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Henry VIII clauses: Their birth, a late 20th century renaissance and a 

possible 21st century metamorphosis 

 
Dennis Morris1 

1―Introduction 

A Henry VIII clause is so called because of the penchant of the English monarch of that name to give 
himself power to amend (and in some cases to suspend or dispense with) statutes passed by the 
Parliament.  So the expression “Henry VIII clause” has come to mean “a provision in a Bill which enables 
primary legislation to be amended or repealed by subordinate legislation with or without further 
parliamentary scrutiny”.2   After the death of Henry VIII, such clauses fell into disuse and it was 1888 
before they seem to have re-emerged in the United Kingdom.  Even then, their use was spasmodic and in a 
circumscribed form.  It was not until the Thatcher era3 that these clauses became frequent.  This was 
paradoxical, even surprising, when one recalls that Mrs Thatcher had pledged “to get government off the 
people’s backs.”  However, I would venture to suggest that it was not the then Prime Minister who was 
responsible for the re-emergence of these clauses but rather the influence of civil servants, who found it 
convenient to circumvent the need to obtain Parliamentary approval for subsequent amendments to the 
statutes concerned. 

All of the statutes passed since the Second World War that are referred to below were enacted during the 
period 1979 to 1997, when governments dominated by the Conservative Party were in power in the United 
Kingdom.  My aim in citing and discussing these statutes is to show that the ultimately successful 
campaign to marginalise Parliament either began, or was well under way, during the premiership of a 
Prime Minister who, despite her radicalism, her very frequent participation in House of Commons 
divisions, and her maintenance in other respects of close relations with Members of Parliament generally, 
was seemingly powerless to prevent the re-emergence of Henry VIII clauses in United Kingdom statutes.  
This, I suggest, in turn― 

� shows the observations as regards legislative delegation made by Lord Chief Justice Hewart in 1929 
to have been singularly prescient, and  

                                                      
 
 
1  Legislative consultant; formerly of the Parliamentary Draftsman’s Office, Ireland, and the Attorney General’s Chambers, 

Hong Kong. 

2  Review (October 1994) of the first year’s work of the House of Lords Select Committee on the Scrutiny of Delegated Powers, 

paragraph 16. 

Erskine May (21st Edn ,1989), p. 539, describes Henry VIII clauses as being “used, broadly speaking, to confer power to alter 

financial limits, to bring lists up to date, to make exceptions to the operation of a statute, or to make alterations of detail within 

a narrowly defined field” and refers to the Donoughmore Committee’s report, Cmnd. 4060 (1932). 

3  The period during which Margaret Thatcher was Prime Minister of the United Kingdom (1979-90). 
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� renders Sir Carlton Allen’s subsequent critical comments currently less convincing.   

I will return to discuss those observations and comments later. 

In a paper read to the Third Commonwealth Conference on Delegated Legislation, Lord Rippon of 
Hexham, QC, said: 

In recent years, some of us in the United Kingdom have been expressing concern at the ever 
increasing quantity and decreasing quality of our legislation.  I should say at the outset that I do 
not blame the Parliamentary draftsmen.  They are ever increasingly over-burdened …, they do 
very well.  The fault lies with Government and Parliament.  Although our Bills get longer and 
longer, increasingly they are merely skeletal legislation, leaving vital details to be settled by orders 
and regulations.  I want to focus attention on the way in which primary legislation includes clauses 
providing that the Minister may amend or at times even repeal not only the primary legislation by 
order but also sometimes other Public or even Private Acts.  In the 1920s and early 1930s the 
severest criticisms were made of the use of this so-called “Henry VIII clause”, named it has been 
said, “in disrespectful commemoration of that monarch’s tendency to absolutism”, in order to put 
what is happening today into a proper perspective and to make it clear that it is being used today in 
Act after Act on a scale that would have been absolutely unthinkable until recently. 

The first “modern” instance of a “Henry VIII clause” was in the Local Government Act 1888, 
when the power to amend was given to empower the Minister to bring the Act “into full 
operation”.  Henry VIII clauses were used in some later Acts to enable those Acts to be amended 
in order to “remove difficulties”.  For example, see the National Insurance Act 1911 (UK).  

Up to 1932,4 it had appeared in just nine Acts but its scope and validity was limited, usually to 12 
months from the coming into force of the Act.  The Donoughmore Committee was set up in 1929 
to examine and report on the whole question of Ministerial powers following upon the publication 
in that year of a book called The New Despotism, a scathing attack on administration methods 
written by Lord Hewart, unusually while still serving as Lord Chief Justice.  

Without proposing the total abolition of the Henry VIII clause, the Donoughmore Committee 
recommended that it “should be abandoned in all but the most exceptional cases, and should not 
be permitted by parliament except upon special grounds stated in the Ministerial Memorandum of 
the Bill”.  In the event, it was not used from the time of the publication of the Report up to the end 
of the Second World War.5   It was accordingly demonstrated in such major Acts as the Local 
Government Act 1933 and the Public Health Act 1936 that its use could be avoided given 

                                                      
 
 
4  The year in which the Donoughmore Committee’s Report on the exercise of Ministerial powers was handed down. 

5  The sweeping powers in the Defence of the Realm Acts probably made Henry VIII clauses redundant.  However, see note 8.    
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sufficient forethought in drafting the legislation.6  This was feasible in spite of Departmental 
arguments that the Henry VIII clause is a regrettable necessity to ensure flexibility and so on. 

It is therefore very misleading to believe that there are good historical precedents for what is 
happening today.  Ministers now take power to amend and even repeal primary legislation almost 
as a matter of common form.  Such orders, which cannot be amended, are not subject so any 
effective parliamentary control, whether or not they are expressed to be subject to either negative 
or affirmative resolutions.  Nor is any time limit placed on the exercise of these extraordinary 
powers.  In effect, we are continually passing legislation that virtually permits Governments to 
make new laws as they go along.  

A typical example is to be found in the Local Government Finance Act 1988.  Section 147(1) 
provides:  

The Secretary of State may at any time by order, make such supplementary, incidental, 
consequential or transitional provisions as appear to him to be necessary or expedient 
for the general purposes or any particular purpose of this Act or in consequence of any 
of these provisions or for giving full effect to it. 

Subsection (2) states: 

An order under this section may in particular make provision for amending, repealing 
or revoking (with or without savings) any provision of an Act passed before or in the 
same session as this Act.   

And subsection (5) states: 

In this section “Act” includes a private or local Act.   

A similar provision in the Local Government and Housing Act 1989 provides that the Secretary of 
State may make an order “amending, repealing or revoking, (with or without savings) any 
provision of an Act passed before or in the same session as this Act.”  Again, “Act” includes a 
“private” or “local” Act.   

These statutory provisions are becoming common form.  When we debated the Companies Act - 
[then] just passed - which contains similar powers, the then Secretary of State for Trade and 
Industry, Lord Young, not a lawyer and no doubt suitably briefed by his Department stated 
simply:  

                                                      
 
 
6  On reflection, perhaps Lord Rippon might have used “sufficient time”.  Moreover, I am sure he would have conceded that, 

even then, the demands on Parliamentary Counsel were unreasonable.  
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Similar order making powers are contained in section 449(1B) of the Companies Act 
1985, section 180(3) of the Financial Services Act 1986, and section 84(2) of the 
Banking Act 1987.  These order making powers are not novel, they are part of the 
accepted form.7  

I will now discuss the use of Henry VIII clauses in a number of Acts, including the Children Act 1989, the 
Child Support Act 1991 and the Railways Act 1993. 

2―The Children Act 1989 

(a)  Section 17(4)―a constitutional outrage 

Thus, Lord Rippon summarised the legislative position and the problem.8  He continued by saying that 
there were then signs, in the House of Lords at least, of an increasing awareness of “the danger of these 
arbitrary powers” and referred to clause 15 of the Children Bill (1988).  But, before I move on, it should 
be noted that there is a very common Henry VIII clause that is seldom noticed by members of either House 
of Parliament.  The clause I am referring to is the delayed commencement provision, which empowers a 
Secretary of State or Minister to fix the date of commencement of a statute (often piecemeal) by statutory 
instrument (which is usually in the form of an order).  This gives the Secretary of State or Minister 
concerned enormous legislative power.  

Clause 15(4) of the Children Bill (which, on enactment, became section 17(4) of the Children Act 1989) 
read as follows: 

The Secretary of State may by order amend any provision of Part I of Schedule 2 or add any 
further duty or power to those for the time being mentioned there.  [Emphasis added.] 

The scope of the subsection appears to be unlimited (apart from repeal) but presumably the additional 
duties or powers would have to be germane to the purposes of the Bill.  But should this not have been 
stated?  Indeed, why did the Members of the House of Lords not insist on it?  Even assuming they were 
willing to do so, why should the courts have to fill in the blanks?  Note that the statutory power enables the 
Secretary of State to prescribe additional duties or powers, but does not contemplate reducing them.  The 
scope of section 147 of the Local Government Finance Act 1988 is even wider.  It allows the Secretary of 

                                                      
 
 
7  The paper is published in (1989) 10 Stat. L.R. 205.  The extract is quoted with the late Lord Rippon’s permission. 

8  At this stage, it may be noted that neither the Defence of the Realm Acts of 1914 nor the Emergency Powers (Defence) Act 

1939, contains a Henry VIII clause.  (The same is also true of the Emergency Powers (Defence) Acts that were passed in 

1940.)  However, once detention under the Acts of 1914 was lawful, the law operated to render the Habeas Corpus Acts 

inapplicable – R. v. Secretary of State for Home Affairs [1941] 1 KB 72.  Section 1(4) of the 1939 Act, unlike either of the 

1914 Acts, provided that instruments made under those Acts overrode other Acts and “their” instruments.  Whether the section 

applied to subsequently enacted enactments is not clear.   
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State to amend any Act9 on the ground of expediency.  The reality behind this sort of provision is the fact 
that the United Kingdom statute book is now so enormous and complex that, in many cases, no one can be 
sure which of its provisions are relevant to a particular Bill, or their implications.  The necessary research 
could of course be done, given enough time.  But the combined efforts of Ministers and civil servants to 
control the operation of legislation conspire to prevent this.  In consequence, a compliant Parliament has 
largely lost control of the situation, which is now one of labyrinthine complexity, with the potential for 
confusion and contradiction. 

During the committee stage debate in the House of Lords on clause 15(4) of the Children Bill (1988), Lord 
Elwyn-Jones, a former Lord Chancellor, sought to have it deleted.  In so doing, he said: 

Part 1 of Schedule 2 sets out some vital duties.  Paragraph 4 of the Schedule deals with the duty on 
the local authority to prevent neglect or abuse of children.  Paragraph [6] imposes upon the local 
authority the duty to― 

provide services designed― 

(a) to minimize the effect on disabled children within their area of their 
disabilities; and  

(b) to give such children the opportunity to lead lives which are as normal as 
possible. 

Paragraph 6 sets out proposals for rehabilitation.  Those are quite fundamental provisions.   

What is proposed [in the subsection], which I suggest to the committee should be deleted, is that 
the Secretary of State may by statutory instrument – that is to say, by his own order – modify or 
repeal any of those provisions.  In other words, what is now embodied in the legislation through 
the schedule is to be removable by the summary process of a statutory instrument bypassing the 
ordinary legislative process in regard to propositions which are of quite fundamental importance.  
In my view, to turn something which is in primary legislation into a statutory instrument is a 
wholly and indeed an astonishing step.  I know of no precedent for such proposals.  There may be 
some ….  But whether or not it is new, it should not be countenanced by this Chamber.10  

The provision was also criticised by Lord Simon of Glaisdale:11 

When implementing a general provision in detail a government have two choices.  A perfectly 

                                                      
 
 
9  Whether the Act is public and general or local or personal. 

10  502 H.L. Debs., col. 1293, 20 December 1988. 

11  A Lord of Appeal in Ordinary. 
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proper choice is to put the provisions into secondary legislation.  If possible such legislation can 
be amended as circumstances change by affirmative – not negative – resolution.  The other way is 
to put them into an Act of Parliament.  But an Act of Parliament ought to be changed only by 
another Act of Parliament.  With all respect I say that it is really a constitutional outrage for a 
Secretary of State to arrogate to himself the right to add to, repeal, replace or modify any provision 
of an Act of Parliament.12   

As enacted, [section 17(4)] confers no power either to modify or repeal but, as Lord Simon 
pointed out, “an ‘amendment’ can go right up to the ‘edge of repeal’”.13 

In describing the (original) proposal as a “constitutional outrage”, Lord Simon was supported by Lord 
Elwyn-Jones,14 but to little avail.  For, in dealing on behalf of the Government with the former Lord 
Chancellor’s proposed amendment, his successor, Lord Mackay of Clashfern, rather blandly said:   

The general provision to [modify or repeal] is in clause 15.  In [Part I of] the [second] schedule 
there are specific provisions to deal with detail which are equally important and equally vital.  But 
they are provisions which the light of experience may well show can be improved.  This is an area 
of great development in thinking and practice.  The whole area of local authority support for 
children and families is a developing area.  The Secretary of State wishes to have the power to 
keep up to date these detailed provisions.  Of course, the provision is to be effected by order―he 
cannot do it by his own hand―in the sense that it can be interfered with by Parliament.  The order 
would be capable of being annulled by the negative resolution procedure.15  The Secretary of 
State’s order could thus be prevented by Parliament from becoming effective.16 

However, it is important in this area that the details of specific powers and duties in should be 
updated line with current developments.  Unless the intention is to freeze these details altogether, 
is not appropriate to have a power of modification in the Bill?  I believe that it most desirable that 
these provisions should be kept up to date. 

                                                      
 
 
12  502 H.L. Debs., cols. 1294-5, 20 December 1988.  A statutory instrument cannot, in the absence of an express provision in the 

enabling Act or an amending Bill, be amended by a House (or both Houses) as distinct from being annulled.  (I know of no 

such provision in British legislation.)  [However, it should be noted that the New Zealand, Hong Kong and South Australian 

legislatures have power to amend statutory instruments.  Editor.] 

13  505 H.L. Debs., col. 349, 16 March 1989.  What about “section … shall have effect as if the words ‘…’ were deleted”; is that 

a repeal or an amendment? 

14  502 H.L Debs., col. 349, 16 March 1988.  Lord Rippon touched on this in his paper. 

15  See section 104(3). 

16  In theory at least! 
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I appreciate that this a matter of concern; but I submit that it is also a matter of concern to prevent this 
particular area from being fossilized or so encased in primary legislation that the only way to effect 
improvements in these detailed provisions would be to wait for another opportunity to do so.  The 
Committee knows that an opportunity to cover such matters comprehensively, as we are now doing, does 
not come very often in view of the number of competing demands for the valuable commodity of 
parliamentary time.17 

(b) Section 108(9): A constitutional outrage compounded? 

The Children Bill, which had been introduced in the House of Lords, was in due course returned to that 
House with many amendments made by the House of Commons.  One of those amendments (which 
ultimately became section 108(9)) read― 

The Lord Chancellor may by order make such amendments or repeals, in such enactments as may 
be specified in the order, as appear to him to be necessary or expedient in consequence of any 
provision of this Act. 

Lord Mackay moved this amendment and also moved two other House of Commons amendments at the 
same time, but he was careful not to deal specifically with the prospective section 108(9).  Further, despite 
earlier criticisms made by Members of the House of Lords when the Bill was being considered after 
introduction, nobody bothered to question the new provision as passed in the House of Commons.  Had 
they been present when the Bill was returned to the House of Lords, one wonders how Lords Elwyn-Jones 
and Simon of Glaisdale would have reacted.18  Lord Renton QC criticised the proposed (Commons) 
amendments but did not deal specifically with the sweeping powers proposed to be given to give the Lord 
Chancellor.  This is surprising as this time it was the Lord Chancellor and not a Secretary of State who was 
the office-holder concerned.  At any rate, Lord Mackay must have been greatly relieved, for, in dealing 
with what is now section 108(9), he had described it, and the other two amendments he dealt with at the 
same time, as dealing with transitional aspects of the Bill.19   With the greatest respect, what is now section 
108(9) is nothing of the kind.  There is nothing transitional about it.  

