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1. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY KCB (Chairman):  Good morning, everyone.  Welcome to the second session of evidence in our inquiry into MPs’ expenses.  Just one thing I want to say by way of introduction.  I am conscious that there are a significant number of people who are trying to read the runes from questions that we ask during these hearings as to what the Committee’s views might be on particular issues.  I just wanted to make clear that the Committee have not made up their minds on any issues as yet and no one should read anything at all into what we may be thinking from the questions we are asking, other than we think there are issues there that need to be explored. 
WITNESS – PETER OBORNE, JOURNALIST
2.  
Our first witness this morning is Peter Oborne.  Mr Oborne, you are very welcome.  Thank you for coming to talk to us.  You have been kind enough to let us have a copy of your book, The Triumph of the Political Class, as evidence and the transcript of a Dispatches programme you made in 2007, and we are grateful for that.  You have also just let us have an opening statement.  Do you want to read it out?


3. 
PETER OBORNE  (Journalist):  I can read it out, yes.


4. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Please do.


5. 
PETER OBORNE:  Last week, Anthony King praised the Committee for resisting political pressure and refusing “to be pressured or bullied into bringing forward this inquiry”.  I would like to endorse that.  The new system of governance that you are contemplating raises all kind of complex and profound issues.  In particular you may end up proposing changes to the fundamental principles by which Britain is governed.  We are on the verge of abandoning the ancient doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty and replacing it with a system which effectively means legal control over the legislature.  The idea that Parliament is the highest court in Britain may be smashed and this amounts to a new principle of government as profound as the revolution that took place in 1688.  It is disastrous to rush out a scheme as fraught with consequence as this, as Gordon Brown wants to do in a great hurry.  


6. 
All of my personal sympathies and prejudices are with parliamentary sovereignty which has served Britain so magnificently over the centuries.  However, everything I have witnessed as a parliamentary reporter over the last decade points towards the bankruptcy of the old system.  Fifteen years ago Lord Nolan set out seven principles of good government which every decent and patriotic person would endorse: honesty, integrity, openness, selflessness, leadership, objectivity, accountability.  We have had the opposite ever since: dishonesty, secrecy, selfishness, grotesque lack of leadership in ethical matters, partiality.  In particular, and here I disagree with Anthony King’s submission last week, the experiment of a commissioner of parliamentary standards has failed.  The one commissioner who did try to stand up for high ethical and moral standards, Elizabeth Filkin, suffered character assassination and was driven out by a cross-party cabal of corrupt and self-serving MPs.  It was the most disgusting thing I have witnessed as a parliamentary reporter.  The problem facing Mrs Filkin and subsequent commissioners is that they are appointed by and can therefore be sacked by Parliament and that is a system which works well when MPs are honourable and decent men and women.  It cannot work when they are rapacious and crooked.


7. 
I also hope you will consider whether the new Parliamentary Standards Authority should incorporate the Nolan Commission’s superb principles into statute law so that those Ministers and MPs who lie, cheat or act in a partial and nepotistic way can face legal challenge.


8. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much for that and thank you for your endorsement of our refusing to be pressured or bullied into hurrying the inquiry.


9. 
Can I begin with a question about culture.  There are two schools of thought.  There are many members of the public, following the Telegraph revelations, who think that the whole of the House of Commons is a collection of people with snouts in the trough.  There are a lot of other people in written evidence who will tell us that MPs do not spend their time trying to maximise gains from their allowances but do their best to represent their constituents in an honest way.  Others have said that Westminster remains one of the less corrupt legislatures in the world.  Some of the strong words in your opening remarks suggest you are closer to the former view than the latter but I would be interested knowing what your general views are about standards in the House of Commons and what you think are the factors that create the culture that exists.


10. 
PETER OBORNE:  I was taught at school and university that it was a fantastically honourable thing to be an MP, that people who were our legislators, people who were Ministers, were people of high integrity and actually had a special kind of public sense of duty and were incorruptible.  I believed that they actually had higher standards than ordinary people, and I think that was a doctrine which did apply to some extent, to a greater extent than it is now acknowledged, in the aftermath of the Gladstonian reforms of the 19th century which did introduce this concept of public duty and what Professor David Marquand wonderfully calls the public domain, a domain where personal interest is set aside and where you get instead the sense of people doing the public good, serving the public good.  Something went wrong and it went wrong over the last few decades.  


11. 
One of the fantastically interesting things about this whole debate is nobody has ever raised, I have never seen it in public, the idea that when talking about parliamentary pay and allowances that actually there is a reward in honour in serving your country.  That has gone out of the window.  Nobody now discusses it but if you go back to the original debate about parliamentary pay in 1911 that was the central idea, the idea that there was a reward in honour in serving your fellow citizens.  That seems to have gone and it went very explicitly over the last decade and a half, I would say, because you got basically a cross-party cabal of theoretically rival whips’ offices conspiring together in order to find ways of deceiving the public by secretly rewarding MPs.  They did not have the guts to come out publicly and say, “We want to be paid more”.  Instead of which they secretly went to the Fees Office and created this system of allowances which is amoral, corrupt, deceitful and has brought Parliament to its lowest point in more than two centuries, I should think, since the 18th century period of Walpole.


12. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  If that is where we are now are the measures that are being proposed or implemented - freedom of information and therefore much greater transparency, the setting up of a parliamentary standards authority, proper external audit, all those things - sufficient to get us away from that nadir or is something else required?


13. 
PETER OBORNE:  The Parliamentary Standards Authority, we have not seen the detail of that legislation, what it is going to be able to do.  We do not know.  I do think though that it is essential.  It really grieves me this.  You see, the reason why the original Nolan proposals, a parliamentary commissioner for standards, failed was that the parliamentary commissioner for standards was not on a statutory basis.  Mrs Filkin was accountable to the Speaker and the Speaker’s Commission and I think they appointed Mrs Filkin because they thought that she would do what she was told.  When she sought to enforce highly rigorous moral standards the cross-party cabal, including the Labour whips, the Conservative whips and the Lib Dem whips, started to spread poisonous rumours about her, they made it impossible for her to stay.  That was because she started to investigate the expense cheating of MPs and they got rid of her so that they could have a free run, basically, and this was cartel politics, venal politics at its most disgusting.  They got rid of her so that they could cheat and steal taxpayers’ money and subsequent parliamentary commissioners have been very weak and very abject and they cannot operate.  
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14.           So John Lyon belongs to a system of self-regulation.  He is not independent, as he has constantly maintained.  He is not; he is answerable to Parliament.  You have to have the system of monitoring and enforcement outside Parliament on a statutory basis.


15. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The question I was trying to get at was whether you think that changes in rules and regulations and the introduction of the degree of independence that you have been talking about will itself bring about a change in culture or whether you think there are other things that need to be done?


16. 
PETER OBORNE:  I think it is very important that we are going to get openness and transparency.  That was a huge battle, by the way.  The House of Commons tried to resist it for years and when all their expenses can be seen, can be looked at on the Web instantly, that will in itself create a massive change.  I do not think that the culture can be changed from within.  You only look at today’s election of the new Speaker when you have somebody who has flipped homes and avoided tax has been elected Speaker to show you that they do not understand how disgusting that behaviour is.


17. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  You picked up one of the things that Professor Tony King said to us last week.  Another thing he said to us was that one of the key questions to be addressed is whether MPs are in any way special in relation to the arrangements for dealing with their expenses.  Do you accept that MPs are in any way special?


18. 
PETER OBORNE:  I certainly do not.  I think that, of course, they should not suffer financially on the grounds that they have to go and visit their constituencies and spend some time in Westminster but there are all kinds of other people in other walks of life who suffer similar or worse problems.  Let us just think for a moment of our brave soldiers serving in Afghanistan, risking their lives, being killed at the moment.  They are kept away from their families for months at a time, they go back to these most wretched barracks and nobody seems to think that is avoidable.  So why there should be a special system for MPs, whereby they can have a second home, they can furnish it and they can make a huge profit on it when they sell it on, is bizarre and actually it is more than bizarre, it is revolting.  


19. 
My view is that something went very badly wrong in 1971 when the decision was made to move towards this system of allowances.  As you will remember, it was proposed that MPs should be put on the same basis as relatively senior civil servants who have to go and live away from home for a little while.  They rejected that idea and that was the beginning of the culture of corruption which eventually engulfed the last few Parliaments.


20. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Since you mentioned mortgage interest, one of the arguments that has been put to us is that supporting mortgage interest is, or can be in many circumstances, cheaper than alternatives such as supporting rent for accommodation for MPs and as far as the taxpayer is concerned the fact that there may or may not be a capital gain for the MP is immaterial if actually supporting it in this way is cheaper.  But you described the practice as revolting.


21. 
PETER OBORNE:  I think it is revolting that an MP can make personal profit out of his expenses.  On the weekend this thing broke the chief executive of McDonald’s was on Question Time.  I do not know if any of you saw him, a man called Easterbrook, and he set out brilliantly the first principle of expenses: you do not make a profit on them.  Of course, you do not make a loss on them either but the idea that Geoff Hoon, for instance, has made £1.7 million in the last 15 years, partly on the back of taxpayers’ allowances, is quite wrong.  There are all kinds of reasons why it is.  Even if it was cheaper it was wrong.  I would take a great deal of convincing of the fact that the first thing a new MP could do on entering Parliament was to start charging £22,000 a year tax free, the average wage tax free, in order to pay for his second home.  It is quite extraordinary; it is weird.


22. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Just so I am clear on this point, does it follow that you would support arrangements for supporting the need for Members of Parliament to have accommodation in London as well as in their constituencies in a way which did not allow support for mortgage interest even though the alternatives would be more expensive for the taxpayer?


23. 
PETER OBORNE:  Let us bear in mind that there is no other profession, not a single other walk of life in the private or the public sector, where the employer pays the mortgage interest of his or her employees.  It is unique to our Members of Parliament.  I have tried to look into it, I have asked; nobody has been able to provide the example of a foreign parliament.  It was a system which was pushed in under the carpet, I think in 1983 or 1984 when John Biffen was leader of the House, and it has led to great abuse.  I do hope you are going to get rid of it.


24. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  So the answer to the question is yes, even though the alternatives might be more expensive?


25. 
PETER OBORNE:  I think that is a self-serving argument.  £22,000 a year to pay for somebody’s part-time accommodation is an awful lot of money.


26. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The level of it is a different question from what it is allowed to support.  Thank you very much.


27. 
DAME DENISE PLATT DBE:  I just want to pursue that a bit.  It has been put to us by MPs that they see themselves not necessarily employed in the way that you describe but more as small businesses or family businesses.  You come into contact with a lot of Members of Parliament.  It has been suggested to us that the role of an MP is such that MPs need to handpick their staff, that staff need to portray and support the political values that they have and that family members are therefore very close to understanding those values, the nature of the work, the constituency, et cetera, and therefore those are the reasons why open competition, as it applies in all other parts of the public sector, does not apply to MPs.  Do you have a view on that?


28. 
PETER OBORNE:  Yes.  I noticed the comparison in last week’s evidence to family businesses and let us just make one point about businesses.  They make money, they make a profit, and so I do not accept the analogy between an MP and a business of any kind.  He is not there to make a profit and too many of them have been operating on that basis.  It may be more like a family doctor.  That is perhaps more like what it is, a local GP.  I have to say that although there have been some infamous abuses of family members, there are numerous other cases where I think that the use of a wife has often been very good and desirable and, so long as it was very properly monitored and very independently accounted, in principle I think there is something right about that.  There is a cultural thing about the constituency and the wife can play an enormous role as the MP’s secretary in some cases.


29. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  I think the proposals to introduce more transparency to that process which the House has considered all take place after the appointment has been made and do not throw light on the factors which may have influenced the making of the appointment, so placing the contract, the pay, those sorts of things, post-appointment are now transparent or proposed to be transparent.  Much of the evidence we have had has challenged the process of appointment, that that should be clearer and there should be an element of open competition in that, even if you do ultimately appoint a family member.  Do you have a view on that?


30. 
PETER OBORNE:  I think if a family member is appointed a sort of red warning sign should go up and a special case made, but once again I do know several MPs who employ their wives and they are people of high reputation and I am sure they do not exploit and I am sure it is good for the MPs and good for Parliament and good for the way everything works.  So I do not feel a deep, embedded, dogmatic hostility to the employment of family members at all.


31. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Thank you.


32. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Just to follow that up very briefly, you use the analogy of GPs rather than small businesses.  My understanding is, although I have yet to check this, that GPs used to employ their wives as secretaries often but no longer can.


33. 
PETER OBORNE:  You may well be right.  And of course GPs are now profit making but what I really was trying to say, perhaps badly, was that they are not there to make profit.


34. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.


35. 
LLOYD CLARKE QPM:  Could I ask about the communications allowance because you do seem quite dogmatic in what you have said and what you have written to us that that should be abolished.  Why is that?  Surely it is a fundamental role of being an MP that you communicate with your constituents.


36. 
PETER OBORNE:  Have you seen some of the examples of the communication allowance and the way it is used?  Perhaps I could send you a few.  The answer to that question is that there is confusion of presentation and substance, which is a very modern confusion and something which has happened from the modernisers of all parties over the last few years.  I think MPs are there to do a good job and not to boast very often about things which have nothing to do with what they have done.  If you look at the ways the communications allowance has been used to place advertisements in local papers, local football grounds, very often they are advertising stuff which the MP himself or herself did not do which was central government.  That is the first reason.  


37. 
The second reason, which is I think more essential, is that it is very anti-democratic.  It is pro-incumbent.  If we are going to give sitting MPs £10,000 a year to advertise how wonderful they are, to issue party political propaganda on behalf of themselves and their party, why cannot the challengers in that constituency, who already have many disadvantages, like they do not have a paid local office and they do not have a paid local presence, they are acting, insofar as they are there, for nothing, not being paid at all, not have access to the similar communications allowance to put their own point of view?  So it is a pro-incumbency, cartel politics measure, profoundly anti-democratic in my view.


38. 
LLOYD CLARKE:  Accepting on the one hand that there have been abuses of it, the other side of it could well be that they used to spend money anyway on these kind of activities from the incidental budget; this was before we had the communications allowance.  At the same time it was almost an unlimited budget for postage.  So again, both of those clearly help and support the incumbent but with tighter regulation, which has come about.  Sir Philip Mawer investigated complaints, made recommendations.  So there are tighter controls around it now.  Even by making those tighter, being clear about what the money can be spent on, now there is a limit.  If it is more than £1,000 you have got to seek advice in the first instance.  Is that not enabling communication with the constituents?


39. 
PETER OBORNE:  I think that an MP who wants to communicate with his constituents can hold his surgery, he can go and stand, as Jack Straw does, in his local town centre and get on his soapbox, but why we should pay him to have an advantage over his rivals, a deeply unfair and anti-democratic advantage over people who would challenge him for his seat or her seat at the next general election, baffles me.


40. 
LLOYD CLARKE:  One of the reasons that was prayed in aid by those who wanted the allowance was that MPs should perhaps produce annual reports, hold annual general meetings.  Could you see some funding for those kind of purposes if they were made mandatory?


41. 
PETER OBORNE:  We tried having an annual report from the British Government after 1997. That was swiftly abandoned because, as you may remember - and perhaps you could ask the permanent secretaries at the time who were so deeply embarrassed by it - it became a sort of soporific exercise in naked party propaganda, and the dangers of that kind of annual report seem to me overwhelming.  They are going to be so partisan.  They are hardly likely to include the failures and they are going to be so complex to monitor.  A huge bureaucracy would have to be brought in to monitor each of these 650 pieces of propaganda so that they do not break various rules.


