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Introduction
1. Historical Background
2. Functioning
3. Overview of activity, contents and response
4. Potential and Limits
5. Case Studies

5.1 Petition 241584
5.2 Petition 190627

Conclusion

In tro duc tion
The 13  in stal ment of the Audit of Polit ical En gage ment re leased by
the Hansard So ci ety in 2016 opened with the fol low ing words: “Par‐ 
lia ment knows it has a repu ta tional prob lem with the pub lic, which is
why it is so im port ant to un der stand the pub lic’s at ti tudes, to reach
out, and through ac tion to turn cyn icism (whether le git im ate or not)
into healthy en gage ment” (Fox et al. 2016� 5). Fur ther down, it con‐ 
cluded: “E- petitions is the single most im port ant route to en gage the

1 th

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Parliamentary e-petitions: the Westminster model

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

pub lic that Par lia ment cur rently has at its dis posal, apart from dir ect
con tact with a rep res ent at ive” (28).

And in deed, sub sequent audits con firmed both the repu ta tional prob‐ 
lem men tioned above and the pop ular ity of the e- petition plat form
in tro duced in the UK in 2011 and re mod elled in 2015. The last in stal‐ 
ment of the audit, pub lished in 2019, showed that while core in dic at‐
ors of polit ical en gage ment such as cer tainty to vote or in terest in
polit ics re mained stable, “feel ings of power less ness and dis en gage‐ 
ment were in tensi fy ing”, with a re cord 47% of re spond ents stat ing
their be lief that they had no in flu ence at all on decision- making at
the na tional level (Black well 2019� 6). Mean while, cre at ing or sign ing
e- petitions re mained the most pop u lar form of on line polit ical activ‐ 
ity along side watch ing on line politically- related videos, with 28% of
re spond ents hav ing done so in the pre vi ous year (27). And in deed, for
the 2017-19 ses sion of Par lia ment, the e- petition web site re cor ded
over 16 mil lion unique users (Wat son 2020).

2

Such con cern for cit izen en gage ment is not unique to the UK as for
in stance, sev eral OECD re ports have poin ted out the need to in clude
cit izens in decision- making to im prove the le git im acy of polit ical in‐ 
sti tu tions, from the book en titled Focus on Cit izens Pub lic En gage‐ 
ment for Bet ter Policy and Ser vices re leased in 2009 to the latest ver‐ 
sion of its Guidelines for Cit izen Par ti cip a tion Pro cesses made avail‐ 
able in 2022.

3

En cour aging pe ti tions so as to boost pub lic en gage ment is a strategy
which has also been used in a vari ety of coun tries through his tory but
also more re cently at the European level, with the Maastricht Treaty
in 1992 of fi cially re cog nising the right to pe ti tion the European Par‐ 
lia ment, build ing on pre vi ous le gis la tion from the 1950s, on the fol‐ 
low ing premises:

4

The right to pe ti tion par lia ments al lows cit izens close con tact with
an elec ted rep res ent at ive or polit ical in sti tu tion and the pos sib il ity
to par ti cip ate in dir ectly in the demo cratic pro cess and in flu ence the
polit ical agenda. Like ref er enda and pop u lar le gis lat ive ini ti at ives, the
right of pe ti tion is a cru cial ele ment of a par ti cip at ory demo cracy
(Atanas sov 2015� 2).
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Par ti cip at ory demo cracy is “con cerned with en sur ing that cit izens
are af forded an op por tun ity to dir ectly par ti cip ate, or oth er wise be
in volved in the de cisions that af fect their lives” (Keugten 2021). For
Keane how ever (2009), pe ti tions be long to a model of mon it ory
demo cracy, which adds power- scrutinizing ele ments to tra di tional
rep res ent at ive demo cracy. Dalton et al. (2003) place them within the
paradigm of ad vocacy demo cracy, a pro cess in volving dir ect par ti cip‐ 
a tion in policy- making with elites re tain ing final con trol over de‐ 
cisions. As for the e- petitions in tro duced since the launch ing of the
pi on eer ing Scot tish par lia ment ary plat form in 1999, they un doubtedly
be long to the field of e- democracy or “the usage of in ter net to en‐ 
hance the demo cratic pro cess by en cour aging on line civic en gage‐ 
ment, on line cit izen par ti cip a tion, on line dis cus sion, blogs etc.”
(Holzer & Man o haran 2011� 412).

5

Given the nov elty of e- petitions and the hopes placed on them to
stim u late pub lic en gage ment with polit ical in sti tu tions, they were
nat ur ally the ob ject of ro bust re search. Ala thur (2007) for in stance
pro duced a case study of pe ti tion usage in India and con cluded that
“e- petitions can em power cit izens to en gage ef fect ively in ef forts to
fight for their […] rights”, a po s i tion broadly shared by Cot ton (2011)
or Wright (2016). As for Åström et al. (2014) in the Swedish con text or
Berg in Fin land (2017), they ar gued that e- petitions could help over‐ 
come a feel ing of help less ness from cit izens re gard ing polit ical
decision- making. Be side en gage ment, other is sues re lated to pe ti‐ 
tions were ex plored. Al ex an der (2009) for in stance tried to find out
the reas ons why people signed pe ti tions, Aragón et al. (2018) the role
of so cial media cam paign ing in en sur ing suc cess, and Clark & Lomax
the lin guistic and se mantic factors mak ing pe ti tions pop u lar (2020).

6

In the UK and re gard ing par lia ment ary plat forms more spe cific ally,
the Scot tish Par lia ment has act ively tracked the per form ance and ef‐ 
fects of its sys tem through in ternal re ports and col lab or a tions with
aca dem ics. But there is lim ited self- assessment avail able for the
West min ster plat form, with only a few re ports, such as the one re‐ 
leased by Ruth in 2012 or the one pro duced by the pe ti tion Com mit‐ 
tee in 2016, both cov er ing very nar row time frames. Yet Dumas et al.
(2017) to gether with Panagioto poulos and El li man (2012), sug ges ted
that gov ern ments could be ne fit from the in form a tion de rived from

7
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these vehicles of pop u lar ex pres sion, mak ing a broader case in fa vour
of aca demic re search fo cus ing on such data and pro cesses.

And in deed, such re search on Brit ish ini ti at ives does exist. Asher et al.
(2017, 2019) for ex ample ex plored whether the sys tem in tro duced in
2015 de veloped en gage ment through an ana lysis of a sample of Twit‐ 
ter con ver sa tions. Bochel (2013) showed that e- petition sys tems
could provide “a mech an ism to en able the pub lic to ex press their
views to those in elec ted rep res ent at ive in sti tu tions”. Vidgen and Yas‐ 
seri stud ied the is sues raised by the UK pub lic between 2015 and 2017
as well as the re la tion ship between pe ti tions’ is sues and where their
sig nat or ies were geo graph ic ally loc ated. And Leston- Bandeira (2019)
iden ti fied four dif fer ent roles for pe ti tion sys tems, i.e link age, cam‐ 
paign ing, scru tiny and policy.

8

Within this body of re search how ever, re cent works on the UK are re‐ 
l at ively few in num ber and the per spect ive ad op ted, while mak ing for
highly valu able con clu sions, is gen er ally lim ited in scope and in time.
No com pre hens ive over view of the par lia ment ary plat form in tro‐ 
duced in 2011 has yet been pub lished, nor any in depth ana lysis of the
role it played in West min ster. This is the gap which the cur rent art‐ 
icle means to ad dress, an swer ing the fol low ing ques tion: what is the
West min ster model of e- petitioning and what is its con tri bu tion to
par lia ment ary pro ced ures and out comes? To an swer this ques tion,
the his tor ical back ground to the in tro duc tion of e- petitioning in the
coun try will be provided as well as ex plan a tions about the func tion‐ 
ing of the plat form. Res ults ob tained from a “dis tant read ing” (Mor etti
2013) of e- petition data from 2011 to 2022 will then be presen ted so as
to doc u ment pe ti tion usage, both sub mis sion and sign ing, over the
period under con sid er a tion but also the nature of pop u lar pe ti tions,
their out come as well as of fi cial re sponse to pe ti tions. The art icle will
then high light po ten tial and lim its of such sys tems and con clude with
a more de tailed case study of two pe ti tions il lus trat ive of pe ti tions’
jour ney through Par lia ment and bey ond.

9

The data min ing and visu al isa tions presen ted in part 4 are based on
data per tain ing to the 162,675 pub lished pe ti tions sub mit ted between
2011 and 2022 made avail able under an open par lia ment ary li cence by
par lia ment ary ser vices and col lec ted by the au thor. This data in‐ 
cludes the ID for each pe ti tion, its title, date of cre ation, num ber of

10



Parliamentary e-petitions: the Westminster model

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

sig na tures col lec ted, status, re jec tion code, gov ern ment re sponse,
de bate date and de bate video url. Excel was used for cal cu la tions,
Open Re fine for clean ing and sort ing data and Tableau desktop for
visu al isa tions.