3―Annulment by negative resolution: Is it an empty formula? 

It is very rare for either House to agree to a motion to oppose or annul a statutory instrument (whether 

                                                      
 
 
17  502 H.L. Debs., col. 1293, 20 December 1988.  

18 In this context, the remarks of Lord Meston regarding another Henry VIII amendment to the Bill are relevant: 512 H.L. Debs. 

Col. 842, 8 November 1989. 

19  512 H.L. Debs., col. 854, 8 November 1989. 
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made under a Henry VIII clause or otherwise) or to fail to approve a draft laid before it.20   

So the relevant provisions of the Statutory Instruments Act 1946 are really no more than an empty 
formula.21  Motions or prayers against statutory instruments do occur and debates do arise, both on such 
motions and on motions to approve drafts.  But, although these proceedings may induce criticism of a 
particular government administration, in the end they do not involve an annulment or refusal to approve 
the instrument concerned (whether tabled in draft form or made but not yet commenced).  In so far as they 
relate to instruments already in force, such proceedings are for the most part prompted by a report of the 
Joint Committee on Statutory Instruments22 on which, as its name implies, members of both Houses of 
Parliament sit.  In the House of Lords, in which practically all of the debates take place, less than one per 
cent of the annual number of statutory instruments are discussed.   

Further, as a very experienced former parliamentary counsel has told me in a letter:  

I agree about annulment, etc. not being an effective check on statutory instruments.  The whip is 

                                                      
 
 
20  Indeed, for many years there seems to have been a House of Lords convention that the House neither annuls (negatives) nor 

refuses to approve statutory instruments against the Government’s wishes.  This is not quite true.  Motions to annul a statutory 

instrument or to decline to approve a draft instrument seem, because of convention, never to appear.  But debates on motions 

to approve a statutory instrument sometimes include divisions with regard to amendments – which occasionally propose 

rejection – or to acceptance or rejection itself.  However, the purpose of the debate is to demonstrate the nature of their 

Lordships’ concern, which is presumably noted and future regard paid to it should analogous circumstances present 

themselves to those preparing a statutory instrument Accordingly, such motions are almost never pressed to a conclusion. 

 Motions in relation to statutory instruments have also been occasionally amended so as to include observations of their 

Lordships relating to the instrument concerned or even changing a motion’s nature from one for an address to one calling upon 

the Government to agree to specified undertakings.  Actual rejection is, as implied, very rare but, on 27 January 1998, the 

Beef Bones Regulations 1997 appear to have been negatived on a division and, on 22 February 2000, two significant 

unconventional decisions were taken.  Under the first, a motion for a Humble Address to annul the Greater London Authority 

Election Rules 2000 was successful on a division and the rules were duly annulled by the Queen on 1 March.2000.  Under the 

second, a motion for approval was amended on a division so that it became one declining approval.  As a result, the Greater 

London Authority (Election Expenses) Order 2000 failed to come into force.   However, if there be significant feeling against 

a particular statutory instrument which has already been made, the procedure relates not to negativing by the House itself but, 

in the case of a statutory Order in Council, to move that an address be presented to the Government praying that the order or 

regulations be annulled (as was the case with the GLA Election Rules) and, in the case of other instruments, a motion calling 

on the Government to revoke the instrument.  These motions are, after debate, by convention almost invariably withdrawn by 

leave of the House.  

21  On 18 June 1968, the House of Lords rejected the Southern Rhodesia (United Nations Sanctions) Order 1968 and it was not 

until almost thirty-two years later – 22 February 2000 – that this power was exercised again!  See note 24. 

22  In preparing a report, the Joint Committee will draw attention to such matters as the unusual use of a statutory power or 

whether the instrument might be ultra vires. 
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almost invariably applied.  It is even very difficult for a back-bencher to obtain time for an 
annulment debate, since either the Government or the Opposition have to surrender time they have 
allocated to “better” things.  Even the opposition whips do not do so lightly.   

Whips are the Prime Minister’s eyes and ears in the Commons.  “A ruling tenet of the Whip’s office is that 
almost every Member of Parliament wants something…” says Michael Cockerill, who reported Tim 
Fortescue MP to have opined that a whip would say to a wavering backbencher; “You’re ambitious aren’t 
you—would you like to be a Minister?  I’ll make a note of that.”23   

Why was Parliament so lacking in spirit?  Does anyone think that the world would end if a few of the vast 
number of United Kingdom statutory instruments made each year were annulled or not approved?24  
Dozens of statutory instruments amending primary legislation appear annually, but most of these seem to 
be made under the European Communities Act 1972 [UK].  It is perhaps partly because of this that one 
hears criticism from members of the UK Parliament about the relative powerlessness of the European 
Parliament.  But, regarding statutory instruments at least, this rather seems like the pot calling the kettle 
black.   

The upshot was that, despite the efforts of Lords Elwyn-Jones and Simon of Glaisdale, clause 15(4) was 
enacted.  Perhaps surprisingly, Lord Mackay’s statement went unchallenged.  Nobody asked for 
clarification or examples regarding the kind of change it was considered the Bill should be designed to 
cope with.  As for Lord Mackay, he seems to have fallen for the administrator’s ploy that all legislation, be 
it primary or subsidiary, is either “important” or “necessary.”  But more seriously, was the justification 
pleaded soundly based?  Although the Act was enacted on 11 November 1989, section 17 was not brought 
into force until 14 October 1991 and it was not until 1996 that an order was made25.Ten years on, no 

                                                      
 
 
23  Spectator, 20 May 1995, page 12, col. 3. 

24  Most United Kingdom statutory instruments are either subject to annulment (the negative procedure) or are tabled in both 

Houses of Parliament and do not come into force until approved by affirmative resolutions of those Houses (the affirmative 

resolution procedure).  With the negative procedure, because a House has no power to amend subordinate legislation laid 

before it, it is forced either to let the legislation stand or to pass a resolution annulling it (which it almost never does).  

Parliament is in a stronger position, of course, where the affirmative resolution procedure is applicable.   

 Note that in some jurisdictions where the negative procedure is used, such as in Hong Kong, New Zealand and South 

Australia, the Parliament has power to amend subordinate legislation as well as a power to annul it.  

 With regard to the use of the affirmative resolution procedure, the last time that a draft statutory instrument failed to receive 

approval from the House of Commons seems to have been on 14 July 1978, when a motion to approve the Draft Dock Scheme 

was lost (954 H.C. Debs., cols. 1289-1326).  Also, the last time the House of Commons annulled a statutory instrument seems 

to have been on 24 October 1979, when a motion to annul the Paraffin (Maximum Retail Prices) Revocation Order 1979 (SI 

1979/797) was agreed to (972 H.C. Debs., cols. 561-88). 

25   The Children Act 1989 (Amendment) (Children’s Services Planning) Order 1996, S.I. 1996/785. 
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further order had been made.  So much for the area of great development in thinking and practice, to say 
nothing of avoiding fossilization! 

4―Cases of legislative addiction 

(a) Is the Donoughmore report dead? 

Having regard to the enactments referred to later, the increased awareness referred to by Lord Rippon 
appears to have been short lived.  Section 4(1) and (2) of the European Communities Act 1972, may have 
been the precursor of the (modern) Henry VIII clause.  Section 4(4) enables anything to be done by Order 
in Council or ministerial regulation, provided it is done for a purpose specified in section 4(2).  The power 
includes power to amend or repeal enactments even though neither of the italicised words is expressly 
used.26  One wonders whether the Parliamentary Counsel concerned with the 1972 Act had regard to the 
Donoughmore Report and the then existing sensibilities of both Houses at Westminster as regards having 
their constitutional functions usurped and so advised against such use.  If so, how things have changed!  
However, although the powers conferred by the section are wide-ranging, they are in fact more limited 
than those conferred on the Lord Chancellor by section 108(9) of the Children Act 1989.  Firstly, they are 
limited to Schedule 2 to the 1972 Act.  Secondly, they must relate to the implementing, or enabling the 
implementation of, one or more (now) European Union obligations or United Kingdom/European Union 
rights, or to a related matter.  Moreover, neither the Queen in Council or a designated Minister is required 
to determine whether provisions are necessary or expedient.27  In contrast, because of the way in which 
section 108(9) is drafted, the Lord Chancellor appears almost to have a free hand.  His order is not 
required to be for the purpose of giving effect to a provision of the 1989 Act nor is it required to be for the 
purpose of removing a difficulty.  Provided the Lord Chancellor (reasonably) considers it to be necessary 
or expedient “in consequence of any provision of this [the 1989] Act”, his order cannot be challenged.  
Despite the wide nature of the provision, I do not see how the Lord Chancellor could create an offence or 
prescribe a penalty under it.  Nor do I think he could amend an enactment that creates or otherwise relates 
to an offence. 

Even though not one Henry VIII clause was enacted by the United Kingdom Parliament during the Second 
World War, since then the situation has changed dramatically.  Between 16 July 1989 and 21 July 1994, 
61 statutes were enacted enabling statutory provisions to be repealed or amended by ministerial or other 
order.  Other statutes contained provisions enabling them to be amended by regulation.28  Of the 61 

                                                      
 
 
26  In contrast, section 3(2) of the very much less complex European Communities Act 1972 (Ireland), plainly states that 

regulations under its section 3 may include provisions “repealing, amending or applying, with or without modification, other 

law, exclusive of this Act.” 

27  However, they may have regard to the objects of the European Union. 

28  For example, see section 15(2) of the Local Government and Housing Act 1989: “Except in such cases as may be prescribed 

by regulations, …”. 
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provisions mentioned, the power conferred by 18 of those is limited to varying a specified sum or 
percentage.  Others, for example, section 1(6) of the Criminal Justice Act 1993 and section 1 of the 
Northern Ireland (Emergency Provisions) Act 1991, require drafts to be laid before an order thereunder is 
made.  But among the enactments referred to are some which confer wide-ranging powers to amend or 
repeal, and in at least one case to re-enact with or without modification.  In most cases, the only restraint 
on their exercise is the prospect of an annulling resolution – in the final analysis a paper tiger if ever there 
were one.  Further, in the unlikely even that a Minister were determined to use such a power to bring about 
a particular ad hoc state of affairs expressly contemplated, annulment could serve no practical purpose 
since there would presumably be an appropriate saving provision. 

(b) Child Support Act 1991, section 58 

It is not practicable here to examine all of the enactments referred to above.  I have therefore chosen the 
following because they appear to be the most radical.  The first is section 58 of the Child Support Act 
1991.  The salient provisions of the section are as follows: 

 (1)  This Act may be cited as the Child Support Act 1991. 

 (2)  Section 56(1) and subsections (1) to (11) and (14) of this section shall come into force on 
the passing of this Act but otherwise this Act shall come into force on such date as may be 
appointed by the Lord Chancellor, the Secretary of State or Lord Advocate, or by any of them 
acting jointly.  

 (3)  Different dates may be appointed for different provisions. 

 (4) An order under subsection (2) may make such supplemental, incidental or transitional 
provision as appears to the person making the order to be necessary or expedient in connection 
with the provisions brought into force by the order, including such adaptations or modifications 
of― 

(a) the provisions so brought into force; 
(b) any provisions of this Act then in force; or 
(c) any provision of any other enactment, 

 as appear to him to be necessary or expedient.  

 (5) Different provisions may be in force for different periods.  

 (6) Any provision made by virtue of subsection (4) may, in particular, include provision … 
regarding maintenance assessments.   

 (7) The Lord Chancellor, the Secretary of State or the Lord Advocate may by order make 
such amendments or repeals in, or such modifications of, such enactments as may be specified in 
the order, as appear to him to be necessary or expedient in consequence of any provision made by 
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or under this Act (including any provision made by virtue of subsection (4)).  

The relevant Bill was introduced in the House of Lords and was later amended by the House of Commons.  
Among the amendments passed by the House of Commons, was one that added subsections (4) to (8) to 
proposed section 58.  On the Bill’s return the House of Lords, Earl Russell moved a motion opposing that 
amendment.  In the course of moving the motion, he said: 

I hope your Lordships will read the Commons amendment with some care.  When I read it, it 
caused me a good deal of surprise.  The parentage appears to me to be by Henry VIII out of 
Humpty Dumpty.  Even in these permissive days, I have some doubt whether that is a legitimate 
parentage.  I have no objection to the stated purpose of the clause as it is set out in the Notes on 
Commons Amendments.  The notes state that― 

these amendments allow for detailed provisions regulating the transitional period until 
the Child Support Agency is fully operational to be made through commencement 
orders or other orders. 

I have no problem with that.  I want to know why another place [i.e. the House of Commons] has 
found it necessary to use such sweeping and arbitrary words to bring that provision into effect. 

In dealing with the Executive, there are two duties which rest on Parliament.  There is a duty of 
scrutiny, and there is a duty of control.  Until I hear the reply, I am engaged simply on the duty of 
scrutiny.  I want to know why these powers need to be so sweeping.  I want to know why all these 
powers are needed; and I want to know – and this is the most important one for our purposes – 
could they have been worded in a less arbitrary manner? 

This is a new commencement clause which emerged very late in the proceedings.  There was not a 
single word spoken about it in another place.  Therefore, we are going to hear today the first full 
explanation of why the Government want this clause.  It may be simply to ensure the central 
purposes of the Bill.  If so, I must say that this House has already approved the central purposes of 
the Bill.  I would regard it as most improper at this stage to question them.  However, I want to 
understand why it is necessary to have quite so much power to achieve the central purposes of the 
Bill.29  [Emphasis added.] 

                                                      
 
 
29  531 H.L. Debs., col. 581, 22 July 1991. 
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Lord Russell continued by drawing attention to the use of “, in particular, include” in line 1 of what is now 
subsection (6), adding: 

That naturally leads me to ask what else could the Secretary of State do? 30 

As regards subsection (7) he said― 

I am even more concerned about the provision allowing the Secretary of State to vary any 
provision of any other enactment.  I have already argued that the Bill puts the Secretary of State 
into the way of temptation to behave in a more and more arbitrary manner.  I do not want to make 
that temptation more acute by equipping it with these quite extreme powers.  In making these 
remarks, I mean nothing personal to the Secretary of State or indeed to any successor he may have 
in the future.  I believe that these powers should not be trusted to anyone.  I am reminded in fact of 
the comment of my American colleagues about a new mortgage.  “If I were a banker, I would not 
lend me that much money.”  I do not believe that these powers are proper, whoever has them.31 

The Earl Russell’s tact in omitting a reference to the Lord Chancellor or the Lord Advocate in the context 
of subsection (7) was admirable but, as things turned out, unavailing.  He was, however, immediately 
supported by Lord Simon of Glaisdale (as noticed, a Law Lord) who said― 

this Bill makes an extraordinary leap forward in the arrogation by the Secretary of State of powers 
traditionally vouchsafed to Parliament and to courts of law.  This is an example of the invasion of 
traditional parliamentary rights; in other words, to amend legislation.  I support the remarks made 
by the noble Earl.  However, there is one other point that I venture to bring to the attention of your 
Lordships.  I have in mind [section 58(6)].  I am especially concerned about paragraph (a).  It 
gives the Secretary of State power to make regulations providing for― 

the enforcement of a maintenance assessment (including the collection of sums payable 
under the assessment) as if the assessment were a court order of a prescribed kind. 

