is one of only six
female monarchs to hold the British throne. To date she



has occupied the throne for more than sixty years. This is
longer than any other king or queen in British history, with
the exception of Queen Victoria (reign 1837–1901), who
reigned for sixty-three years and seven months.

In most ways a president and a prime minister have similar jobs. But
their specific powers and duties are different in certain ways. In the United
States, for instance, the president is the head of the executive branch of the
government. The president is responsible for the day-to-day operation of
the country. To keep the president from becoming too powerful, the US
Constitution also calls for two other government branches. Congress is the
legislative branch, which creates laws. The judical branch, which includes
the Supreme Court, then interprets those laws.

In the United Kingdom, the prime minister is also the leader of the
majority party in the House of Commons. This legislative branch of the
government, along with the House of Lords, makes up Parliament. This
structure is similar to the two houses of Congress in the United States. In
the United States, though, the president does not lead either house. The
Senate has a leader called the majority leader, and the House of
Representatives has a speaker of the house. So while the British prime
minister has the power to pass laws (with the support of Parliament), the
US president has no such power. It is often easier for a prime minister to
pass laws, because he always leads the majority party in the House of
Commons. That means he will usually have the support of this group. The
president of the United States may work with a Congress that is largely
represented by another party, making it more difficult for him or her to
create changes. Until 2009, the United Kingdom did not have a Supreme
Court. Instead, there was a judiciary committee chosen from the House of
Lords which heard cases. Today, however, it is a separate body which is the
highest court for appeals cases.

The United Kingdom’s prime minister is responsible for the
government’s policies and decisions. The prime minister also has three
additional main responsibilities. First, he or she must oversee the
operation of the Civil Service and government agencies. Second, the prime
minister must appoint members of the government. And third, he or she is
a member of and also answers to the House of Commons.



The UK has three main political parties. They are the Labour Party,
the Conservative and Unionist Party, and the Liberal Democrats. Former
prime ministers Gordon Brown (in office 2007–2010) and Tony Blair (in
office 1997–2007) are members of the Labour Party. As its name implies,
this party is most concerned with the needs of the working class, many of
whom perform labor-based jobs.

The Liberal Democrats are similar to the United States’s Democratic
Party. Liberal Democrats focus on creating a free and fair society. A few of
this group’s biggest areas of concern are human rights laws, the
environment, and civil liberties.

The UK’s Conservative and Unionist Party, also called the Tory party,
is a lot like the Republican Party in the US. Both of these groups think that
the government should be run using traditional methods and laws. In
general they think that a smaller government is a better government.

The UK’s current prime minister, David Cameron, was elected in
2010. Cameron was forty-three years and seven months old at this time.
His age made him the youngest prime minister in 198 years. Before
Cameron’s election, Tony Blair had held this record. Blair was forty-three
years and eleven months of age when he was elected in 1997. Clearly
things have changed since the eighteenth century. The youngest prime
minister in the UK’s history, William Pitt the Younger, was just twenty-
four years old when he was elected in 1783. At the time younger rulers
were much more common. Four other men, all of whom were younger than
forty-three, were elected during that century.2

Nearly all members of the House of Commons represent a
political party. Many members of the House of Lords,
though, neither represent nor belong to a particular party.

House of Lords Political Groups House of Commons Political Groups

Conservative (221)*
Liberal Democrat (99)
Labour Party (220)
Crossbench (180)
Lords Spiritual (26)

Conservative (303)
Liberal Democrat (56)
Labour Party (257)
Democratic Unionist Party (8)
Scottish National Party (6)



UK Independence Party (3)
Democratic Unionist Party (2)
Plaid Cymru (2)
Ulster Unionist Party (2)
Independent Labour (1)
Independent Liberal Democrat (1)
Independent Social Democrat (1)
Independent Ulster Unionist (1)
Green (1)
Liberal Democrat Independent (1)
Non-affiliated (19)

Sinn Féin (5, in abstention)
Plaid Cymru (3)
Social Democratic and Labour Party (3)
Green (1)
Respect (1)
Alliance (1)
Independent (5)
Speaker (1)

*Total number of members per group
 

Parliament of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland contains the
House of Lords and the House of Commons. The House of Lords is the upper house of
Parliament, and the House of Commons is the lower house. The Commons is an
elected body consisting of 650 members known as Members of Parliament. Unlike the
House of Commons, the 780 members of the House of Lords were appointed.

Cameron’s age wouldn’t be the only thing to set his time as prime
minister apart. As the leader of the government, he heads a Conservative
and Liberal Democrat coalition government. This means that the two
parties have agreed to share the power of the national government.
Although it wasn’t the first time two parties had decided to work together,
the United Kingdom hadn’t had a coalition government in seventy years.3

At first it might sound like the two parties simply had a common goal:
working together. While this may be true to some degree, a bigger reason
for sharing the power existed. The Conservatives didn’t win enough seats
in Parliament to make up a clear majority. A total of 303 members of
Parliament (MPs) were from the Conservative party; it needed 326. When
no party has a majority, the result is called a hung Parliament. This setup
can get in the way of passing laws. To avoid this problem, the
Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats decided to join forces.

The prime minister is responsible for appointing the deputy prime
minister and cabinet minister positions. Most prime ministers fill these
positions with members of their own party. Under the coalition agreement,



however, five cabinet jobs went to Lib Dems (a common nickname for the
Liberal Democrats). Cameron chose Nick Clegg, another Lib Dem, as his
deputy prime minister. In all, the UK’s government currently has 120
ministers. They include the prime minister, 22 cabinet ministers, and 97
other ministers.

Prime ministers of the United Kingdom have lived and
worked at 10 Downing Street since 1735. In the UK, the
famous address is known simply as Number 10.

The UK has twenty-five ministerial departments. It is important to
understand that governing a large country like the United Kingdom can be
a complicated process. Some departments, such as the Ministry of
Defence, serve the entire nation. Others only serve certain parts of the
country. The Department for Work and Pensions, for example, does not
serve Northern Ireland. This area has its own agencies for that purpose.
You might think of this division of responsibilities somewhat like the
individual powers that each of the US states has. In the US, each state



makes and oversees some of its own laws. In this way Northern Ireland,
Scotland, and Wales do the same thing.

Parliament is responsible for creating, changing, and repealing laws in
the UK, similar to the US Congress. Parliament is made up of the House of
Commons and the House of Lords. But while the members of the House of
Commons are elected, the members of the House of Lords are the Lords
Spiritual (bishops of the church) and the Lords Temporal (appointed by the
king or queen, with the advice of the prime minister).

For many years the Conservatives created many successful economic
policies for the people of the United Kingdom. Under Margaret Thatcher,
the Conservative prime minister who served during the 1980s, the nation
did very well financially. But a gap was widening between the rich and the
poor. Today the Conservatives are trying to narrow that gap.

Cameron’s campaign for prime minister was very similar to Barack
Obama’s campaign for the US presidency. Both leaders spent a lot of time
talking about the enormous need for change. “The change we need, the
change we believe in, change we can trust, change that happens—call it
what you want . . . People want to know two things,” Cameron explained.
“They want to know that things really will change, but also they want
reassurance that the Conservative Party itself has changed.”4
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