1. His tor ical Back ground
While Mosca and San tucci (2009� 121) place the ori gin of pe ti tions in
Eng land in 1215, with the Magna Carta giv ing bar ons the right to ad‐ 
dress com plaints to the Crown, Fox (2012� 10) refers to the reign of
Richard II in the second half of the 14  cen tury and the first pe ti tions
presen ted to the House of Com mons. Leston- Bandeira (2018) points
out that by the 15  cen tury, the ma jor ity of pe ti tions were in deed ad‐ 
dressed to Par lia ment and evokes Dodd’s be lief that pe ti tion ing
played a key role in its con tin ued ex ist ence as “a cru cial out let for the
sat is fac tion and res ol u tion of private in terests and con flict” (2007�
325).

11
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In 1571, a Com mit tee for Mo tions of Griefs and Pe ti tions was ap poin‐ 
ted and in 1669, the rights of pe ti tion ers and the au thor ity of the
House to ad dress pe ti tions were ar tic u lated in two res ol u tions which
of fi cially re cog nized the “right of every com moner in Eng land to pre‐ 
pare and present pe ti tions to the House of Com mons” (House of
Com mons Se lect Com mit tee on Pro ced ure 2007), but also the ul ti‐ 
mate con trol of such pro ced ures by the House of Com mons.

12

While pe ti tion ing was ini tially in ten ded to ad dress in di vidual griev‐ 
ances, it pro gress ively evolved into a tool for re quest ing changes in
pub lic policy and was then in teg rated into wider cam paigns. Huzzey
and Miller (2020� 125) for in stance em phas ized its role in sup port ing
causes such as anti- slavery, par lia ment ary re form, free trade and
Chartism. As the amount of time de voted to pe ti tions in the Cham ber
in creased sig ni fic antly, the House of Com mons once again re as ser ted
con trol via an 1842 vote which drastic ally cut the num ber of pe ti tion
de bates. How ever, this did not deter pe ti tion usage with over 10,000
pe ti tions reg u larly presen ted in a typ ical ses sion of the 19th cen tury.
Yet by the 1970s, the fig ure had de clined to a few dozens and the Se‐ 
lect Com mit tee on Pub lic Pe ti tions was ab ol ished in 1974. Between
1978 and 2010, only 1,894 paper pe ti tions a year were presen ted to
par lia ment on av er age. 1

13
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Pe ti tion ing was re vived by the in tro duc tion of the first par lia ment ary
e- petitioning plat form in Scot land in 1999 fol low ing de vol u tion ary le‐ 
gis la tion passed the pre vi ous year. On line pe ti tion ing was then in tro‐ 
duced in 2005 by local au thor it ies in King ston and Bris tol and the
first na tional e- petition plat form was launched in 2006, dur ing the
man date of Tony Blair. E- petitions were then ad dressed to the Prime
Min is ter’s cab inet rather than Par lia ment. This plat form ran until
March 2011, when it was sus pen ded in the con text of the up com ing
Gen eral Elec tion.

14

Prior to that sus pen sion, in tro du cing a new plat form with a closer
link to Par lia ment had been the ob ject of dis cus sions within Par lia‐ 
ment it self and between gov ern ment and Par lia ment. From 2004, a
series of re ports made re com mend a tions in fa vour of using ICT to fa‐ 
cil it ate in ter ac tion with the pub lic. In 2007, an in quiry by the House
of Com mons Pro ced ure Com mit tee sug ges ted the cre ation of an e- 
petition plat form, a pro posal ap proved on prin ciple by the gov ern‐ 
ment. Mat thews (2021) how ever high lights ini tial re luct ance within
the House of Com mons to the in tro duc tion of such a tool, in par tic u‐ 
lar over the pos sible with drawal of the pro vi sion mak ing it ne ces sary
to have an MP present a pe ti tion to the House and over the pro posal
to allow is sues raised in pe ti tions to be de bated in Par lia ment des pite
the dif fi culty to ac com mod ate such de bates in an already very busy
sched ule. On the part of gov ern ment, the main area for ten sion was
the issue of cost in im ple ment ing the sys tem.

15

A new plat form was how ever launched fol low ing the change in gov‐ 
ern ment in 2011. In deed, pe ti tion ing had been in cluded in the Con‐ 
ser vat ive mani festo which stated: “People have been shut out of
West min ster polit ics for too long. Hav ing a single vote every four or
five years is not good enough – we need to give people real con trol
over how they are gov erned.” (Con ser vat ive Party 2010� 66). The
prom ise to set up a new sys tem had also been part of the co ali tion
agree ment between the Con ser vat ives and the Lib eral Demo crats.

16

Ten sions between the gov ern ment and Par lia ment how ever re mained
until the sys tem was re mod elled in 2015. Under the new pro vi sions,
the sub mis sion of e- petitions was made dir ectly to the House though,
as ex plained by Mat thews, “the sys tem was gov erned by a Memor‐ 
andum of Un der stand ing between Gov ern ment and Par lia ment”

17



Parliamentary e-petitions: the Westminster model

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

(2021� 416). A des ig nated slot was al loc ated for de bates and a new Pe‐ 
ti tion Com mit tee was cre ated to help run the sys tem.

2. Func tion ing
Prior to the in tro duc tion of e- petitioning, once a pe ti tion had been
sub mit ted, it had to be presen ted to the House by an MP. Be fore
present a tion, the pe ti tion was checked by the Journal Of fice for com‐ 
pli ance with rules re gard ing the lan guage and con tents of pe ti tions.
After present a tion, pe ti tions were pro cessed in the Journal Of fice and
prin ted in the Votes and Pro ceed ings in a sup ple ment which ap‐ 
peared every Fri day. Pe ti tions were sent to the rel ev ant Gov ern ment
de part ment, which could choose to make ob ser va tions, but was not
re quired to do so. De bates were only al lowed for mat ters of ex cep‐ 
tional ur gency, the last one being con sidered in 1960.

18

Under the cur rent sys tem, any Brit ish cit izen or res id ent can sub mit
a pe ti tion on line at https://pe ti tion.par lia ment.uk/. The sup port of
five sig nat or ies is re ques ted be fore the pe ti tion moves on to be
checked by the Pe ti tions Com mit tee staff for com pli ance with the
rules re gard ing eli gib il ity. The full list of reas ons for po ten tial re jec‐ 
tion is avail able on the sub mis sion site and in cludes for in stance li bel‐ 
lous, con fid en tial or false con tent. But the main re quire ment is that
the ac tion being re ques ted should fall within the remit of Par lia ment’s
activ ity. Once a pe ti tion is ac cep ted, it is pub lished on the plat form
and opened to sig na tures. Those gain ing more than 10,000 sig na tures
are en titled to a re sponse from gov ern ment while those gath er ing
over 100,000 sig na tures can be con sidered for a de bate in Par lia ment.
Gov ern mental re sponse is made avail able on the pe ti tion site as well
as a tran script and video of the de bate when ap plic able. Each pe ti tion
re mains open for six months but can be closed earlier in case of a
Gen eral Elec tion when the plat form is sus pen ded.

19

The Pe ti tions Com mit tee is made up of up to el even MPs from vari‐ 
ous parties who are as sisted by ad min is trat ive and tech nical staff.
Dur ing the pro cess, the Com mit tee staff, act ing on be half of the
Com mit tee and fol low ing its re com mend a tions, can ask the pe ti‐ 
tioner for more in form a tion by email or in per son, ask for evid ence
on the issue being raised from vari ous gov ern mental or ex ternal in di‐ 
vidu als and or gan isa tions or press the gov ern ment for ac tion when

20
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re sponse is deemed in ad equate. The Com mit tee staff can also or gan‐ 
ise sur veys, for ums, or roundtable events with ex perts and stake hold‐ 
ers. It keeps pe ti tion ers and sig nat or ies in formed of the pro gress of
their pe ti tion and of other par lia ment ary activ ity which might be re‐ 
lated to the topic under con sid er a tion and com mu nic ates on their
activ ity on so cial media. Fi nally, if the Com mit tee de cides that a pe ti‐ 
tion ought to be de bated, the team deals with the or gan isa tion of the
de bate. Dur ing the de bate, mem bers of the Com mit tee present the
pe ti tion and en sure it re ceives a re sponse from a senior rep res ent at‐ 
ive of gov ern ment.

3. Over view of activ ity, con tents
and re sponse
As shown by Wright (2012; 2015; 2016), the Down ing Street e- petition
site in tro duced in 2006 proved to be a very pop u lar ini ti at ive, at tract‐ 
ing high levels of sub mis sions and sig na tures. The same can be said of
the par lia ment ary plat form in tro duced in 2011 and re mod elled in
2015. Between July 2011 and Septem ber 2022, 162,675 e- petitions were
pub lished, with a me dian ran ging from 31 to 35 pe ti tions a day dur ing
the man dates of David Cameron, Theresa May and Boris John son.
Though such fig ures do not in clude pe ti tions re jec ted at the first
stage of mod er a tion whose metadata is not re leased by par lia ment ary
ser vices, they il lus trate high and sus tained usage since the cre ation
of the sys tem as shown on the graph below.

21
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Image 1. Pub lished Pe ti tions Sub mis sion per Month 2011-22.

Table 1. 10 Pe ti tions with the Highest Num ber of Sig na tures 2011-22.