Apart from the extent to which that goes constitutionally, the extraordinary thing is that the provisions of 
[section 58] are not subject to the affirmative resolution procedure under what is now [section 52(2)].  In 
other words, if there is any provision which ought to be subject to the affirmative resolution, it is [section 
58(6)(a)].  It falls under both the first and second headings of the report of the Joint Select Committee of 
1972-73.  Because it is such a power, it is not trivial or consequential.  Moreover, it also falls under the 
second heading in that it involves a charge on a citizen.  It is too late now to make that32 an affirmative 

                                                      
 
 
30  Ibid. 

31  Ibid. 

32  The original text used ‘than’ but it is assumed that ‘that’ is what was intended here. 
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resolution provision.  Therefore, it seems to me that the right course for us to take is to remove the whole 
provision as suggested by the noble Earl.33   

The point about the affirmative resolution procedure is it necessitates debate.  However, section 52(3) of 
the Child Support Act 1991 provides that orders made under section 58(2) (to which subsection (4) of that 
section applies) are not even subject to annulment.  Were such orders simple commencement orders this 
would be entirely reasonable but, having regard to the presence of subsections (4) and (6), this is not the 
case. 

In referring to subsection (6), which relates to orders under section 58(2) of the 1991 Act, Lord Mackay 
said: 

I do not see that these provisions, which are in the nature of transition provisions, need the 
affirmative resolution procedure.  After all, they are supplementary arrangements in a 
commencement order.  That is the purpose.  It is a commencement order for the statutory 
provisions.  The idea is that, because of the nature of transition, the commencement order needs to 
be somewhat more complicated in this case than in many others.  I believe that the negative 
procedure is appropriate in the circumstances.34  It goes without saying that the provisions will be 
carefully considered before they are put into effect by Parliament.35 

This rather suggests that sections 12(1) and 14 of the Interpretation Act 1978 do not apply to an order 
made under section 58(2) of the 1991 Act.  I doubt that this is so, if only because, having regard to section 
58(4), section 58(2) is only partly transitional.  In contrast, section 58(7) is not transitional at all.  
Furthermore, Lord Mackay appears to have overlooked the fact, already noticed, that the negative (or the 
affirmative) procedure does not apply to section 58(2) (see section 52(3)).  Accordingly, Parliament has no 
say whatever! 

Earl Russell concluded the debate on his motion as follows: 

Like alcohol Henry VIII clauses are addictive and prohibition is the only answer.  The only way to 
bring them under control is to have it known that whenever they are put in Bills this House will 
divide against them.  I urge this House to disagree with the Commons …”36 

                                                      
 
 
33  531 H.L. Debs., col. 583, 22 July 1991. 

34  Which, because of their Lordships’ convention already referred to, amounts to nothing as far as the House of Lords is 

concerned and as regards the House of Commons amounts to little more because of the unwillingness of that House to allocate 

parliamentary time. 

35  531 H.L. Debs., col. 585, 22 July 1991. 

36  531 H.L. Debs., col  586, 22 July 1991. 
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In opposing the motion, Lord Mackay, said: 

Before an order can be made under this provision it must be shown that the order is reasonably 
regarded as necessary or expedient in connection with―  

“the provisions so brought into force;” 

by the order, as is stated in [subsection (4)(a)] … That includes such adaptations or modifications 
as are provided for.  It is a cardinal principle of the interpretation of a statute of this kind that the 
powers are given only to effect the policy of the statute.  It must be a reasonable37 exercise of the 
power before it would be sustained.  I suggest to your Lordships that in presenting his argument 
the noble Earl has perhaps naturally exaggerated the alleged subjective nature of the power.  One 
cannot use the power unreasonably and then attempt to cloak that with the idea that it appeared to 
the person making the order to be necessary or expedient.38  [Emphasis added.] 

I do not agree that any question of reasonableness arises in the manner mentioned by Lord Mackay.  In 
this context, two points arise.  Firstly, section 58(4) does not qualify “necessary” with “reasonably”, which 
is what Lord Mackay seemed very close to be implying.  If an adaptation or modification (an amendment) 
of an enactment appears to be necessary or expedient and the person concerned acts in good faith, that, on 
the face of the section, seems to be all that is needed.  Moreover, presumably, the Lord Chancellor must 
not act unreasonably or arbitrarily; but that would relate to a decision itself rather than its content.39  
Secondly, the emphasised words miss Earl Russell’s point, which is that the powers are too sweeping.  
Generally speaking, the wider a power the more difficult it is to challenge it.  Besides, the limitation 
referred to is an inherent one and so was irrelevant to the expressed concerns of Earl Russell and other 
peers. 

But this time Lords Russell and Simon were not quite tilting at windmills.  When Earl Russell’s motion 
was put, 23 peers supported it but 42 did not.  This shows that in 1991, at least, there was a significant 
opposition in the House of Lords to the use of Henry VIII clauses. 

                                                      
 
 
37  Having regard to Lord Mustell’s subsequent dictum cited below, I would have used “fair” or said nothing.  

38  531 H.L. Debs., col. 584, 22 July 1991. 

39  (a) Also, making an adaptation or modification that is not reasonable would not necessarily be arbitrary or unlawful.  

Furthermore, would it necessarily be unreasonable? 

(b) Having regard to Liversidge v. Anderson, Jones v. Robson, R. v. Comptroller General of Patents, Chemicals and the 

Japanese Reference (all referred to below) exercise of the discretion given by section 58(7) of the Child Support Act 1991 

may well be beyond judicial challenge.    
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(c) Railways Act 1993 – Schedule 11, paragraph 3 

Another extraordinary provision is paragraph 3 of Schedule 11 to the Railways Act 1993.  That paragraph 
empowers the Secretary of State to make orders amending certain trust deeds.40  In other words, the 
Secretary of State is being given a power that is usually exercised by courts, a power that nowadays in 
England and Wales is regulated by statute.  Variations must normally be in the interests of the 
beneficiaries.  The Act governing variation of trusts is the Variation of Trusts Act 1958, but limited powers 
to vary trusts are also conferred by section 57 of the Trustee Act 1925 and by section 71 of the Law of 
Property Act 1925.  Jurisdiction to vary trusts is conferred on the High Court, subject to the usual rights of 
appeal.  Although applications to vary a trust are usually made by the relevant trustees, section 1(1) of the 
1958 Act appears to allow anyone to apply.  Apart from being in their interests, a variation must also be 
for the benefit of those on whose behalf it is proposed.  In contrast, paragraph 3(1) of Schedule 11 to the 
Railways Act 1993 enables the Secretary of State to amend any trust deed governing an existing pensions 
scheme.41  In making such an amendment, he does not need to be satisfied that it is for the benefit of the 
persons who would be affected.  Moreover, although he must consult the trustees concerned,42 he can 
amend the relevant trust deed without their agreement.  The provision does not give the beneficiaries any 
express right to make representations, but if any were made one would presume that the Secretary of State 
would hear them.  Even so, it is somewhat surprising that no provision is made for an appeal to the High 
Court.  I can only surmise that the absence of such an appeal is for bureaucratic convenience.43  But in a 
situation of this kind, I would have thought the merits would be very important.  Since the Variation of 
Trusts Act 1958 is not disapplied or otherwise referred to, arguably the doctrine of implied repeal would 
operate.   

I have already mentioned that, in the committee stage debate in the House of Lords on section 58 of the 
Child Support Act 1991, Lord Simon of Glaisdale opened his speech by describing the relevant Bill as 
making an extraordinary leap forward in the arrogation of powers traditionally vouchsafed to the courts.  I 
argue that paragraph 3 of Schedule 11 to the Railways Act 1993 is a serious escalation of this 
phenomenon.   

(d) Other Acts 

I will now briefly discuss the following enactments:  

� section 191 of the Water Act 1989;  

                                                      
 
 
40  Technically speaking this is not a Henry VIII clause but it bears the same hallmarks. 

41  As defined for the purposes of that Act. 

42  See paragraph 3(4) of Schedule 11 to the Act. 

43  Judicial review would of course be available, but such a review would not affect the merits of the Secretary of State’s 

decision. 
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� section 162(4) of the Environmental Protection Act 1990;  

� section 14 of the Statutory Water Companies Act 1991;  

� section 3(6) of the Local Government Finance Act 1992;  

� section 6(6) of the Museums and Galleries Act 1992. 

The powers conferred by these enactments are far reaching.  For example, the Local Government Finance 
Act 1992 enables the philosophical basis on which the Act operates (the meaning of “dwelling”) to be 
changed by statutory instrument.  Similarly, the Museums and Galleries Act 1992 enables a statutory 
instrument to be made changing the basis on which gifts are held by certain museums.  The other Acts 
mentioned also contain provisions enabling those Acts to be amended by statutory instrument.  As far as I 
am aware, none of the enactments listed generated criticism during their passage through Parliament.44 

5―House of Lords Select Committee on the Scrutiny of Delegated Powers and Regulatory 

Reform 

In February 1992, the Select Committee on the Work of the House of Lords (“the Jellicoe Committee”) 
noted growing disquiet “over the problem of wide and sometimes ill-defined order-making powers which 
give Ministers unlimited discretion” and recommended the establishment, I believe initially on an 
experimental basis, of a delegated powers scrutiny committee in that House.  As a result, the Select 
Committee on the Scrutiny of Delegated Powers was appointed “to report whether the provisions of any 
bills inappropriately delegate legislative power, or whether they subject the exercise of legislative power to 
an inappropriate degree of Parliamentary scrutiny”.  Following the passage of the Deregulation and 
Contracting Out Act 1994,45 the Committee was given the additional role of scrutinising deregulation 
proposals under that Act and the name of the committee was changed to the Select Committee on 
Delegated Powers and Deregulation.  However, following enactment of the Regulatory Reform Act 2001, 
which expanded the application of the deregulation order-making power under the 1994 Act, the 
Committee’s name was changed yet again – this time to the Select Committee on Delegated Powers and 

                                                      
 
 
44  There was no division on any of the provisions in the House of Lords probably because of the very large number of 

amendments made in the House of Commons.  According to the House of Commons Public Information Office, the requisite 

information would “take several days of staff time to obtain.”  (Letter to author, 1 June 1995)  I have not checked the relevant 

House of Lords debates. 

45  The Deregulation and Contracting Out Act 1994 enables the Government to make an order amending or repealing any 

provision contained in primary legislation which it considers imposes a burden of a kind specified in the Act that could be 

reduced or removed without removing any necessary protection.  The Department concerned must first draft a proposal and 

carry out specified consultations as regards it.  After considering the results of the consultation exercise, the Government may 

decide to change all or part of the proposal, or even withdraw it completely.  Also, under Part I of the Act, Ministers have 

wide-ranging powers to amend primary legislation by order.  The purpose of such orders is to reduce burdens on business.  

Further, because of the scope of these powers, the 1994 Act provides for a special form of parliamentary scrutiny as regards 

orders made under it.  The procedure is the affirmative one but includes additional (preliminary) parliamentary scrutiny. 
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Regulatory Reform.  The Committee advises the House of Lords; it is for the House to decide whether or 
not to act on the Committee’s recommendations.  The Committee itself has no power to amend bills, 
although amendments are frequently tabled in response to its recommendations.  In relation to Government 
Bills, the Government has in practice accepted most of the Committee’s recommendations to the House.  
After appointment, the Committee published a review of its first year’s working.  The review stated that 
the committee considers each bill before it on its merits.  In its first year― 

it considered a wide range of Henry VIII clauses and our conclusions have varied, including, in 
the different cases we have considered― 

(a) that the parliamentary scrutiny provided seems inappropriate and a tighter control is 
required (usually the affirmative procedure): such a power is always drawn to the 
attention of the House; 

(b) that sufficient safeguard is provided by the affirmative procedure; 
(c) that the negative procedure seems appropriate; and 
(d) that the absence of parliamentary control seems appropriate.46 

Also, the committee looks “closely at all Henry VIII clauses to see whether the power is justified and, if it 
is not subject to the affirmative procedure, to ensure that an appropriate degree of scrutiny is provided for 
in each case”.47 

To give some idea of what the committee was up against, I quote paragraph 21 of its first review: 

It may be worthwhile setting out one example in rather more detail.  This arose in the Local 
Government (Wales) Bill (session 1993-1994).  The Committee drew attention to Clause 52(1), 
which allowed the Secretary of State power by order to make any “supplemental provision” he 
thought necessary or expedient for the purpose of the Bill.  The Department’s memorandum had 
said that the power could be used in potentially far-reaching ways and the Committee accordingly 
urged the House to consider whether the affirmative procedure would be more appropriate than 
the negative procedure provided for in the Bill.  This was debated in Committee and on Report, 
when the Minister explained that the choice of words in the memorandum might have been 
“unfortunate”: the power “could affect a wide-ranging nature of provisions [sic] … but … only in 
minor ways” and decisions of the courts meant that the vires of such a power were “very narrowly 
drawn”.  The amendments were withdrawn and a further amendment, making all orders under the 
Clause subject to the affirmative procedure, was defeated at Third Reading, after the Minister had 
advised that this would rather debase or devalue that important tool of your Lordships’ House.  

How can a procedure that is hardly ever invoked in either House of Parliament be described as important?  

                                                      
 
 
46 Paragraph 19 of Review. 

47 Op. cit., paragraph 24. 



Henry VIII clauses: Their birth, a late 20th century renaissance and a possible 21st century metamorphosis 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 32 

And, because the House of Lords so rarely annuls or refuses to approve a statutory instrument contrary to 
the Government’s wishes, the statement is hollow indeed.  I venture to suggest that the time of each House 
would be better spent in reviewing the activities of civil servants than in forging new legislative shackles.  
Of course, governments prefer to avoid having to move an affirmative resolution since this by its nature 
involves a debate.  On the other hand, it is extremely rare for a statutory instrument to be debated when the 
negative procedure is used, the last occasion apparently being October 1979.48 

It seems to me that the United Kingdom Parliament is powerless to control the Civil Service.  Is it because 
of this that many people seem to be uneasy about what appears to be absolute legislative power,49 power 
that has nothing to do with parliamentary sovereignty?  The cause of this unease is the fact that Parliament 
is now so firmly controlled by the Executive that Members of Parliament and many peers have become 
mere voting fodder.  However, it seems to me that the source of control is misconceived: Parliament is 
now under the firm hand of a bureaucracy, which, by drowning both the Government and Parliament in 
paper, gets its own way.  This deluge, combined with official patronage, has seemingly induced a sort of 
political amnesia as regards, inter alia, arresting the ever-increasing tendency to resort to Henry VIII 
clauses.  It seems to me that there is only one institution that can stem this tide, namely the judiciary.  By 
using the remedy of judicial review, the judges already protect the citizen from administrative excesses and 
errors in the context of the law.  Arguably, by analogy, they should also be able to subject Parliament to 
similar scrutiny.  If they were to do so, it is surely likely that the judiciary would be regarded as protectors 
against administrative oppression. 

6―The modern statutory instrument: its genesis 

The modern statutory instrument seems to date from the early nineteenth century.  A remarkably prophetic 
provision is section 23 of the Recovery of Small Debts (Scotland) Act 1825, which confers on justices a 
power to make rules and orders “for carrying into effect the provisions and purposes of this Act.”  Section 
80 of the Reform Act 1832, authorised different days and times to be substituted for those specified in the 
Act, which, when substituted, were to be “deemed to be of the same force and effect as if they had in 
every instance been mentioned in this Act.”  Clearly, counsel who prepared the relevant  Bill took no 
chances as regards effectiveness.  But his prudence seems justified, as the question of Parliament’s power 
to enable the making of what is now is called subordinate legislation had, until then, very probably never 
been considered by the judges.  Giving either (or both) of the Houses a power to annul subordinate 

                                                      
 
 
48  I use “seemingly” because there could have been motions to annul that were withdrawn or defeated.   

49  Lord Hailsham referred to this state of affairs as “legislative tyranny”:  “Ministerial responsibility is the basis of the British 

system of representative democracy.  Take it away and the system collapses.”  It now appears that some Government 

Ministers are no longer accepting responsibility for what their departments do and that their departmental servants are both 

advising on, and deciding, politically sensitive matters.  When a minister resigns, departmental heads often roll (early 

retirement).  The constitutional position is described by Woolf LJ in Reg. v. Home Secretary, Ex p. Oladehinde [1991] 1 AC 

254, at 263H to 264D.   
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legislation came later.  The earliest example I know of is section 118 of the Lunacy Regulation (Ireland) 
Act 1871,50 which may be the first United Kingdom provision of its kind.  If so, it is not the only time 
Ireland has played a significant part in the development of the British constitution. 

