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Treasury Chambers, Parliament gtreet

071-270-4520

Dear Parliamentary Clerk 1§ January 1992

DISPROPORTIONATE COST THRESHOLD FOR WRITTEN PQs

You will wish to be aware that the disproportionate cost threshold
will be increased from £250 to £400 from 14 January 1992. The
last increase took place on 14 March 1988.

An arranged Parliamentary Question to announce the new 'threshold’
has been tabled in both Houses for answer on 14 January. The
'threshold' applies to written Parliamentary Questions only.

In simple terms, the purpose of the 'threshold' is to act as a
bench mark for questioning whether to amswer in full those written
Parliamentary Questions which are potentially particularly
expensive. Ministers, of course, may still decide to answer such
Questions in full irrespective of cost.

To ensure Parliamentary Sections are fully in the picture, I
enclose a copy of a guidance note which is being sent today to all
Principal Finance Officers and Chief Executives of Agencies.

Yours sincerely

RNy

BRIAN DYER

MAFF CSO
MoD DES
D.En DoE
HMSO HO
LPS LPC
NIO OPCS
SO DSS
WO

Attorney General's Office
Crown Estate Office
Royal Mint
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PFO/92/1
15 January 1992

PRINCIPAL FINANCE OFFICERS

COSTING PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS

Note by HM Treasury

The attached note offers guidance on how to calculate the cost of

answering parliamentary questions. It also advises on the

procedures to follow, where the estimate of answering a written

PQ exceeds £400 - the new 'disproportionate cost threshold'.

Contact point:

D Burford
HM Treasury
071-270-5316

Treasury Chambers
Parliament Street
London SW1P 3AG

Distribution

Principal Finance Officers
Agency Chief Executives
COGPEC




COST OF PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS

Following a major survey of the costs of preparing answers to
parliamentary questions (PQs), the latest average figures were
published by arranged PQ on 10 December 1991. These were £87

and £202 for written and oral PQs respectively.

2. To reflect these updated costs, the Prime Minister has
agreed, on ministerial recommendation, that the
disproportionate cost threshold for written PQs should be
increased to £400 from 14 January 1992. There will continue
to be no threshold for oral PQs. The way in which the cost of
answering written PQs should be calculated has been clarified

as below.

3. The purpose of the disproportionate cost procedure is to
act as a benchmark for questioning whether to answer written
PQs whose cost is estimated to be very high. Where the cost
of preparing an answer is considered likely to exceed the
threshold a PQ may be referred to the appropriate Minister.
An answer may then be refused, in whole or in part, on the
grounds of disproportionate cost. Alternatively, as the
threshold is an advisory limit only, the Minister may decide

that the PQ is to be answered irrespective of cost.

4. The threshold of £400 refers to the marginal cost and not
the full cost of a written PQ. The marginal cost 1is the

direct cost of Civil Servants' time spent preparing the answer

or producing the facts and figures towards it. It excludes




the standing costs of parliamentary branches and Ministers'
offices and the fixed cost of staff accommodation. To
calculate the marginal cost the hourly rates used for staff
costs should be those which include all overheads except

accommodation costs.

5. The main reasons for using this marginal cost approach for
threshold calculations are simplicity and speed. Line
managers need only estimate the number of staff hours and
multiply by the appropriate rate per grade. For example 20
hours of an SEO's time spent on a PQ at an assumed rate of £20
per hour (excluding accommodation costs) would represent a
marginal cost of £400. (Departments will need to use the

rates from their own departmental ready reckoners of staff

costs.)

6. It also simplifies the calculation to exclude
accommodation costs since these may vary substantially between

regions or even between buildings.

7 The use of marginal costs is not a major change in policy
and applies only in the case of threshold calculations. It is
justifiable in this case because the Threshold of £400 has
been calculated on the same marginal cost basis and follows

the same accounting principles.

8. In all other cases of PQ costs, full costs should be used,
including accommodation costs. The 1991 statement to
Parliament was based on the use of full costs for reporting PQ

costs, in view of the priority and importance given to PQs in




the work of departments. Full costs were used in the 1991
survey to calculate the average costs of £€87 and £202 for

written and oral PQs respectively.

9. The disproportionate cost threshold is not intended to
override any other valid reason why an answer to a PQ may be

refused.

10. The threshold applies to written PQs only. There is no

threshold for oral PQs.

(13/1/92)
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON SWIA 2AA

From the Private Secretary

16 December 1991

<LUL& QELLL#
THE DISPROPORTIONATE COST THRESHOLD FOR PQs

The attached formal response to the Economic Secretary's
letter has been given wide circulation so that all Cabinet
Ministers will be aware of plans for the new cost threshold.

As far as the timing of the announcement is concerned,
since inevitably just before the Christmas Recess and the turn
of the year there are a few inspired PQs which would be close to
or indeed over the old threshold, the Prime Minister feels it
would be sensible to announce this change once the House returns
after the Christmas Recess.

I am copying this letter to Tim Sutton (Office of the Lord
President), Douglas Slater (Government Whips Office, House of _
Lords), and Murdo Maclean (Office of the Chief Whip), awd

f¢u¢%ﬁw4,.