ID Title Nb of sig ‐
na tures

Date of Cre ‐
ation

241584 Re voke Art icle 50 and re main in the EU. 6,103,056 14/02/2019

131215 EU Ref er en dum Rules trig ger ing a 2nd EU Ref er en dum 4,150,262 23/05/2016

171928 Pre vent Don ald Trump from mak ing a State Visit to the
United King dom. 1,863,708 09/11/2016

269157 Do not pro rogue Par lia ment 1,725,630 06/08/2019

554276 End child food poverty – no child should be going
hungry 1,113,889 13/10/2020

619781 Call an im me di ate gen eral elec tion to end the chaos of
the cur rent gov ern ment 906,620 07/07/2022

108072 Give the Men ingitis B vac cine to ALL chil dren, not just
new born ba bies. 823,349 09/09/2015

In deed, as de scribed in the au thor’s pre vi ous work (Castel 2024),
peaks in activ ity are vis ible through out the period whenever the cir‐ 
cum stances triggered mo bil isa tion, from the Lon don riots of 2011 to
Don ald Trump’s of fi cial visit to the UK in 2016, Brexit or Covid, sug‐ 
gest ing the plat form has be come a valu able tool for act iv ism
summoned when the need arises.

22

E- petition sign ing draws a sim ilar pic ture, with ex traordin ar ily pop u‐ 
lar pe ti tions through out the 2011-22 period.

23
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300336 In clude self- employed in stat utory sick pay dur ing
Coronavirus 699,598 04/03/2020

575833 Make veri fied ID a re quire ment for open ing a so cial media
ac count. 696,955 19/02/2021

300403 Close Schools/Col leges down for an ap pro pri ate amount of
time amidst COVID19. 685,394 05/03/2020

Image 2. Pe ti tion Sign ing per Week: 2015-2022.

Moreover, as shown in the graph below, pe ti tion sign ing has re‐ 
mained steady, even in the last few years, cor rob or at ing the sus tained
pop ular ity of the plat form.

24

Sus tained pop ular ity over such an ex ten ded period for a par lia ment‐ 
ary e- petition plat form is in fact ex cep tional, as was the im pact in the
UK of the in tro duc tion of e- petition tools on over all levels of usage
com pared with pre vi ous, paper- based op tions. Com par ing usage of
pe ti tion plat forms is not easy as each has its own spe cificit ies. How‐ 
ever, in their work on the pe ti tion sys tems of the re gional Par lia ment
of Queens land in Aus tralia in tro duced in 2002 and the one of the
Bundestag launched in 2005, Lind ner and Riehm stated: “The avail‐ 
able data gives no in dic a tion that the in tro duc tion of the e- petitions
sys tems in Queens land and Ger many has sig ni fic antly con trib uted to
an over all in crease of pe ti tions sub mit ted and to an in crease of the
total num ber of sig na tures” (Lind ner / Riehm 2009� 8). The same can
be said of the French sys tem. Between its in tro duc tion in the au tumn
of 2020 and the col lapse of Gab riel Attal’s gov ern ment in the sum mer

25
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of 2024, only 1,454 e- petitions were pub lished on the site of the Na‐ 
tional As sembly, with the most pop u lar pe ti tion (Pe ti tion 1319� Pe ti‐ 
tion for the Dis sol u tion of the bri gade against the re pres sion of vi ol‐ 
ent ac tion) gath er ing only 263,887 sig na tures.

In Bri tain it self, le gis la tion was in tro duced in 2009, mak ing it com‐ 
puls ory for all Eng lish local au thor it ies to im ple ment an on line pe ti‐ 
tion ing fa cil ity by the end of 2010. Panagioto poulos et al. (2011) how‐ 
ever no ticed min imum in sti tu tional com pli ance and low ac tual use of
e- petition fa cil it ies at the local level. As for the pi on eer ing Scot tish
sys tem, the av er age num ber of pe ti tions pub lished per day fell from
0,57 in 1999 to 0,07 dur ing the second gov ern ment of Alex Sal mond.
Des pite climb ing back to 0,23 dur ing the third gov ern ment of Nic ola
Stur geon, the dy nam ics is yet one of de cline with usage far less ro‐ 
bust than in the West min ster case, even con sid er ing the dif fer ence in
scale. The suc cess of the West min ster plat form is thus ex cep tional.
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What is yet sim ilar to all par lia ment ary pe ti tion plat forms is the high
level of re jec tion of pe ti tions sub mit ted though pre cise fig ures may
vary. In the Brit ish case, between 2011 and 2022, 62.2% of pub lished
pe ti tions were re jec ted, a fig ure which does not in clude, as men‐ 
tioned above, pe ti tions re jec ted at the first stage of mod er a tion, sug‐ 
gest ing re jec tion fig ures are ac tu ally higher. At the second stage of
mod er a tion, 52.1% of re jec ted pe ti tions were marked as du plic ates of
pe ti tions already opened on the same issue and as such, were not ac‐ 
cep ted. 24.1% were deemed “ir rel ev ant”, a code mean ing that the
Com mit tee felt the re quest for mu lated fell out side the remit of Par‐ 
lia ment and 17.3% fell in the “no ac tion” cat egory meant for pe ti tions
whose re quest was not clear enough to be un der stood by the Com‐ 
mit tee. “Hon ours” comes next with 3.7% of pe ti tions. In deed, as a dis‐ 
tinct pro ced ure ex ists for nom in at ing someone for an hon our or
award, such pe ti tions are not ac cep ted. The “already hap pen ing”
(1.9%) and “no reply” (0.06%) cat egor ies in tro duced under Boris John‐ 
son come last, along side “fake name” (0.7%), used when con tact de‐ 
tails for the pe ti tioner are miss ing or er ro neous and “FOI” (0.02%) for
Free dom of In form a tion re quests, when cit izens make use of the right
to ask to see re cor ded in form a tion held by pub lic au thor it ies, here
again covered by a dis tinct pro ced ure. The last two cat egor ies were
in tro duced in 2015.

27



Parliamentary e-petitions: the Westminster model

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Image 3. Break down of Pe ti tion Sign ing 2011-22.

Of all pe ti tions pub lished between 2011 and 2022, 1,956 (1.2%) man‐ 
aged to pass the threshold of 10,000 sig na tures mak ing them eli gible
for a re sponse by the gov ern ment and 343, (0.2%) gathered more
than 100,000 sig na tures, open ing the way for con sid er a tion for a de‐ 
bate. As shown below, the ma jor ity of pub lished pe ti tions (56.1%) col‐ 
lec ted 10 or fewer sig na tures, with only 10.3% reach ing 100 or above.

28

How ever, the num ber of pe ti tions reach ing the 10,000- threshold has
been in creas ing in re cent years, con firm ing the un waver ing pop ular‐ 
ity of the plat form as a tool for polit ical mo bil isa tion.
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Image 4. Num ber of Pe ti tions passing the 10,000- signature threshold 2011-22.

96.3% of pe ti tions which gathered more than 10,000 and were eli‐ 
gible for a gov ern ment re sponse between 2011 and 2022 ac tu ally re‐ 
ceived one. Out of the 61 which didn’t, 57 were sub mit ted be fore 2015
at a time when re cord keep ing was less re li able and there was no
com mit tee spe cific ally ap poin ted to deal with pe ti tions. The four pe‐ 
ti tions sub mit ted after 2015 not to re ceive a re sponse were all cre‐ 
ated in the run- up to the 2019 Gen eral Elec tion which caused the
sus pen sion of the sys tem between Novem ber 2 2019 and March 2
2020. Over all, the prom ise of of fer ing a gov ern mental re sponse to pe‐
ti tions passing the 10,000- threshold has thus been kept. The qual ity
of re sponse is how ever an other mat ter. As shown in the au thor’s pre‐ 
vi ous work (Castel 2023), an swers are often for mu laic or even copied
and pas ted at times, with the de part ment in charge gen er ally ac‐ 
know ledging the prob lem being raised but mostly stick ing to an ex‐ 
plan a tion of the gov ern ment’s cur rent po s i tion on the sub ject.

30

,

As far as de bates are con cerned, as data re gard ing them for the 2011
to 2015 period presents re li ab il ity is sues, con clu sions will here be
lim ited to the 2015 to 2022 period. In this data set, 302 pe ti tions
passed the 100,000 mark, i.e 0.29% of pub lished pe ti tions over that
period. A de bate date is provided for 300 pe ti tions. Out of these, 247
have passed the 100,00- sig na ture threshold, sug gest ing that 53 pe ti‐ 
tions did not get a de bate des pite reach ing the re quired num ber of
sig na tures. The most com mon ex plan a tion provided is that a de bate

31

https://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/docannexe/image/5302/img-4.png


Parliamentary e-petitions: the Westminster model

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

on the issue had re cently been or gan ised, that the sub ject had already
been dealt with or was being treated, or yet that the sus pen sion of
live par lia ment ary ses sions dur ing the Covid pan demic pre ven ted the
or gan isa tion of a de bate.