As the nineteenth century drew to a close, powers to make subordinate legislation became ever more 
common and, by the 1890s, the average annual number was about 1,000, which is nothing compared with 
current annual output.  As Allen noticed, in 1877, 1893 and 1901, Lord Thring and his successor as First 
Parliamentary Counsel, Sir Courtney Ilbert, defended the use of enactments that authorised the making of 
subordinate legislation.  However, Allen does add that it is doubtful if either foresaw the kind and extent 
of delegation that was to occur later or, even if they had, that they would have been dismayed.  This 
observation seems well made even if one only bears in mind Lord Thing’s quoted statement that “any 
attempt to evade the vigilance of Parliament could always be checked by laying draft orders before the 
House.”.51  How things have changed since 1877! 

7―Constitutional constraints on delegating the power to make laws 

The power to make laws for the United Kingdom is derived from two sources.  Laws are either enacted by 
the Queen in Parliament or made under the royal prerogative.52  Subject to the exigencies of war, the fields 
of operation are mutually exclusive, though the boundary between them has, for several centuries, been 
retreating in Parliament’s favour.  As regards each source, the power to legislate is sole and exclusive, 

                                                      
 
 
50   Though section 118 requires subordinate legislation to be tabled in Parliament, it fails to provide for anything done under an 

order made under the section before the order is annulled. 

51   Sir C.K. Allen, Law and Orders (3rd edn., 1965) at 34-35. 

52  Blackstone describes the prerogative as follows: 

By the word “prerogative”, we usually understand that special pre-eminence, which the King hath, over and above all 

other persons, and out of the course of the common law, in right of his regal dignity.  And hence it follows, that it must be 

in its nature singular and eccentrical; that it can only be applied to those rights and capacities which the King enjoys 

alone, in contradistinction to others and not to those which he enjoys in common with any of his subjects; for if once any 

one prerogative of the Crown could be held in common with the subject, it would cease to be prerogative any longer.  

And therefore, Finch lays it down as a maxim, that the prerogative is that law in the case of the King, which is law in no 

case of the subject.  (Bl. Comm. 1, 239.) 

 Even though the prerogative is the product of, and is regulated by, the common law (the Case of Proclamations, (1611) 12 Co. 

Rep. 74), it is well settled that a court will not inquire into how a prerogative power is exercised once the power is recognised.  

(However, the late Professor R.V.F. Heuston suggested that exercise in bad faith might open the way for judicial review: 

Heuston, Essays in Constitutional Law (2nd edn, 1964).) This principle was established in Darnell’s Case (1627) 3 St. Tr. 1, 

and reaffirmed in Chandler v. DPP [1962] 3 WLR 694.  
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though not absolute.  However, the limitations on the sovereignty of each need not bother us.53   

To me,54 once the assent is given to a Bill relating to a particular matter, the prerogative to legislate on the 
same matter is in effect surrendered.55  I say this because the Queen in Parliament is the supreme authority 
for making laws for the United Kingdom.  Nonetheless, it seems that the royal prerogative may be 
subsequently exercised to override the provisions of a United Kingdom statute in wartime.56  Presumably, 
this is because of the Sovereign’s constitutional57 or common law duty to defend the realm.  As to the 
latter, see Hampden’s Case58 and also Duke LJ in A-G v. De Keyser’s Royal Hotel.59  Halsbury60 states the 
position slightly differently: 

Where, by statute, the Crown is empowered to do what it might previously have done by virtue of 
its prerogative it can no longer act under the prerogative, and must act under and subject to the 
conditions imposed by the statute … 61   

                                                      
 
 
53  They are the Scottish and Irish Acts of Union and the European Union legislation, together with the constitutional limitation 

discussed and perhaps other such limitations. 

54  But not apparently to Lord Keith of Kinkel and other judges. 

55  Although the prerogative is part of the common law, as Blackstone points out (see note 52), it is uniquely related to the 

Sovereign in person.  Having regard to this and to the constitutional consequences of its replacement by statutory provisions, I 

think that the ordinary principle whereby statute law operates to suspend the relevant common law does not apply.  To my 

mind, Swinfen Eady MR, in using “merged” in De Keyser was nearer the constitutional mark than Lord Atkinson.  Successive 

Sovereigns have, in giving their assent to innovative Bills, engaged in a long process of surrendering constitutional power.  For 

this reason, I consider the “surrender” best describes the position.    

56  Lord Advocate v. Strathclyde Regional Council (“The Faslane Fence Case”) 1988 SLT 546 at 550E per Emslie LP: “As I 

have already said parties were at one in recognising that the question whether the Crown is bound by particular statutory 

provisions is one of construction (see Madras Electric Supply Corporation Ltd. v. Boarland). We are not accordingly 

concerned with the very different question which would arise in circumstances in which the Crown was in a position to claim 

the right in the exercise of the Royal prerogative — for example, in the emergency of war — to override the provisions of a 

statute which, in ordinary circumstances, would bind the Crown.” 

57   In Scotland? 

58   3 How. St. Tr. 825. 

59   [1919] 2 Ch. 242 et seq. 

60  8 Halsbury’s Laws of England (4th edn Reissue, 1996), para. 369.  

61 This was cited by Morritt LJ in R. v. Secretary of State for the Home Department, ex parte Fire Brigades Union and Others 

[1995] All ER 888, 910a, but he did not mention the Scottish dictum.  Further, the giving of Assent does not mean the Crown 

is automatically bound by a statute.  See also the speeches of Lord Parmoor and Lord Atkinson in De Keyser [1920] AC 508 

at 575 and 539-40, respectively, and see also Laker Airways Ltd v. Dept. of Trade [1977] QB 643 at 722. 
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But just as the powers embodied in the prerogative derive from the common law, so also do those of 
Parliament, and its inability to abdicate its powers to legislate is a constitutional restraint imposed by that 
law.  It is a consequence of this constitutional impediment that the courts enjoy their powers of judicial 
review regarding the exercise of statutory powers.  Furthermore, the restraint probably indirectly operates 
to apply the vires principle to subordinate legislation.  In other words, Parliament is not entirely free to do 
as it likes.62  And, if each of the two powers to legislate in the United Kingdom is, within its particular 
scope or sphere, exclusive, to what extent can it be “delegated”, if at all?63  In relation to the use of the 
prerogative, the problem probably does not arise.  This is because any powers are conferred directly on the 
person who is enabled to exercise them on the Crown’s behalf. Accordingly, the making of subordinate 
legislation probably does not arise, though the question of sub-delegation might.  But, in relation to 
Parliament, there is the question of the extent to which it can enable others to make orders, regulations or 
other instruments having legislative effect.  This matter was referred to by Hanna J. in Pigs Marketing 
Board v. Donnelly (Dublin) Ltd:64  

It is axiomatic that powers conferred on the Legislature to make laws cannot be delegated to any 
other body or authority.  The Oireachtas65 is the only constitutional agency by which laws may be 
made.  But the Legislature may, it has always been conceded, delegate to subordinate bodies or 
departments not only the making of administrative rules and regulations, but the power to exercise, 
within the principles laid down by the Legislature, the powers delegated and the manner in which 
the statutory provisions shall be carried out.  The functions of every Government are now so 
numerous and complex that of necessity a wider sphere has been recognized for subordinate 
agencies, such as boards and commissions.  This has been specially so in this State in matters of 
industry and commerce.  Such bodies are not law makers; they put into execution the law as made 
by the governing authority and strictly in pursuance therewith, so as to bring about, not their own 

                                                                                                                                                                 
 
 
 In Fire Brigades, the question whether an uncommenced enactment displaced the prerogative was considered.  (What was 

contemplated by the enactment was at odds with what was subsequently done under the prerogative.)  The Court of Appeal 

held, in effect, that it did to a significant extent but, having regard only to the report cited, it seems that the effect of giving the 

Royal Assent itself was not raised in any of the courts.  Everyone appears to have agreed that the prerogative survived pending 

commencement, albeit in a limited or reduced form, the limiting factor being the “piecemeal” commencement section (s. 

171(1)) of the Criminal Justice Act 1988.  However, in the appeal to the Lords, Lord Keith of Kinkel (who dissented) said the 

prerogative continued “unimpaired” – [1995] 2 All ER 246, 247h – and added that, if sections 108 to 117 of the 1988 Act had 

been brought into effect, the relevant prerogative powers would have been subsumed under the De Keyser principle.    

62  See Turner J, Reade v. Smith [1959] NZLR 996, 1003.  

63  I have used quotation marks because, constitutionally speaking, Parliament cannot really delegate any of its legislative 

functions. 

64  [1939] IR 413. 

65  The Irish Parliament. 



Henry VIII clauses: Their birth, a late 20th century renaissance and a possible 21st century metamorphosis 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

 36 

views, but the result directed by the government.66   

This passage, which is based on constitutional common law,67 was adopted as a correct statement of the 
Irish constitutional position by Hedderman J. in The State (Gilliland) v. Governor of Mountjoy Prison68 
who added that he wished only to emphasise that the powers conferred on the Legislature [by the Irish 
Constitution] to make laws cannot be delegated to the Government or any member thereof.69  Although 
neither Hanna J nor Hedderman J expressly said so, I think they inferred that, when powers are given to 
make subordinate legislation, parameters must be set by the Oireachtas by reference to which it would be 
possible to decide what, in a particular case, may be included in the subordinate legislation.  In other 
words, the principle of vires, or constitutionality in an Irish context, must be applicable in every case even 
though an Act might provide that the validity of an order is not to be open to question in legal proceedings.  
For, if vires is not applicable, I suggest it would be the enabling [Irish] enactment, not the exercise of a 
purported power, which would be invalid.  Further, in my view, the theoretical British constitutional 
position as regards creating statutory powers is no different.70  But I contend that the United Kingdom 
Parliament has no constitutional power to deliver a carte blanche in relation to making subordinate 
legislation.  And one last point: the Parliament Acts do not apply to delegated legislation.  Thus, assuming 
that the House of Lords were to annul a statutory instrument (which is most unlikely), the instrument could 
not have effect even if the House of Commons had approved it.71 

                                                      
 
 
66  [1939] IR 413, at 421, emphasis added. 

67  However, Article 15.2.1 of the Irish Constitution vests the power to make laws for the State solely and exclusively in the 

Oireachtas.  I return to this aspect later. 

68  [1987] IR 231. 

69  Or, for that matter, to anyone else. 

70  I will return to these questions in sections 12 and 13 below.   

71  The Royal Commission on the House of Lords regarded the powers of the present House of Lords in relation to statutory 

instruments as being “more absolute than those it has in respect of primary legislation.”  This, it suggested, was a 

disadvantage to that House.  It thought those powers were “too drastic” and so the Lords used them only very rarely.  The 

Commission recommended that the House’s power of veto as regards subordinate legislation be replaced with a statutory 

power of delay.  The Government, in its White Paper, The House of Lords: Completing the Reform, published in November 

2001, accepted this recommendation.  The White Paper said: “While a reduction in the nominal power to reject statutory 

instruments absolutely, this change will in practice render the Lords more effective in assuring the quality of secondary 

legislation, since the House will be able to point out flaws and urge some recasting of a statutory instrument, without rejecting 

it outright.”  (Since “should” was not used, it rather appears that the Government expected a fully reformed House of Lords to 

do what it is told.)  To me, this describes the current (2005) position.  Moreover, as the Commission pointed out, not having a 

power of outright rejection would still leave the House of Lords unable to “force the Government or the House of Commons to 

take its concerns seriously”.  And, since that House would still have no power to amend a statutory instrument, I suspect that 

the Commission may have assumed that, if such an instrument were delayed, it would be withdrawn and then replaced by 

another instrument, which presumably would take account of the Lords’ criticisms.  Also, as the proposed delaying power 
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The extent of Parliament’s sovereignty is a feature that might well be unique to the British constitution.  It 
appears to be a sort of spectre that haunts the courts, so that even in 1995 Lord Mustill could say: 
“Parliament has a legally unchallengeable right to make whatever laws it likes.”72  But, though the spectre 
referred to induces judicial caution lest the judges imperil judicial independence, one of the constitution’s 
cornerstones, it is significant that Lord Mustill continued by saying: 

The Executive carries on the administration of the country in accordance with the powers 
conferred on it by law.  The courts interpret the laws, and see that they are obeyed.  This requires 
the courts on occasion to step into the territory which belongs to the Executive, not only to verify 
that the powers asserted accord with the substantive law created by Parliament, but also, that the 
manner in which they are exercised conforms with the standards of fairness which Parliament 
must have intended.  Concurrently with this judicial function, Parliament has its own special 
means of ensuring that the Executive, in the exercise of delegated functions performs in a way 
which Parliament finds appropriate.  Ideally, these latter methods should be used to check 
executive errors and excesses; for it is the task of Parliament and the Executive in tandem, not of 
the courts, to govern the country.  In recent years, however, the employment in practice of these 
specifically Parliamentary remedies has on occasion been perceived as falling short, and 
sometimes well short, of what was needed to bring the performance of the Executive into line with 
the law and with the minimum standards of fairness implicit in every Parliamentary delegation of 
decision-making function.  To avoid a vacuum in which the citizen would be left without 
protection against a misuse of executive powers the courts have had no option but to occupy the 
dead ground in a manner, and in areas of public life, which could not have been foreseen 30 years 
ago.  For myself, I am quite satisfied that this unprecedented judicial role has been greatly to the 
public benefit.  Nevertheless, it has its risks, of which the courts are well aware.73 

                                                                                                                                                                 
 
 

would cover only statutory instruments to which the affirmative resolution procedure applied, the White Paper’s statement as 

regards its prospective effect is too wide.  

   If the proposed power of delay were conferred by statute, as opposed to being regulated by constitutional convention (e.g. a 

new practice allowing the commencement of a statutory instrument to be delayed), presumably members of the House of 

Lords would not be inhibited in making decisions as to the appropriateness of exercising their new statutory power.  If so, it 

seems likely that the new power would have, as regards instruments subject to the affirmative resolution procedure, the effect 

claimed in the White Paper.  (Emphasis added.) 

72  R v. Secretary of State for the Home Department, ex parte Fire Brigades Union [1995] 2 All ER 244, 267j.  It seems that 

Lord Mustill momentarily overlooked the European Court at Luxembourg and the House of Lords decision in Factortame 

[1990] 1 AC 603.   

73   Fire Brigades (HL 267j, 268d). 
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8―Delegation not abrogation 

As far as the modern cases are concerned, in the context of “English” common law,74 the two earliest 
decisions both came from Australia.75  In Roche v. Kronheimer76 it was submitted (inter alia) that the 
Australian Constitution does not permit a federal legislative power to be vested in any body other than the 
Commonwealth Parliament and, as an alternative, that there is no power to hand over to the 
Commonwealth Executive the whole power of that Parliament to legislate as regards a particular matter.  
The case concerned section 2 of the Treaty of Peace Act 1919,77 which enabled the Governor-General to 
make “such regulations and do such things as appear to him to be necessary for carrying out and giving 
effect to the provisions of” Part X (Economic Clauses) of the Treaty of Versailles.78  By giving the 
Governor-General such a wide power, this enactment is surely a Henry VIII clause par excellence.  Both 
of the arguments referred seem to have been based on the assumption that the Australian Constitution79 

separates legislative and executive functions in the sense expounded by Montesquieu.  Although the court 
upheld the validity of the challenged regulations, unfortunately neither of the judgments in Kronheimer 
expressly deals with the arguments mentioned.  Although the joint judgment of Knox CJ, Gavan Duffy, 
Rich and Starke JJ refers to several decisions that seem relevant,80 the question of separation of powers, 
though germane, was not discussed in any of those decisions.   