DOMINIC MORRIS

Miss Janet Bailey,
Office of the Economic Secretary,
HM Treasury.




10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON SWIA 2AA

From the Private Secretary

16 December 1991

R

N

THE DISPROPORTIONATE COST THRESHOLD FOR PQs

The Prime Minister has seen the Economic Secretary's letter
of 6 December. He is content for the thresholds to be raised
from £250 to £400.

I am copying this letter to Tim Sutton (Office of the Lord
President), Gillian Kirton (Office of the Lord Privy Seal),
Douglas Slater (Government Whips Office, House of Lords), Murdo
Maclean (Office of the Chief Whip), to the Private Secretaries to
other Members of the Cabinet, and to Sonia Phippard (Cabinet
Office)wn

Z;Labﬂ )WV\?LAJ=L7
MC W;./
N

DOMINIC MORRIS

Miss Janet Bailey,
Office of the Economic Secretary,
HM Treasury.
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THE DISPROPORTIONATE COST THRESEOLD FOR PQs

The Lord President, the Lord Privy Seal and I have been reviewing
the cost level (threshold) which triggers consideration of whether
or not answers to written Parliamentary Questions (PQs) can be
fully or partially declined on the grounds of disproportionate
cost. Currently this threshold is £250 and we recommend that it
should be increased to £400.

b This threshold for disproportionate cost is an advisory limit
and is not obligatory. Any written PQ where the marginal cost of
preparing the answer is considered likely to exceed the threshold
may be referred to the appropriate Minister and an answer may be
refused in whole or in part on the grounds of disproportionate
cost. Alternatively the Minister may decide that the PQ is to be
answered irrespective of cost.

= For the marginal cost, the divisional costs of preparing the
answer to the PQ are estimated i.e. the costs in divisions
(without taking account of the standing cost of Parliamentary
Branches). The fixed cost of staif accommodation is also excluded
from this marginal cost calculation and this also contributes to
ease of calculation in departments.

4. When the threshold was last increased in 1988 the average
marginal cost was £33 and the £250 threshold was a multiple of
nearly eight times the average marginal cost. If this multiple of
8 were applied to the 1991 survey's average marginal cost of £50
the new disproportionate cost threshold would be £400.

9 At this level it is estimated that it would affect around 2%
of written PQs. The figure of around 2% is broadly in line with
the intention when the procedure was introduced, namely that only
a small percentage, representing the most expensive PQs, should be
brought to the attention of Ministers.




47a/2 est.vd/docs/PM

bl As was agreed in 1988 we would propose to continue to review
this figure annually but only propose further increases in £50
steps (rounded upwards) when such increases are justified by
indexation. An increase to £400 is necessary on this occasion
because a review during 1991 of the average cost of answering PQs
has produced a new base 1line for the disproportionate cost
calculation.

y 4% In view of the possible sensitivity of this move we thought
it advisable to seek your agreement before implementing the new
figure.

8. I am copying this letter to the Lord President, the Lord
Privy Seal, the Chief Whips and other members of the Cabinet and
Sir Robin Butler.

\(\’\-\A\ RoAS AN

7 = Tt

JOHN MAPLES
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GWYDYR HOUSE 4 IS ) GWYDYR HOUSE
WHITEHALL LONDON SWIA 2ER & WHITEHALL LONDON SWI1A 2ER
Tel. 01-233 3000 (Switsfwrdd) . Tel. 01-233 3000 (Switchboard)

01-233 g1 g (Llinell Union) 01-233 g1 (Direct Line)

Odd) wrth Ysgrifennydd Gwlado! Cymrv. The Rt Hon Nichol as Edwards MP From The Secretary of State for Wales

A

/ - August 1982

&

Thank you for sending me a copy of your minute oflﬁéjJuly to
the Prime Minister about the cost of Parliamentary Questions.

It is not often that Welsh Office Ministers do not reply fully

to Parliamentary Questions on the ground that the information
requested is not available except at disproportionate cost. In
the present Session to date we have done this on only 10 occasions.
I have no objection however to your proposal that the "trip wire"
should be increased to £200 from the beginning of the 1982/83

session.

I am sending copies of this letter to the other recipients of
yours.

The Rt Hon The Baroness Young
Lord Privy Seal

Management and Personnel Office
Whitehall

LONDON
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JF1246
DEPARTMENT OF INDUSTRY

ASHDOWN HOUSE
123 VICTORIA STREET

LONDON SWIE 6RB

TELEPHONE DIRECT LINE  01-212 3301
SWITCHBOARD 01-212 7676
Secretary of State for Industry

pR 1 July 1982

J Buckley Esq

Lord Privy Seal's Office
Foreign Office

Downing Street

LONDON

SW1A 2AL

(%@M A,

COST OF PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS

Baroness Young wrote to the Prime Minister on 15_Juwly about the
procedure whereby Ministerial approval should be sought before
work is undertaken on PQs whose answers would require work
costing more than £50.

. My Secretary of State agrees that the limit of £50 is out of
date and is content that a revised limit of £200 should be
introduced and rigorously observed from the beginning of the
1982/83 Session.