Such a fig ure also high lights the fact that some pe ti tions were de‐ 
bated des pite col lect ing fewer than 100,000 sig na tures. In a few
cases, the num ber of sig na tures was ac tu ally very close, as for pe ti‐ 
tion 104796 (Don't kill our bees! Im me di ately halt the use of
Neonicotin oids on crops) and its 99,909 sig na tures. But for most of
them (39), the de bate was or gan ised, not as a res ult of the pe ti tion on
its own but as part of a wider dis cus sion on the issue. For in stance,
pe ti tion 305129 (Give non- British cit izens who are NHS work ers
auto matic cit izen ship) made a spe cific de mand about for eign NHS
work ers but was dis cussed along side pe ti tions 300073, 301948 and
302897 as part of a much more gen eral de bate en titled “Health and
So cial Care Work ers: Re cog ni tion and Re ward” (Hansard 2020). In‐ 
deed, 108 pe ti tions were ac tu ally de bated in such a col lect ive way.
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How ever, in some cases, the de bate seems to have been or gan ised
des pite not reach ing the 100,000- signature mark by de cision of the
Pe ti tions Com mit tee. For in stance, pe ti tion 207616 (In sur ance should
be on the car it self in stead of the in di vidu als who drive it) re ceived in
Janu ary 2018 a dis missive an swer from the De part ment for Trans port:
“The Gov ern ment has no plans to change the motor in sur ance sys‐ 
tem to re quire vehicles them selves, rather than the use of a vehicle,
to be in sured” (UK Par lia ment Pe ti tion Site 2018). Yet two months
later, the Com mit tee or gan ised a de bate. Susan Eland Jones in tro‐ 
duced it on be half of the Com mit tee with the fol low ing words:

33

As of this morn ing, 56,200 people had signed the pe ti tion. […] Ob ‐
serv ers of the work of the Pe ti tions Com mit tee—I hope there are
many around—will note that that falls short of the 100,000-plus sig ‐
nat or ies that many of the pe ti tions that our Com mit tee sched ules for
de bate re ceive. How ever, the num ber of sig nat or ies to this pe ti tion is
still sig ni fic ant, es pe cially as it pro poses quite a spe cial ist solu tion to
a range of prob lems re lat ing to car in sur ance. (Hansard 2018a)

Evid ence thus ex ists of the Com mit tee in sist ing on a de bate when the
ini tial an swer was deemed un sat is fact ory or when the mer its of the
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issue being raised was felt to be im port ant enough, as with pe ti tion
604509 for ex ample (Cre ate a “Na tional Sleep Strategy” to end child
bed poverty) des pite gath er ing only 18,496 sig na tures.

Non ethe less, it is im port ant to note that a pe ti tion de bate does not
lead to an im me di ate change in le gis la tion. In deed, it can not. While
the image being used to il lus trate the pages of pe ti tions which were
gran ted a de bate on the pe ti tion site shows the green benches of the
main cham ber, pe ti tion de bates are ac tu ally held in the Grand Com‐ 
mit tee Room of West min ster Hall. And if “West min ster Hall de bates
give MPs an op por tun ity to raise local or na tional is sues and re ceive a
re sponse from a gov ern ment min is ter’, […] Di vi sions (votes) can not
take place in West min ster Hall” (West min ster Hall De bates webpage
2025).
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4. Po ten tial and Lim its
Thus, to quote Wright on the Down ing Street plat form, “if they have
lim ited policy im pact, why do people bother to cre ate and sign E- 
petitions?” (2016). A le git im ate ques tion if one looks for in stance at
the ten most signed pe ti tions of the 2011-22 era lis ted above. In deed,
only two re quests were ac tu ally gran ted and whether this might have
been due to the pe ti tions them selves is de bat able. Pe ti tion 554276
(End child food poverty – no child should be going hungry) against
the de cision by Boris John son’s gov ern ment to sus pend free school
meals in the con text of the pan demic in 2020 res ul ted in a change of
policy from the gov ern ment. But the head liner for the widely pub li‐ 
cized cam paign was Mar cus Rash ford, a fam ous foot ball player, whom
Boris John son called per son ally to dis cuss the issue. What role the
pe ti tion it self played in the suc cess of the re quest being for mu lated
and whether it was in any way de cis ive is dif fi cult to as sess. As for pe‐ 
ti tion 300403 (Close Schools/Col leges down for an ap pro pri ate
amount of time amidst COVID19), it was sub mit ted on March 5, 2020,
opened to sig na tures the next day and passed the 100,000- threshold
on the 7 . Yet on March 9, Health Sec ret ary Matt Han cock ruled out
school clos ures in the im me di ate fu ture. He only changed tack on
March 20 after the num ber of cas u al ties in creased.
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In some cases, no ac tion was taken even though sev eral pe ti tions on
the same topic passed the 100,000- threshold. For in stance, there
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were six pe ti tions ask ing for the sale of fire works to be banned to the
gen eral pub lic which passed the 100,000-mark between 2011 and
2022� Pe ti tion 109702 in 2015, 168663 in 2016, 201947 in 2017, 231147 in
2018, 276425 in 2019 and 319891 in 2020. In ag greg ate, they col lec ted
over 1,3 mil lion sig na tures, a fig ure which does not in clude those
gathered by the 589 other pe ti tions on the same topic in the data set.
The Pe ti tions Com mit tee in vest ig ated the issue, or gan ising sev eral
oral ses sions to gather evid ence from stake hold ers, and re leased in
2019 a de tailed re port as sess ing the ex tent of the prob lem, the prac‐ 
tical im plic a tions of a ban on pub lic sales and use, and of fer ing solu‐ 
tions at the local level (House of Com mons Pe ti tions Com mit tee
2019a). Yet the le gis la tion at the time of writ ing has still not changed.
Hence the frus tra tion ex pressed by Helen Jones, then chair of the Pe‐ 
ti tions Com mit tee dur ing the de bate held for pe ti tion 231147 in 2018�

I would like to be able to thank the Min is ter, but in 21 years I have
sel dom heard a re sponse that took so little cog nis ance of the de bate
that had just happened. We have now had three e- petition de bates
on the issue, yet the Gov ern ment have taken no ac count of the pub ‐
lic views that have been ex pressed time and time again. I re mind
them that the pe ti tions sys tem was set up as a joint sys tem between
Par lia ment and Gov ern ment in the ex pect a tion that Gov ern ment
would take it ser i ously, and they clearly are not (Hansard 2018b).

It thus comes as little sur prise that e- petitions should fre quently be
used as an ex ample of the concept of ‘slackt iv ism’ or in the terms of
Moro zov, “feel- good on line act iv ism that has zero polit ical or so cial
im pact” (2009). In aca demia, as de tailed by Con tamin et al. (2020) for
in stance, the po ten tial of such tools to em power cit izens in achiev ing
their goals has been the ob ject of de bate. Be sides, no con sensus has
been reached over whether they might en cour age polit ical ac tion
from pre vi ously ex cluded groups such as the young or people from
eth nic minor it ies, as can be seen from the work of Car man (2014) on
the Scot tish sys tem or Riehm on the Ger man one (2014) on the one
hand as op posed to Shep pard’s (2015) on Aus tralia and Lee et al.’s on
Taiwan (2014).
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How ever, a con sensus did emerge on the ne ces sity to move away
from defin i tions of suc cess in terms of im me di ate change in policy in
fa vour of a wider per spect ive as ad vised by Bochel, who be lieves that,
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in the case of e- petitions, “bin ary lan guage of suc cess and fail ure is
un help ful’ (2020� 17). In deed, for Fox for ex ample, im pact is not lim‐ 
ited to change in le gis la tion: “an e- petition is cer tainly a way to get an
issue on to or higher up on the polit ical agenda; it is a means to at‐ 
tract pub lic and media at ten tion to the issue and can serve a use ful
‘fire- alarm’ func tion, provid ing cit izens with an op por tun ity to air
their views on a na tional plat form” (Fox 2012� 9). And for Leston- 
Bandeira, “al though a large pro por tion of e- petitions to the UK Par‐ 
lia ment are re jec ted and only a very small num ber lead to ac tion, they
nev er the less play an im port ant role. Some have per formed cam‐ 
paign ing or scru tiny roles, but their primary ef fect has been to fa cil it‐ 
ate pub lic en gage ment” (Leston- Bandeira 2019).

Moreover, though Mat thews em phas ized MPs’ con cerns that par lia‐ 
ment ary e- petitions risked un der min ing the re la tion ship between
them selves and their con stitu ents, she also poin ted out that 79% of
those she in ter viewed had at ten ded a de bate (Mat thews 2021� 418). As
for Bochel, she ar gued that “pe ti tions sys tems may help un der pin the
le git im acy and func tion ing of rep res ent at ive in sti tu tions” (2013), a
no tion shared by Hough:
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With sys tems and struc tures of mod ern gov ern ment be com ing in ‐
creas ingly com plex, pe ti tions sys tems can help or din ary cit izens
nav ig ate and en gage with gov ern ment and gov ern ment agen cies. Pe ‐
ti tions sys tems provide a re cog nised pro cess (often un der pinned by
formal pro ced ures and in sti tu tions) which link cit izen and state.
(Hough 2012� 4)

In deed, in a re port pub lished a year after the in tro duc tion of the 2015
ver sion of the West min ster plat form, the newly ap poin ted Pe ti tions
Com mit tee stated:
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We do our best to keep people who cre ate and sign pe ti tions in ‐
formed, not just about the pro gress of their pe ti tion, but also about
other de bates or in quir ies that are hap pen ing in Par lia ment on the
same sub ject. […] This has led to mem bers of the pub lic, who might
oth er wise not have been aware of these Com mit tee in quir ies, to take
part. 
[…] E- petition de bates and other de bates in Par lia ment which we
have emailed pe ti tion ers about are some of the most watched and
most read de bates ever. Our emails have helped in crease the read er ‐
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ship of Hansard (the re cord of everything that is said in Par lia ment)
by over 300% and the view ing of West min ster Hall de bates by
around 900% (House of Com mons Pe ti tions Com mit tee 2016� 15).