In Dignan’ s case,81 10 years later, questions broadly similar to those in Kronheimer were again in issue 
and long and detailed judgments were delivered by Dixon and Evatt JJ and others.  This time, the High 
Court of Australia was concerned with section 3 of the Transport Workers Act 1928-1929,82 another 
Henry VIII clause.83  Under this section, the Transport Workers Regulations were made.  The Regulations 

                                                      
 
 
74  Or, if you prefer, non-US common law. 

75  The fact that the decisions relate to a written constitution is, I suggest, of minor importance in the context of this article. 

76  (1921) 29 CLR 329. 

77  Of the Commonwealth of Australia. 

78  Note that the treaty itself was not incorporated into the domestic law of Australia. 

79  Originally enacted as a Schedule to the Commonwealth of Australia Constitution Act [1900] (UK). 

80  See (1921) 29 CLR 329, at p. 337. 

81  Victorian Stevedoring and General Contracting Co. Pty Ltd v. Dignan (1931) 46 CLR 73.  

82  Of the Commonwealth of Australia 

83  Section 3 provided that the Governor-General might make regulations, not inconsistent with the Act, which, “notwithstanding 

anything in any other Act but subject to the Acts Interpretation Act 1901-1918 and the Acts Interpretation Act 1904-1916, 

shall have the force of law, with respect to the employment of transport workers, and in particular for regulating the 

engagement, service and discharge of transport workers, and for regulating or prohibiting the employment of unlicensed 

persons as transport workers, and for the protection of transport workers.”  
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were subject to section 46A of the Acts Interpretation Act 1901, 84 which enabled either House of 
Parliament to disallow regulations.  The regulations, having been tabled in the Commonwealth Senate, 
were subsequently disallowed as provided by the section.  It was submitted that in Baxter v. Ah Way85 the 
Court had already accepted the proposition that the Parliament could not delegate power to make the law.  
The doctrine of the separation of powers was again referred to, but less emphatically than in Kronheimer.  
Indeed, as Dixon J. observed, the decision in Kronheimer could have been reached without reference to 
the doctrine at all.86  As to Baxter, there is nothing in the judgments to suggest that that decision was 
regarded by the Court as authority for the submission mentioned above.  Again, the validity of the relevant 
enactment was partly questioned on the grounds that its enactment was an attempt to grant to the 
Commonwealth Executive part of the legislative power vested in the Legislature and that such an attempt 
was inconsistent with the distribution of the Commonwealth legislative, executive and judicial powers 
conferred by the Constitution. 

Dixon J. pointed out that the Australian constitutional provisions closely followed the Constitution of the 
United States and went on to examine the relevant Australian sections.87   He remarked that, as far as he 
was aware, there was (then) no decision of the Supreme Court of the United States allowing Congress to 
empower the Executive to make regulations or ordinances that might overreach existing statutes.88  He also 
remarked that the maxim delegatus non potest delegare had been applied in the context of the United 
States Constitution but that the consequent prohibition had no application to the Australian Constitution.89  

He added that the restrictions that the doctrine of separation of powers imposes are the consequences of 
that principle and do not derive additional support from the American principle of non-delegation.90  Thus, 
Dixon J. could be said to have summed up the Australian constitutional position in saying: 

When, at the beginning of [1931], a regulation made under section 3 of the Transport Workers Act 
came before us in Huddart Parker Ltd. v. Commonwealth,91 the attack upon the validity of the 
section was based rather upon the scope of the commerce power, and but little reliance was placed 
upon the legislative character of the power conferred on the Executive.  But in the judgments of 

                                                      
 
 
84  Also of the Commonwealth of Australia.  This section has been since repealed and its substance is now to be found in section 

42 of the Legislative Instruments Act 2003. 

85  (1909) 8 CLR 626. 

86  See Dignan at p. 99.  

87  Ibid. at p. 94. 

88  Ibid. at p. 94. 

89  Ibid. at p. 94. 

90  Ibid.  at p. 95. 

91  (1931) 44 CLR 492. 
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Starke J. and of Evatt J. with which Rich J. expressed his agreement, the question was stated 
whether it was within the power of Parliament to make a law which, in the language of Starke J.92  
“prescribes no rule in relation to such employment: it remits the whole matter to the regulation of 
the Governor in Council” and the answer given by each of us was that Roche v. Kronheimer93 
decided that it is within the power of Parliament to do so.  A reconsideration of the matter has 
confirmed my opinion that the judgment of the Court in that case does so mean to decide.  It may 
be true that the nature of the case and the authorities cited as the ground of the decision are 
consistent with the explanation that it did no more than illustrate the potency of the defence 
power.  But I think the judgment really meant that the time had passed for assigning to the 
constitutional distribution of powers among the separate organs of government, an operation 
which confined the legislative power to the Parliament so as to restrain it from reposing in the 
Executive an authority of an essentially legislative character.  I, therefore, retain the opinion which 
I expressed in the earlier case94 that Roche v. Kronheimer did decide that a statute conferring upon 
the Executive a power to legislate upon some matter contained within one of the subjects of the 
legislative power of the Parliament is a law with respect to that subject, and that the distribution of 
legislative, executive and judicial powers in the Constitution does not operate to restrain the power 
of the Parliament to make such a law.  This does not mean that a law confiding authority to the 
Executive will be valid, however extensive or vague the subject matter may be, if it does not fall 

outside the boundaries of Federal power.  There may be such a width or such an uncertainty of 

the subject matter to be handed over that the enactment attempting it is not a law with respect to 

any particular head or heads of legislative power.  Nor does it mean that the distribution of 

powers can supply no considerations of weight affecting the validity of an Act creating a 

legislative authority.
95   

Evatt J. also examined with great care the constitutional issues raised and as regards the Montesquieu 
principle said:  

In dealing with the doctrine of separation of legislative and executive powers, it must be 
remembered that, underlying the Commonwealth frame of government, there is the notion of the 
British system of an Executive which is responsible to Parliament.  That system is not in operation 
under the United States Constitution.  Nor, indeed, had it been fully developed in England itself at 
the time when Montesquieu first elaborated the doctrine or theory of separation of governmental 
powers.  But, prior to the establishment of the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901, responsible 
government had become one of the central characteristics of our polity.  Repeatedly, its existence 

                                                      
 
 
92  Ibid., at page 506. 

93  (1921) 29 CLR 329.   

94  I.e. Huddart Parker Ltd. v. Commonwealth, ibid. 

95  Dignan at pp. 100-1, emphasis added. 
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in the constitutional scheme of the Commonwealth has been recognised by this Court. 

This close relationship between the legislative and executive agencies of the Commonwealth must 
be kept in mind in examining the contention that it is the Legislature of the Commonwealth, and it 
alone, which may lawfully exercise legislative power.96 

Also, as regards the constitutional ability of the Commonwealth Parliament to vest in others the power to 
make statutory instruments, Evatt J. observed:  

It is very difficult to maintain the view that the Commonwealth Parliament has no power, in the 
exercise of its legislative power, to vest executive or other authorities with some power to pass 
regulations, statutory rules, and by-laws which, when passed, shall have full force and effect.  
Unless the legislative power of the Parliament extends this far, effective government would be 
impossible.97 

And later: 

In my opinion every grant by the Commonwealth Parliament of authority to make rules and 
regulations, whether the grantee is the Executive Government or some other authority, is itself a 
grant of legislative power.  The true nature and quality of the legislative power of the 
Commonwealth Parliament involves, as part of its content, power to confer law-making powers 
upon authorities other than Parliament itself.  If such power to issue binding commands may 
lawfully be granted by Parliament to the Executive or other agencies, an increase in the extent of 
such power cannot of itself invalidate the grant.  It is true that the extent of the power granted will 
often be a very material circumstance in the examination of the validity of the legislation 

conferring the grant.  But this is for a reason quite different and distinct from the absolute 
restriction upon parliamentary action which is supposed to result from the theory of separation of 
powers.98  

Notice that none of the Australian dicta cited are as positive as that already mentioned of Hanna J. in 
Donnelly.  The present Irish Constitution came into force in 1937 and delegatus does not arise under it in 
the context being considered.  The relationship between the legislative, executive and judicial branches of 

                                                      
 
 
96  Ibid. p. 114. 

97  Ibid. p. 117. 

98  (a)  Ibid. at p. 119 (emphasis added).  The question was touched on by the High Court in R. v. Kirby, ex parte Boilermaker’s 
Society of Australia (1956) 94 CLR 254. 

(b)  Vile distinguishes between the “pure doctrine” of the separation of powers (i.e. as applied by the United States 

Constitution) and the United Kingdom, or, for that matter, the Australian or Irish, position: M.J.C. Vile, Constitutionalism and 

the Separation of Powers (1967). 
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the Irish government is (except in two respects that are not material) generally similar to that pertaining in 
the United Kingdom and Australia.  Accordingly, the position as regards the perceived abdication by the 
legislature of its legislative power is broadly the same in each jurisdiction.  The dictum of Hanna J. would 
thus be applicable to all.  As noticed, Evatt and Hanna JJ accepted the notion that their respective 
Parliaments were not competent to “abdicate” their powers to legislate.  But what are the reasons in the 
Anglo-Irish context? 

9―Valid delegation of legislative power: the criterion 

To answer this question it is appropriate to bear in mind the fact that, subject to constitutional constraints, 
Acts of Parliament are the highest source of law.  “What the statute itself enacts cannot be unlawful, 
because what the statute says and provides is itself the law, and the highest form of law known to this 
country.”99  So, if this is so, why are the parliaments nonetheless not free to delegate their power to 
legislate? 

Earlier, I quoted Lord Mackay’s speech in the House of Lords made in opposing Earl Russell’s motion to 
reject the amendment adding subsections (4) to (8) to proposed section 58 of the (then) Children Bill.  It 
will be recalled that in the course of that speech, Lord Mackay said “It is a cardinal principle of the 
interpretation of a statute of this kind that the powers are given only to effect the policy of the statute”.  
This could be said to imply that a statute must set parameters by laying down principles as regards an 
enabling power to make statutory instruments.  But, of course, the speech is not authoritative.  In contrast, 
the Irish position was clearly stated by O’Higgins CJ in Cityview Press Ltd. v. An Chomairle Oliúna.100  
However, I have slightly adjusted101 the Chief Justice’s statement to take account of the United Kingdom’s 
largely unwritten constitution: 

The giving of powers to a designated Minister or subordinate body under a particular statute has been a 
feature of legislation for many years.  The practice has obvious attractions in view of the complex, 
intricate and ever-changing situations which confront both the Legislature and the Executive in a modern 
State … Nevertheless, the ultimate responsibility rests with the Courts to ensure that constitutional 
safeguards remain, and that the … authority of … Parliament in the field of law-making is not eroded by a 
delegation of power which is neither contemplated nor permitted by the common law.  In discharging that 

                                                      
 
 
99  Cheney v. Conn [1968] 1 All ER 779, 782 per Ungoed-Thomas J.  In the Irish context, this must be qualified having regard to 

the fact that the Oireachtas is subject to express constitutional constraints.  The United Kingdom Parliament has to take 

account of the Acts of Union of 1706 and 1800 and, in both Ireland and the United Kingdom, membership of the European 

Union imposes limitations on parliamentary sovereignty.  Parliaments of other common law countries, such as Canada and 

Australia, are also subject to constitutional constraints on their powers to make laws.  Nonetheless, the general tenor of the 

dictum of Hanna J seems appropriate for present purposes. 

100  [1980] IR 381, 398. 

101  The alterations are italicised.  
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responsibility, the Courts will have regard to where and by what authority the law in question purports to 
have been made. … the test is whether that which is challenged as an unauthorised delegation of 
parliamentary power is more than a mere giving effect to principles and policies which are contained in the 
statute itself.  If it be, then it is not authorised; for such would constitute a purported exercise of legislative 
power by an authority which is not permitted to do so under common law.  On the other hand, if it be 
within the permitted limits – if the law is laid down in the statute and details only are filled in or completed 
by the designated Minister or subordinate body – there is no unauthorized delegation of legislative 
power.102 

In delivering the judgment of the Irish Supreme Court in Mulcreevy v. The Minister for Environment etc. 
and Others,103Keane CJ went further than either O’Higgins CJ or Hanna J.104  Having referred to Article 
15.2.10 of the Irish Constitution, he said: 

It is well established that the exclusive role assigned to the Oireachtas in the making of laws by 
this Article does not preclude the Oireachtas from empowering Ministers or other bodies to make 
regulations for the purpose of carrying into effect the principles and policies of the parent 
legislation.   

Then, having referred to Cityview Press, he continued: 

But it is also clear that such delegated legislation cannot make, repeal or amend any law and that, 
to the extent that the parent Act purports to confer such a power, it will be invalid having regard to 

                                                      
 
 
102  This test was referred to more than once, and impliedly accepted, by the Irish Supreme Court in In the matter of Article 26 of 

the Constitution and the Health (Amendment) (No. 2) Bill 2004, [2005] 1 ILRM 401. 

103  [2004] 1 IR 72 at 87. 

104  Neither of the passages cited by Keane CJ from the judgments in Cooke v. Walshe [1984] IR 710 and Harvey v. The Minister 

for Social Welfare [1990] 2 IR 232 completely ruled out amending or repealing a statutory provision by delegated legislation.  

Nor does the dictum of O’Higgins CJ in Cityview Press (referred to earlier) do so.  Indeed, the passage cited by the learned 

Chief Justice from his predecessor Findlay’s judgment in Harvey seems to have been deliberately phrased to avoid such a 

sweeping proposition.  As to the effect of Article 15.2.1 on lawmaking, two considerations arise.  Firstly, I suggest that Article 

49.2 of the Irish Constitution proscribes the kind of literal interpretation of Article 15.2.1 advocated in Mulcreevy.  This is 

because Article 49.2 saved the prerogative power exercisable in the Irish Free State (Saorstát Éireann) immediately before the 

1937 Constitution commenced (but only to the extent that that power was consistent with that Constitution).  Secondly, surely 

making a law is precisely what every statutory instrument does.  What if, say, a dog licence fee has been specified in an old 

statute and a later one gives a Minister power to vary it?  Taking Mulcreevy at its face value, if the Oireachtas substituted a 

new section that stated that (say) the fee is to be that specified for the time being in section X, then things would be 

constitutionally in order.  But if it had legislated by reference they would not!  And what of an enactment that purports to 

enable a Minister to make an order removing difficulties or ambiguities arising in a complex statute?  Are affected parties to 

be forced to litigate? 
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the provisions of the Constitution. 

Thus, as far as Ireland is concerned, Henry VIII clauses are now constitutionally repugnant. 