42. 
LLOYD CLARKE.  Thank you.  You have been very clear on that.


43. 
SIR DEREK MORRIS CBE MA DPHIL:  Could I ask you about MPs’ outside interests, and first I would like to ask you do you think being an MP is a full-time job or not?


44. 
PETER OBORNE:  I do not think it is a full-time job and I think one of the heresies of modernisation is that it is.  MPs can do a really good job and have another job and often very much the better for it.  I am very suspicious of the emergence of a professional political class which forms its own tight cadre inside Westminster and gets more and more remote from the rest of the country.


45. 
SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Do you think the public would generally accept that their MP has only got a part-time job and do you think the public, or indeed the Senior Salaries Review Board when setting salaries or deciding whether they think those salaries are appropriate, view this as a remuneration for a part-time job?


46. 
PETER OBORNE:  I think it is a matter for the public, actually.  I am not going to make a judgement on behalf of the public whether or not they would accept MPs ... for the last 700 years they have accepted the idea of MPs having a part-time job and an attempt is currently being made to persuade the public that they should only have professional MPs who dedicate themselves exclusively to being an MP.  I put it the other way round to you: the public have been very relaxed in the past about MPs having outside jobs and I think welcomed it and understood that actually it can be very beneficial and I think that they can decide.  I do think that MPs who have other jobs should be accountable for that, they should make a case why they do it and they should explain to their constituents, and their opponents are entitled to argue that it is making them suffer but that is part of the democratic process.


47. 
SIR DEREK MORRIS:  A number of MPs have said that the job of being an MP is incredibly demanding, very, very long, very, very antisocial hours.  So there is a bit of a tension between the notion that on the one hand it is part-time, MPs can, and indeed I think on your view should, hold outside positions, and this notion that it is very demanding, if you like more than a full-time job.  That was in my mind when I read parts of your book where you talk about the political class having triumphed.  What I would like to put to you is the thought that this is a full-time job, or should be, but because the political class has triumphed one of the perks of that is that they can now afford to ease off, spend less time doing the job and exploit the position by taking on outside, remunerated employment.


48. 
PETER OBORNE:  That was not what I was trying to argue.  What I certainly was arguing was that we have a new political class which has no experience of the rest of the world, or very little, limited experience of it, and so it uses its political role to make a profit.  How does it make that profit?  It uses it through access to the machinery of the State and so we get the pattern of former lobbyists becoming MPs and then reverting to the job of consultants or lobbyists the moment they cease to be MPs.  It is quite clear to me that paid advocacy, lobbying, is quite illegitimate.  An MP should not be allowed to do that but Paul Beresford, for instance, who is a dentist in the mornings, or poor old Andrew Mitchell who has been obliged to give up his job doing stuff for Lazards in the Far East, I think actually Mitchell and Beresford both benefitted from that.  I also say the same in the Labour Party about people who get paid by trade unions.  I think that that links them to the greater currents of the world and the idea that we want to have a narrow, exclusive political class ... and by the way, I do challenge the idea that it is a full-time job.  


49. 
We need to define the role of an MP.  I was looking at some of the evidence submitted to your inquiry.  For instance, in Islington South Emily Thornberry said that she received several billion emails every 24 hours, several thousand emails at any rate.  I would like to see those.  There is a paradox here.  We are getting more and more devolution, localisation.  That is an absolute mantra of our age in which we are taking powers away from the centre and giving them to the locality; that is going to continue.  It is not the job of an MP to be a local councillor; it is not the job of an MP to be an assembly member.  Scottish MPs have very few constituency duties of any kind in the Scottish Parliament.  It is not for them to take on the role of a local councillor and get involved in council tax or where people are on the housing queue, but they do and the reason they do it and abuse their position is for making political advantage.  They will claim it is an urgent part of their job.  It is not.  They should say sorry to their constituent, “Your place on the housing queue, unless it is being abused, I am not going to intervene unless I have any strong evidence that there is fraud or nepotism going at the local council level”.  So I would listen to these claims from MPs that they have to spend 24 hours looking after the interests of their constituents with enormous scepticism


50. 
SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Just moving forward, one proposal that has certainly been put to us is MPs can take on outside posts but there should be complete transparency.  So the posts must be identified publicly, the salary must be identified, and even some say a rough estimate of the number of hours involved should be identified, and then the electorate can make up their mind.  Would you agree with that?


51. 
PETER OBORNE:  Yes, I think that is fair.  I think transparency is essential.  Then the MP can make a case.


52. 
SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Can you point, either in theory or in practice, to cases where because an MP has an outside role this somehow and significantly improves their capability as an MP?


53. 
PETER OBORNE:  I can think of historical analogies.


54. 
SIR DEREK MORRIS:  More recent ones would be helpful.


55. 
PETER OBORNE:  Well, I think Churchill’s journalism in the 1930s was a very large part of his identity as an MP or Asquith’s role as an advocate when he was Shadow Home Secretary before the Liberal Government of 1906.  More recently, I definitely think that the paid journalism of MPs is valuable.  As I cited earlier, I think the fact that Paul Beresford looks after dental patients every morning, I am sure that makes him a broader person.  He does an everyday sort of job.  He is not the greatest of our parliamentarians but he is not self-important, there is something basically decent about him, and that is because his feet are on the ground.  I could give you endless other examples if I had time to think about it.


56. 
SIR DEREK MORRIS:  One possible way forward is what I would call in shorthand the transparency route.  Another possibility, just playing with the ideas, would be to say holding outside positions is banned and if it is important that MPs have this wider experience and more politically if it is important to the electorate then when people put themselves forward to stand as MPs they can, of course, describe their previous career in whatever role that has been and we can let the electorate decide whether someone who has got 15 years as a doctor, say, is to be preferred to someone who has come straight out of perhaps university and a think tank and has less rounded experience.  But let their experience before they go into Parliament be what counts and let the electorate decide whether it matters.  What would be your view of that approach?


57. 
PETER OBORNE:  That is the approach we have now that the electorate generally sort of mugs up perhaps.  It is not a matter for you or for me or for your Committee or anyone else; it is a matter for the electorate who they elect as their MPs and I think it is then a matter between the electorate and the MPs how the MPs carry out their jobs.  It is a matter for your Committee if there is abuse, if there is lying, if there is cheating, if there is the abuse of expenses, all those things, if the law is broken, but honestly whether or not an MP spends half his morning doing his duties as a trade unionist or as a farmer or as a small businessman ... Stephen Dorrell is another wonderful case, a Tory cabinet minister who ran this wonderful little company, the Faithful Group, which makes overalls, lovely little company in Worcester.  I am sure that Stephen Dorrell was enormously enhanced, his judgement was improved by that.  That is a matter between S Dorrell and the electorate.  I do not think it is for you or me to make any judgements.


58. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The reason we are looking at it is because the Prime Minister specifically asked us to.


59. 
PETER OBORNE:  Yes, he wants to cause trouble, that is why.  He has made a sort of base political calculation that more Tory MPs do second jobs than Labour ones and therefore he has asked your Committee, in a nakedly partisan way, to investigate, which is something which is none of your business or his.


60. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you for that remark.


61. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE JP:  Let us assure you about the naked partisanship; it does not exist, not on this Committee.  Can I take you back to the Parliamentary Standards Authority and whether you feel, from what we now know about it, that this would be the way forward, that this will deal with your concerns about the way in which MPs’ expenses are dealt with?


62. 
PETER OBORNE:  It is quite important to note that we have not seen the details, we have not seen the legislation, have we?


63. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  No, but being published, we gather, today.


64. 
PETER OBORNE:  Is it really?


65. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  I think so.


66. 
PETER OBORNE:  There are all kinds of very important decisions which have to be made.  This was raised last week and I think it is incredibly important.  Is the new Parliamentary Standards Authority going to have the ability just to sack an MP or maybe a member of the House of Lords?  What are the powers?  We guess it will be taking over the function of the disgraced Fees Office but is it also going to have a statutory duty, as I hope it will, to guarantee public integrity or selflessness?  That is very fascinating because that would open MPs up to legal challenge if they told lies.


67. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  This is what you were referring to presumably in your opening statement when you talk about the Nolan principles being put into statute law via this kind of authority?


68. 
PETER OBORNE:  Yes.


69. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  It is quite interesting.  It would, of course, require a great deal of law before we really knew what was happening in that case because we would have to build up precedent and all sort of things.  But in terms of how this Parliamentary Standards Authority would be organised, would be structured, we asked the Leader of the House the other day who would appoint the authority, to whom would it be responsible, and she, of course, said she could not possibly tell us before she had told Parliament so we did not really get much of a response.  As you quite rightly said, the crunch here is about whether parliamentary sovereignty is to some extent given up and handed over.  Who would it be handed over to?  You have said the courts but that is at another stage along the way.  Who would appoint it and to whom would it be responsible?  If it is responsible to Parliament or to the Prime Minister or to the government of the day then we are back in the same old circle that you are deprecating.


70. 
PETER OBORNE:  What we are trying to answer here is Plato’s question, is it not?  Who guards the guardians is what we are trying to do and until this latest public calamity of the expenses scandal we have formed a view that the guardians can guard themselves.  That is the way Britain has operated.


71. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  That is self-regulation.
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72.            PETER OBORNE:  Now, tragically the guardians have shown that they are incapable of doing that job.  When we first got an intimation of corruption in Parliament, Lord Nolan recommended a variation on self-regulation which was a Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards.  Unfortunately the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards was accountable to Parliament and that job was neutered.  It was incorporated into the system and they made certain it could not work.  So now we are moving to a new situation which is statutory and it is obvious to me that it cannot be accountable to the Prime Minister and also - and I say this with enormous sadness because it goes against everything I have ever believed - not to Parliament.  It has to be something judicial, does it not? It must be - and I am sure this is something you will try and solve and which they will try and stop - absolutely impervious to political control.  To me that means looking towards judges.


73. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Just to take you up, I was going to ask you about the National Audit Office because you were pretty rude about them in your Dispatches programme.  You did seem to be saying there that it was not about an individual but it was cultural, if you like, that there were people there who simply saw themselves as being there to some extent to massage things as Parliament or as MPs or as departments or whatever saw fit.  Was that what you were saying?



[SOME SENTENCES IN THIS PARAGRAPH HAVE BEEN OMITTED.]

74.            PETER OBORNE:  Basically. Whoever the new Parliamentary Standards Commissioner is he must be above being nobbled and that is very, very important.  You have to look at the case of the Auditor General, note how he was nobbled and make sure that does not happen.


75. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Thank you for that.  Coming back to the Parliamentary Standards Authority, there are those who would say we do not need another level of regulation, if indeed this is to be a regulator and it is not clear, we do not need another quango.  This is a matter of the personal morality of Members of Parliament.  That has been very much your line.  Are you now saying that we cannot in fact change that culture, we cannot in fact retrieve this, we cannot go back to a situation where, as you have said, people actually believed that it was an honour to serve your country and therefore we should forget all that and what we need to do is simply to regulate them, simply to have a rules-based system?


76. 
PETER OBORNE:  There are two things about that.  The first thing is the Government is rushing this thing through with such speed without thinking about it and basically changing the nature of the British constitution overnight on the basis they got windy because their expenses were found out, a massive process of political change, constitutional change going through very, very fast.  I think that you really need to ask what are the consequences of that.  Do you want then to have a totally rules-based system?  Are you only going to end up having endless little quangos?  Are we going to keep the public standards authority?  What does that mean for the Committee for Standards and Privileges?  Endless sorts of bodies which are monitoring ethics.  You have really got to think about the architecture in a very profound way, partly for practical reasons, because you are going to have all kinds of regulators bumping into each other, but mainly I think because the issue is so profound.  Are you really going to say MPs are so immoral, are so cheap and so shoddy that they cannot be trusted to rule themselves?  I am afraid to say that in the short term, yes, you are.  


77. 
What I think it would be lovely if you could do though is to sort of give yourself an exit clause in ten years time maybe, see if you can find a way of returning the power of regulation to Parliament.  It has shown itself utterly unworthy of the honour of governing itself but I still believe that the British constitution means that Parliament is the ultimate sovereign power and I wonder whether you might in your collective wisdom devise a way which would enable them to retrieve that role in years to come.


78. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  As a prize?  Thank you very much.


79. 
DAVID PRINCE CBE:  I would like to go back to what you were saying about defining the role of a Member of Parliament.  We have had different views in evidence about that role, whether it is primarily to address constituents’ concerns - and I mean there the broader concerns, not duplicating councillors which you were saying earlier - or to scrutinise the executive.  Whichever way they go on that balance does have implications for the type of support they get and the level of resources they require to do the job.  I wondered what your view is on that balance and the sort of support they could reasonably expect.


80. 
PETER OBORNE:  Of course it is both.  The whole idea of a constituency is to have an MP represent his voters and have a direct connection, and that is what we have and some continental countries tend not to under PR, and I think we all like that.  I think endlessly in surgeries MPs pick up things which are going wrong and it enables them to be much more effective legislators and to challenge the executive very often.  So I do not think you can divorce the two roles but I do think that one of the aspects of the role which has been gravely underplayed in recent decades is the role in scrutinising the executive.  When New Labour came in, and you may remember this, MPs were sent back to their constituents and were told, “We do not want you in the House of Commons, go back and be a local MP”, and I think that is very, very dangerous.  The role of Parliament is to scrutinise the actions of the executive.  I know it is very confused in the British constitution but in many ways that role has been foregone.  Actually I think part of the reason for the expenses scandal is that successive generations of government whips have basically done a deal with MPs, “Do not carry out your real role which is to scrutinise legislation and to challenge Ministers, and we will just sort of find money through the back door for you to get paid”.  


81. 
Parliament is a national thing, it is not a local thing.  At the end of the day it is national, although of course parliamentarians come from localities, and the vindication of an MP is to play a role in his national life, reflecting of course, enriched by, his constituents.


82. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  One final question.  You have laid a lot of stress on what you have said today and in your writings about the dangers of an exclusive political class.  Some of the things that you yourself are in favour of and some that you are not in favour of, like greater restrictions on MPs’ outside interests, run the risk of reducing still further the pool of people willing to expose themselves to transparency and so on and so forth.  Do you have concerns about the directions in which we are heading as a result of the consensus that is now emerging about the way forward on expenses?


83. 
PETER OBORNE:  Not at all.  I really think that this is a complete canard, deliberately put in front of you by existing MPs.  If you are honest, decent, do not break the law, what have you got to hide, what is the problem?  There is nothing greater than representing your constituents in Parliament and playing a political role.  Now, if you fiddle your expenses or abuse your position for personal gain then you are going to be terrified of the press but I believe that the great mass of the British people, unlike the great mass of our politicians at the moment, are decent honourable people who do not cheat and they would have nothing to fear if they came into Parliament.  You just look at the rules and regulations of the civil service or our large corporations, it is very straight forward.  You cannot get on in BP if you are bent and you fiddle your expenses.  You do not.  There is nothing to keep a talented person in the armed forces, in the diplomatic service, in a corporation, in a trade union, a local farmer from coming into politics because our civil society is not corrupt as a general rule but something has gone horribly wrong with Parliament.  So I do not accept when a parliamentarian says this is going to deter talented people from coming into politics.  A talented person who has not stolen money or has not got something shameful to hide is not going to be deterred from coming into politics.  Why should he or she be?  Why should they be?


84. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  Are there any final thoughts you want to leave with us?


85. 
PETER OBORNE:  Just one final thing I would like to say is that I would like you to urge Parliament to apologise publicly to Elizabeth Filkin for destroying her character and getting rid of her as our finest Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards.


86. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you for that thought and thank you very much for giving us the benefit of your views.
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87. If our next witnesses would like to come forward, please.  Our next witnesses are from two different organisations, Unlock Democracy and the Taxpayers’ Alliance.  Thank you very much for coming to see us and thank you for agreeing to give evidence together.  For the benefit of our transcribers and for the Committee would you like to introduce yourselves, please.

88. 
MARK WALLACE (Campaign Director, Taxpayers’ Alliance):  I am Mark Wallace.  I am the Campaign Director of the Taxpayers’ Alliance.


89. 
MATTHEW ELLIOTT (Chief Executive, Taxpayers’ Alliance):  I am Matthew Elliott and I am the Chief Executive of the Taxpayers’ Alliance.


90. 
ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK (Deputy Director, Unlock Democracy):  I am Alexandra Runswick.  I am Deputy Director of Unlock Democracy.


91. 
PETER FACEY (Director, Unlock Democracy):  I am Peter Facey.  I am Director of Unlock Democracy.


92. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  Is there anything that either organisation wants to say by way of introductory remarks?

93. 
MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  I thought it could be worth making just a few remarks about the Taxpayers’ Alliance.  We were set up five years ago.  We exist to represent the interests of taxpayers and to ensure that taxpayers get good value for their money.  We now have 30,000 supporters across the country and we have offices in London and in Birmingham as well and we have different activist groups across the country.  We also have a significant research unit as well which does all our sort of think tank and our policy work.  In fact, we are in line for perhaps getting think tank of the year this year, so we are held in pretty good esteem in the public affairs community.


94. 
I think the key thing I want to stress is that we are non-partisan.  So, yes, we do scrutinise how the government spends their money but also we have given a lot of the Conservative councils locally a lot of grief for how they sometimes waste our money.  At the same time as well we actually give credit where money is spent well.  So for example, we have called for more money to be given to the Information Commissioner to beef up the FOI Act.  So I think we do perform a sort of non-partisan role which I would like to stress.


95. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  And your funding comes from ...?


96. 
MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  Our funding is from our 30,000 supporters across the country.


97. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  Does Unlock Democracy want to ...?


98. 
PETER FACEY:  Very briefly.  Unlock Democracy is the leading campaign organisation for democracy, rights and freedoms.  It has 5,000 paying members and then an additional 80,000 people who are supporters and about 10,000 give additional money to us on one-off occasions.  We exist to improve the quality of democracy in the United Kingdom.  We call ourselves a campaign organisation rather than a think tank and our primary purpose is to change the way in which Britain is run.

99. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  One of the reasons for asking you to come together was because the principles that you have put forward in your evidence look very similar but you come to different conclusions on a number of points.  Can I begin with a general question addressed first, if I may, to Unlock Democracy and then to the Taxpayers’ Alliance and that is this: until recently there was a view that was quite generally expressed that Westminster remained one of the world’s less corrupt legislatures.  Do you still take that view?


100. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  I think one of the difficult things for organisations like us is partly that we are made up of political activists, so we have people who are not necessarily in political parties but often in political parties, day in, day out trying to defend the political system.  Even before we had this current crisis, even when we had less information about MPs’ expenses and just had headline figures, we would be the kind of people saying, “Yes, but that is employing staff, that is them writing to the constituents, we want them to be doing these things”.  It is very, very hard for people like us to try and make that defence now.  We have always talked about it in terms of there being a perception of corruption; now there is actual corruption.  It may be a lot less than in other parts of the world.  We are not saying that we have gone from a point of no corruption to being the absolute worst but we can no longer say that is just about the perception.  There are MPs who have used the expenses system in quite a shocking way and there is a real sense among people who are trying to defend participation in politics that it is now almost impossible to do that.


101. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Do you think that was always the case but we have only just become aware of it or has something changed?


102. PETER FACEY:  I think the reality is that there has always been problems with the way in which Westminster has worked.  I think the difference was in the past you could say it was the system which was at fault but the individuals in it were honest people.  I think the problem now is because you have had page after page of individuals being brought up it is now no longer just the system, it is the fact that people can turn round to you and say, “But they are corrupt, they have got a second mortgage, they have made public gain, they have done that”.  So when I have talked to people at social gatherings, before you could defend people in politics because you could say, “I know you think they are corrupt but they are not”.  Now having that same conversation is not just doubly worse, it is ten times worse.  It is nearly impossible now to sit there and say that actually people who are MPs are there to serve the public.  The perception has got to the point where now it is going to take a long time to get back to where we were and where we were was not particularly good.


103. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  So is the answer the kind of thing that has been put forward for changes in rules and regulation and the introduction of more independence and an independent regulator rather than self-regulation or is something more than that required?


104. PETER FACEY:  I think the reform to the expenses system is important but in itself I do not think it will be sufficient.


105. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  So what else is required?


106. PETER FACEY:  I can just give you an example.  We have gone through a whole period of time over the last five years when there has been scandal after scandal around party funding.  If we reform the funding system and then we leave the way in which party funding is in place and we have another lot of scandals we are not going to improve the situation.  We actually have to have a complete clean break and reform the whole way in which our political system works.  That means, yes, reforming MPs’ expenses and the whole way in which Parliament works but also reforming the way in which political parties work, because you cannot devolve the two.  You cannot say MPs here and political parties here because they are actually part of the same system.  So we have to deal with questions around capping of political donations, the way in which parties are funded, the whole question about information, transparency, lobbying, et cetera, not just MPs’ expenses.


107. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  I think one of the important things that has come out of the expenses scandal is that disconnect between the public and Parliament.  When the allegations against MPs were first made and the details in the Telegraph were put to them, certainly for the first few days, maybe even for the first week, the immediate response of MPs was, “Yes, but we did not break the rules”, whereas of course for the public it was the rules were quite clearly wrong and, “What were you doing claiming them?”  There was that real sense of shock in the public that this could go on and I think there was probably a genuine shock for MPs as well but there was a very different culture difference.  I think that is going to take quite a long time to actually change.  It is not just about changing the rules on expenses.  Although it may well be necessary that expenses are moved completely independently from Parliament, it should not be that MPs are allowed to dissociate responsibility from it.  It cannot just be that it is up to an independent body to decide and, “I bear no responsibility for what I do claim and what I do not claim”.  There has to be that connection between the fact that MPs need public money to be able to do their job, they need second houses, but there needs to be that connection there.

108. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  Taxpayers’ Alliance.


109. MARK WALLACE:  I think some of the most fundamental harm that has been done by the recent revelations is, yes, there are very shocking things that have come out of that, genuine abuse of the system potentially as we now learn the police are investigating potentially illegal abuse of the system, but actually that there are legitimate forms of corruption, as it were, people who have been making much larger capital gains actually at taxpayers’ expense from the parliamentary allowances and expenses system which, as the MPs themselves said, was within the rules.  I think that is something which is really harming Westminster’s reputation internationally but also the public’s faith in it.  There have always been concerns, people have always tried to keep a lookout amongst the public for any MP who was taking advantage, trying to put their snout in the proverbial trough illegally, but I think people have been really staggered by how much actually genuinely being sanctioned officially by the Fees Office was viewed reportedly by whips and MPs themselves as being okay.  I think the other thing we have got to recognise is that the public have been genuinely shocked.  They expected some things to be bad when these details came out; I think they have been genuinely staggered by the wide range and the depth of officially sanctioned personal benefits that MPs have been able to make.


110. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I want to come back to accommodation in a minute but what is your answer to the question are changes in rules and regulations enough?


111. MARK WALLACE:  Changes in rules and regulations have got to be the start.  Then as well as tightening the rules up you have to change the whole playing field, you have to make these things fully transparent and you also have to alter the actual powers which exist to hold MPs to account.  I do not accept that an independent or supposedly independent quango can actually do that.  I think we have 60 million independent individuals around the country who have a vested interest in regulating their Parliament and making sure their money is being spent and actually the British public, through something like a power of recall over MPs, should have the power to hold MPs to account.  They can only do that if they have the full information provided to them by a transparent system.

112. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  So transparency is one of the keys?


113. MARK WALLACE:  Yes, absolutely.


114. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Can I turn to accommodation and pick up one of the points you have made.  Clearly there are issues about the amount of support that is provided for accommodation and there are issues about clipping, about which people have expressed views.  One of the things, as you quite rightly say, that has caused most public anger has been the understanding, which people have not had before, that support for mortgage interest means public funds can be used to help a Member of Parliament create an asset, any increase in the value of which accrues to them.  That is partly an issue of perception.  From the point of view of the taxpayer it should not matter a jot whether money is provided to support mortgage interest or to support rent provided what is supported is the cheapest possible option.  As the Taxpayers’ Alliance, interested presumably in the position of taxpayers, should you not be in favour of mortgage interest support if that is cheaper than support for rent?


115. MARK WALLACE:  This is the crux of the issue, I think, because this whole review does have to look at value but it also has to look at probity of course.  I do not think you will get faith in Parliament amongst the public restored unless, as well as making sure you have a situation and a system which does get value for taxpayers’ money, you also do not have a situation where people feel that actually people are immorally or selfishly taking advantage.  The principles of public life would obviously frown pretty strongly on the idea that people are gaining.  As it happens, I think the system of mortgage interest where hundreds of flats or houses are repeatedly bought over decades for hundreds or even thousands of MPs and then sold to their personal benefit and then a new one is bought reportedly, I do not necessarily think that is the best value, as well as being morally questionable.


116. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  So your favoured solution is the purchase of an accommodation block of some kind.  Is that right?


117. MARK WALLACE:  Yes.  As you will have seen in our evidence, we lean towards the idea of the parliamentary estate permanently owning residences available in London for MPs to stay in when working away from home - actually, of course, as a lot of companies do in the private sector where people need to work away from home - would be preferable and also I think in the long run it would be better value.


118. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Are you saying it is preferable because it would be better value or preferable for other reasons?


119. MARK WALLACE:  I think it would be better value but I also think it would remove the public suspicion that people are making capital gains and profits and personal benefit on the back of something which is meant to be an expense.

120. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  We thought about the proposal in our submission quite carefully before making it because in the media at the time there were some people who were just saying, “Right, let us buy a tower block in Vauxhall and stick all the MPs in there”.  There were some practical concerns about that, that MPs with families, for example, would not have accommodation to house their families when they are in London and also, of course, you have the cost of buying or building such a tower block in the first place.  Using the accommodation of the Olympic village did seem to us to be a sensible solution because it is being built at the taxpayer’s expense already, there is a variety of accommodation for the athletes, it is being built with security in mind, with the idea there could be some sort of terrorist attack so it would be a secure place for MPs to be.  Also you get MPs talking about how they want to revive the East End and that sort of thing and actually having the MPs living together in one part of London in the Olympic village would add to that, would help another part of the city and help develop it.

121. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Just to get your reaction, can I put the counter-argument to the Olympic village because, as I think you probably know, the Olympic village is one of the favoured options suggested by members of the public who have written to us.  The counter-argument goes basically that one of the problems with MPs is they are too institutionalised by spending all their time during the day in the House of Commons and that something which when transparency appears they become ashamed of, nevertheless they have persuaded themselves that it is okay.  You then transport them from one institutional setting to another institutional setting and moreover you do so in a way that does not stick them down in the middle of real people, as it were, but surrounds them with security and puts them in a bubble in another place.


122. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  What I would point out in response to that is of course the Olympic village is much bigger than the accommodation that would be needed for MPs.  Already over 1,000 properties in the Olympic village have been funded, sold and allocated for social housing, so probably more so than some of the social and economic surroundings that MPs live in at the moment.  So I suspect in the Olympic village they would find themselves living nearer, shall we say, ordinary people than they do in Dolphin Court, for example.

123. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  Unlock Democracy, you have different views about the accommodation issue.


124. PETER FACEY:  I think the principles are actually the same in the sense that our preferred option is that Parliament owns property and that MPs do not gain from the system.  I think where we would differ is the idea of an MP ghetto somewhere is not an attractive one.  I am not sure a community would necessarily like having 646 MPs dropped right in the middle of them.  I am not sure that would necessarily improve their family life.  We think there needs to be choice given to MPs but we think that there needs to be benefits for going through a system whereby MPs actually have accommodation provided by the House of Commons.  The basic principle has to be that no money actually touches an MP, so that for the accommodation, if it is rented accommodation, the contract needs to be with Parliament and not with the MP and money needs to go from Parliament to whoever it is providing the accommodation but the preference should be that MPs stay in accommodation owned and paid for by Parliament and which is therefore long term and the best value for the taxpayer and for the voter.  So that effectively you have accommodation which is provided.  


125. Government already has experience of providing large amounts of accommodation.  I grew up in married quarters.  There was a standard for married quarters in the armed services, you could benchmark the quality of the accommodation that the armed forces provided.  It may actually improve military accommodation if MPs have to stay in the same accommodation as the armed forces do, and you would, long term, solve some of the problems.  But I think to say to MPs, “You have to do this”; I think you have to give them an option but that option has to be either you rent and you actually provide people with a contract and the contract is with Parliament or you stay in accommodation which is managed by Parliament and therefore furnished by Parliament.

126. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  One of the characteristics of your evidence is what you say about the importance of not deterring people with young families from standing for Parliament.


127. PETER FACEY:  I think the danger is if you start saying what that accommodation has to be; some suggestions are every MP is given a one-bedroom flat.  That is not appropriate if you have got two small children.  We need to recognise that we do not want MPs to all be identikit kind of politicians who all have the same background, and therefore the idea that they can stay in student style accommodation somewhere on the south bank of the Thames is not going to work.  So we need to recognise that MPs come from different family backgrounds and therefore they need accommodation which fits their backgrounds.  The principle has to be though that they do not benefit from that.  At the end of being an MP they do not have a nice property portfolio paid for by the taxpayer.  We think at the moment effectively the taxpayer is buying houses for MPs.  The only difference we are proposing is that at the end of that period of time those properties are owned by Parliament and not owned by the MP.


128. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  And the implication of that is the cost of the support provided for Members of Parliament with families could be greater than the support provided for those without.


129. PETER FACEY:  The reality at the moment is if you have a second home which is just a single bedroom flat and you get your mortgage interest paid on it it is less than someone who has a home which is a four-bedroom house for a family.  We already accept that, in terms of the present system.  We are simply saying that, yes, that can stay but what should not happen at the end of that is that somebody acquires a four-bedroom house.  We want MPs to have a good family life.  If they have to represent the rest of us they need to have family lives which are in connection to people.  They need to have children in schools, be able to be involved in the wider community, so we do not want them in a ghetto somewhere but we do not want to see a situation where MPs are seen to effectively have paid through the back door and effectively allowed to build property portfolios.  Somebody joked to me you might as well have one of these property programmes on Channel 4 for MPs because MPs were able to build property portfolios.  It would be fantastic for Channel 4 but it is not very good for the public.  So we can move away from that but we do not need to go to the situation where we simply say that every MP needs to move into a youth hostel.

130. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  The other thing when we were thinking about our response to this inquiry was that we wanted to make sure that MPs had choice.  We did not want to restrict that so that it was a barrier to people entering politics.  We wanted it to be clear that there was the link between you making the choice, it being in the public domain and it being up to your electorate to decide if they have a problem with that.  Often when it is talked about second homes it is in the terms of, “You should not have a second home if you are in London, or you should not have a second home if your house is ten miles outside London” but that fails to take into account public transport links and all kinds of other factors that individuals may have to deal with as part of their daily lives.  What we were keen to happen was that MPs made the choices about what was necessary for them to perform their role but the emphasis being that it was necessary for them to be able to perform their role as an MP and that that was made publicly available to their constituents.  They can write to them and say, “I do not understand why as an MP for north London you need a second home in London.  Can you please explain that to me?” because then it is a dialogue between the MP and the constituency and there is that routing and that grounding in the fact that the constituents are in effect paying for the accommodation rather than it being able to be parcelled off and saying, “This is acceptable to a body that says what expenses I am allowed, therefore I will take it”.

131. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  Denise.

132. DAME DENISE PLATT:  I am going to stick with the family theme and I am going to come on to the employment of family members, where I think the two of you have slightly different perspectives, although some of the principles are the same.  Unlock Democracy, in your evidence you accept the case that MPs can employ family members with some acceptance of the changes implemented by the House of Commons.  Could you expand a bit more about why?  What evidence do you have to back up the view that actually it is vital when family members are involved they have a perspective, they can work the long hours, the erratic hours, they know the constituency.  What evidence do you have to back up the view that employing family members is a really good thing to do in those circumstances? 

133. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  I think in an ideal world MPs would not employ family members, however we do recognise that actually being an MP is a very, very demanding job, you are in effect working seven days a week.  I know a lot of media attention is given to supposedly long holidays but that is not the reality of public life.  You have very late votes in Parliament, you have demanding work in the constituencies, so I accept that in order for MPs to have that family life and to actually be part of a wider society, and not just maybe the club at Westminster, it may be necessary or they may feel it is necessary for them to employ family members.  If they do that, however, I think there do have to be strict rules on how that is done.  I think the Scottish Parliament does it very well so it is fully open and transparent and the constituents know exactly what is going on, and obviously there are job descriptions in place and it is clear that work is being done.

134. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  The fully open and transparent happens after the appointment is made.  The fully open and transparent is not around the appointment and open competition, and we have received a lot of evidence that there is a lot of concern about the lack of transparency of appointment at that stage.  Do you have a view on that, about how it might be managed?

135. 
ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  I think it is very difficult.  I do not think this is by any means unique to Parliament that there are some jobs in some organisations where if you know people it is easier to get in.  I think within any sector those issues arise.  We would like to see basically a personnel office taking over responsibility for employment of MPs staff to ensure that employment practices are in fact kept, because there have been cases with MPs officers, particularly in relation to interns, where best practice has not been met in the past.  We would like to see that everybody has job descriptions, that there is that recognition that it is employment and it is at public expense.  

136. It is difficult to create as system where you can guarantee that if somebody is employing a family member there is not going to be a perception that they got it because they are a family member.  But equally you could create a system where you banned MPs from employing family members and they effectively got a friendly MP to employ their family member for them.  Unless you say that no one has a relative who works in Parliament is allowed to take any form of parliamentary employment, which I think would be a bit harsh, I think it is very difficult to change that perception.  I think the only thing you can do is to be open and transparent about the work that somebody is doing, ensure that there is a job description and that there is, in effect, a personnel department who is actually monitoring that.

137. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Is it not a bit counter-intuitive to current policies in Parliament around family friendly policies, work-life balance, to actually reinforce a system that could use a family member in a very exploitative way?

138. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  When Parliament gets to be family friendly I think we can have that conversation.


139. DAME DENISE PLATT:  But it never will be if you do not change the system.

140. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  I am personally willing to work very hard to ensure that Parliament becomes more family friendly.  I accept that we are fighting a huge uphill battle to change the way that Parliament works.  Even if you look at the attempts that were made to change the working hours of Parliament to be slightly more regular, it was MPs themselves who did not like it and there was a big backlash.  I accept that it is a big battle but it is not going to happen overnight.  

141. My concern is that if you took the attitude of banning employment of relatives that the would just find loopholes, that it would be that MPs from the same party would employ each other’s family members and that would be even less open and transparent and there would be less understanding of what is actually going on.

142. PETER FACEY:  We would prefer that MPs did not employ family members.  So it is not that we prefer them to employ them, it is we prefer not to get into the role of banning things if there is an alternative.  What we are saying is we prefer to go to complete transparency and see if that works and if we have to then get into this banning of it then maybe that can be looked at later.  

143. We also have to recognise that the work in Parliament is part of what an MP does.  The reality is Parliament may become the family friendly place which you and I hope it will be, but will constituencies become family friendly, will the fact that an MPs job does not stop when they leave the House at Westminster but in their constituency there may actually be more work than there is in Westminster.  It is a fact that MPs have a high percentage of family breakdowns.  If you become an MP it is not a great thing for your marriage.  It causes lots of problems.  Now, I am not going to say to somebody that if, in keeping their family together, one of the things they do is decide in a transparent way to employ their wife or their partner or their husband, that that should be prevented if that is going to keep that unit together.  On the other hand, I would much prefer them to conduct their employment policy in a way which did not have that perception of insider dealings, et cetera.

144. DAME DENISE PLATT:  We have talked primarily about husbands and wives here, what about employing children?

145. PETER FACEY:  I think the arguments for employing children are weaker than employing spouses but, again, I think it is very difficult if you are going to accept that you can employ some member of your family to then start defining who and what you can and cannot employ.  I think you either have to say you cannot employ someone who is related to you or you allow people to employ people who are related to them. 

146. I do not think we have found a way of dividing up the family and working out  …

147. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  What level of distance was appropriate.

148. PETER FACEY:  I do not have that ability.  Maybe the Committee does.

149. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Yes.  Other organisations in the public sector do ban the employment of family members or the family member should be line managed by others.  There should not be a direct line management relationship.  You feel that the status quo with some additional safeguards for a period of time may be a way forward?

150. ALEXANDER RUNSWICK:  I think it would be better for all parties if both the young person wanting to get experience of working in Parliament and for the MP if they were not directly employing their child.  I would not want to ban it simply because I do not think it would work.  What I would want to make sure is that if they are employing their child then that is publicly acknowledged.  I think where you have people changing their names so it appears that they are not related to the MP that is hugely problematic.  I think it is certainly possible for children of MPs to find work in parliamentary scope without necessarily working directly for their parent but we would not want to actually specifically ban it.

151. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Taxpayers’ Alliance, I think you take a different view, some similarities but some differences.  Would you like to tell us your views.

152. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  Very much so.  Perhaps I could start off with some background.  Before I worked for the Taxpayers’ Alliance, before I set it up, I worked in both the House of Commons and then in the European Parliament.  So I have some knowledge of the system.  Both the MPs I worked for and also the MEP I worked for all actually did employ family members so I could see that relationship first hand.  As far as I could ascertain they did actually work very hard and I think they probably gave good value for money as much as another member of staff would.  They certainly were not just there on the books, on the take.

153. But even having had that experience I think it is wrong that MPs employ family members.  We have heard a lot of comparisons between MPs and people in the private sector - GPs or civil servants and the like.  Certainly if you became a GP and suddenly your wife moved in a secretary and you started employing your children as interns, it would not look right.  I think people looking at the MP/family member relationship would say it is not right for them to employ family members.

154. I think there is an issue here about opening up politics, about meritocracy.  If we do want to encourage more people to get involved in politics and if we do actually want to reduce the barriers to getting involved in politics, as many people as possible should have the experience of being able to work for MPs in the House of Commons, or indeed MEPs.

155. So I think the idea that family members should be employed by MPs is very outdated and not acceptable to the public, or certainly to the people I have spoken to.

156. DAME DENISE PLATT:  So just to pursue that, are you favouring an outright ban of employing family members?

157. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  I would favour a complete outright ban, yes.  But I would have some sort of grace period of perhaps a year for existing family members who are employed by MPs.

158. DAME DENISE PLATT:  So a sort of phasing out?

159. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  A phasing out, yes.  A year’s notice.

160. DAME DENISE PLATT:  So it is your view that there are no safeguards that could be put in place that actually obviate that perception?

161. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  No, I think the fact that other Parliaments across the world, I believe Germany, Austria, US Senate, European Parliament, are moving toward a system where it is banned I think suggests the direction of travel in the wider political arena.

162. DAME DENISE PLATT:  All right, thank you.  You look as if you want to come back.

163. PETER FACEY:  My one concern about that, what I can see happening is that I employ my spouse at the moment and I am an MP and we are into the situation what would happen is you would employ my wife and I would employ yours.  It would meet the rule but it would actually be less transparent.  Unless you are going to say that if you are related to a Member of Parliament you cannot be employed by any Member of Parliament then I do not think you actually solve the problem, I think you simply create a rule and then you push it under the table.  We have to be careful that either we are going to move to a situation where if there is a ban, if there is a outright ban, then it is literally that if you are related to a Member of Parliament then you cannot be employed by any Member of Parliament or we go to a transparency system.  I do not think a halfway house where you as a particular MP not being able to employ your relatives is going to solve the problem.

164. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Okay, do you want to come back?

165. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  I think that analysis underestimates the secrecy and paranoia of most MPs.  The idea that they would employ the spouse of a fellow MP, it would not happen.

166. MARK WALLACE:  The other thing I would point out is that you are assuming that we would ban family members but then not introduce transparency.  I would view this as a belt and braces approach.  Of course, even if there was a ban on family members, the employment of people in Parliament should be entirely transparent.  I think we have got to take into account exactly how the public feel at the moment and I think a ban on employing family members is necessary for financial probity but it is also necessary for Parliament to demonstrate it is going even perhaps above and beyond the call of duty to demonstrate to the public how clean it is.  I think this is a practice which no matter how long it continues for, no matter how many parliamentary wives or children appear on the television saying, “Look what a great job I do”, no matter how transparent it is, the public are never going to accept as being a 21st century practice.  

167. We heard a bit before about it being important that MPs are grounded in the real world.  This is something which is completely alien to most people in the real world.  They are not able to do this and I think it needs to end to restore that public trust.

168. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Does your argument take you towards central recruitment and employment of MPs staff by Parliament?

169. MARK WALLACE:  There are some benefits to MPs actually having to go through some of the regulations and some of the paperwork and a lot of the responsibilities that they are legislation imposes on employers in the rest of society.  To a certain extent the last thing we want, as we have got on the current expenses system, are various areas where MPs are actually exempted and protected from the bureaucracy that they themselves go through.  We mentioned having their own department, HMRC, that deals with their own tax returns swiftly and carefully with experts as opposed to going through the system of ordinary people.  So I do think there are benefits to MPs themselves having to go through that administration.

170. Of course it should all be properly audited, of course it should be transparent and of course it must be checked but I would not take it entirely out of their hands and simply make staff appear on a chair in their office.

171. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Okay, thank you.  You have demonstrated the debate that is evident in all the evidence that we have received, so thank you.

172. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  At the risk of taking up a little bit more time on this question, one of the arguments that has been put to me about the employment of family members is there might be unintended consequences of banning.  One of them might be that in many circumstances when an MP becomes a member for a constituency in which they have not previously lived, where the wife already has a job doing something completely different, that it can become very difficult for the wife to move with the husband (or the husband with the wife) to the constituency and find the same sort of job that they did before.  Therefore if you did this one of the effects might be to increase the incentive for the MP to have their main base in London and not in their constituency simply because there are more opportunities for employment.

173. MARK WALLACE:  If I may, I think there are a number of questions about that.  Firstly, the public are quite deeply unhappy with the system where people were being employed at taxpayers’ expense on the motivation that it made it easier for MPs to have a happy married life.  That is something which I do not think necessarily comes in as part of the job description of the taxpayer when it comes to MPs.  

174. The other thing, of course, is you can look at it the other way around and say to a certain extent that is a motivation for more MPs to come from their constituency.  We do have a problem at the moment where the system does actually make it very easy for an MP to live in London, be selected by a constituency they have never visited other than to nip around Tesco and ask people what issues concern them, and then simply have their family life in London and occasionally pop out to the constituency.  So, perhaps if it was to have that effect on spouse’s careers, you might encourage more people to be from the place they represent.

175. LLOYD CLARKE QPM:  Could I ask you about communication by and between MPs and their constituents, taxpayers, et cetera?  Perhaps I can ask firstly the Taxpayers’ Alliance to just simply link with something you said at the very beginning, that is that when money is spent well you are complimentary about it.  Could I phrase the question this way then, do you have any examples where the communication allowance has been well spent?

176. MARK WALLACE:  I think there is clear justification, as we mentioned in our evidence, for MPs expenses to cover the cost of advertising for surgeries, for example.  We do not happen to think that necessitates the existence of a £10,000 communication allowance, we would rather see that bundled up in a small part of an office expense, but I do think that is a legitimate function because holding surgeries in your constituency is a legitimate activity of an MP.

177. LLOYD CLARKE:  One of the arguments against the communications allowance is that this enables a sitting MP to gain an advantage by using that budget in self promotion.  I am seeing nods across the table.  Is the reality anyway not that other budgets, even for example for the postage that was paid before the communication allowance, this was allowed to be done but was not regulated in any way?

178. MARK WALLACE:  There obviously was concerns that all of these expenses can spill over, actually through rental and staff and all sorts of things, into benefiting the political party.  I will give you examples from different ends of the scale.  Earlier this week I received a letter from my MP responding to an inquiry that I had sent him some months ago about the government regulations on the alcohol trade.  He wrote back to me and said, “This is the government’s response.  Please find enclosed also a leaflet about my parliamentary work” funded by the communication budget, two-sided full colour communication showing him standing with various different community groups proudly opening things the government has spent money on.  That was propaganda essentially for him or the MP of the constituency and, in my view, is unnecessary.  

179. At the other end of the scale, even more controversially, I was looking through some of the recently released expenses this morning, some examples that were sent into us by some of our supporters, with an MP who had claimed annual rent for a lithograph for the mass production of leaflets and all sorts on the incidental expenses provision and it had the rental agreement where type of business was written in as political party.  Now, there are clear concerns there that no system is going to be able to regulate whether that lithograph based in that particular, as it happened, Labour constituency association office is being used to churn out political party leaflets.

180. But I do think all we can do is try and restrain the amount of the money that is specifically being provided for extra communication.

181. LLOYD CLARKE:  Sure.  In the case that you just cite there, is one of the benefits not that there is at least some transparency about it and therefore if somebody seems to be standing outside the rules you can bring them back into the rules.

182. MARK WALLACE:  I am delighted there has eventually become some transparency in these expenses claims.  As it happened that bit of paper is also covered in big black blots of ink which you will share my frustration at.  Yes, transparency has got to be the benchmark for this because what matters more than what Parliament defines the rules to be is what the public and constituents actually believe is acceptable.  So transparency must be the benchmark.

183. LLOYD CLARKE:  Same question to Unlock Democracy, please.  I saw shakes and nods at various times throughout that.

184. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  To answer your initial question, I think there have been very interesting uses of the communications allowance.  Cris Blunt MP was the most innovative, in a sense, that he did a video that was on the internet all about housing policy in constituency.  That is certainly interesting, whether or not it should be funded by the taxpayer is a completely different issue.

185. We as an organisation exist because we want to increase participation in politics.  So we want MPs to be communicating with their constituents.  What we do not want is basically to give the sitting MP £10,000 to spend at your will and not do anything to support grass roots political activity in the constituency.  The problem with the communications allowance is the type of communication it tends to fund is, at best, something like a mailshot.  So every house in the constituency gets one of those full coloured leaflets telling them how wonderful their MP is.  For us that is not political engagement.  That information is all there if someone wants to go and look for it.  We are much more interested in party funding that supports grass roots political activity and not just the sitting MP sending out a full colour mailing saying, “I am your MP and I am wonderful” basically supporting the incumbency factor.  We want competitive local politics, we do not just want the MP being able to say how wonderful they are.

186. PETER FACEY:  The communications allowance is effectively back door party funding, but the difference is it is party funding for the incumbent and not their position.  If you believe in healthy competition at a local level, and you believe in party funding - and we do - then I think there is a case for taxpayers’ money being spent on party funding but that is a different place than the debate about MPs expenses and allowances.