While dir ect im pact might be lim ited, dis miss ing e- petitions as mere
slackt iv ism there fore doesn’t do justice to a sys tem which has found
such a large audi ence and triggered steady par ti cip a tion over more
than a dec ade.
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5. Case Stud ies

5.1 Pe ti tion 241584

The most pop u lar pe ti tion since the cre ation of the par lia ment ary
plat form in 2011 has been pe ti tion 241584 (Re voke Art icle 50 and re‐ 
main in the EU) cre ated on Feb ru ary 14, 2019 with over 6 mil lion sig‐ 
na tures. Its de scrip tion stated: “The gov ern ment re peatedly claims
ex it ing the EU is ‘the will of the people’. We need to put a stop to this
claim by prov ing the strength of pub lic sup port now, for re main ing in
the EU. A People's Vote may not hap pen - so vote now” (UK Par lia‐ 
ment Pe ti tion Site 2019).
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After the Brexit ref er en dum of 2016, the UK in voked in 2017 Art icle 50
of the Lis bon Treaty which provides a mech an ism for the with drawal
of a coun try from the European Union. This set the dead line of 29
March 2019 for leav ing the EU.

44

In the pe ti tion’s de scrip tion, “People’s vote” was the name of a cam‐ 
paign group launched in April 2018. One of the group’s lead ers, the
MP Chuka Umunna, de scribed its ap proach in the fol low ing terms: ‘In
our demo cracy, it is vital that the people get their say on Brexit,
rather than their elec ted rep res ent at ives in Par lia ment being re duced
to some rub ber stamp for whatever plan Boris John son, Jacob Rees- 
Mogg, and Mi chael Gove have been put ting to gether be hind closed
doors” (For res ter 2018). The group be came the focal point of a cam‐ 
paign for a second ref er en dum on EU mem ber ship which or gan ised a
vari ety of activ it ies and events, and more par tic u larly marches like
the one en titled “Put it to the People” which took place on March 23,
2019 in Lon don and at trac ted hun dreds of thou sands of par ti cipants.
On this oc ca sion, Led by Don keys, an anti- Brexit cam paign group,
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un furled a giant ban ner with a 2012 quote by David Davis, the former
Brexit Sec ret ary, say ing “If a demo cracy can not change its mind, it
ceases to be a demo cracy”. For Mar garet Geor gi adou, the re tired lec‐ 
turer who had star ted the pe ti tion, its gen esis “lay in a scream ingly
frus trated anger at par lia ment’s dis missal of roughly half the elect or‐ 
ate. A si lent scream if you like, since those hold ing views counter to
those in gov ern ment were la belled trait ors and en emies of the
people” (Geor gi adou 2019).

As the dead line for leav ing the EU ap proached, the pe ti tion gathered
an in creas ing num ber of sig na tures: 10,000 by March 18 and 100,000
two days later. By March 21, it had col lec ted over 2 mil lion sig na tures,
passing the 4,5 million- mark on the 23, the day of the “Put it to the
People” march. On the morn ing of March 21, the day after Theresa
May made a speech at Down ing Street (May 2019) ex press ing her de‐ 
term in a tion to have the UK leave the EU in June at the latest, with or
without a deal, 180,000 sig na tures were added to the pe ti tion every
hour (Stokel- Walker 2019). A heat map provided by gov ern mental ser‐ 
vices showed that sign ing level by con stitu ency glob ally matched the
votes for the 2016 ref er en dum between Leave and Re main areas (Un‐ 
boxed Pe ti tion Map 2019).
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Such sign ing was sup por ted by in tense activ ity on so cial net works.
Between the cre ation of the pe ti tion and March 21, the pe ti tion was
shared 212,000 times on Twit ter and 603,000 times on Face book,
with the help of celebrit ies such as phys i cist and mu si cian Brian Cox
or actor Hugh Grant. The pe ti tion was also signed by politi cians like
Car oline Lucas or Nic ola Stur geon. The rate of sign ing was so high
that the pe ti tion site crashed re peatedly (BBC 2019).
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As had been the case in 2016 for pe ti tion 131215 (EU Ref er en dum
Rules trig ger ing a 2nd EU Ref er en dum) and its 4 mil lion sig na tures,
evid ence of sign ing via auto mated bots hi jack ing the plat form was
found. As de scribed by Cath er ine McKin nell, then chair of the Pe ti‐ 
tions Com mit tee, the Gov ern ment Di gital Ser vice then im ple men ted
“a num ber of auto mated and manual sys tems to de tect bots, dis pos‐ 
able email ad dresses and other signs of fraud u lent activ ity” (Hansard
2019a). Sus pi cious sig na tures were re moved.
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The De part ment for Ex it ing the European Union provided a first an‐ 
swer to the pe ti tion on March 26�
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It re mains the Gov ern ment’s firm policy not to re voke Art icle 50. We
will hon our the out come of the 2016 ref er en dum and work to de liver
an exit which be ne fits every one, whether they voted to Leave or to
Re main. Re vok ing Art icle 50, and thereby re main ing in the European
Union, would un der mine both our demo cracy and the trust that mil ‐
lions of voters have placed in Gov ern ment (UK Par lia ment Pe ti tion
Site 2019).

The week the re sponse was provided was ac tu ally quite hec tic, with
MPs tak ing con trol of the par lia ment ary agenda so as to vote on al‐ 
tern at ives to the PM’s deal with the European Union. The Pe ti tions
Com mit tee non ethe less man aged to or gan ise a de bate on April 1 to
dis cuss the issue raised in that pe ti tion but also in pe ti tions 235138
(Hold a second ref er en dum on EU mem ber ship, with 194,336 sig na‐ 
tures) and 243319 (Par lia ment must hon our the Ref er en dum res ult.
Leave deal or no deal, with 183,422 sig na tures).
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On that oc ca sion, the rep res ent at ive of the gov ern ment, Chris
Heaton- Harris, the Under- Secretary of State for Ex it ing the
European Union, who had ar rived halfway through the de bate, for‐ 
mu lated in its clos ing re marks an an swer very sim ilar to the one
already provided in writ ing a few days earlier, a point already made
dur ing the de bate by other Con ser vat ive MPs such as An drea Jen kyns
or Ju lian Lewis ad dress ing McKin nell:
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That is in deed an ex tremely im press ive total of pe ti tion sig nat or ies.
There fore, would the hon. Mem ber like to sug gest that in stead of
hav ing held the ref er en dum in the first place, it would have been suf ‐
fi cient to put an e- petition in and get that par tic u lar frac tion of the
pop u la tion vot ing for it, in order to set aside a demo cratic vote by a
much lar ger num ber of people? 
Let us just try this new form of demo cracy a bit more. Let us sup pose
that her party—the La bour party—gets its wish and there is a gen eral
elec tion. Guess what? The La bour party wins and the right hon.
Mem ber for Is ling ton North (Jeremy Corbyn) be comes Prime Min is ‐
ter. Then, some of us who did not like the res ult set up a pe ti tion and
get 6 mil lion people to say, “No, we ought to re voke that res ult and
do it again”. Would she be sat is fied with that? (Hansard, 2019a)

To which Cath er ine McKin nell answered:52
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[…] a pe ti tion does not re place our nor mal demo cratic pro cesses. It
is simply a re flec tion of the level of in terest in this issue

and

the strength of feel ing among the pub lic, for which, as rep res ent at ‐
ives of our con stitu ents, we ought to be very grate ful, as they have
the means to make their voices heard—and this pe ti tion is a roar.
(Hansard 2019a)

Heidi Allen then added:53

I ap pre ci ate that every body’s di ar ies are in cred ibly busy in West min ‐
ster, but I find it ex traordin ary that there is now lit er ally nobody on
the side of the House that is re spons ible for re spond ing to the pe ti ‐
tion, given it is of such a size. Does that not tell us how poorly the 6
mil lion people in this coun try who are ter ri fied by the pro spect of
Brexit feel? This is sup posed to be demo cracy—I find it ab so lutely
start ling. (Hansard, 2019a)

And in deed, the de bate was at ten ded by about fifty MPs only, some of
them leav ing be fore the end of the three hours. The con clu sion of the
chair of the Pe ti tions Com mit tee was thus sub dued, ex press ing dis‐
ap point ment “in terms of en gage ment with the sub stance of the
issue” and de scrib ing the con tri bu tions of the Con ser vat ives as those
at a school de bat ing club. Voicing her sup port for the po s i tion de fen‐ 
ded in pe ti tion 235138 in fa vour of a second Brexit ref er en dum, she
con cluded with the fol low ing words: “There fore, my view […] is that
we should allow Par lia ment to have that pro cess, to pass it back
through Par lia ment and give it back to the people to make the final
de cision. […] That is a demo cratic res ol u tion to the im passe that we
find ourselves in here in Par lia ment”. (Hansard, 2019a)

54

What the jour ney of these pe ti tions high lights is the ca pa city of pe ti‐ 
tions to give an ad di tional means of ex pres sion, be side tra di tional
ones like marches or vot ing, to a wide vari ety of people, from or din‐ 
ary in di vidu als to MPs and celebrit ies com ing to gether to make
them selves heard around a com mon issue. Such a tool is all the more
pre cious to users as it en ables spon tan eous ac tion rather than con‐ 
sulta tion at ap poin ted times al loc ated by of fi cials, and free word ing
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rather than the pre- defined phras ing of a ref er en dum for in stance. It
also provides a clear way to track sup port for this issue via the num‐ 
ber of sig na tures col lec ted.

