Commons Speaker criticises government for sidelining MPs on major prison policy
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Commons Speaker Sir Lindsay Hoyle has once again taken the government to task over its handling of significant policy announcements, highlighting a growing pattern of ministers opting to communicate such information through the media rather than directly to Parliament. Most recently, Justice Secretary Shabana Mahmood announced early releases for prisoners to alleviate overcrowding in the UK’s prisons from Downing Street, a move which has contravened established protocols that dictate such announcements should be made in the House of Commons first.
Hoyle's remarks came during a session in the Commons, where he expressed his frustration that members of Parliament (MPs) were not given an opportunity to scrutinise a decision of considerable importance. He noted, “I’m surprised the Government did not think that members would want an opportunity to question ministers on a very important issue.” This incident follows a series of similarly contentious announcements, including a recent immigration white paper, which had also been disclosed to the media before being presented to MPs. Hoyle underscored his commitment to uphold the rights of backbenchers and has communicated his intent to request that the Commons' constitution committee review what he termed "repeated breaches" of the Ministerial Code.
The recent announcements from the Ministry of Justice have sparked significant debate concerning the adequacy of the current justice system and its ability to handle the burgeoning prison population, which has doubled in size over the past thirty years. In response to chronic overcrowding, the government has grappled with significant policy challenges, including contemplating alternatives such as house arrest. A review led by former justice secretary David Gauke is exploring “tough alternatives to custody” to prevent emergency releases, a strategy that has already permitted the release of 1,100 inmates. Critics of the government, including advocates for prison reform, have raised apprehensions about the early release of certain offenders, particularly those convicted of domestic abuse, highlighting the risks involved in such measures.
Furthermore, Mahmood's recent initiatives include the establishment of a "women's justice board," aimed at addressing the specific challenges faced by female inmates—many of whom have non-violent backgrounds and have experienced domestic abuse. This initiative follows an acknowledgment from Mahmood that the previous Conservative administration failed to adequately deal with the issues contributing to the current crisis in the prison system. The proposed board is intended to focus on community support and early interventions, an approach welcomed by advocacy groups seeking to reduce recidivism and better support vulnerable offenders.
Hoyle's critiques resonate amid a broader discontent among MPs about the manner in which key policy shifts have been communicated. This week alone, the Speaker was also vocal in condemning Prime Minister Rishi Sunak for discussing major shifts in the UK's Net Zero targets while MPs were not in session, illustrating a consistent concern regarding transparency and accountability in governance. In addition, past incidents where significant announcements—ranging from proposed reforms of the Human Rights Act to healthcare plans—were made to the media before Parliament further underscore the persistent tension between government communication strategies and parliamentary procedure.
As the government attempts to navigate the complexities of an overburdened prison system and address pressing societal issues, the importance of maintaining a robust dialogue with Parliament cannot be overstated. Hoyle's commitment to safeguarding this dialogue reflects a critical aspect of democratic governance, underscoring the necessity for ministers to engage directly with the very bodies responsible for scrutinising their policies.
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