3 I am copying this to the Private Secretaries to Cabinet
Ministers, to Murdo MacLean in the Chief Whips Office, Harry Bush
(Mr Heyhoe's Office), Dana Wright (Cabinet Office) and to Sir
Derek Rayner's Office.

oL cves,

(Vv

i m%

CAROLINE VARLEY
Private Secretary







FCS/82/106

LORD PRIVY SEAL

Cost of Parliamentary Questions

1. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office rarely needs to
emp loy the disproportionate cost answer. I would see no
objection to the increase to £200, suggested in your minute
of 15 July to the Prime Minister, as a maximum cost for

answering Parliamentary Questions.

I am copying this minute to the recipients of yours.

)
)

(FRANCIS PYM)

Foreign and Commonwealth Office
22 July 1982







Y R A\
At )

e e
U g s

 San et
L ST NN

: LY

¥

& Mo

10 DOWNING STREET

From the Private Secretar) 19 July 1982

&zw Jm

Cost of Parliamentary Questions

The Prime Minister has seen the Lord Privy Seal's
minute of 15 July. She is content with the proposal
that Ministers should be consulted in advance where
answering a PQ is likely to cost more than £200. She
agrees that the old limit of £50 is now out-of-date.
She is happy for this new procedure to be introduced
at the beginning of the 1982/83 session.

I am copying this to the Private Secretaries to
Cabinet Ministers, and to Murdo Maclean (Chief Whip's
Office), Harry Bush (Mr. Hayhoe's office, HMT),

David Wright (Cabinet Office) and Sir Derek Rayner's
office,

Jim Buckley Esq
Lord Privy Seal's Office.
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COST OF PARLIAMENTARY QUESTIONS QWM’ %

The Lord President and I have been reviewing the current practice

of bringing to Ministers instances where the cost of preparing an 3
answer to a PQ would be disproportionately expensive. This W=7
minute sets out our Jjoint conclusions.

At present this monitoring of replies should be achieved through
a "tripwire" procedure. Under this, Ministerial approval should
be sought in advance where the work involved in answering a PQ
is likely to cost more than £50. This procedure was introduced
in 12@5, when a PQ reply costing more than £50 was exceptional.
This is no longer the case. About 3Q per cént of replies are
estimated to _cost more than this, and in practice the "tripwire"
procedure has become widely ignored. In fact the average cost
of an oral Answer (£60) exceeds the "tripwire", which is now made
public as a result of Mr Ben Ford's PQ answered on 13 July (copy
attached).

The overall cost of answering PQs is now estimated at £1,230,000
a year. Much of this, especially the number of PQs tabTed, is'
outside our control. But it seems worthwhile to seek to ensure
that Questions are not automatically answered in full regardless
of cost. The maintenance of some sort of "tripwire" to draw
Ministers' attention to potentially expensive replies still seems
the best way of achieving this.

To be effective, however, the level of the "tripwire" clearly
needs to be fixed at a point which does not overburden Ministers
with these cases; which makes a significant potential contribution
to administrative economy: and will not lead to "disproportionate
expense" being quoted in reply to Questions so frequently as to
give rise to Parliamentary criticism.

The Lord President and I suggest that a level of £200 would be
appropriate for this purpose. In value it would represent rather
less than the £50 limit when it was first fixed in 1965. It would
apply to something under 1 per cent of Questions - some 200 to 250
annually, and about 6 per cent of current costs. It would, of
course, still be open to any Minister to reply fully to any Question
irrespective of the work involved, if he considered this to be

necessary in a particular case. Subject to your agreement,
therefore, and that of colleagues, it is proposed to make




arrangements for the introduction of the proposed £200 "tripwire"
at the beginning of the 1982-83 Session.

I am copying this minute to the Lord President, to Cabinet
colleagues, the Chief Whip, Barney Hayhoe, Sir Robert Armstrong

and Sir Derek Rayner. I would appreciate colleagues' replies
by the end of July.

N
/ An ot 7év'7

BARONESS YOUNG

15 July 1982
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OFFICIAL REPORT, Tuesday 13 July,
col 349 WA ”

Parliamentary Questions

Mr. Ford asked the Minister for the Civil Service what 1
is currently the cost of answering a parliamentary question
(a) for oral answer and (b) for written answer; at what leve]
of cost a substantive reply is not given on the grounds of
disproportionate expense: on what basis each of these
figures is calculated; and whether the calculations reflect
the real or a notional cost.

Mr. Hayhoe [pursuant 10 his reply, 12 July 1982]: The |
costs of individual questions vary considerably, but the
current average cost is assessed at £60 for oral answers and
£37 for written answers. These figures are based on a|
Service-wide survey of staff time by grade, the results of
which are periodically revalued to reflect movements in |
staff costs. They are not, therefore, notional costs.

An advisory figure of £50 was introduced in 1965 as the
level at which Ministers might consider whether the
expense of a full reply was justified. It is for individual
Ministers to decide particular cases, and there is no upper _
level of cost which automatically disqualifies a question
from answer.
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