Such eas ily quan ti fi able sup port also provides some le git im acy to the
re quest being made through the pe ti tion. And in deed, the no tion of
demo cratic le git im acy was raised again and again by all prot ag on ists
in the battle. Sig ni fic antly, pe ti tion 241584 it self was presen ted as a
backup plan in case “a People's Vote may not hap pen” and as a form
of suf frage (“Vote Now”) as Geor gi adou high lighted the lim its of ma‐ 
jor ity rule and the per ceived si len cing of the minor ity, how ever vo lu‐ 
min ous. As for Umunna, he con tras ted the will of the people to an al‐ 
leged hog ging of power by a clique of min is ters sup por ted by pup pet
MPs, present ing marches and pe ti tions as the re flec tion of a more
genu ine form of cit izen ex pres sion.

56

McKin nell care fully stayed clear of such an ap proach, aware of the
risks of put ting what might be con strued as mob rule ahead of par lia‐ 
ment ary su prem acy and demo cratic in sti tu tions. Yet she also un der‐ 
lined that the situ ation might not be as Manichean as sug ges ted by
the gov ern ment’s ar gu ment of de fend ing the will of the people ex‐ 
pressed in an of fi cial demo cratic ref er en dum against un demo cratic
prac tices. Though such an ar gu ment is con sti tu tion ally sound, her
con clud ing re marks to the de bate re vealed a more com plex real ity,
with “a ref er en dum ques tion put to the coun try that did not spe cify
in any way how it would be de livered, and a Gov ern ment who went
ahead and held a gen eral elec tion, and lost their ma jor ity.” (Hansard
2019a) How in form at ive of the people’s will was a bin ary ques tion fail‐ 
ing to en com pass the myriad op tions of im ple ment a tion? What man‐ 
date for decision- making on such a cru cial issue might a PM with no
ma jor ity in Par lia ment and los ing the sup port of most of her min is‐ 
ters and MPs hold? Are MPs and min is ters de fy ing their PM’s au thor‐ 
ity more right ful?

57

Sim ilar ques tions arose dur ing the de bate fol low ing pe ti tion 171 928
(Pre vent Don ald Trump from mak ing a State Visit to the United King‐ 
dom) in Feb ru ary 2017. On the one hand, Nigel Evans stated:

58

To those people who are find ing it dif fi cult to come to terms with
Brexit, I say that we are leav ing the European Union. That is what the
people de cided. To those who are find ing it dif fi cult to un der stand
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that the Amer ican people voted for Don ald Trump, I say get over it,
be cause he is Pres id ent of the United States (Hansard 2017).

A state ment to which Tas mina Ahmed Sheikh answered, over the
noise made by the thou sands of sup port ers of the pe ti tion demon‐ 
strat ing in the street out side West min ster Hall: “I have to say that I
think the voices we can hear out side are per haps more demon strat ive
of who we are as a coun try of many na tions than some of the voices
we have heard in here today.” (Hansard 2017)

59

If the views sup por ted in pe ti tions should be taken with the greatest
cau tion as ex pres sions of the voice of the people, al tern at ives are
how ever not fail proof, par tic u larly in between Gen eral elec tions
when the issue of polit ical le git im acy has be come less and less
straight for ward.

60

5.2 Pe ti tion 190627
On March 14, 2017, model and TV celebrity Katie Price sub mit ted pe‐ 
ti tion 190627 (Make on line abuse a spe cific crim inal of fence and cre‐ 
ate a re gister of of fend ers) so as to try and fight the on line bul ly ing of
which her dis abled son Har vey was the vic tim. In May 2016, Har vey
had taken part in the ITV pro gramme Loose Women to talk about on‐ 
line trolling. A flag por tray ing the teen ager was flown the same year
at Gla ston bury in sup port, but the abuse in creased even fur ther af‐ 
ter wards. In Janu ary 2017, Katie Price shared on Twit ter screen shots
of ab us ive posts tagged to her so cial media ac counts mak ing derog at‐ 
ory and ra cists com ments about her son so as to help identify the
per son re spons ible. She then pos ted videos ask ing the troll to apo lo‐ 
gize for the nu mer ous posts tar get ing her son. After the re quest was
taken up by major media out lets such as the Sun, the per son re spons‐ 
ible was un masked, forced to apo lo gize and lost his job as a res ult. In
the fol low ing months, two other per sons were ar res ted for on line
abuse against Har vey.

61

The pe ti tion thus took what had been the fight of an in di vidual
woman to a more gen eral level. The de scrip tion of the pe ti tion in deed
stated: “This does not af fect just high pro file people it af fects every‐ 
one from every walk of life from young chil dren, teen agers, people at
work, hus bands and wives. This abuse in cludes ra cism, ho mo pho bia,
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body sham ing and a whole range of other hate speech.” (UK Par lia‐ 
ment Pe ti tion Site 2017)

The pe ti tion was opened to sig na tures on March 28, 2017. Price pos‐ 
ted a link to the pe ti tion on her so cial media ac counts on the same
day and by the end of the af ter noon, it had col lec ted over 10,000 sig‐ 
na tures, passing the 100,000 threshold the next one. It reached a final
fig ure of over 220,000 sig na tures be fore it was closed early due to
the 2017 Gen eral Elec tion.
In April 2017, the de part ment for Cul ture, Media and Sport provided
an an swer on be half of the gov ern ment:
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[…] While we will con tinue to mon itor the situ ation, we be lieve that
our cur rent legal ap proach is the right one. The House of Lords
Com mu nic a tions Se lect Com mit tee stated in their re port into So cial
Media and Crim inal Of fences in July 2014 that the crim inal law in this
area, al most en tirely en acted be fore the in ven tion of so cial media, is
gen er ally ap pro pri ate for the pro sec u tion of of fences com mit ted
using so cial media (UK Par lia ment Pe ti tion Site 2017).

How ever, a new Pe ti tions Com mit tee was ap poin ted in Septem ber
2017 and in Feb ru ary 2018, Katie Price and her mother were in vited to
testify dur ing an oral evid ence ses sion or gan ised by the Com mit tee
gath er ing sev eral vic tims of on line trolling. This was an op por tun ity
for Price to ex plain her mo tiv a tion in sub mit ting the pe ti tion:

64

I kept re port ing people […]; these people would get closed down, but
then would re open and start again. I gathered everything to gether
and then I went to the po lice. […] They ar res ted two people and got
all their com puters and mo bile phones and everything, but even the
po lice were really em bar rassed be cause it got to a point where they
could not take it any fur ther. They could not charge them with any ‐
thing be cause there is noth ing in place, so they had to drop the
cases. Since then, it has con tin ued and got worse and worse. 
[…] If I wasn’t in the pub lic eye, I would not be sit ting here now, be ‐
cause I would not have got 220,000 sig na tures in one week. So I am
glad. Through out my ca reer, whatever people think of me—like me or
hate me— this isn’t about me. I am here to pro tect oth ers, and it
might have taken me 25 years to achieve some thing, but I am glad if I
can sit here and make a new law (House of Com mons Pe ti tions Com ‐
mit tee 2018a).



Parliamentary e-petitions: the Westminster model

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

On the day of the evid ence ses sion, Theresa May made a speech on
pub lic life to mark the cen ten ary of women’s suf frage (May 2018) in
which she de pic ted ag gres sion on so cial media as a threat to demo‐ 
cracy. Yet, though she an nounced that the Law Com mis sion would
as sess whether the cur rent le gis la tion was fit for pur pose in tack ling
those new forms of abuse, she placed the re spons ib il ity for ac tion on
so cial media com pan ies, with the ex pect a tion that they should po lice
them selves, fol low ing up on the ideas sug ges ted in the gov ern ment’s
In ter net Safety Strategy launched in Oc to ber 2017. Such an out look
was thus far from the much more in ter ven tion ist ap proach de fen ded
by Price, whose pe ti tion also high lighted the lim its of bod ies such as
the new na tional po lice hub cre ated a few months earlier to fight on‐ 
line hate crime and run by spe cial ist of ficers as long as no bind ing le‐ 
gis la tion was passed to en able pro sec u tion.

65

As a com plex issue of global con cern, the prob lem of on line trolling
was the ob ject of at ten tion both at the gov ern mental and par lia ment‐ 
ary levels be fore and after the pe ti tion was launched. To avoid du plic‐ 
at ing work being done in other com mis sions or groups such as the
Di gital, Cul ture, Media and Sport Com mit tee or the Home Af fairs
Com mit tee, the Pe ti tions Com mit tee de cided to focus on the plight
of dis abled vic tims more spe cific ally.