187. If Parliament wants to implement the recommendations of Sir Haydn Phillips’ inquiry on party funding, fantastic.  Let us use the money which is here in the communication allowance.  At least that is transparent and that goes to all parties at a local level, not just the incumbent.  But having this allowance, which effectively makes it more difficult to remove the sitting MP does not benefit democracy, does not benefit competition and does not particularly benefit the relationship between the constituents and the MP.

188. LLOYD CLARKE:  Are you actually saying then, in reality, that do away with the communications allowance but there should still be rules and guidelines in terms of the communication that should come from an MP in any event?  That seems to be what you are suggesting.

189. PETER FACEY:  Yes, and that should be transparent.

190. LLOYD CLARKE:  Okay, and then the final question is one of the recommendations of the Power Committee was that MPs should be required and resourced to produce annual reports and to hold annual general meetings.  Now, one presumes that those will fit your criteria for communicating with constituents but then the question is should it be separately funded?

191. PETER FACEY:  The question of annual reports is an interesting one because I have not yet seen an annual report of an MP or an MEP which I would actually believe improves the situation …

192. LLOYD CLARKE:  I am glad you went on.

193. PETER FACEY:  I have not yet seen one which I would say really is a way of holding an MP to an account about what they actually do.  I think something like “they work for you” probably does a better job than some of the things I have seen published.  If there could be a report which was a factual report about what they voted on, et cetera, and was a different beast than we actually have today then I would be willing to explore how that could work.  But fear is what you will simply get is PR material and that I do not think necessarily benefits the constituents.  I think that benefits the MP.

194. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  One way of making sure that does not reinforce the incumbency factor would be - and this would be a very big task so it may not be something that people feel is suitable - for example in the London Mayoral elections everybody gets a booklet and each candidate has their manifesto in it.  It could equally be possible in each constituency for the MP to do their annual report and for the other local political parties to say what they would campaigning in that area for that year as well.  That would be, as I said, much more complicated but that would be one way of making sure that people had some information about what was going on in their constituency but that it did not reinforce the incumbency factor.

195. MARK WALLACE:  That recommendation is a demonstration of how much of a quagmire you end up in once you have wandered in to the state or indeed the taxpayer covering this area.  One of the things of “They work for you” as websites demonstrate, is actually particularly in the age of the internet there is a public demand for things and they actually produce things that serve the public extremely well.  

196. If we look at, for example, the annual reports that have until this year been produced on councils.  The councils are giving them star ratings.  They are, in the vast majority of councils, pretty useless.  Ninety per cent of councils get four stars or so and actually have availability of information being provided.  So even when they become, I suppose, the independent body political embarrassment is always in the back of any individual’s mind, political pressure and also the desire to show that everybody is getting better every year.  

197. I think the people are perfectly competent of squeezing out this kind of information as long as Parliament operates in a way that records all votes, fully details all expenses and so on.

198. LLOYD CLARKE:  Okay, thank you very much.

199. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  That was a very interesting exchange because the argument for the communication allowance of course is about effective two-way communication and participation.  So for an organisation whose raison d’être is about participation and effective communication and unlocking democracy not to be in favour of it, I think, is quite telling.

200. PETER FACEY:  If Parliament wants to have public money - and we would support them to do this - to support democracy and dissipation then there are better ways of doing it than the way they are presently doing it.  The difficulty with party funding reform has been effectively you end up supporting your opponents but in a democracy you want to support the opponent and not just the person in power in that constituency.  Therefore it would be much better that Parliament actually dealt with that particular problem rather than effectively using this as a surrogate.  We simply think, yes, let us abolish this and have a proper debate about how you reform funding political party politics rather than simply using this as a fig leaf.

201. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  The other thing just to say is that the communications allowance is about the MP sending something to the constituent, it is not actually about engagement, it is not actually about hearing back from a constituent and I think if Parliament is going to fund that kind of work then it needs to have that engagement element and not just be an advert in a newspaper.

202. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Could I ask you some questions in three areas.  The first is just to follow up a bit further on transparency.  Both your organisations are very much for it and, indeed, so are we.  Indeed almost everybody is.  But the devil, as ever, is in the detail.

203. So, can I start with a general question.  Have you thought through to the point where you see any legitimate limitations on total transparency across all areas of MPs expenses?

204. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  I think there are two areas we would consider legitimate.  First of all, bank and credit card details, of course, should be blacked out.  I think also in a phone bill the numbers you have dialled should also be blacked out.  Further than that I cannot really think of anything, no.

205. MARK WALLACE:  These are explored in the High Court’s judgement on the Freedom of Information request last year where effectively they concluded that essentially only that level of information should be removed.

206. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Let me put two other points to you on this.  I think this is right, far and away the biggest allowance, taking up the bulk of all the expenditure that MPs incur is on the office employment allowance.  Most of that goes on salaries for individual employees, be they relations or not.  Would you expect to see those salaries published?

207. MARK WALLACE:  We support publication of those kind of salaries throughout the public sector and we are quite pleased that all three main political parties now hold that view as well.  So I do not think we would have any objection to that kind of transparency, particularly where taxpayers’ money is involved.  It does function well in various other countries.

208. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  That is commendably consistent but, as far as I know, at the moment, there are vast swathes of the public sector where the individual salaries of individual employees are not known and many people would think should not be known.

209. MARK WALLACE:  Although they are obtainable through Freedom of Information, particularly I would say at the senior end of organisations where we have produced an annual public sector rich list.

210. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Indeed, but the employees we are talking about are very much not at the senior end.  These are perhaps people on £15,000, £18,000, £20,000 a year and most people working at that level in the public sector would not expect their individual salaries - perhaps a salary scale might be available, but often individual salaries will vary from that - revealed.

211. MARK WALLACE:  I think we have to recognise the unusual status of Parliament in this particular area and that we are not talking about a particular … I think you are right that you have salaries that have been distributed, they might be more commensurate in various cases with the very low end of some local authority activities and departments.  However, because of the very specific - particularly after the last six weeks - and very precise scrutiny of Parliament, the very high state of concern amongst the public about Parliament, I do think it merits perhaps an exception.

212. PETER FACEY:  In some ways it comes back to the earlier question about the employment of staff.  If staff are employed by the House of Westminster directly and they are line managed as we would recommend by the MP then you do not actually have to publish the individual salaries of individual members of staff.  But if MPs are going to act as mini business, in effect as they are today, then it is very difficult not to have that level of transparency.  I think that is one of the reasons why we would actually prefer moving to a situation where staff are employed by the House of Commons, they are managed by MPs and MPs are involved in their recruitment and if the MP goes the staff go, that they are not actually paid for directly by the MP, and therefore in those circumstances you would not actually have to have the individual salary of somebody on £21,000.  I am not sure it is in the public interest to have that level of it unless we are going to say that everybody who is employed in the public sector is treated in that way.

213. But as long as MPs want to maintain this idea, as one MP put it to me, that there are 646 small businesses in the House of Commons and the House of Commons works for them rather than the other way around, that type of relationship, then I do not see there is an alternative to the full transparency.  That is why we would suggest complete reform and shifting that balance.

214. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  I think it is very important, at the very least, that the bands are published and the details of who is employed by the MP are published because then, of course, you can see whether family members are paid more than they should be, and that is a key thing to weed out.  In fact, where expenses have been published already, so for example the conservative MEPs in the European Parliament publish their expenses now and quite a few of the conservative MPs published them, even before the Telegraph inquiries came out.  They did publish staff names, whether they were family members and also the band, that is extremely important.

215. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Just on the bureaucracy of this, you presumably would want to see every receipt publicly available?

216. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  Yes.

217. SIR DEREK MORRIS: Every car journey logged and explained?

218. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  Yes.

219. MARK WALLACE:  The other important thing to recognise is whilst it is great that the technology of the internet has allowed us to have the transparency, it is also important to remember that if these things are going to be published they should be published in hard copy in constituency offices and Westminster so people who are not on the internet have access to them as well.

220. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  If there is an issue of the cost, which is perhaps the next question which you might ask, when the Scottish Parliament brought in greater transparency the overall cost of the expense actually went down.  So I do not think the cost of publishing all the MPs’ expenses, just PDF’ing them, would actually be that great.

221. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  And logging every journey which might be few miles here and then a few miles on around the constituency, it should all be logged?

222. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  For sure.

223. MARK WALLACE:  It is the same standard really of behaviour as most MPs constituents would go through to be able to make a claim.

224. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Moving on to the second issue which is MPs’ outside interests.  If I could first ask Unlock Democracy.  I believe you have proposed that MPs should be able to have outside interests but with a cap on the number of days, is that correct?

225. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  Yes.

226. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Is the suggestion the cap would be about ten days?

227. ALEXANDRA RUNSWICK:  Yes, we are not wedded to the exact figure of ten days.   When we look at it we come very much from the belief that being an MP is a full-time job and that representing your constituency is a very important full-time job.  However, we do want to have people from diverse backgrounds in Parliament.  We are aware that people may have trained for years to be in a profession and may then want to go into Parliament but not lose out on all that training and may want to, when they leave Parliament, go back to their previous career.  So we do not want to stop them completely from having outside interests but we wanted to make sure that the emphasis was very much being the MP was their prime concern.  Also to give reassurance to constituents that it is their interests that are being represented, not the many boards that an MP might be sitting on.

228. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Taxpayers’ Alliance?

229. MARK WALLACE:  We do believe that it can be, in some cases, beneficial for MPs to have outside interests and also getting them into contact with people outside Parliament, but we do believe there must be transparency on what the job is, how much is paid for it and also when it is being worked on.  Certainly there are MPs who keep up their place on the bar as QCs by putting in the requisite 18 or 20 working days a year in the case of some circuit judges, for example, who do that in the summer recess.  Alternatively, if it is found that an MP has reported on their website that they went to Japan on a business trip for a bank on a day when there was a crucial vote then their constituents would be absolutely justified to write to them and say, “Why did you do that?”

230. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Can I ask, do you agree with the idea that Unlock Democracy has put forward of a cap, perhaps ten days, of that order of magnitude on these outside activities?

231. MARK WALLACE:  This is probably an area where we switch places on previous discussions.  I think this is something where constituents will know what they find acceptable and that is something that can best be decided between constituents and the MP with the aid of transparency.

232. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  What would you think of that proposal that if there is complete transparency, so you know what other activities the MP has, how much he or she has paid for it and roughly speaking how many hours or days responsibility it is and then leave it up to the electorate to decide whether they regard that as acceptable or not.  Would that not be preferable to limiting the number of days?

233. PETER FACEY:  The difficulty with outside employment is, in some ways for us more damaging than the employment of family members, that you can get the perception that you are not serving your constituent’s interests.  So the same argument we were using on family members, it is a perception problem.  Particularly if you are on the board of a number of companies, the perception may be that when it comes to issues of regulation of business or whatever it is, that you would take those into account in a wider sense and not your constituents.  It is very difficult for an average person looking at politics to say, “How can you do this job and also do all these other things?”.  So we have to recognise that, yes, transparency goes so far but I think this is an area where there needs to be some intervention.  We already said we come from the perception that if we can do it by simply transparency that should be the first step but there are cases where transparency is not enough.

234. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  You would not rely on the electorate to say, “How can this person be representing us properly if they have got seven other jobs?”

235. PETER FACEY:  I think if we had a more responsible electoral system and other things in place then I would have more confidence in that.  Given our present electoral system, which is not particularly responsive to constituents, and the fact there no other things in place, I think there needs to be some form of more regulation simply than transparency in this case.  But if you were offering me full scale changes to the electoral system as a price for allowing MPs to have outside interests then I am willing to take that, but I am not sure you are going to be in a position to give me that.

236. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  That is not on offer, I fear.  But you may have heard earlier, I am not sure whether you came into the room early enough but certainly the journalist Peter Oborne was arguing that we did not want an exclusive political class and therefore that it was very valuable that MPs should be able to have outside jobs.  If we look at what MPs themselves say, a number say it is a full-time job and that should be it but quite a number - maybe self-serving, maybe not - have argued that MPs should be able to have outside interests.  Professor Anthony King gave us evidence at our previous hearing urging the same point.  Lord Nolan himself, earlier Chairman of this Committee, argued that it would be a sad day if Parliament was only comprised of people who were only and solely MPs.  So there is quite a wide and serious group of people from different backgrounds.

237. PETER FACEY:  Which is why we have not come out in favour for a complete ban.  The political class question is interesting because I have never heard of an MP who was a cleaner carrying on being a cleaner.  It does not tend to be people at the bottom who come into Parliament and have outside interests.  It tends to be people at the top who have outside interests and continue them.

238. If there was a problem in terms of perception of political class, it is not that is dominated by people at the bottom, there is this kind of group of people who are at the top who have their own interests and do not have the interests of the constituency.  So I do not think that argument holds.  Yes, we have to be careful we do not cut off MPs from the rest of … I would not like to stop an MP who is a member of the territorial army continuing to be a member of the territorial army.  I would not like to stop a person who was a QC or who had to do other things because they had an outside plan and after being an MP they want to go back to that.  But I think we need to make it clear that this one of the most important jobs in the United Kingdom and that if you become a Member of Parliament that should be, and the public’s perception is that should be your primary occupation.  I think we try and walk that balance and therefore by having a cap on the number of days, whether it is 10 or whether it is 20, I think that signals to the public that is the case.

239. The problem with simply allowing them to do it and having transparency is I do not think that has worked up until now and I do not think it will necessarily change the public perception that this is a class apart from them.

240. ALEXANDER RUNSWICK:  Just to add to the class apart aspect, I think part of the perception problem is that there is concern that MPs may be being offered outside interests not necessarily because of who they are as an individual but because they are an MP.  In a sense, it is another perk of being an MP that you get to sit on various boards and they are interested in you because of your role as a Member of Parliament, and that undermines people’s faith in politics.

241. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  One of the examples that has been given to us several times is that, for example, when MPs come to discuss and vote on health issues it is useful that some people are doctors and dentists and so on.  I am not sure I would want to go to a doctor who only practised ten days a year, or a dentist.  Would you not really be precluding that sort of outside interest?

242. PETER FACEY:  I am not aware of any doctor who practices full-time and is in the House of Commons.  There are doctors there but I have not yet heard of one who does the job of a local GP and being an MP at the same time.  You may be aware of individual examples of that happening, I am not.  I can think of doctors in the House of Commons but none of them are presently practising as doctors.

243. If they need to do a number of days to keep the professional qualifications alive so that they can go on then that is fine.  But the idea that there are full-time dentists in the House of Commons …

244. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  There are apparently.

245. MARK WALLACE:  I think there is at least one practising regularly as we heard about before.  The issue here has got to be one of trusting the public to be intelligent about this and I think there are people who the public know still work in their family firm whilst being an MP or still sit on the board of their family firm and they find that acceptable in their experience of that MP.  There are equally MPs who are former Ministers, in particular the Secretary of Defence for example, who hold a variety of different board and consultancy positions in that industry now but the public actually do feel perhaps slightly more uncomfortable about it.  I think what we have to do is provide as much information as possible and trust the public on this.

246. Broadly we agree as organisations on this issue, the only area of difference really is the question of whether you can actively regulate that.  I suspect, in practice, it will be impossible to find a number which was sufficiently small to satisfy people who wanted to see a cap and ended up being large enough to encompass all the different professional responsibilities anyway.

247. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Last question but it really stems from that.  There are, of course, some MPs who have multiple mandates, in particular Northern Ireland and Westminster, and that is, as it were, a type of second job.  Indeed some, for political reasons, do not take up their seats in Parliament.  Do you have any views on whether multiple mandates should be allowed and indeed whether MPs should be able to claim expenses in situations where they do not actually turn up at Westminster?