The only officially reported English case I know to be relevant to this difficult question is Britnell v. 
Secretary of State for Social Security,105 a decision of the House of Lords.  The case related to the Social 
Security (Payments on Account, Overpayments and Recovery) Regulations 1987.  Section 89(1) of the 
Social Security Act 1989 empowered the Secretary of State to make regulations providing for the inclusion 
of transitional provisions and for modifying specified enactments (i.e. a Henry VIII clause).  The House of 
Lords applied Stevens v. General Steam Navigation Co. Ltd.106 in holding that the word “modification” 
enabled regulations to be made amending the specified enactments by adding to them.  But, in delivering 
the (unanimous) decision of the House, Lord Keith of Kinkel said: 

In using the word “modifying” in section 89(1) Parliament must therefore have intended to 
authorize the Secretary of State to enlarge to some extent the provisions of the 1986 Act, including 
section 53.  Counsel for the appellant argued that the power to modify should be strictly 
construed, and in this context could not cover what was said to be the radical innovation of 
causing section 53 to apply to past overpayments of benefit.  Reference was made to the case in 
the Court of Appeal of McKiernon v. Chief Adjudication Officer.107  The case was concerned with 
a claim to disablement benefit on the ground of occupational deafness, a prescribed disease for 
purposes of the relevant provisions of the Social Security Act 1985.  Section 165A(2) of the 1975 
Act (as added by section 17 of the 1985 Act) provided:  

Regulations shall provide for extending … the time within which a claim may be made 
in cases where it is not made within the prescribed time but good cause is shown for the 
delay.’  Section 77(2) provided: ‘In relation to prescribed diseases … regulations may 
provide – (a) for modifying provisions of this Act relating to … disablement benefit, 
and the administration of such benefit …  

A regulation made by the Secretary of State in 1979 allowed for extension of the time for claiming where 
good cause was shown for the delay, but a further regulation made in 1985 disapplied that of 1979 and put 
nothing in its place.  It was held that the regulation of 1985 was ultra vires.  The principal ground for the 
decision was that it did not purport to modify section 165A(2) but simply ignored it.  It would in any event 
have been strange if a power to modify had been construed as authorizing the annulment of a mandatory 
provision.  The judgments contain passages to the effect that a power to modify the provisions of a statute 

                                                      
 
 
105  [1991] 2 All ER 726. 

106  [1903] 1 KB 890. 

107  The Times, 1 November 1989.  (The decision seems not to have been reported elsewhere.)  
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should be narrowly and strictly construed, and that view is indeed a correct one.108 

However, why the power to modify a statute should be so construed was not explained.  But, as has been 
noted, in the United Kingdom context, although the power is derived from the British constitution, there 
are nevertheless constitutional constraints.  Because of this, provisions of the kind with which Britnell was 
concerned are to be construed narrowly, since Parliament must, if possible, be taken to have acted within 
the limits of those constraints.  Accordingly, United Kingdom legislation should be construed and applied 
in a manner that is consistent with Parliament’s having so acted.  Professor Driedger approaches this 
constitutional aspect from a different direction in saying: 

It is not enough to ascertain the meaning of a regulation when read in light of its own object and 
the facts surrounding its making; it is also necessary to read the words conferring the power in the 
whole context of the authorizing statute.  The intent of the statute transcends and governs the 
intent of the regulation. 

The result is that the principles to be followed in construing statutes may require a double 
application – once to the regulation and once to the statute.  Thus, if it is urged that a presumption 
of intent has been rebutted it is not enough to find the rebuttal in the regulation; it must be found 
in the statute also. 

Words conferring legislative power must be carefully considered from a strict literary and 
grammatical point of view, for the extent of the power conferred depends much on the formula 
used.109 

In other words, it is to be assumed that the legislation will establish principles, lay down guidelines or 
otherwise fix a parameter, a point also touched on by Hanna J. in Donnelly.110  Further, I suggest that there 
is a constitutional duty on British courts to save an enactment – Parliament’s expressed will – if they 
possibly can.  These constitutional imperatives could be accommodated by applying a rebuttable 
presumption that Parliament has acted with constitutional regularity.  Also, the need to apply such a 
rebuttable presumption seems inherent in Lord Keith’s statement that power to modify111 an enactment by 
statutory instrument is to be narrowly and strictly construed.  I say this because so construing is the way 
which is most likely to achieve a result which avoids transgressing the constitutional requirements 
regarding legislative “abrogation”. 

                                                      
 
 
108  [1991] 2 All ER at 731-2 

109  E.A. Dreidger, Construction of Statutes (2 Edn) (1983) 247. 

110  See Pigs Marketing Board v. Donnelly (Dublin) Ltd. [1939] IR 413. 

111  Or, indeed, otherwise to amend. 
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10―Common law limitations on delegation of Parliament’s law making function 

There remains the question why the United Kingdom Parliament is not free at common law to “abrogate” 
its legislative power.  The reason for this is not because Parliament is bound to perform any of its 
legislative functions,112 for it is free not to do so.113  Nor is the reason attributable to the doctrine of 
separation of powers, which might be seen to prevent Parliament from authorising a delegate to make 
instruments having legislative effect (which is now done as a matter of course).  In my view, the reason is 
that, unless there is an appropriate statutory saving provision,114 each Act enacted by Parliament must, 
under common law, establish principles or prescribe guidelines as regards, or otherwise determine, the 
extent or scope of the Act’s provisions.  A law by which Parliament gave all its law-making authority to a 
specified delegate, such as a Secretary of State or statutory body, would be defective because it failed to 
meet the common law requirement just mentioned.  In other words, it would lack a characteristic that the 
word “law” itself connotes.  Take the following (if unlikely) example: an Act that merely provided that 
occupational pensions schemes were to be properly managed and then went on to give a Secretary of State 
power to make such regulations as were considered necessary to give effect to the Act would, in my view, 
fail to meet this requirement, assuming there to be no saving provision.  But on what basis could this 
suggestion be judicially accepted?  I suggest that, even though the legislative powers of (for example) the 
Australian Commonwealth or the Irish Republic are not derived from common law, the dicta referred to 
earlier (particularly that of Hanna J.) support my statement as regards the requirements of the common law 
regarding the scheme of United Kingdom legislation.  However, it must be said that as a practical matter 
the requirement previously mentioned could only be employed to set aside subordinate legislation.  The 
fact that the unwritten provisions of the British constitution are no more than conventions make it most 
unlikely that, apart from the case of European Union legislation, a British court would impugn an 
enactment of the United Kingdom enactment.  As for subordinate legislation, if there were a presumption 
that Parliament acts with constitutional regularity, I suggest it is also to be presumed that that is its intent. 
And so, if a provision in subordinate legislation were found to be outside the limits the British constitution 
imposes, it could be assumed that Parliament did not intend to extend the relevant devolved power to 
cover it.  

11―Constitutional testing of certain enactments 

It is now appropriate to test against common law principles three of the most “outrageous” of the 
enactments expressly or impliedly criticised above.  These are― 

• section 147 of the Local Government Finance Act 1988,115 

                                                      
 
 
112  See dictum of Dixon CJ in Dignan (1931) 46 CLR 73 at pp. 99-101. 

113  Clearly this would not happen as regards (say) supply. 

114  Discussed later, in section 14. 

115  The text of section 147(1), (2) and (5) is set out in section 1 of this article. 
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• section 108(9) of the Children Act 1989, and 116 

• section 58(7) of the Child Support Act 1991.117   

The first point to notice about these enactments is that the powers conferred on Ministers are not 
expressed to give full or further effect to any of the Acts mentioned.  Nor are they expressed to be 
referable to fulfilling obligations, resolving inconsistencies or difficulties or making adaptations or 
modifications of a consequential nature.  Apart from section 147, the enactments are not even stated to be 
exercisable for achieving the objects of the relevant Act or for giving effect to all or any of its provisions.  
And in this respect, because of the words following “purposes of this Act”, section 147(1) is not really 
confined or circumscribed.  In the Children Act, the actual words used as regards the person making an 
order are “as appear to him to be necessary or expedient in consequence of any provision of this Act”.  In 
the Child Support Act, the corresponding words are “as appear to him to be necessary or expedient in 
consequence of any provision made by or under this Act (including any provision made by virtue of 
subsection (4)).”118   The position under section 147 is similar.119  

As between these Acts, the powers conferred by the Child Support Act are slightly wider than those 
conferred by the other two Acts in that they enable enactments120 to be “modified”.121  But in all of the 
Acts concerned, the crucial words are “as appears to him to be necessary or expedient”, which, when used 
in conjunction with “in consequence of”, used in all three, are surely just another way of saying “because 
of this Act”, in which case they do not limit the powers conferred.  But could the phrase “as appear to him 
to be necessary or expedient” impose any restraint?  In other words, must the delegate act reasonably?122  
Perhaps politically in the sense that the delegate would be answerable to Parliament.  But would it be open 

                                                      
 
 
116  Section 108(9) reads as follows: 

The Lord Chancellor may by order make such amendments or repeals, in such enactments as may be specified in the 

order, as appear to him to be necessary or expedient in consequence of any provision of this Act.  

117  The text of section 58(7) is set out in section 4(b) of this article. 

118  Subsection (4) enables supplemental, incidental or transitional provisions to be made by an order under subsection (2), 

including adaptations or modifications of any provision of any other enactment.  Thus, transitional provisions are covered by 

subsection (4).  

119  It authorises “such supplemental, incidental or transitional provision as appears to the person making the order necessary or 

expedient in connection with the provisions brought into force by the order, including such adaptations or modifications … as 

appear to him to be necessary or expedient.” 

120  Section 23 of the Interpretation Act 1978 does not provide that references to enactments in Acts to which it applies are to be 

construed as applying to subordinate (subsidiary) legislation (statutory instruments). 

121  Would “amend” not have been good enough? 

122  I do not see how Lord Mustill’s dictum as regards fairness could be applied as regards either section.  Fair to whom?  
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to a court to inquire?  In the light of the following authorities, I doubt it.   

In Liversidge v. Anderson,123 the validity of a detention by the Secretary of State under regulation 18B of 
the Defence (General) Regulations 1939 was questioned.  Detention depended on the Secretary of State’s 
having reasonable cause to believe.  It was held that the Secretary of State could not be compelled to give 
particulars of the grounds for so believing.  Viscount Maugham said “... there is no preliminary question of 
fact which can be submitted to the courts.”124  In Jones v. Robson125 section 67 of the Coal Mines 
Regulation Act 1896, which provided that “a Secretary of State on being satisfied that any explosive is or 
is likely to become dangerous may, by order … prohibit the use thereof”, was considered.  It was held that 
having made the order was itself sufficient evidence that the Secretary of State was so satisfied.  In other 
words, there could be no inquiry whether the Secretary of State had acted reasonably.126  In R. v. 
Comptroller General of Patents, ex parte Bayer Products Ltd.127 Scott LJ said, in relation to section 1(1) 
of the Emergency Powers (Defence) Act 1939, “the effect of the words ‘as appears to be necessary or 
expedient’ is to give His Majesty in Council a complete discretion to decide what regulations are necessary 
for the purposes named in the subsection.  That being so, it is not open to His Majesty’s courts to 
investigate the question whether or not the making of any particular regulation was in fact necessary or 
expedient for the specified purpose.”128  These decisions were made in wartime or other time of emergency 
but there is nothing in the judgments, two of which were given by the House of Lords, to suggest this was 
a relevant factor.  In each case, the decision was by reference to the provisions of the relevant enactment 
itself.  So there seems to be no reason to distinguish them having regard to the general circumstances 
prevailing when they were given.   

Having referred to the cases cited in the previous paragraph, Professor Dreidger continues in his 

                                                      
 
 
123  [1942] AC 207. 

124  Ibid. p. 224.  Today it is generally thought that Lord Atkin, who dissented, was correct in stating, at p. 245, that “in English 

law every imprisonment is prima facie unlawful and … it is for the person directing imprisonment to justify his act”.  For 

example, see Khawaja v. Secretary of State [1983] 1 All ER 765, 781.  So it is unlikely to be followed today.  Nonetheless, I 

do not think that, if Liversidge were to be decided today, the decision would be different.  I think it could be argued that the 

Sovereign’s constitutional duty to defend the realm enables a court to decide that Lord Atkin’s dictum is not applicable in 

cases of this kind.   It is of interest to note that, because of his dissent in Liversidge, Lord Atkin was “sent to Coventry” by his 

brother Law Lords, which goes to show how dangerous aroused political passions can be, even in the most exalted places!         

125  [1901] 1 KB 673.  

126  Ibid. at 679.  Moreover, see Clauson LJ in R. v. Comptroller General of Patents, ex parte Bayer Products Ltd. [1941] 2 KB 

306, 316.  

127  Ibid. 679.  See also Commissioners for Customs and Excise v. Cure and Deeley Ltd. [1962] 1QB 340 as regards making 

regulations that “appear to be necessary”. 

128  Ibid. at 311, 312. 
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Construction of Statutes as follows:129 

In Point of Ayr Collieries v. Lloyd George130 the Court considered the effect of Defence 
Regulations, which authorized the Minister to make an order controlling an industry if it appeared 
to him that in the interests of public safety, the defence of the realm or the efficient prosecution of 
the war or for maintaining supplies …, it was necessary.  It was held that no jurisdiction could 
interfere with the minister’s decision, and that he was the sole judge whether or not a case for the 
exercise of the powers had arisen. 

In the Chemicals Reference131 the Supreme Court of Canada considered the [Canadian] War 
Measures Act, which provided that the Governor-in-Council “may do and authorize such acts and 
things, and make from time to time such orders and regulations, as he may by reason of the 
existence of real or apprehended war, invasion or insurrection deem necessary or advisable for the 
security, defence, peace, order and welfare of Canada.”  Chief Justice Duff said that “when 
Regulations have been passed by the Governor in Council in professed fulfilment of his statutory 
duty, I cannot agree that is competent to any court to canvass the considerations which have, or 
may have, led him to deem such Regulations necessary or advisable for the transcendent objects 
set forth.”132  In Attorney General for Canada v. Haller & Carey Limited 133 Lord Radcliffe quoted 
the foregoing passage from Chief Justice Duff’s judgment in the Chemicals case as “the true 
answer to any invitation to the court to investigate the Order in Council on its merits”. 

In the Japanese Reference, Lord Wright said “Determination of the policy to be followed is 
exclusively a matter for the Parliament of the Dominion and those to whom it had delegated its 
powers”134. 

As regards section 108 of the 1989 Act, at this stage it is relevant to compare subsections (8) and (9).  In 
the case of subsection (8), the enabling power is limited to transitional provisions or savings.  No such 
restriction is imposed by subsection (9).  Again, compare subsections (4) and (7) of section 58 of the 1991 
Act.  Once more, the scope of one subsection135 is limited while that of the other is not.  In my view, these 

                                                      
 
 
129  E.A. Dreidger, Construction of Statutes (2nd Edn., 1983) at p. 247. 

130  [1943] 2 All ER 546. 

131  [1943] SCR 1. 

132  See [1943] SCR 1, at 12. 

133  [1952] AC. 427, 445 

134  [1947] AC 87, 102. 

135  Subsection (4) is confined to supplemental, incidental or transitional provisions, whereas subsection (7) gives the Lord 

Chancellor et al. a free hand.  
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distinctions are crucial: they mean that subsections (8) and (4) pass the test for constitutionality while 
subsections (9) and (7) do not.  In other words, neither of those subsections provides a benchmark by 
reference to which the judges can decide whether something done under either subsection is within the 
powers purported to be given by it.   

12―“Saving the bacon” 

The Irish Supreme Court’s decision in Mulcreevy seems likely to mean the end of Henry VIII clauses in 
Ireland.136  In contrast, I believe a court in Australia would probably take a view analogous to the views 
expressed by O’Higgins and Finlay CJJ, and Hanna J, that are referred to in section 9.  In the United 
Kingdom, on the other hand, the inclusion of an appropriate provision in the relevant Bill declaring that 
that the validity of a statutory order of a specified kind, or orders generally under the Act in question, is 
not to be open to challenge in legal proceedings would, at first sight, seem to meet the United Kingdom 
situation. However, I do not believe this form of provision would affect the relevant constitutional 
common law.  One could therefore argue that a Henry VIII clause of the kind referred to could be 
protected only if the relevant common law had been expressly excluded as regards legislative delegation 
under the Bill.  Furthermore, I suggest that such an exclusion would enable British Judges to consider the 
validity of such a delegation, not on the basis of finding jurisdiction, but rather by having regard to British 
constitutional law.   