66

In Feb ru ary it held an open event for dis abled people in West min ster
to dis cuss their ex per i ences of on line bul ly ing. Two more oral ses‐ 
sions were also held on this topic. One in April heard evid ence from
spe cial ists such as Paul Gi an nasi, the Cross- Government Hate Crime
Pro gramme Man ager or De tect ive In spector John Donovan, of the
On line Hate Crime Hub of the Met ro pol itan Po lice Ser vice.
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The ses sion held in June was an in ter view of rep res ent at ives of Face‐ 
book, Google and Twit ter. Helen Jones, the chair for the ses sion as
head of the Com mit tee, set a very firm tone in the in tro duc tion to the
ses sion, de noun cing “totally un ac cept able” be ha viour on the part of
Face book to wards vari ous par lia ment ary com mit tees, delay ing the
send ing of re ques ted doc u ments or chan ging dates for hear ing their
rep res ent at ives at the last minute, prompt ing her to say: “I want to
make it very clear that your com pany will not be able to avoid demo‐ 
cratic scru tiny; that it is not ac cept able to try to dis rupt a Com mit tee
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in quiry; and that you do not dic tate the terms of en gage ment—elec‐ 
ted Mem bers do” (House of Com mons Pe ti tions Com mit tee 2018a).

Over all, the tran script for the ses sion as well as the video, both avail‐ 
able for pub lic view on the par lia ment’s web site, show strong de‐ 
term in a tion on the part of Com mit tee mem bers to ob tain an swers
from so cial media rep res ent at ives through pre cise and in formed
ques tions clearly based on the testi mon ies of vic tims and ex perts
gathered in pre vi ous stages of the pro cess.
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The evid ence ses sions provided the ma ter ial for a re port en titled
“On line abuse and the ex per i ence of dis abled people: draft re com‐ 
mend a tions for con sulta tion” ((House of Com mons Pe ti tions Com mit‐ 
tee 2018b) pub lished by the Com mit tee in July 2018, ex amin ing the
im pact of on line abuse, the re spons ib il ity for pro tect ing vic tims, the
ca pa city of ex ist ing le gis la tion to tackle the prob lem, the grey area
between free dom of ex pres sion and abuse and sup port for vic tims.
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The re com mend a tions were then put out for con sulta tion. Events
were held in Bel fast, Glas gow, New castle, Swansea and Lon don, to
hear dis abled people’s opin ions about the re com mend a tions. In Lon‐ 
don, all wit nesses were in vited to share their views dir ectly with so‐ 
cial media com pan ies and the po lice.
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As ex plained in the final re port pub lished in Janu ary 2019, due to the
sens it ive nature of the in quiry, the Com mit tee chose to keep on line
en gage ment to a min imum. How ever, “Scope hos ted a chat thread on
their boards. The House of Com mons Face book page hos ted a con‐ 
ver sa tion on what people thought about mak ing on line abuse a spe‐ 
cific crim inal of fence”, and an on line sur vey was cre ated “to allow
people to give their views on the re com mend a tions” (House of Com‐ 
mons Pe ti tions Com mit tee 2019b).
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The gov ern ment re spon ded to the second re port on April 3, 2019. The
re sponse read ily agreed with re marks made in the re port but es sen‐ 
tially re lied on ex ist ing meas ures and on the up com ing On line Harms
White Paper as an an swer. The White paper, it self in its phase of con‐ 
sulta tion in April 2019, how ever shied away when it was re leased in
2020 from the crim in al isa tion of on line abuse re quired by Price, re ly‐ 
ing in stead on the in tro duc tion of a new stat utory duty of care to
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make so cial media com pan ies take more re spons ib il ity for the safety
of their users.

A de bate was thus or gan ised on April 29, 2019 and the po s i tion of
Mar got James, the Min is ter for Di gital and Cre at ive In dus tries rep‐ 
res ent ing the gov ern ment, marked a clear evol u tion from the one of
Theresa May the year be fore. In deed, she stated: “self- regulation has
failed” (Hansard 2019b). Yet, she re it er ated that it re mained up to
com pan ies to deal with mat ters them selves, though under the con‐ 
trol of a newly ap poin ted reg u lator. As for le gis la tion, she let the mat‐ 
ter in the hands of the Law Com mis sion, whose as sess ment of ex ist‐ 
ing le gis la tion was still on go ing.
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The clos ing re marks of Helen Jones on the de bate were much more
pos it ive than in the case of the Brexit- related pe ti tions men tioned
earlier: “Today’s de bate is per haps an ex ample of how de bates should
be con duc ted in the House—civilly, and with use ful con tri bu tions”.
Yet she also added:

75

I know that the Min is ter takes the mat ter ex tremely ser i ously. How ‐
ever, some of the changes to the law that are re quired are of course
not within her De part ment. I hope that she will con vey to the Home
Of fice the strength of feel ing from the de bate, par tic u larly about the
need to strengthen the le gis la tion on dis ab il ity hate crime (Hansard
2019b).

Such a con clu sion seems rather an ti cli mactic given the time and en‐ 
ergy spent by the Pe ti tions Com mit tee and the vari ous prot ag on ists
in volved in the pro cess but is very il lus trat ive of the dif fi culty to find
ad equate solu tions to the com plex prob lem under con sid er a tion. In‐
deed, in the con text of the far- right riots of the sum mer of 2024, the
lim its of the On line Safety Act passed only the year be fore were ex‐ 
posed and work on this issue re mains on go ing.
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Price’s pe ti tion how ever man aged to force an evol u tion in the po s i‐ 
tion of the gov ern ment on the issue of reg u la tion of on line trolling
from the ini tial re sponse stat ing that the cur rent le gis la tion was ad‐ 
equate, to the focus on self- regulation, then ad mis sion it had failed
and will ing ness to ex plore al tern at ives. The pe ti tion thus offered a
use ful sup ple ment to other forms of par lia ment ary ac tion. Such an
out come is all the more not able as it res ul ted from col lab or at ive work
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between par lia ment ary ser vices and mem bers of the pub lic the most
af fected by the issue, as well as for its non- partisan ap proach, re‐ 
flect ing the mis sion of com mit tees in the House of Com mons to serve
the in sti tu tion rather than a spe cific party or agenda. The pro cess is
also strik ing in its trans par ency, with all steps doc u mented and open
to pub lic scru tiny.

The voy age of the pe ti tion from its sub mis sion to the de bate also
high lights the length and com plex ity of par lia ment ary pro ced ures
with a lay er ing and in ter con nect ing of ini ti at ives at vari ous levels of
gov ern ment and Par lia ment. Be side her col lab or a tion with the Pe ti‐ 
tions Com mit tee, Katie Price also in ter ac ted with Nick Her bert, the
MP from her con stitu ency of Ar undel & South Downs. He vis ited her
home in April 2017 to dis cuss the issue raised in the pe ti tion, sat be‐ 
hind her to offer sup port while she test i fied be fore the Com mit tee a
year later and con trib uted to the de bate in April 2019 with in formed
re marks on on line bul ly ing. In deed, geo graph ical data col lec ted by
par lia ment ary ser vices on pe ti tion ers and sign ers en ables MPs to find
out which pe ti tions are trend ing in their con stitu ency and 81% of
MPs in ter viewed by Mat thews had at ten ded a pe ti tion de bate as a
res ult of cor res pond ence from their con stitu ents (2021� 419). This
evid ence of an MP act ively as sist ing their con stitu ents in the pe ti tion
pro cess is not unique or lim ited to a pub lic fig ure like Katie Price. For
in stance, Al ison McGov ern, the MP for South Wir ral, in tro duced the
de bate on pe ti tion 62385 (SOPHIES CHOICE, smear test lowered to
16). Sophie, who had died of cer vical can cer, and her fam ily were her
con stitu ents. In both cases, calls for the com mon good emerged from
per sonal ex per i ence and pain.
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In the case of Katie Price and Sophie, but also on the issue of fire‐ 
works men tioned earlier and many oth ers, the ini tial de bate was not
the end of the road. Sophie’s fam ily and friends for ex ample en cour‐ 
aged sup port ers to sign pe ti tion 71455 (Re fusal of Cer vical Screen ings)
sub mit ted in 2014 and were still mo bil ised as late as 2021 when they
sup por ted year an other pe ti tion on cer vical screen ing ad dressed to
the Welsh gov ern ment, this time on the private plat form Change.org.
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As for Katie Price, she was again in vited to testify (House of Com‐ 
mons Pe ti tions Com mit tee 2020) in July 2020 be fore the Pe ti tions
Com mit tee which re sumed work on the issue, this time fo cus ing on

80



Parliamentary e-petitions: the Westminster model

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

the situ ation of people from vari ous minor it ies, after the sub mis sion
of pe ti tions 239444 (Make on line ho mo pho bia a spe cific crim inal of‐ 
fence) and 272087 (Hold on line trolls ac count able for their on line
abuse via their IP ad dress) on on line abuse by Bobby Nor ris, a real ity
TV per son al ity. She ex plained that the situ ation had de teri or ated
even fur ther, with per son al it ies like Ben Stokes, the Eng land cricket
cap tain and comedian Frankie Boyle join ing in the abuse against Har‐ 
vey, along side their fol low ers and with the ad vent of Tik tok. She how‐ 
ever once again ex pressed her de term in a tion to pro tect her son and
to change the law. In 2021, she launched her Track a Troll cam paign
through pe ti tion 575833 (Make veri fied ID a re quire ment for open ing
a so cial media ac count) which gathered over 690,000 sig na tures.

