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Post-publication updates (up to 1/1/18) 
Chapter 8 – Parliament 

8.4.2 Recent concerns and changes 
 
Burns Committee Report 
 
On 31 October 2017, the Burns Committee (formally named The Lord Speaker’s 
Committee on the Size of the House) published its report with a series of proposals 
designed to address concerns that the House of Lords was becoming too large.1 
 
The Committee accepted that making any legislative changes would be unlikely as the 
focus of the government is on Brexit. However, the Committee considered that certain 
changes could be made without legislation. These include introducing a cap of 600 on 
membership. This cap would be met over the next decade by introducing a programme of 
‘two-out, one-in’ departures, meaning that for each two peers that leave the House, only 
one new peer would be appointed. Each political party with representation in the Lords 
would be asked to contribute a proportionate share of departures to ensure that overall 
party balance was maintained.  
 
Looking to the future, new members would legally still be appointed for life, under the Life 
Peerages Act 1958, but would be asked to sign an undertaking that they would resign 
from the House after fifteen years. The Committee proposed that in order to enforce this 
undertaking, failure to resign would be made a breach of the House of Lords Code of 
Conduct, meaning that if necessary, a peer reluctant to leave the Lords could be expelled 
under the House of Lord (Expulsion and Suspension) Act 2015. The practice would be 
that appointments to the House of Lords would be shared between the parties according 
to a formula based on the share of vote and the seats won by each party at the previous 
general election. 
 
There are some significant constitutional difficulties with these proposals. First, it seems 
inappropriate for the House of Lords to determine its own composition in this way without 
consulting the House of Commons. Secondly, for some, these proposals are far too timid 
as they do not involve elections, and thirdly, whilst ingenious, some believe that the most 
appropriate way to achieve changes such as this would be through an Act of Parliament.  
 
However, it does appear that there is demand for change in the House of Lords. In this 
vein, perhaps the Burns Committee Report is best seen as sparking a debate rather than 
carving a set of final proposals in stone. 

                                                           
1 Lord Speaker, ‘Report of the Lord Speaker’s committee on the size of the House’ (House of 
Lords, 31st October 2017) [http://www.parliament.uk/documents/lords-committees/size-of-
house/size-of-house-report.pdf].  
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