
By Democratic Audit UK 25/10/2016

Time’s running out: Brexit scrutineers Hilary Benn and Angus
MacNeil need to get a move on
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Hilary Benn and Angus MacNeil are now in charge of the two most important of the many parliamentary committees
scrutinising Brexit. Sophie Wilson urges them to act quickly. The Departments for Exiting the EU and Trade are
already hard at work, and only 17 sitting weeks remain before the March deadline for Article 50 to be triggered. And
getting out of Westminster to talk to people around the country – and abroad – should be a priority for committee
members.

The Foreign Affairs Committee at work in 2011. Photo: Catherine Bebbington via Parliamentary copyright

Hilary Benn (Labour) and Angus MacNeil (SNP) have been confirmed as chairs of the two new select committees
scrutinising the Department for Exiting the European Union (DExEU) and the Department for International Trade
(DIT) respectively. These are two of the most influential positions in Parliament today, running the committees
charged with holding the government to account as the UK leaves the EU and pursues trade deals with the rest of
the world.
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Both Benn and MacNeil need to get a move on.  These committees are already on the back foot, starting work a
full four months after the departments they are responsible for scrutinising. The ExEU Committee is likely to have
only 17 sitting weeks in Parliament before the March deadline the Government has set to trigger Article 50. They
must also avoid duplicating the work of other committees that have already started scrutinising the implications of
Brexit in their policy areas. This will be no mean feat with 31 parliamentary inquiries already underway.

To be effective, it will be vital for the committees to agree their priorities and plan how they want to have an impact
from the start. There are at least five areas Benn and MacNeil will want to focus on as they begin their work:

1. Understand the impact of Brexit. Gathering evidence from businesses, charities and representative groups
across the UK about the implications of Brexit will strengthen the government’s evidence base and help
ensure the UK’s negotiating position is informed by a wide range of stakeholders, preventing any one
perspective from dominating the agenda.

2. Plan how to build political agreement. Both committees will have members from across the political
spectrum, presenting an opportunity to build consensus around the priorities for Brexit. The committees could
also develop networks with colleagues in the devolved legislatures, to draw their views into discussions and
help maximise the chances of an agreed UK-wide position being reached.

3. Consider how to make the most of the inquiry process.  Committees will want to react rapidly to changing
circumstances and will have to call ministers or civil servants as developments occur. Although the PM has
resisted the idea she might provide a “running commentary” on negotiations to Parliament, the committees
may wish to push for private meetings with ministers to discuss sensitive elements of the negotiation or for
sight of confidential documents for scrutiny. This would facilitate Parliamentary oversight of one of the most
complex and challenging tasks to face the government in decades. It would also help the government engage
with Parliament, increasing the government’s credibility as a negotiating partner and avoiding the possibility
of agreeing a deal that Parliament then rejects.

4. Engage the public. Getting out of the Westminster bubble to talk to communities across the country would
help guarantee a variety of views on the possible outcomes and implications of Brexit are heard. Holding
open meetings or evidence sessions where members of the public are able to question experts and analyse
evidence could enhance the public’s understanding of the Brexit process and politicians’ understanding of
national preferences. Making use of social media and online discussion forums could also help focus the
committee’s work on what people care about.

5. Understand perspectives outside of the UK. Both committees may wish to engage in ‘parliamentary
diplomacy’, travelling to Europe and beyond to understand the perspective of government, legislatures and
other players in the countries with which the UK will be negotiating.
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However, fulfilling these tasks effectively will demand additional resources. Not only will the committees need extra
administrative support to organise visits within the UK and beyond, they will also want to make use of specialist
advisers to help them grapple with the wide-ranging complexities involved in Brexit. Ensuring they have the
resources needed to conduct inquiries within tight timescales should be a vital priority for the new chairs. Without
this, they will find it difficult, if not impossible to perform their role.

But for now, both men will have to wait for the election of committee members – processes which will be conducted
separately by each political party over the next few weeks. Once their members are in place, the two committees will
need to get off to a running start if they want to cement the reputation of their committees and make a meaningful
contribution to the Brexit process.

This post represents the views of the authors and not those of Democratic Audit.

Sophie Wilson is a researcher at the Institute for Government.
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