13―Results of the tests 

From the cases discussed in section 11, it would seem that the powers conferred by two of the enactments 
concerned can be exercised without the possibility of judicial review.  Moreover, neither of those 
enactments in any way limits the kind of statutory provisions in respect of which those powers can be 
exercised.  To adapt somewhat freely the dictum of Hanna J. in Donnelly, Parliament has not prescribed 
any criterion against which the validity of an order can be tested.  In other words, what the United 
Kingdom Parliament did in each case was to confer on the Executive the whole of its power to legislate on 
the matters with which the primary legislation was concerned, since the delegation is not confined to any 
specified matter.  The extent to which the purported power is exercisable in a particular case is left entirely 
to the discretion of the delegate.  Furthermore, the question of ultra vires cannot arise if Parliament has 

                                                      
 
 
136  See section 9 of this Article.  Also see N. Maddox, “The Legality of Henry VIII Clauses”, Bar Review, 2004, 9(5), pp. 188-

191. Having reviewed the Irish case law, Maddox convincingly argues that, despite Mulcreevy, a statutory amendment made 

by order under an Irish Henry VIII clause would be valid if its effect related to the amended statute’s form and not to its 

substance.  If this is so, then an Irish Henry VIII clause would not be constitutionally repugnant per se. 

See also the observations on Henry VIII clauses made by the Regulations Review Committee of the New Zealand Parliament.  

(See R. Malone, Regulations Review Committee Digest, New Zealand Centre for Public Law, Victoria University of 

Wellington, Ch. 13.) 
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failed to provide a touchstone by reference to which that question can be determined.137 

I now consider section 147 of the Local Government Finance Act 1988.  That section contains two 
restrictive provisions.  First, the power it confers is restricted to Acts, or instruments made under Acts, 
passed before the end of the 1987-1988 session.  I do not believe this restriction would save the 
constitutional bacon as it lays down no objective criterion that can be applied.  However, because of 
subsection (1), orders under the section are limited to making supplementary, incidental, consequential or 
transitional provisions and, although the scope of the statutory power is fairly wide, there is nevertheless a 
criterion against which it is possible to determine the validity of an order made under the section.  Also, 
the phrase “or for giving full effect to it” also supplies a criterion, but not one that applies to all cases.  The 
restrictions imposed by subsection (1) could hardly be described as stringent.  Nevertheless, they protect 
from attack the section on the ground of unconstitutionality and Parliament on the ground that it has 
purported to delegate to another its power to make laws regarding a particular matter.  

14―“Unconstitutional”—judicially unmentionable? 

There seems to be an extraordinary reluctance, among British judges at least, to consider whether an 
enactment is “unconstitutional”.  This may be a side-effect of their deference to the notion of 
Parliamentary sovereignty or (despite Viscount Simond’s dictum in Belfast Corporation v. O.D. Cars 
Ltd.138) a possible reluctance to take account of ideas from the world’s largest common law jurisdiction, 
the United States.  No British judge would countenance the possibility of declaring an enactment to be 
repugnant to the British constitution.  Yet practices such as the giving by the Inland Revenue 
Commissioners of extra-statutory concessions, besides being unconstitutional, could well be unlawful 
precisely because they are so repugnant.139  Even in cases involving the Bill of Rights 1688, 
constitutionality seems rarely to be mentioned.  In Liversidge v. Anderson,140 a constitutional case if ever 
there were one, constitutionality is not referred to.  The same is true of R. v. Home Secretary, ex parte 
Greene.141  But whether judges specifically refer to constitutionality or not does not matter.  I suggest that 
the fact is that all the branches of government are constitutionally bound, with the result that anything 
done in the course of a Bill’s passage that is in breach of constitutional convention is no less unlawful for 

                                                      
 
 
137  Schedule 1 to the Northern Ireland Act 1974, enables the Queen by Order in Council to “make laws for Northern Ireland …”.  

Could any power be wider?  However, that Act was enacted to make “temporary provision for the government of Northern 

Ireland”.  Thus, I think it is a constitutional instrument and special considerations apply. 

138  [1961] NIR  60, 86. 

139  See G.W. Thomas; “The Constitutionality of Extra-Statutory Concession”, (1979) 76 Guardian Gazette 637.   

140  Mentioned in section 11, above. 

141  [1941] 3 All ER 104. 
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having been done by Parliament or one of its Houses.142  And so I also suggest that each House of 
Parliament, in passing both section 108(9) of the Children Act 1991, and section 58(7) of the Child 
Support Act 1991, disregarded the relevant constitutional restraint, which is that it breached the 
constitution by purporting to grant to the Executive a portion of the legislative power vested in the Queen 
in Parliament.   

In Dignan, Dixon J. said:  

In English law, much weight has been given to the dependence of subordinate legislation for its 
efficacy, not only on the enactment, but upon the continuing operation of the statute by which it is 
so authorised.  The statute is conceived to be the source of obligation and the expression of the 
continuing will of the Legislature.143   

In my view, this constitutional analysis is as valid today as it was in 1931.  Accordingly, I believe that any 
order made in exercise of the powers that the questioned sections purport to confer could be set aside by 
the courts.  Meanwhile, a constitutional presumption of validity or regularity may exist that any challenger 
would have to rebut.  As mentioned earlier, in the House of Lord’s debate on the Children Bill (1989), 
Earl Russell observed that the propensity to enact Henry VIII clauses was addictive.  This view appears to 
have been shared by the House of Lords Select Committee, which, in its first review also said: 

There can be no doubt that the increasing use of such provisions, and the increasing scope of the 
powers delegated, contributed to the pressure which led to the establishment of this Committee.  

And later: 

Our attention was drawn to the nature of Henry VIII clauses in evidence to our initial enquiry and 
we concluded [by reason of the wide range of existing Henry VIII clauses that it] would not be 
profitable to lay down in advance precise criteria as to what is or is not appropriate.144 

15―Developments since 1993 

It has been put to me that, before the commencement of the Deregulation and Contracting Out Act 1994 
(UK), Henry VIII powers were in practice “seldom, if ever, exercised, except in relation to detail.”  
However, since 1993 there have been three very significant developments.  Firstly, under the Act just 

                                                      
 
 
142  Even though the courts at present desist from inquiring as regards what happened during a Bill’s passage.  For example, would 

anyone suggest that the new UK Parliament (1801) could have lawfully repealed the Union with Ireland Act 1800 in, say, 

1805? 

143  (1931) 46 CLR 73, at 102. 

144  Review (October 1994) of the first year’s work of the House of Lords Select Committee on the Scrutiny of Delegated Powers, 

paras 16 and 17.  Note that the review seems to accept Henry VIII clauses as being inevitable 
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mentioned, the Government is empowered to make orders amending or repealing any provision of primary 
legislation that is thought to impose a burden of a kind specified in the Act (so long as the burden could be 
reduced or removed without loss of any necessary protection).  However, the relevant Department must 
first draft a proposal and carry out specified consultations.  After considering the results of the 
consultation, the Government can if it wishes change all or part of the proposal, or even withdraw it 
completely.  In addition, , Government Ministers have wide-ranging powers under Part I of the 1994 Act 
to amend primary legislation by order.  The purpose of such an order is to reduce burdens on business.  
Because the scope of these powers has been extended by the Regulatory Reform Act 2001 [UK], the 1994 
Act provides for a special form of parliamentary procedure to scrutinise orders made under it.  As well as 
requiring an affirmative resolution of both Houses of Parliament before such an order can take effect, the 
procedure provides for enhanced preliminary parliamentary scrutiny.  

Secondly, section 10 of the Human Rights Act 1998 provides that, if primary legislation is found by a 
superior court (or by the European Court of Human Rights) to be incompatible with the European 
Convention on Human Rights, a Government Minister can make an order making such amendments to the 
legislation as are considered necessary to remove the incompatibility.145   

And thirdly, in a briefing document issued by what is now the House of Lords Select Committee on 
Delegated Powers and Regulatory Reform, the Committee said: 

We note … that in two of the bills … considered by the Committee [during the 2003-04 Session] – 
the National Insurance and Statutory Payments Bill and the Horserace Betting and Olympic 
Lottery Bill – there are powers to make incidental, supplementary or similar provision which are 
not Henry VIII powers but are included in commencement orders to which no parliamentary 

procedure applies.  In the Child Trust Funds Bill, there is a similar provision applying to all 
regulations and orders under the bill (not excluding commencement orders). 

It is well established for commencement orders not to be subject to any Parliamentary procedure, 
and for them to contain saving or transitional provision.  The power to include incidental, 
supplementary and consequential provision in commencement orders is also not unusual.  Of the 
Public and General Acts passed from 1998 to 2003, about one-fifth contain provision enabling 
commencement orders to include incidental, supplementary or consequential provision.  The 
Committee do not believe that the use of such provisions is increasing … [Emphasis added.]  

Clearly, remedial orders under the Human Rights Act will include substantive amendments of primary 
legislation.  And, if one can judge from past practice, these will seldom, if ever, be debated in the 
Commons and as regards the Lords the situation will be little better.  As for amendments to primary 

                                                      
 
 
145  Providing the Minister finds there are “compelling reasons” to do so.  Such an order is known as a remedial order, and is 

subject to a special procedure that is set out in Schedule 2 to that Act.   
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legislation by commencement order, is this Whitehall’s latest ploy to sideline Parliament?  Furthermore, 
there is a vast number of European Union Directives and Regulations emanating from the European 
Commission, most of them never discussed by either House of Parliament.146   

As to the growing concern referred to in 1992 by the Jellicoe Committee,147 by December 2002, the Lords 
Select Committee on Delegated Powers and Regulatory Reform appears to have partly relegated it to the 
back of its collective mind, for, in a Special Report,148 it said:  

We have no doubt, however, that there are occasions when Henry VIII powers to make incidental, 
consequential and similar provision are justified,149 for example, when the number of incidental, 
consequential etc. amendments would cause a disproportionate increase in the length of a bill or 
when, as a matter of practicality, it would be difficult to anticipate the full extent of such 
amendments during the passage of a Bill.   

Nonetheless, the report merely accepts the reality of the ever increasing complexity of legislation.  It does 
not envisage the prospective use of a Henry VIII clause to substantively amend primary legislation.   

16―Henry VIII’s bounteous legislative legacy 

The addiction to Henry VIII clauses is also found not only in the United Kingdom.  For example, in 
referring to several New Zealand Acts containing Henry VIII clauses,150 Phillip Joseph observes: 

Henry VIII clauses are tolerable when for facilitating consequential adjustments to enactments 
which may have been overlooked when the principal Act was passed.  Such clauses may be linked 
to a ‘sunset’ provision limiting their operation in time.151  However, none of the above clauses was 

                                                      
 
 
146  The proposed EU Constitution has proposals in this regard but as a practical matter they seemingly amount to no more than 

window dressing. 

147  See section 5, above. 

148  Its third report in the 2002-03 Session. 

The report considers whether a standard form of words could be used in Henry VIII clauses and quotes a letter (9 December 

2002) in this regard from the First Parliamentary Counsel, which clearly shows the very difficult decisions Parliamentary 

Counsel have to make as regards ancillary and consequential provisions when preparing more complex Bills. 

The report also recommended that, as regards Henry VIII clauses, there should be a presumption favouring the use of the 

affirmative resolution procedure and that reasons for any departure from that procedure should be set out in the explanatory 

memorandum relating to the relevant Bill.   

149  The bold print appears in the report. 

150  Including Reade v. Smith [1959] NZLR 996 and Combined State Unions v. State Services Co-ordinating Committee [1982] 1 

NZLR 742.  

151  This was normally the case with British Acts enacted before 1932.  See Lord Rippon’s observations above. 
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for a ‘housekeeping’ purpose but was integral to the legislative scheme.  Such clauses could not 
have been farthest from Dicey’s mind when he pronounced the absence of a rival [to Parliament’s] 
law-making power.152 

As Lord Rippon recalled in the passage quoted at the beginning of this article, the former Lord Chief 
Justice of England, Lord Hewart, attacked the practice of delegating law-making powers to the Executive.  
In 1929, Lord Hewart, had this to say: 

A mass of evidence establishes the fact that there is in existence a persistent and well-contrived 
system, intended to produce, and in practice producing, a despotic power which at one and the 
same time places government departments above the sovereignty of Parliament and beyond the 
jurisdiction of the courts.  If it appears that this system springs from and depends upon a deep-
seated official conviction, which in turn it nourishes and strengthens by each successive 
manifestation of its vigour, that this, when all is said and done, is the best and most scientific way 
of ruling the country, the consequences, unless they are checked, must be in the highest degree 
formidable.  That there is in existence, and in certain quarters in the ascendant, a genuine belief 
that parliamentary institutions and the Rule of Law have been tried and found wanting, and that 
the time has come for the departmental despot, who shall be at once scientific and benevolent, but 
above all a law to himself, needs no demonstration.153 

These criticisms have been described as “extreme and almost hysterical” and compared with those 
“expressed … in a more balanced way”154 by Allen. 

As Joseph observes, Lord Hewart’s criticisms were countered by the Donoughmore Committee, which, 
however, became bogged down in making fine distinctions between, such terms as “legislative”, “quasi-
legislative”, “judicial”, “quasi-judicial” and “administrative.”155  Nonetheless, the Committee’s report had 
a beneficial and long-lasting effect.  In commenting on Lord Hewart’s quoted observations, Allen had this 
to say: 

If this be a true picture, it is certainly “in the highest degree formidable”, for it amounts to nothing 
less than a deliberate conspiracy to overthrow democracy.  There is evidence in support of the 
indictment, though it goes very far to say that it “needs no demonstration”.  The civil service 
contains persons of extremely autocratic temper.  They have been at close quarters with the 
practical working of politics and politicians and their experience has made them cynical.  I have 

                                                      
 
 
152  P.A. Joseph Constitutional and Administrative Law in New Zealand, Law Book Co: Sydney (1993), at p. 432. 

153  G.H. Hewart (Lord Hewart of Bury), The New Despotism (1929) p. 14.   

154  See M.J.C. Vile, Constitutionality and the Separation of Powers (1967) at p. 231. 

155  E.A. Dreidger; Construction of Statutes (2nd Edn) 1983, at p. 748. 
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known some who did not disguise their contempt for Parliament and all its works nor their 
confidence in the efficacy and superiority of their own methods.  Such officials regard all 
restraints on their influence as, as the best, pedantry, and, at the worst, malicious obstruction of 
good order and government.  Some have reached this conclusion out of sheer disillusionment and 
others by way of political conviction.  That there is, within the administration, a body of opinion 
of this kind can hardly be doubted.  Considering that it is held by many persons outside the Civil 
Service, it would be surprising if it did not have adherents inside it. 

But to represent the Civil Service, or any considerable part of it, as a dark and insidious 
conspiracy is sheer melodrama.  It is little short of absurd to conceive the average civil servant as a 
cloaked Guy Fawkes placing barrels of gunpowder under the Houses of Parliament.  It is also 
mischievous, because it will lead us to lay the emphasis in the wrong place and to apply 
ineffectual remedies to imaginary ills.   

Many civil servants are just as much alive and hostile to dangerous executive tendencies as any 
other members of the public; and their criticisms, on the rare occasions that they are able to 
express them publicly, are all the more pertinent because they have had exceptional opportunities 
of observing the dangers.  It is significant when an eminent authority, Sir Warren Fisher, who has 
been official Head of the whole system, has issued the following warning:156 

Simultaneously with the sapping of the independence of individual Members of 
Parliament there has been for some years [i.e. prior to 1944] an equally dangerous 
movement to diminish the House’s effective say on legislation and replace it by 
ministerial legislation in the form of innumerable rules, regulations and orders having 
the force of law.  The electors should insist on their representatives being freely chosen 
and when in Parliament acting as representatives and not merely as party hacks. 