248. PETER FACEY:  I think we have to recognise the unique circumstances in Northern Ireland and I would not want to be a situation which would specifically discriminate against Sinn Fein members, which is what you are talking about who fight elections for Westminster but do not take up their seats but then serve as members of the Northern Ireland Assembly.  But I would certainly say in normal practice being an MP and an MEP, I do not think you can do two of those jobs together.  It may be that we have a rule in Great Britain and we have a separate rule … Normally I am not in favour of that type of solution but in this area it may be that if we say that MPs should simply be an MP and not a member of the European Parliament at the same time then we only apply that rule to Great Britain and we leave Northern Ireland alone for now.  It would need to be transparent.

249. SIR DEREK MORRIS: There is Alex Salmond as well.  But I think he is the only person within Great Britain.

250. PETER FACEY:  I would be surprised at the next election if Alex Salmond fights his seat.

251. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  We had better not discuss that.

252. PETER FACEY:  Again, my response would be the same to the question about family members, my preference would be that MPs do not have second jobs.  I am not in favour of introducing an arbitrary ban and saying, “You must”.

253. MARK WALLACE:  There are two separate issues here.  I will deal with the briefer one first.  One is the question of MPs who choose not to take up their seats, specifically in the case of Sinn Fein.  I think one thing that must be remembered in terms of these Westminster expenses and their additional cost allowance claims which we have seen, is it would be wrong if an MP refused to take up a job in Parliament to represent their constituents, scrutinise the government, vote on legislation and so on for them then effectively be given a lobbying budget to come to London for whatever purpose and charge that on expenses.  One of the key principles we lay out in the summary of our evidence is that their parliamentary expenses should be expenses rather than allowances.  That means things incurred entirely within the role of being a Member of Parliament.  If you refuse to become a Member of Parliament those expenses should not be available.

254. On the broader issue of multi-hatting, being a councillor and Assembly Member, Scottish Parliamentarian, MEP and so on at the same time as being an MP, we do very much frown upon the practice.  I think we would probably lean towards it being forbidden.  We are in agreement on that.  I do think it is simply not possible to do that job properly.  Even if you are a local councillor and you have a legal requirement to attend a certain number of meetings every year otherwise you lose your right to be a councillor any more, there is nothing to stop there being a regular clash on Tuesday evenings or Wednesday evenings when your council meeting is with essential legislation that you ought to be there to vote on and debate in Westminster.  I simply think it is better to avoid that.

255. In terms of involvement in democracy and all these different democratic institutions, if we have a relatively small number of people with all these job piled up on top of them that is bad for involvement and it reduces representation and it also reduces the number of boots on the ground around the country representing people.  You have a greater multiplicity of user representation. 

256. PETER FACEY:  I agree with you in principle I just find it interesting that earlier you were in favour of the electorate being the people who judge and I think that is a good principle in this case being if you have multiple elected posts the person who should decide on whether that is appropriate or not is the electorate.  It is not hidden in any way.  Alex Salmond is known to be both and his constituents know him to be both, ultimately it is up to them to decide to hire or fire him in terms of that.  I would agree, I would prefer it not to be but if you are going to get into situations of saying we are going to outlaw it, then we are outlawing that but we are not outlawing outside interests.

257. MARK WALLACE:  Equally you take the same position but in reverse on those.

258. PETER FACEY:  Which is why I am saying in terms of outside interests we have to try and walk the line which says that ultimately we want the politicians to be responsible to the electorate.  Ultimately they should be the people who are hiring and firing.  There are circumstances where we have to outlaw certain things but we should always try and do that as the last resort in terms of it and do it where we do not think that the mechanism of democracy are sufficient to regulate it.  In this case there may be some interests which, even if they are transparent, may be hidden from the electorate but the fact that you have two elected posts is not hidden from the electorate.

259. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  We are right up against the time limit but if you want 15 seconds to respond to that, please do.

260. MATTHEW ELLIOTT:  I think it goes back to your point about the mechanisms of democracy, we all know there are very, very safe conservative seats and very, very safe Labour seats.  We all know we do not have the power of recall in the UK.  It is not just, let us say, democracy will happen, as you said before.

261. PETER FACEY:  I think therefore the solution has to be, as I said at the beginning, wider reform and that you cannot simply expect the MPs’ expenses and allowances system to solve the whole problem of our democratic system.  To expect you to solve all those wider problems through this is … Good luck.  I do not see how you can do it.  All we can expect is for an allowance and expenses system which is transparent and fit for purpose and does not pretend to do things which it can never achieve.

262. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  David.

263. DAVID PRINCE:  Just one quick question.  Taxpayers’ Alliance have made a number of references to council and local government and the work you do there.  I just wondered if, in your work, you have come across any useful read across around the public expectations and the rules that apply to councillors that apply to our considerations as well?

264. MARK WALLACE:  I think one thing which is incumbent as a serious responsibility on Westminster is to realise that people, whilst they are very clever and do switch their votes in between different elections and understand different electoral systems and representative bodies, still lump politics into one.  We have spoken to a lot of councillors while the MPs’ expenses scandal has been building saying, “When you go over the doorstep carry a list of your expenses with you” and some have pooh-poohed and said, “We will not worry” and some actually did so.  The rage on the doorstep applies to councillors as well at the moment.

265. Unfortunately local government has been battling with exactly the same issues of transparency.  Expenses are much smaller largely but even the Local Government Association about ten days ago published the headline findings of its national survey of councillors’ allowances and then tried to keep the actual findings themselves secret.  They were leaked to us and we published them on the internet.

266. So unfortunately I think a lot of these problems are replicated at each different level.

267. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Elizabeth, last question.

268. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  I am loathe to bring this in at this stage but I would really like to ask you about the Parliamentary Standards Authority that we hear now the government is proposing to bring in.  I just wonder whether this idea of another quango, of another level of regulation, if you like - and we are not even sure if it is a regulator - would seem to you to be the magic bullet.  Is this going to solve it all?

269. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I am sorry to do this to you but could you restrict yourselves to two minutes each in responding.

270. MARK WALLACE:  I am delighted to hear the fees office is getting a new name.  This is the fundamental problem that any supposedly independent body created by government - with all due respect to the Committee - is always going to have problems of independence.  Anecdotally there are examples of the Speaker, the former Speaker I should say, berating members of the fees office for questioning him over his expenses claim.

271. Actually, there are 60 million people who are willing, unpaid, to do the job of the regulator and they need to be given the information to do it, and the power.

272. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  That is your response.  You would say that the only way in which this body could be successful is if it is properly set up and responsible to the people out there rather than responsible to any other identifiable body?

273. MARK WALLACE:  I think the body itself is a completely unnecessary barrier between the people and their parliamentarian.  If we have things like the power of recall as well the full transparency while advising then we would have that accountability.  I think it would unfortunately end up being a failed body and I absolutely fear the idea - as Peter Oborne was saying before - that it would end up as a Ministry of Truth to assess whether MPs are using the right statistics or not.

274. PETER FACEY:  I think the simple response is the idea of another quango in the United Kingdom is going to improve the quality of this democracy is not my solution for it.  Yes, I can see there is a need for a body which polices MPs’ expenses and does that job inside Parliament, but the idea of …

275. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Or perhaps outside Parliament?

276. PETER FACEY:  Yes, perhaps outside.  But the idea that the solution to British democracy is that Parliament cannot make that certain so we have another quango on top of all the ones we already have and that this is going to improve public trust.  I do not know what world people live in but I do not think another quango is the way to do it.  If we really want to improve public trust then we have to go at some of the reforms that would actually make politicians, our elected representatives, more responsive to people they work for, which is the electorate.  That should be the concentration rather than saying we have another watchdog, to the point where me as a professional loses track of which watchdogs there are.

277. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Thank you.  Nearly in two minutes, I think, Chairman.

278. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I am very grateful.  Thank you very much to all our witnesses, that was an extremely interesting session and I am very grateful to you all for coming.

279. We are now breaking until 1.00pm.

(Break)

WITNESS – NICK HARVEY MP
280. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:   Our next two witnesses are Nick Harvey MP and then following that Sir Stuart Bell MP, both of whom are members of the Members’ Estimate Committee.  We did ask the third member of the Committee, David Maclean, to come but he was unable to accept the invitation which I very much regret.

281. Mr Harvey, thanks very much for coming.  We have had some written evidence from you.  Is there anything you would like to say by way of introduction?

282. NICK HARVEY MP:  Sir Christopher, thank you.  I submitted to you an opening remark sheet, I do not know whether it was of a suitable length for reading into the record or whether you prefer to take it as read.  I am entirely in your hands.

283. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  We will read it into the record if there are things you particularly wanted to bring out of it.

284. NICK HARVEY:  As I said there, I am grateful to you for the opportunity to come and talk to you.  We went through the same exercise last year so I have some insight into the undertaking that is before you.  The one lesson I think, with the benefit of hindsight, that I learnt from what we did last year was that it is better not to rush when such a comprehensive exercise is before you.  I think if we had only been able to stick to our original timetable last year there would have been a chance not only that we might have come forward at the end with better refined proposals but also that we might have had the time to build something of a consensus around them.  So I commend you for not being jostled into a timetable that you would find unrealistic but equally for responding to public opinion in making as much progress as you can.

285. The debate last July on our report represented a train crash for our review and its proposals.  Last week when Speaker Martin made his valedictory address he admonished the House, rightly in my view, for missing an opportunity that day.  While our proposals would probably not have been the last word on the subject of parliamentary allowances by any means, there is no doubt that if they had been adopted then MPs would have been in a much better position when the recent publication of details of allowances came.  We knew last July that it was coming.  

286. From my discussions with people around the country and in my own constituency, not only in the last few weeks but over a longer period of time, there never seems to me to be very much controversy about the idea that MPs need to run two offices and equip them, they need staff, they need to travel to and from London and around their constituency.  Apart from perhaps at the edges, I know you are looking again the issue of employment of family members, but broadly speaking all those allowances seem relatively uncontroversial.  All the controversy seems to me to focus around the accommodation costs and the way those are reimbursed.  

287. Nobody that I have talked to has suggested that MPs should not have their accommodation costs reimbursed, it is simply a question of how you do it.  Some people have suggested we should all be housed in the Olympic Village when it is finished with but other than novel proposals of that sort most people I have talked to about it have just said a sum of money should be independently set, it should be known to all what that sum is and then you should get on with it.

288. In my view, which I explain at length in my written evidence in answer to your question 8, that would now be the best way to go forward.  MPs are largely, if not entirely, the authors of their own misfortune in having provoked intrusive disclosure about their domestic business and the predictable public reaction to these.  The objective now must be to devise a system for the future which strikes a fair balance between the burden on the taxpayer and covering MPs reasonable costs.  I hope very much that we can restore the reputation of Parliament and its members but I firmly hold the view that this will never, never be achieved if we put into place permanently a situation where the public and the media are invited to pry into and trawl over MPs domestic arrangements.  The scope for mockery, derision and trivialising is limitless.  I do not believe it is possible to restore the standing of politics and its elected representatives if we leave in place this ability to probe behind MPs front doors and into the trivia of their private lives.

289. The solution, in my view, is to treat MPs exactly as any other part of the economy and population would be treated and to reimburse them in the same way that anybody else would be reimbursed.

290. Final point, perhaps, by way of introduction.  MPs work long hours representing their constituents and the causes that they champion, the vast majority come into politics with the noblest of intentions, many leaving behind lucrative careers in order to answer a vocation to public service.  The strain on any sort of normal family life of working 36 weeks of the year in Westminster at the same time as trying to look after a constituency on a 24/7 basis, while not entirely unique is nevertheless unusual and should not be underestimated.  With 24 hour media and modern electronic communications MPs are never truly off duty and this does impact upon families.  So a reformed system of allowances should not lose sight of that fact and the limited support that is available to families through the current system should, in my view, be sustained.

291. Though currently demonised, MPs remain human beings with the same flaws, vulnerabilities and sensitivities as anyone else.  The recent controversy has brought an appetite in some quarters for punitive retribution but I hope that will not be allowed to obscure objective analysis of what is right and fair in the long run and I wish you well in your quest for such a solution.
292. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  Can I begin with a couple of general questions.  Were you surprised by anything that came out of the Daily Telegraph analysis of the receipts?

293. NICK HARVEY:  Yes, I was surprised by quite a lot of what came out and I think it is worth appreciating that our Committee, and I think even senior officers of the House, had no holistic or comprehensive knowledge of what lay lurking in the files that we kept.  Certainly some of the more exotic claims let me quite astounded and the practice of flipping - not a verb I had ever heard of in this context and not in fact in its malevolent form a concept I had even put my mind to in this context - did leave me very, very surprised and not at all impressed.  Had we known at the point that we were drawing up the publication polices that flipping was a practice that was taking place, we would have recognised the need, I think, for exposure of that to have formed part of our publication scheme.  We would, I think, have included within it some sort of register of changes of designation of address, without actually specifying the address.  I think that is something, looking to the future, we would be likely to do.

294. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Why did you not know?  This is not a question of why did you not do your job better, the question is what was there about the mechanisms within the House that did not bring to the attention of the Members’ Estimates Committee what has turned out to be a critically important issue.

295. NICK HARVEY:  I suppose that each individual change of designation was dealt with by an individual officer in the fees office, that if the rules were in order and being met at the point the designation was changed, and the only rule in place was you do this a maximum of once a year, then that would be approved, it would be signed off.  I suspect that no one individual actually had a picture of the extent to which it was going on.

296. I was aware that people had the right to change their designation between London and the constituency.  I knew that in circumstances of divorce or marriage or being appointed as a Minister or sacked as a Minister one might change the designation for perfectly valid reasons but I had absolutely no idea that there were some parliamentary colleagues who were serial changes of the designation and were then drawing on the public purse to do up properties before changing to another one and drawing the public purse to do up that.  Had we known that this was happening I think we would have addressed the rules, but at the very least we would have addressed the issue when we were considering the publication policy.

297. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  With the new arrangements going forward what element of that is required in order to make sure that systemic issues like this are identified and not missed?

298. NICK HARVEY:  One of the shortcomings of the systems which have existed to date, which came to light rather more when we were addressing audit questions, was that there was nobody anywhere looking at patterns, looking for outriders who were outside the pack in terms of their scales of claims.  Basically claims were being processed individually but a broader strategic look at the pattern of claims was not taking place.  That was one of the things that was written into the new audit regime which started from 1 April this year.  Had it been in place in previous years I think that senior officers of the House, the Members’ Estimate Committee and the Speaker as the Chairman of the Members’ Estimate Committee would have taken action to deal with it but the facts are we just did not know that it was happening.  That was a systemic failure.

299. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The new version of the Green Book, and indeed the old version of the Green Book as well, made it clear that members had to sign a declaration to confirm that costs were incurred wholly exclusively and necessarily for the purposes of their parliamentary duties.  Now, that we can see what was claimed for it looks a bit as if some Members of Parliament signed that in ways in which they are now subsequently not prepared to defend.  At least not prepared to defend publicly.  What does that tell us about the culture in the House of Commons?

300. NICK HARVEY:  The wholly, exclusively and necessarily adage which is imported, I think, from tax law sits logically, comfortably and squarely upon any claim that a member is making in terms of their office budget, their travel budget, even their communications budget.  It is an unusual construct when placed upon a claim for running a second home.  At least put it this way, virtually any claim that a member is signing one could raise a material query whether any of the items on it were wholly exclusively and necessarily incurred.  At its most extreme one could have travelled back to the constituency, can you say it was an absolute requirement of your parliamentary duties that you had the flat cleaned?  No, you could have left it dirty.  It is just not a formula that sits comfortably or naturally in the domestic scenario.  It is one that is far more logically sitting on the office based and work based allowances.

301. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I understand that point but let me put the question another way.  That a large number of members were claiming reimbursement of expenses of a kind which now that the public know about them they appear to feel that they are either, in some cases, ashamed or at the very least feel the need to apologise for.

302. NICK HARVEY:  Yes, indeed.

303. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  What is that telling you about it?  If these things were wrong they were wrong when they were not publicly visible just as they are now they are publicly visible.  Is that saying something about the culture within the House that we ought to think about?

304. NICK HARVEY:  It probably is saying something about the culture, it is probably saying something about the system, it is probably saying something about the additional costs allowance having been a tangled and confused construct from the start.  The fact of the matter is, as I think is well rehearsed, that the additional cost allowance was created back in the 1970s to help MPs with the cost of staying in London but has been used by successive governments as a means of dodging giving MPs pay rises and it has always, I think, until very recent years, been viewed in Parliament as just that, an allowance.  Whereas, the reality is that it should have been reviewed as an expenditure budget and not as an allowance and it is only in recent years that the logic of an expenditure budget has started being applied to the additional cost allowance, and it is only through the freedom of information disclosures that the public has come to have an understanding of what has been going on.  But frankly, it is only through that that I have come to have an understanding of what was going on either.


305. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Yes.  Turning to the Additional Costs Allowance under its new name, you have made clear that your solution is a taxable lump sum and, indeed, other people have suggested that at different times.  The other difficulty with that argument is we start from here.  We do not start as if we were devising a totally new system, and one of the difficulties, it seems to me, in replacing the present arrangements with a taxable lump sum, is that it looks as if you have had to have receipts and you got into trouble there so we will reward you by giving you the same amount of money without having to fulfil that obligation.  Does that sound like something that is defensible to the public?

306. NICK HARVEY:  I think that is undoubtedly the way the media would portray it because we would be shooting their fox.  They would not have the opportunity to delve into MPs’ domestic affairs which at the moment offers them limitless fruit.  It is certainly not something that our committee could have suggested even a year ago, for precisely the reasons you are alluding to.  It is, however, something that your committee could propose and I explain in my answer to your question why I come to that conclusion.


307. We took advice last year, during our NEC review, from a range of experts and indeed from the HMRC themselves.  We were given a very clear picture that what would happen in the private sector, and in other walks of life, is that if a permanent situation obtained where an employee was required to work in two places - permanent, in effect, in tax terms means more than two years - then the norm would be for the employer and the employee to negotiate a level of support for this additional accommodation cost and then to pay a lump sum, which would be taxable, the net proceeds of which would afford to the employee the degree of support that the employer wished to pay to him.  Now, if that is what would happen in other walks of life then, in my view, that is what ought to happen for MPs.


308. I see the difficulty that you allude to, in terms of where we are starting from, and if it is not possible for that reason then it is not possible and another solution will have to be found.  But I think the starting point - that we should be treated the same as everybody else - is a sound one and on the basis of the evidence that we took, that is what would happen to anybody else.


309. At the particular level I have proposed to you, if brought in next April I estimate there would be a 29 per cent cut in the resources available to an MP and, correspondingly, a 9 per cent cut in the draw on the taxpayer.  One of the Prime Minister’s understandable concerns is that he wants the burden on the taxpayer to be reduced.  This would be a very substantial reduction on the taxpayer, a very substantial reduction on the resources available to MPs and it would be very painful medicine for MPs to take.  To get right back to the point of your question, that would not stop the media from portraying it in a very dark light.


310. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The other way of stopping intrusion would be the “Olympic village” option, which you referred to in your opening remarks.  You do not have to advance the Olympic village itself to think that there might be some advantage in Parliament itself owning or employing a commercial renting agency to provide the accommodation, rather than allow Members of Parliament to find their own accommodation and then claim their expenses back.  What is wrong with that solution?


311. NICK HARVEY:  I would not say particularly anything was wrong with it.  I certainly do not believe that Parliament should attempt to do that itself.  There is no way that it would have the expertise to do so, and it would not be desirable for it to develop the expertise to do so.  You would have to place a contract for it.


312. In principle, I do not see anything wrong with that at all, save to observe that quite a lot of MPs - at the point they are elected to Parliament - probably already have homes in London and it would be rather strange to be trying to force everybody’s circumstances into some sort of a uniform structure; sizes of families vary; the patterns between constituencies in London vary.  There are a huge number of variables and if Parliament was procuring and supplying directly the accommodation, it would presumably do so to some fairly uniform specification so there might be some problems in managing it, possibly not insuperable.  Nothing wrong in principle but again, almost, I put to you the point you put to me in the last question: we are starting from where we are; 415 MPs own properties against which they are claiming the allowance.  A further 133 are in rental agreements at the moment.  If we were going to move to a system of the sort that you propose - which, as I say, I see no objection to in principle - one would have to allow a pretty lengthy lead time to get all the current arrangements smoothly transferred over to that.  But, in principle, there is nothing with that.


313. I have to say, the idea of an agency going around London and finding properties here and there, would be infinitely preferable to going to the Olympic village and finding myself going down the corridor late at night to the bathroom to brush my teeth and finding parliamentary colleagues brandishing amendments they wanted me to sign for the next day’s business.  I think Westminster is quite enough of an artificial bubble as it is, with us cooped up in there spending the day together.  The very last thing that anyone would want to compound on top of that, I would have thought, would be to move us into a boarding school culture, spending the entire 24 hours together.


314. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  The third option of course is sticking basically with the system we have got but cleaning it up a bit, which is effectively where we are now with the interim arrangements.  The interim arrangements still allow the support for mortgage interest.  In your evidence you have said that allowing mortgage interest to be claimed as an option offers better value for the taxpayer.  A counter argument, of course, is that you then have to either allow for the possibility of Members of Parliament making large capital gains, or of course losses, on assets acquired with the help of public money which has been at the root of a lot of the public disquiet.


315. It is possible to make a rational argument and say that taxpayers should not be concerned about that if the cost of doing that is cheaper than any of the alternatives, but this morning we had the Tax Payers Alliance in here who were saying, even though it might be more expensive not to allow mortgage interest, actually, they thought the countervailing arguments, the perception was so great that they would prefer not to allow it.  What would be your response to that argument?

316. NICK HARVEY:  I think it is almost unquestionable that allowing mortgage interest means that the total burden on the taxpayer is small, and at a point that a capital gain is realised then the Capital Gains Tax that will be paid is a further reimbursement to the taxpayer against the outlay they had initially made in supporting the mortgage interest.  So I believe that the financial argument is clear.


317. If the belief of the Taxpayers’ Alliance is representative of the broader view of the taxpayer, notwithstanding the fact it will cost more to support rents than to support mortgages, I personally would have no difficulty with that.  If that is a system that is determined for the future then, so be it, I think, as long as there is a reasonable transition period.  As I say, when we looked at this issue last year, 415 MPs owned homes that were being supported through the additional cost elements and this is not an ideal moment in the property market for 415 people to be going out to try and dispose of the property.  I think the Scottish Parliament when they went down this road gave MSPs three years to make an adjustment.  So I think my only appeal to your committee, if they were coming to that conclusion, would be to ensure an adequate transition period.  But in principle, fine.  If the deal is you rent then you rent.  I will rent like anybody else will.  I say again I think it would cost more, but if we believe that the public would prefer that, let us do it.


318. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  It is not just that the public would prefer it; also, it would remove one source of complaint of a kind which would make you feel uncomfortable as well.


319. NICK HARVEY:  Yes, I am agreeing with you, yes.


320. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  Elizabeth.


321. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Good afternoon.  Can I move to the Parliamentary Standards Authority, which we gather is going into legislation in some way, as we speak.  What is your view about this, as far as you recognise it and as far as you understand it at the moment?  The views of some people who have talked to us has been that this is just another quango; another layer of regulation; that actually what is at issue here are MPs themselves and their own individual choices, their own morality, their own ethical positions, and that you do not solve that by outsourcing it, as it were, to another body.  In fact, it may actually be a disadvantage because it gives people the feeling that it is all being sorted out there by the new body.  Do you resonate to that?


322. NICK HARVEY:  To the general proposition that Parliament’s credibility has been so badly damaged and MPs’ reputations so badly damaged that a system of self-regulation is no longer adequate and there must be external or statutory regulation and that something called a Parliamentary Standards Authority should be created to do that, to that general proposition I would sign up and subscribe.  I think we probably have got past the point of no return on self-regulation.  That said, there seems to me --


323. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  The self-regulation point is slightly different from the point about: this is a cultural problem; this is a problem about the ethics of the House and that you cannot outsource that.  I think that is my point.


324. NICK HARVEY:  It is a cultural problem and the culture has grown up in a system of self-regulation.  You cannot change culture overnight but changing the system of regulation is probably an important step towards changing that culture and I think it is probably a necessary step to doing so.  
325. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Thank you.


326. NICK HARVEY:  But my concern about the PSA is that there seems to be some very muddled thinking about what it is going to do, and virtually everything - bar the kitchen sink - is being hurled in its direction.  I can see arguments for each of the things that are being proposed to hand over to it.  I can see arguments against each of them.  But what I am absolutely clear about is that you cannot do all of the things that are being talked about for it.  It cannot be the legislator and the administrator and the investigator and the judiciary.  We would not create something with those conflicts of interest for any other walk of life, so it would seem strange to do so here.  I think we have got to narrow slightly what it actually does.


327. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Do you see it as a regulator at all?  It is quite clear that some of your colleagues see it simply as a kind of outsourcing of the Fees Office.


328. NICK HARVEY:  Again, this is a function of some degree of muddle and confusion.  It is seemingly an outsourcing of the Fees Office.  The Fees Office I think has been rather unfairly used as a whipping boy and has been made culpable for a lot of things that members are, in reality, responsible for themselves and - along with the now departed Speaker - the Fees Office has been a useful scapegoat in many instances.  Moving the Fees Office a few hundred yards and putting them under a different management team is not, in itself, going to make an awful lot of difference.


329. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Well, just concentrating on the Parliamentary Standards Authority, how would you - just at the most basic - see that it should be constituted?  Who should appoint it, for example?  Who should it be responsible to?  If one says “Parliament”, then we are back in the same problem.


330. NICK HARVEY:  We are back to square one.  That must be right.  I presume that the Commissioners or at least the Chairman would be Crown appointments.


331. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Which means the Prime Minister?


332. Somebody would have to put the nominations up; and that is true, it cannot be the Prime Minister.  That would be absurd.  Again, it is not my idea and I have not thought through these issues, but the relationship between the new PSA and Parliament has got to be got right or else we have not really achieved anything at all.


333. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  So would it be it would report to Parliament?


334. NICK HARVEY:  I think it has got to have some independent power of action, separate from anything that it has to seek approval from Parliament to do or there is no point whatever in its existing.  It will have to have some independence of action.  If it is to be a regulator then it has to have the powers to regulate.


335. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Thank you.  Can I take you back to your submission where you say that a sovereign parliament must ultimately take responsibility - and we are back again in the same loop - for the use of resources; that must have the ability to fine tune detail, which suggests that you think that any kind of enabling legislation that brought this into effect would be temporary in some way and that Parliament would then be able to tinker with it later on?


336. 
NICK HARVEY:  It seems to me that a sovereign parliament is a sovereign parliament.  Far greater minds than mine will have to be brought to bear on this situation, but exclusive cognisance and the Bill of Rights 1688.  Is Parliament going to sign away, indefinitely, all responsibility for all of these matters?  Eurosceptics can blame that we have signed things away to Europe but, nevertheless, we retain - in British law at least - the right to bring them back at any time.  I just do not know whether somebody has found some cunning means by which Parliament can hand over entirely its sovereignty to another body, but I am not aware of one.


337. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Obviously, Parliament can do what it likes and it can hand over sovereignty to another body in a specific context.


338. 
NICK HARVEY:  Yes.


339. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  But the point I am getting at is: that you were talking about fine tuning and Parliament fine tuning.


340. 
NICK HARVEY:  Yes.


341. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  One person’s fine tuning, obviously, is another person’s interference.


342. 
NICK HARVEY:  Yes, that is right.


343. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  So, there is a concern here that if Parliament does not entirely give this new body the right to pursue these things, almost in advance, then actually there is no point in it at all?


344. 
NICK HARVEY:  I said in my written evidence to you that I thought there was a need for some sort of a double lock, where perhaps material proposals had to come from the PSA and then Parliament had to ratify them.  I think what the draft Bill now contains is slightly the opposite, that the PSA will have a parliamentary committee with whom it liaises and that the parliamentary committee is going to put these points of concern - what I am perhaps referring to as the fine tuning - to the PSA and the PSA will ultimately resolve them.


345. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  But a double lock - as you refer to it - is exactly what has happened in relation to the SSRB, who has been given apparently the right to set parliamentary pay but actually then Parliament decides whether it will accept that.


346. 
NICK HARVEY:  That has not really started yet.  I mean, you are quite right that that is the system that has been determined for the future.  Whether it is going to work - and whether it is going to work in the way it is intended to work - remain to be seen.  The problem is that when the SSRB comes along and makes a proposal that MPs’ pay should rise, the government of the day - no matter what its colour - has an uncanny knack of deciding this is not quite the moment, and interfering with it. 


347. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Yes.


348. 
NICK HARVEY:  Now, what was supposed to have happened last time we visited this issue in Parliament was that the SSRB was literally being given the power to set salaries and it has done so far, but whether or not governments will continue to keep out of it, trying to muscle in and push them down, and whether or not MPs will keep out of it from trying to come in and push them up, time will tell.


349. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  But you see the problem that people have with the precedent?


350. 
NICK HARVEY:  Yes.  I do.


351. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  That every time Parliament gets the time to come in on this they probably will, and it is not the public’s view or belief that this is done in order to maintain parliamentary sovereignty.  It is that it suits MPs.


352. 
NICK HARVEY:  I can quite understand that, a great perception that that would be the case.  As I say, it is a new system and it has not really yet been tried.


353. 
DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Thank you.


354. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Denise.


355. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  I am going to turn to another area which is staff, where we have had quite a variety of views given to us in evidence.  Many of your colleague MPs, who either employ family members or know of their colleagues that do, speak very highly of a system where someone can work in partnership in relation to a constituency and long and irregular hours.  However, the public has a view, which comes from another perspective, that this is about family income, it is not very transparent and it just should not happen.  You say in your submission that it would be perverse to rule out the employment of family members, but then you go on to say that MPs should be required to demonstrate that the relative is generally carrying out the role.  How do you think that can be done, in practice?


356. NICK HARVEY:  Having watched the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards probing whether or not employment - in some of these recent controversial cases - has been genuine and bone fide or not, I have no doubt whatever that you can test whether or not the employment is genuine.  If somebody is genuinely doing the work, there must be something to show for it.  If they are being employed as a sinecure they will not be able to demonstrate that they are doing any work.


357. In some of the recent controversial cases; for example, where it was asserted that individuals worked in the Palace of Westminster, no witnesses could be found to testify that they had seen them working in the Palace of Westminster.  And when it was asserted that they provided research briefs, and so on, no such research briefs were able to be produced as evidence.  So if it comes to the instance of a complaint, and the Commissioner investigating a complaint, it seems to me he has been able to make some sense of whether or not the work is actually taking place.


