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Dear Gus,

I am writing to follow up our discussion last week and to consult as is customary over our proposal to carry out an inquiry into MPs’ Allowances.

My Committee believe both that it is important that Members of Parliament are given the resources to carry out their role effectively, and that the arrangements for supporting them are consistent with the Seven Principles of Public Life. I know from the discussion I had with him last year that the Prime Minister takes the same view.

The new arrangements eventually agreed earlier this year are an important step forward in that respect.  The revisions to the Green Book make some of the rules clearer.  There are stronger audit arrangements which bring Parliament more into line with what is the norm elsewhere; and there will be more transparency now that it has been accepted that MPs’ allowances should continue to fall within the scope of the Freedom of Information Act.  We would have been seriously concerned if Parliament was not subject to the same freedom of information regime as others. The Committee were grateful to the Leader of the House for coming to discuss these changes with us recently.

The changes mean that some of the most immediate and pressing issues have been addressed.  The difficulties encountered in doing even that suggest that they probably represent the most that could in practice have been achieved in present circumstances, with the present Parliament.  But recent events have shown that a significant number of public concerns remain.  My Committee do not believe that the present regime, even changed as it now is, can be regarded as representing the best basis for supporting MPs into the next Parliament and beyond.

We believe therefore that a review of the wider framework – how MPs should be remunerated and supported to meet their important role and public expectations on a sustainable basis - is still required.  It goes without saying that such a review is unlikely to command public confidence unless it is undertaken independently of the House of Commons.
My Committee would be happy to undertake such a review in the autumn when our present inquiry into local government leadership is completed and after the new arrangements have had a chance to bed down.  But we would need adequate resources with which to do it.  I will be in touch about that later when we have scoped it out.  The objective would be to make recommendations for a new House of Commons after the next election. 

The Leader of the House encouraged us to think that this was a sensible idea when she saw the Committee recently.  As I recall we also touched on it when I met the Prime Minister last July.

In the meantime, the Committee will continue to stay close to the practical application of the new regime, including continuing discussions with the Leader of the House, Members’ Estimates Committee and the National Audit Office.

I welcome your views on this proposal.  I would, of course, be delighted to discuss this further.  You will appreciate that there is some pressure on the Committee to make its views on this issue public. I would like to be in a position to announce our intentions over the next couple of weeks, and would therefore be grateful for a prompt reply. 

I am sending a copy of this letter to the Leader of the House.
Yours sincerely,
CHRISTOPHER KELLY
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