But the evils of bureaucracy, and, in particular, its tendency to arbitrariness, do not spring from the 
sinister designs or the perverted views of individuals.  They spring from the inherent and insidious 
characteristics of the system.  And for the system, it is not the civil servant, and it is not even 
Parliament who is responsible.  It is the Nation.  Let it, by all means, be properly informed of what 
is happening: but, so informed, it cannot escape its responsibility.157 

It is just over 40 years since publication of the third edition of Allen’s Law and Orders and more than 75 
since Lord Hewart wrote The New Despotism.  Although Lord Hewart’s remarks may have been 
overstated at the time, they closely represent the position today.  As for Fisher’s comments, the 
independence of parliamentarians has largely disappeared and the warnings given by the quoted 

                                                      
 
 
156  Addressing the Manchester Luncheon Club, as reported in The Times, 27 October 1944. 

157  Sir C.K. Allen Law and Orders (3rd Edn) (1965) at pp. 295-6.  
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commentators constitute have surely been justified.  But will the public accept its responsibility for the 
current situation?  Almost eight decades later, this seems less likely than ever. 

The past 50 years have seen a proliferation of political appointments in the British bureaucracy.  In 
addition, many matters for which ministers were previously responsible have been hived off to 
government or quasi-government agencies.  Many decisions on other areas that were formerly the concern 
of the British Government are made by the institutions of the European Union.  All this has occurred with 
the enthusiastic approval of the United Kingdom Parliament, thereby setting itself on a course leading to 
its having no more political power than Hong Kong’s Legislative Council had prior to the Patten reforms 
of the early 1990s.158  

Because the United Kingdom Parliament has largely cast aside its role of guardian of citizens’ liberties, the 
steadily approaching omniscient State is forcing British judges, to quote Lord Mustill in Fire Brigades, “to 
the very boundaries of the distinction between court and Parliament established in, and recognized ever 
since, by the Bill of Rights 1688.”159   Those boundaries remain, so would for example a court in striking 
down a provision such as any of those that I have referred to in this article overstep them?  Although that 
distinction is still crucial, the role of the judiciary in setting aside unlawful exercises of executive power 
and in giving decisions to counter the emergence of an autocratic bureaucracy remains of great 
constitutional significance.  I believe that, very unlikely though it seems,160 were British judges to decide 
that British constitutional law operates to render invalid any of the enactments previously discussed in this 
article (or other similar enactments), those boundaries would not be violated.  After all, the apparently 
painless decision of the House of Lords in R. v. Secretary of State for Transport, ex parte Factortame 
Ltd.161 effectively confirmed what many had believed for years, which is that the United Kingdom 
Parliament has ceased to be sovereign (if indeed it ever has been).  One of Factortame’s remarkable 
features is the absence from the speeches of any discussion of British constitutional principle.   

 

17―The Metamorphosis 

Until recently, it might have been a source of comfort to note that the United Kingdom Parliament was not 
the Commonwealth leader in the commission of “constitutional outrages”.  For, while it seems that the 
situation has now changed in this respect, consider the following, a product of the legislature in British 

                                                      
 
 
158  The powers of the Hong Kong Legislative Council were enhanced in the early 1990s as a result of reforms introduced by the 

last colonial Governor, Sir Christopher Patten. 

159  The fact that judges are now more frequently appointed to hold inquiries could be an influencing factor. 

160  Why would any court stir up a constitutional hornet’s nest when Parliament could easily suspend the relevant common law?  

Indeed, this sort of situation makes the case for a written British constitution unanswerable.   

161  [1990] 1 AC 603. 
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Columbia.  Section 52(1) of the Hydro and Power Authority Act 1996 states: 

Notwithstanding any specific provision in any Act to the contrary, except as otherwise provided 
by or under this Act, the authority is not bound by any statute or statutory provision of the 
Province. 

This seems to apply to British Columbia statutes and subordinate legislation, both present and future.  
However, subsection (5) provides: 

The Lieutenant Governor in Council may, by order, make applicable to the Authority any statutory 
provisions. 

Subsection (6) then applies a number of specified British Columbia Acts or specified provisions of those 
Acts to the Hydro and Power Authority.   

Finally, what of the metamorphosis mentioned in the title to this article?  That occurred in the course of the 
preparation of the article for publication.  In November 2006, the Legislative and Regulatory Reform Act 
2006 was passed by the United Kingdom Parliament.  As far as I am aware, Parts 1 and 2 are unlike 
anything previously proposed for enactment in the United Kingdom.  Although, at first sight, the Act 
seems less radical than section 52(1) of the Hydro and Power Authority Act, its effect appears to be 
immeasurably more far-reaching.  For, while that subsection exempts the Hydro and Power Authority 
from the application of British Columbia statute law, the exercise of the powers conferred on the 
Lieutenant Governor by section 52(5) can affect only that body.  On the other hand, an order under Part 1 
of this Act could, for example, affect every limited company incorporated in England and Wales.  
Furthermore, the powers exercisable in the United Kingdom under a Henry VIII clause have usually 
(although not always) been severely constrained by coupling them to specific provisions elsewhere in the 
enabling statute.  In other words, their nature can be regarded as being particular rather than general.  

Before going further, let us consider Part 1 of this radical piece of legislation.162  That Part empowers a 
Minister of the Crown to make an order that amends, repeals or replaces any statutory provision or rule of 
law.  The power is constrained in a number of respects.163  Some of the constraints are rather complex.  
For example, not only has the effect of an order to be proportionate to the policy objective that the 
instrument seeks to achieve, but, when taken as a whole, it must strike a fair balance between the public 
interest and the interests of any person adversely affected by it.164  And, although an order may create 

                                                      
 
 
162 Sections 1 to 20. 

163   See sections 3 to 7. 

164  Section 3(2). 
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offences, the power is limited.165   That said, the scope of the proposed ministerial power is vast,166 with the 
main limiting factors being that the exercise of the power must be related in some way to existing 
legislation or an existing rule of law, or designed to implement (with or without change) a 
recommendation of one of the United Kingdom’s Law Commissions.  That being the case, it is hardly 
surprising that the Bill provoked widespread adverse criticisms, particularly when its main justification 
was to allow such measures to be implemented without increasing the burden on parliamentary time.   

The Act raises a number of constitutional problems and other difficulties.  I will deal with just two of 
them, both which would have been apparent to any experienced legislative counsel.167  The first concerns 
the complex preconditions in sections 3, 4, 12(2), 13 and 14.  The second concerns the question of 
whether it will “create a major shift of power in the State … in which the winner would be the Executive, 
and the loser Parliament”.168   

What would be the consequences of failure to comply with the preconditions in a particular case?  One 
possibility is that that it could give rise to proceedings for judicial review.  Assuming that a court found 
that one or more of the preconditions had not been complied with,169 what relief might the court provide?  
On the face of the Act, it would seem that non-compliance would impliedly invalidate the relevant order in 
its entirety.  However, if one looks beyond the Act, it is probable that any applicant seeking to impugn 
anything in an order would, in judicial proceedings, be required to identify a provision in respect of which 
a precondition had not been complied with.  And assuming the court were satisfied that the precondition 
had not been complied with, I think it likely that the court would follow the current practice that is 
generally applied to statutory instruments (which is that, having identified the provisions of the order with 
which it was not satisfied, the court would set them aside while leaving the others in place). 

Because the preconditions are so complex, judicial proceedings would be both lengthy and costly.  As a 
practical matter, these factors would probably deter most challenges to the legislation.  On the other hand 
(and in contrast to the position regarding an enacted statute), if those who opposed a provision of an order 
moved quickly, they would have a remedy, provided they could prove that the preconditions had not been 

                                                      
 
 
165  Section 6.  In England and Wales, the maximum terms of imprisonment that can be prescribed for an offence created by an 

order are 51 weeks (on summary conviction) and 2 years  (on conviction on indictment), which is surely quite draconian. 

166 E.g. clause 2(2) would enable a quasi-government authority (including one which may charge fees) to be established if the 

provisions constituting it replaced an existing enactment.  It would also enable the functions assigned to such an authority to 

be added to or the scope of its existing functions to be widened.   

167 
 And so would have been almost certainly considered during the preparation of the Bill. 

168  
The quoted words are taken from a letter regarding the Bill jointly written by six Cambridge law professors, J.R. Spencer, Sir 

John Baker QC, Davis Feldman, Christopher Forsyth, David Ibbetson and Sir David Williams QC, published in The Times on 

16 February 2006. 

169  Because, perhaps, a Minister had unreasonably exercised a discretion given him by the Act. 
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complied with in relation to the provision.  

Among the concerns of the signatories to the letter to The Times mentioned above was whether the 
provisions relating to Parliament’s role in the legislation would ensure effective parliamentary scrutiny and 
control.  So what are those provisions? 

First, a draft of an order, together with a covering explanatory document, must be laid before each House 
of Parliament.170  Secondly, the explanatory document must include a ministerial recommendation as to 
which of the three parliamentary resolution procedures—negative, affirmative or “super-affirmative”— 

should apply,171 together with reasons for so recommending.  Thirdly, if the relevant Minister recommends 
the use of the negative procedure, either House may within 30 days,172 by resolution, require the 
affirmative resolution procedure (or even the super-affirmative resolution procedure) to be applied instead.  
If the Minister recommends the use of the affirmative resolution procedure, either House can require the 
super-affirmative resolution procedure to be applied.   

If the Minister recommends the affirmative or the super-affirmative resolution procedure, the position is 
likely to be not much different as far as the House of Commons is concerned.  Because Government 
backbenchers invariably support the Government’s line and opposition members seem to have little 
interest in challenging statutory instruments,173  the Minister’s recommendation is likely to prevail.  In any 
case, nothing in the Act is likely to stimulate Members of Parliament to action.  Why should they bother 
when they would have no power to amend any draft laid before them, even if the contents of the draft 
were really controversial?  Making things a little more difficult for a Minister may occasionally be 
stimulating, even for Members on the Government side, but they would soon come to appreciate the 
pointlessness of doing so in the case of a draft order under this Act.  In any case, Members would 

                                                      
 
 
170  Section 14.  This is something of a novelty.  Civil servants tend to dislike having draft statutory instruments tabled in 

Parliament as this necessitates parliamentary debate.  Hence, statutes require it comparatively rarely. 

 Note that subsections (2) to (4) contain several statutory information requirements with which the explanatory document must 

comply.  However, I believe it unlikely that a consequence would flow from non-compliance.  

171  Section 15.  This innovative provision requires the Minister tabling a draft order to take account of representations made 

within a 30-day period, or any resolution relating to it passed within that period by either House or by any House committee 

that has to consider the draft.  The Minister is also empowered to table a further (revised) draft in certain specified 

circumstances 

172  Despite being increased from an initial 21 days, this period is absurd and seems to have been included so that making such a 

“generous concession” would be a “painless” way of currying favour at committee stage, as things now stand in the House of 

Lords.  Alternatively, perhaps those concerned regarded the Bill as the start of a process the ultimate object of which is to 

reduce the Parliament at Westminster to a state of impotence akin to that of the European Union Parliament.  

173   Only a very small minority of Members of Parliament would have the experience (let alone the interest) necessary to enable 

them to handle with ease the complex measures that reform so-called “lawyers’ law”.   
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probably have plenty of less tedious and otherwise more agreeable things to do. 

On the other hand, based on their past track record, Members of the House of Lords appear more likely to 
scrutinise a draft order and to use their powers under clause 15.  However, because they too would be 
powerless to amend a draft, it is unlikely that they would embark on proceedings of this kind with much 
enthusiasm.174  But, even if I am wrong on this, the fact remains that neither House would be able to revise 
a draft.  And, having regard to the scope of the Act, this to me seems its greatest shortcoming.  
Accordingly, particularly because of the unwillingness Members of Parliament to confront their Whips, I 
would agree with the assertion that the Act constitutes “a major shift of power” through which the 
Executive has gained and Parliament has lost.  I suggest that the Act be amended to address this 
shortcoming.   

It is now very common for United Kingdom Bills to undergo extensive revision during their passage 
through Parliament.  I understand this is mostly because Parliamentary Counsel are not given as much time 
to consider instructions as they would wish.  Indeed, some Bills are introduced with such haste as to make 
one wonder whether the principal purpose of introducing them is either to inflate ministerial egos or to 
avoid media criticism.  So, apart from an order that is wholly based on a draft Bill produced by one of the 
Law Commissions, is it not very likely that a draft order tabled under clause 14(1) would require similar 
revision?  One way to provide for this would be to establish a revising body whose principal function 
would be to examine a final draft order.175  I envisage that the members of the revising body would be 
suitably qualified to deal with statutory revision and, in order to avoid “packing”, that only a minority 
would be appointed directly by the Executive.  The others would be nominated by non-government 
organisations.  The revising body, which would act in a consultative capacity, could make 
recommendations, which would be confined to a technical revision of the draft, and not to the policy it 
reflected.  Its proceedings would be conducted in private and it would consider representations.  I would 
not expect the revising body to be consulted in the case of an order wholly based on a draft produced by a 
Law Commission (or produced jointly with another such Commission).  In the case of an order partly 
based on such a draft, the revising body would be restricted to considering the differences between the 
original draft and the relevant ministerial draft.  On completing its deliberations, the revising body would 
issue a brief report, which would include any recommendations that it wished to make.  If appropriate, 
either House of Parliament could pass a resolution adopting all or some of the recommendations.176 

                                                      
 
 
174  There is also the possibility that if Members of the House of Lords, powerless though they would really be, proved to be more 

active regarding these orders than the Executive liked, it would use this as an excuse to start a campaign for the abolition of 

that House.  This stick could probably be used effectively!  

175  By which I mean the version prepared after ministerial consultations had been concluded. 

176  In the case of the House of Commons, I advocate that the legislation should provide that motions for such resolutions should 

be the subject of a free vote, even at the risk of some Members claiming that the inclusion of such a provision would infringe 

“the sovereignty of Parliament”. 
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I believe that the establishment of a revising body on the lines I have suggested would remove the serious 
shortcoming to which I have referred and would have other advantages.  First, as its proceedings would be 
held in private, it could suggest changes affecting policy.  However, implementation of any such changes, 
with or without modification, would be entirely a matter for the relevant Minister, who would of course be 
entitled to be heard in the proceedings   Secondly, as a minority of its members would have been 
appointed by the Executive, it seems likely that orders would, apart from subjects covered by Law 
Commission recommendations, be confined to other aspects of “lawyers’ law”.  Thus, the implementation 
of an unmodified Law Commission recommendation would not be impeded. 

Now that this extraordinary Act has been passed, is it not likely that, sooner rather than later, the following 
two questions will fall for judicial determination.  First, can the United Kingdom (otherwise than in order 
to discharge obligations arising under an international agreement) delegate to another authority a 
legislative power conferred on it by the British constitution?177  And, if the answer to the first question is 
“yes”, then what are the constitutional constraints (if any) 178 on the delegation of that power or the 
exercise of a power conferred by such a delegation?  

                                                      
 
 
177   See D. Morris, “Parliament cannot delegate its legislative power: A British constitutional reality or myth”, The Loophole 

(2001), p. 32. 

178  E.g. Henry VIII clause amendments― 

(a) must be of an administrative or regulatory character; or  

(b)  must not purport to alter the policy that an enactment implements.  
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Editor’s postscript 

Just as this issue was about to be despatched, news came to hand of a rather remarkable recent example of 
a Henry VIII clause. The Control of Intoxicating Liquor (Enabling Provisions) (Guernsey) Law, agreed to 
by the States in November 2006 and believed now to be awaiting the Sanction of the Queen in Council, 
provides, in section 3(3): 

Without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing provisions of this Law, an Ordinance under 
this Law— 

 … 
(e) may repeal, replace, amend extend, adapt, modify or disapply— 

 (i) any enactment (including, without limitation, this Law), but only to the 
extent that it has force of law in Guernsey, and 

(ii) any rule or custom of law, and 

(f) without prejudice to the generality of the foregoing, may make any such provision of 
any such extent as might be made by Projet de Loi, but may not provide that a person is 
to be guilty of an offence as a result of any retrospective effect of the Ordinance. 

________________________________ 

 

 