Such evid ence of re peated pe ti tions on sim ilar is sues des pite the lack
of dir ect res ult once again raises the ques tion asked by Wright
earlier. Why per sist with such a tool? A ques tion all the more baffl ing
for celebrit ies like Price, Nor ris or Mar cus Rash ford, who have other
ven ues for ex pres sion. A tent at ive an swer which would need cor rob‐ 
or a tion with fur ther work may be found in Price’s re cur rent state‐ 
ments when asked to ex plain her mo tiv a tion: to change the law. And
in deed, though Price and her sup port ers did not get the change in le‐ 
gis la tion they ex pec ted, they non ethe less demon strated the in ad‐ 
equacy of le gis la tion on the issue they raised and the need for an al‐ 
tern at ive. Pe ti tions may thus be seen as the only vehicle avail able to
cit izens for reach ing into the heart of Par lia ment so as to try and
amend le gis la tion, or at least, force an of fi cial re sponse. The lack of
an al tern at ive could ex plain such per sist ence.
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Moreover, even though the vis ib il ity of Price’s cam paign un doubtedly
be ne fit ted from her status as a celebrity, it still presents sim il ar it ies
with more low- key ones. In deed, pe ti tions do not exist in a void, but
are rather a cog in lar ger polit ical act iv ism ini ti at ives and mo bil ising
sup port ers from all walks of life through a mul ti pli city of chan nels,
with the media mon it or ing the most suc cess ful ones and of fer ing an
echo res on at ing with the pub lic, sup port ing Morva’s demon stra tion
of hy brid cam paign ing strategies in the case of Change.org (2016).
While fur ther work is still needed to see whether con clu sions from
this case study might be ap plic able more glob ally, the ex ample of re‐ 
cur ring pe ti tions like those on on line trolling non ethe less sug gest
that pe ti tions can in deed help cit izens en gage mean ing fully with Par ‐
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lia ment and that the op pos ite is true as well. Pe ti tions can also help
par lia ment mean ing fully en gage with cit izens.

Con clu sion
The cur rent art icle has thus offered a com pre hens ive over view of the
West min ster model of e- petitioning, provid ing his tor ical con text and
de tails about func tion ing. It has also provided pre cise fig ures and
stat ist ics to il lus trate the ex cep tional level of usage of the plat form,
with the num ber of sub mis sions and sig na tures high and stable
through out the 2011 to 2022 period, an in creas ing num ber of pe ti‐ 
tions passing the 10,000- signature threshold and ex traordin ar ily suc‐ 
cess ful pe ti tions over the whole dec ade.
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It has also shown that though gov ern ment re sponse is in deed
provided, its qual ity might be ques tion able, both in writ ing and dur‐ 
ing de bates, des pite con sid er able ef fort from the Pe ti tions Com mit‐ 
tee. It there fore looked at an swers to the ap par ent con tra dic tion
between such high levels of usage and such small dir ect im pact on le‐ 
gis la tion, based on pre vi ous work high light ing the need for cau tion
when using bin ary no tions of suc cess in the case of pe ti tions and
point ing at more global and di verse defin i tions of im pact and suc cess
in this con text, con firmed by the two case stud ies provided at the
end of the art icle.
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In deed, the two pe ti tions ana lysed fur ther con firm the lim its of ac‐ 
cus a tions of slackt iv ism re gard ing e- petitions, of fer ing in stead ex‐ 
amples of mo tiv a tion and tenacity by pe ti tion ers, de fend ing their re‐ 
quests through a pro trac ted and com plex pro cess with the as sist ance
of a per sever ant Pe ti tions Com mit tee, and demon strat ing that,
though it might not be the case for the mul ti tude of e- petitions sub‐ 
mit ted, some do ac tu ally help the pub lic to en gage with Par lia ment
and vice versa, with the ca pa city to turn a “si lent scream” into a
“roar”. While room for im prove ment does exist to make the sys tem
more re spons ive to re quests and more equipped to see change
through, e- petitioning has non ethe less found a sig ni fic ant role and
mis sion within the in tric ate pro ced ures of the Brit ish Par lia ment at
West min ster.
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1  Au thor’s cal cu la tions from House of Com mons’ Briefi ng Paper CBP8620
(Loft, 2019)

English
In the United King dom, the right to pe ti tion has been re cog nised since the
Magna Carta and the Bill of Rights of 1688. The num ber of pe ti tions sub mit‐ 
ted to the Brit ish Par lia ment peaked in the 19  cen tury be fore plum met ing
after the 1  World War. How ever, the ad vent of on line pe ti tion sys tems at
the turn of the 21  cen tury has brought this his tor ical prac tice back to the
fore.
In 2022, Cath er ine McKin nell, then Chair of the House of Com mons’ pe ti‐ 
tions com mit tee de scribed the plat form launched in 2011 and re mod elled in
2015 as “the most pop u lar Par lia ment ary ini ti at ive of its kind in the world”.
And in deed, while other such ini ti at ives floundered, the Brit ish plat form has
wit nessed ex traordin ar ily high and sus tained levels of usage through out its
ex ist ence which show no sign of slow ing down.
With mil lions of Brit ish cit izens sub mit ting or sign ing pe ti tions in the last
dec ade, dis miss ing such prac tices as mere ‘slackt iv ism’ thus doesn’t seem to
do justice to a ser vice which has found a pub lic and a role over that period
against a chal len ging back drop of apathy or even hos til ity to wards polit ical
in sti tu tions in gen eral and Par lia ment more spe cific ally.
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The cur rent art icle of fers to an swer the fol low ing ques tion: what is the
West min ster model of e- petitioning and what is its con tri bu tion to par lia‐ 
ment ary pro ced ures and out comes? To do so, it will present the reader with
a his tor ical over view of Par lia ment ary pe ti tions in the UK, fol lowed by an
ex plan a tion on the func tion ing of the coun try’s par lia ment ary e- petition
plat form and its po s i tion within the web of par lia ment ary pro ced ures. Res‐ 
ults ob tained from a ‘dis tant read ing’ (Mor etti 2013) of e- petition data from
2011 to 2022 will then be presen ted so as to doc u ment pe ti tion usage, both
sub mis sion and sign ing, over the period under con sid er a tion but also the
nature of pop u lar pe ti tions, their out come as well as of fi cial re sponse to pe‐ 
ti tions. The art icle will fi nally high light po ten tial and lim its of such sys tems
and con clude with two case stud ies il lus trat ive of a pe ti tion’s jour ney
through Par lia ment and bey ond.

Français
Au Royaume- Uni, le droit de pé ti tion est re con nu de puis la Magna Carta et
la dé cla ra tion des droits de 1688. Le nombre de pé ti tions sou mises au par le‐ 
ment bri tan nique a connu un pic au XIX  siècle avant de chu ter après la Pre‐ 
mière Guerre mon diale. Ce pen dant, l'avè ne ment des sys tèmes de pé ti tion
en ligne au début du XXI  siècle a remis cette pra tique his to rique au goût du
jour.
En 2022, Ca the rine McKin nell, alors pré si dente de la com mis sion des pé ti‐ 
tions de la Chambre des com munes, a dé crit la pla te forme lan cée en 2011 et
re ma niée en 2015 comme « l’ini tia tive par le men taire de ce type la plus po‐ 
pu laire au monde ». En effet, alors que d’autres pro jets du même type ont eu
du mal à pros pé rer, la pla te forme bri tan nique connaît des ni veaux d'uti li sa‐ 
tion ex tra or di nai re ment éle vés et sou te nus de puis sa créa tion.
Alors que des mil lions de ci toyens bri tan niques ont sou mis ou signé des pé‐ 
ti tions au cours de la der nière dé cen nie, qua li fier ces pra tiques de simple
« slack ti visme » ne semble ainsi pas rendre jus tice à un ser vice qui a trou vé
un pu blic et un rôle au cours de cette pé riode dans un contexte dif fi cile
d'apa thie ou même d'hos ti li té en vers les ins ti tu tions po li tiques en gé né ral et
le Par le ment en par ti cu lier.
Le pré sent ar ticle vise à ré pondre à la ques tion sui vante : en quoi consiste le
mo dèle de pé ti tion élec tro nique de West mins ter et quelle est sa contri bu‐ 
tion aux pro cé dures par le men taires ? Pour ce faire, il pré sen te ra au lec teur
un aper çu his to rique des pé ti tions par le men taires au Royaume- Uni, suivi
d'une ex pli ca tion du fonc tion ne ment de la pla te forme par le men taire de pé‐ 
ti tions élec tro niques du pays et de sa place dans le ré seau des ac ti vi tés par‐ 
le men taires. Les ré sul tats ob te nus à par tir d'une « lec ture à dis tance » (Mo‐ 
ret ti 2013) de don nées re la tives aux pé ti tions élec tro niques sou mises entre
2011 et 2022 se ront en suite pré sen tés afin de do cu men ter l'uti li sa tion des
pé ti tions (sou mis sions et la si gna ture) au cours de la pé riode abor dée, mais
aussi la na ture des pé ti tions les plus po pu laires, leurs ré sul tats ainsi que la
ré ponse of fi cielle ap por tée aux pé ti tions. L'ar ticle sou li gne ra en suite le po‐ 
ten tiel et les li mites de ces sys tèmes et conclu ra par une étude de cas plus
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dé taillée de deux pé ti tions illus trant le par cours d’une pé ti tion au par le ment
et au- delà.
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