358. DAME DENISE PLATT:  But surely the system needs to be developed where you can obviate the need for complaints --


359. NICK HARVEY:  That would be desirable, yes.


360. DAME DENISE PLATT:  -- so that transparency is there and people can see how appointments have been made on merit, and that it is known that the person has the competencies to do the job.  Do you have any suggestions about how a proactive system might be put in place?


361. NICK HARVEY:  I think that allowing the HR department at the House of Commons, which is available to MPs as a source of advice at the moment, to extend its remit to actually supervise a recruitment process where a relative was an applicant would be one way of ensuring that an open competition for the post was held, and that the person appointed had got the job on merit.


362. DAME DENISE PLATT:  We had two different groups giving us evidence together this morning on this issue, and even the group that felt they could see how the situation had arisen and how it might continue, both groups said that their preference was that family members should not be employed.  One group thought we were in the situation that we were in and that we had to find ways through it.  Although you say it is perverse not to, could you see an argument which would say “no relatives”?


363. NICK HARVEY:  The reason I say it is perverse not to is that by my observation, at least, some of the relatives - particularly parliamentary spouses who do work with their spouse MP - are of an extremely high calibre, who work very long hours, far more than could be expected of any normal employee, and in some cases have chosen to forego careers in their own right in order to support the political career of the MP spouse, and to remove from the potential field of employees people of almost absurdly high calibre would just seem to me, as I say, perverse.


364. If, for reasons of public perception, it becomes the view that this must be stopped then, so be it, Parliament will have to adjust.  Again, I would appeal to you to allow a sensible period of transition.  I believe that 250 members employ relatives at the moment.  I do not, but I believe the figure is of that order.  Unless people who have rendered very good service over a period of many years are going to be put out on the street, then there would have to be some transitional period. 


365. I think it is a shame because I think it is just something that will be being done to meet a perception problem and the reality is that really good employees will be lost to the system.


366. DAME DENISE PLATT:  The analogy that you use, that others have used in their evidence to us, that spouses and partners working together are like a family business --


367. NICK HARVEY:  Yes, indeed.


368. DAME DENISE PLATT -- and with a sort of proprietorial view of their constituency.  Is that still an appropriate model for 21st Century democracy?


369. NICK HARVEY:  I do not see why not.  MPs are typically running teams of three or four people, so, in scale, it is very much a sort of corner shop small business.  MPs are not elected to be part of an administration, to be part of a bureaucracy, to be part of a big system.  They are elected as independent office holders and they make of that office what they will.  I think that the whole logic of trying to make MPs and their staff teams part of a big establishment, rather than small independent cells, would be to the great detriment of British democracy and I hope very much that we will not end up going down that line.  I think as part of this small cell culture - as I put it - family employment rests a little bit like it does at the corner shop.  


370. We will lose something very serious if we try and make the post of being an MP being a cog in an establishment, rather than being an individual crusader in their own right.  Good MPs make thorough nuisances of themselves to the establishment.  The idea, for example, that MPs’ staff should then be part of that establishment, I think, would be a very backward step.


371. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Corner shops - unless they are the Post Office - are not funded by public money at the minute, are they?


372. NICK HARVEY:  They are not, but they are funded by public money to the extent that they are funded by the public coming in and spending the money there.


373. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Okay.  A slightly different tack around staff.  What is your view of those staff employed by MPs who also have party political roles in the constituency; for example, a local councillor or maybe a campaign manager funded through public money?  The perception could be a leakage of public money funding staff for party political purposes.  Have you formed a view on that?


374. NICK HARVEY:  I think there could be such a perception.  I further think there could be a reality as well.  I think that doubling with campaign manager is intrinsically more problematic than the doubling with being a local councillor.  I do not have any statistics at my fingertips for the number of MPs who employ councillors as, for example, caseworkers.  I can see why the profile of a good councillor and the profile of a good caseworker for an MP might fit together very well, and why they might be very good at it.  I do not personally see that as party political or money leaching across into the party political system.


375. I think doubling with campaign management is definitely more problematic.  Where this exists, I believe, it is normally done in quite a clear cut way.  The parliamentary duties are supposed to be taking three days a week and three days a week are being paid for and the party duties are supposed to be taking two days a week and the party pays for those.  I would have thought that the risk, however, of - I think you called it - money leaching across would be greater there than into the casework functions.


376. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Thank you.


377. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Lloyd.


378. LLOYD CLARKE:  Could I ask especially about a couple of allowances: firstly, the communications allowance and then moving to the resettlement and winding up.  Starting with the communication allowance, it seems almost that this is divisive, almost drawn down political party lines.  Insofar as there are those who are definitely against it, there are those who are there for it.  Interestingly, this morning we had two groups: Taxpayers Alliance and Unlock Democracy, the latter of which was about seeking better communication.  Let me ask where you stand on these and why, please.


379. NICK HARVEY:  You are tempting me into making a party political point which - left untempted - I would not have made, but seeing as you have raised it I will.  There are Conservative MPs who say they are adamantly against the communications allowance but, nevertheless, they want to be able to spend public money on the things the communications allowance is for.  They just want it to go back to being part of the office allowance as it was previously.  Now, it seems to me they are trying to have their cake and eat it.  They either think it is completely wrong to use public money to communicate proactively with constituents or they do not.  The question of where precisely in the allowance framework you sit this seems to me an entirely subsidiary issue.


380. Parliamentary and public money is currently used to enable MPs to research and develop their policy views; to communicate those in Parliament, to government departments, to the media.  It would be very strange - to my way of thinking - if the public purse had paid for all of that, that just at that point in the process where the MP might tell the public, who had paid for it all, what it was they were doing and why and to what end that public monies were to chop off and one would not follow it through.  If it is going to be left entirely to party funding to do that last bit of the communication, then the communication is all going to have party political nature and tone to it, and the account I give of myself to my constituents is assiduously non party in its tone and character and often draws favourable appreciative remarks from active members of the party.  So I think that it can be done in a non party political way that still makes it interesting enough to bother reading.


381. Whether the size of the communications allowance is justifiable or right, is another issue altogether, but the principle of using some public money to give an account of oneself to one’s electorate I would go with the Unlocked Democracy and not the Taxpayers’ Alliance.


382. LLOYD CLARKE:  But is not the argument that it is being used for political propaganda and, therefore, a sitting MP has got a greater advantage?


383. NICK HARVEY:  A sitting MP has got a greater advantage.  A sitting MP can get up in Parliament and make a speech.  A sitting MP can get access to the media.  A sitting MP can get access to a government department.  All this comes, part and parcel, with having won the previous election and being the incumbent MP.  So, in terms of public funding available for this, a sense of proportion needs to be maintained but the principle of some money being available for this purpose seems to me to be justified.


384. LLOYD CLARKE:  Okay, and just continuing that kind of theme that you were saying there; prior to the communication allowance would you agree that in actual fact the sitting MP could still use other allowances by varying them across, or whatever, and in addition to that there was almost a non-capped budget for envelopes and, therefore, expenditure was still being applied to communication?


385. NICK HARVEY:  That is why we applied the cap on the envelopes and the note paper, which were undoubtedly in some cases being abused on a quite monstrous scale.  But both under the old system and the new, we have drawn a distinction between solicited and unsolicited information from MPs.  There were some perversities in this because 30,000 people had signed the petition about climate change and the petition was presented to me.  I was allowed to send reactive letters to all 30,000 of them on the headed note paper and using pre-paid envelopes.  However, if a Post Office was due to shut in a village in my constituency with 150 houses in it, I was not allowed to send a letter to them saying, “The deadline for comments to the Post Regulator is such and such a date and here is his address.  So, if you want to stop this happening get your comments in” because that was proactive.  I am saying that to you just to try and persuade you that there is a need for MPs proactively to communicate with their constituents.


386. LLOYD CLARKE:  Okay.  Let us just suppose then that those who would say “abolish it” have their way, but still retain the rules and regulations that now exist in spending on communication and keep the cap on the envelopes.  Would that be acceptable?


387. NICK HARVEY:  Keep all the existing regulations but do away with the communications allowance?


388. LLOYD CLARKE:  Indeed.


389. NICK HARVEY:  No, because an MP would not be able to communicate proactively with his constituents.


390. LLOYD CLARKE:  But you were saying you were able to do it before, in any event.


391. NICK HARVEY:  You were able to do it before but you would have to go back to a previous regime which we ended because it appeared to be being abused and was in some cases racking up vast sums of money.


392. LLOYD CLARKE:  All right.  Can I just change tack there and come to the resettlement grant.  The SSRB were very clear in respect of the resettlement grant, that it should be phased out for MPs who resign or retire and, therefore, it would be paid for those who, in effect, were made redundant at a general election or indeed boundary changes, but the MEC disagreed with that and suggested differently.  Can that still be sustained with what we know now or should the SSRB recommendation be implemented?


393. NICK HARVEY:  I do not believe the SSRB got that right, and I do not resile from the view that the MEC took last year.  Just because someone has chosen to stand down at the end of a Parliament does not mean that they are in command of their personal circumstances.  They have no idea when the end of the Parliament is going to be.  If we had a fixed term Parliament I think that I would find the SSRB logic far more persuasive, but if we take an example: my colleague Matthew Taylor, the Member for Truro and Cornwall, is in his mid forties.  He decided two years’ ago, two years into this Parliament, that this would be his last Parliament and announced his intention to stand down, a replacement candidate has been found in his constituency.  He did not know whether there was going to be an election in the autumn.  Gordon Brown did not have one.  He did not know whether there was going to be an election this spring or this autumn or next spring, so he cannot in any way get on with making the arrangements for the rest of his life.


394. LLOYD CLARKE:  He could actually stand down mid-term.


395. NICK HARVEY:  And trigger a by-election at vast --


396. LLOYD CLARKE:  He could do.


397. NICK HARVEY:  He could do, yes.  And if it is preferable to the taxpayer that they carry the burden of a by-election rather than this resettlement grant then so be it, but again it seems to me it would be far more expensive.  


398. LLOYD CLARKE:  It just does have a feeling that it is giving preferential terms to MPs against those who do find themselves genuinely made redundant.  One of the reasons that the MEC was saying is because it is difficult for MPs to actually gain other employment, but exactly the same applies to 3 million people who find themselves unemployed now.


399. NICK HARVEY:  Yes, I take that point but MPs do not have as great a control over their fate as I think your question is suggesting, and if they have been in Parliament for a good many years, are going to find it difficult to get back into public life, which is why the resettlement grant is not as crude as a redundancy package, it is more calibrated to the particular circumstances.  I think there might be an argument where people have chosen to stand down for having it at a different rate or at a flat rate, but I think it would be entirely wrong for there not to be any assistance with resettlement, principally for the reasons that I have given, that they do not have any control over the timing.  Realistically, they have not.


400. In any event, they will have been elected by their electors for Parliament and I think to insist that they should have to go bang in the middle of the Parliament would be wrong anyway.  They would not see out the mandate that they have been elected to.  So I think they have a moral duty to see out the Parliament in some respects, and they then need some assistance at the end of it because they have no control over the timing of it.


401. The other concern that the MEC had was that you would create a perverse incentive and that the Willy Hamilton scenario, where he went and stood in a seat at the far end of the country, would become commonplace.


402. The other thing to bear in mind is boundary changes can do away with somebody’s seat.  They are not going voluntarily.  On the other hand, they are not going to be standing again.  Again, these are quite complex issues.  The idea of a different rate might be acceptable, but to have nothing for people who really do not have control over their own fate, I think would be wrong.


403. LLOYD CLARKE:  Okay.  Thank you very much.


404. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Derek.


405. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Could I just ask you about MPs’ outside interests, and could I start that by just asking: do you believe that the job of an MP is a full time job or not?


406. NICK HARVEY:  I believe it is a full time job.  Many MPs work very, very long hours.  A time and motion study a year ago suggested an average of over 70 hours, so it is quite difficult to understand how so many seem to find time for these outside interests in case.  But there is certainly plenty enough to do as an MP to keep you occupied full time.


407. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  If it is a full time job - and you talked earlier about 36 weeks in Westminster and I think you said 24/7 job in the constituency - it would seem to follow that outside jobs should be banned?


408. NICK HARVEY:  Personally, I would not object to insisting upon it being a full time job and banning outside earnings.  I do not see, as a matter of theology, that that would be objectionable.  I think a real difficult would arise - and again I will stray into party politics - particularly for the Conservative Party if the sort of people who might be expected to come forward to offer themselves as Conservative MPs were going to leave behind the sort of careers that they have and come in and work for the current parliamentary salary.  So, it is perhaps not my position to concern myself overly about the well being of the Conservative Party, but I think that Parliament would be denied some of the highest calibre people if they were not able to sustain interests elsewhere.  


409. I think some misleading nonsense is then talked about how it so enriches Parliament having these people off at the “inns of court” charging lots of money and off at the Stock Exchange making caboodles as well, but that is some of the veneer that has gone with it.  But I think that if we expected everybody to limit their earnings to £64,700 and whatever it is that we earn, that you would narrow the field of people willing to come into Parliament very significantly.


410. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  But certainly an alternative approach would be to say, “It is manifestly not a full time job”, and we know that because a number of MPs have considerable time consuming outside interests; 120 Ministers somehow manage to do extremely demanding jobs as Ministers and still remain as MPs.  So transparency might dictate that we say quite clearly it is not a full time job.  That would then imply that salary was being paid as a part-time remuneration.  The public might be rather shocked by this but they would just have to get used to the fact.  That would be the other route and then, of course, there would be no problem about having a diversified Parliament with people from all sorts of life bringing current, topical experience to the job.  Do you think that is a viable way to go?


411. NICK HARVEY:  You could do that.  I think the public would be shocked.  I think the public have an expectation that an MP will be available to them constantly and would react negatively to the idea that it was only a part-time commitment, given that the average - the average I say again - number of hours that MPs are said by researchers to be spending on their work is over 70 hours, it would not be a logical conclusion to draw or a position to make.


412. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  You accept there is a tension here?

413. NICK HARVEY:  I do.


414. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  A perception on one hand a perhaps reality on the other.  Would the least bad alternative be the transparency route of saying, ”MPs can have other interests but what jobs are and what they are paid and, broadly, what sort of time commitment they involve should all be very publicly available” and then one leaves it to the electorate to decide whether they regard that as acceptable or not.  Would that be the route to take?


415. NICK HARVEY:  I think that probably is the route to go down.  That system is coming in from 1 July.  For the first time, work outside Parliament will have to be registered with the amount earned for doing that work which has never been the case before, and the amount of time spent on it, which has never been the case before.  So, if you do have an MP with a £500,000 contract for doing a 30 hour week in the city, his constituents are going to know about that for the first time; not a bad thing at all.  Indeed, every day in the newspaper one reads of more and more divesting themselves of these interests before the 1 July regime commences.  I think this is a step in the right direction.  I, in parenthesis, think the government were perhaps mistaken to remove any de minimis, the de minimis across the rest of the register is 1 per cent of income, so £650 and I think that if every bit of work, right down to £15 for filling in a research questionnaire is going to be filled in, the register is going to get extraordinarily cumbersome and the number of people spent processing it is going to get disproportionate to the benefit it accrues, but one hopes that - even at this late stage - sense might prevail and the de minimis might be reintroduced.


416. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Thank you.


417. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much, Mr Harvey.  Is there anything else you want to say to us?


418. NICK HARVEY:  I think all I would say to you, in conclusion, is that for all that we stand pilloried and vilified, MPs are human beings; some have made mistakes; some are simply bystanders to what others have done.  The objective for the future must, as far as possible, be to park some of that and just arrive at something which is fair to the taxpayer and fair to whichever 650 human beings end up fulfilling the role of Member of Parliament in years to come and I think some deep breaths in taking a calm look at it which is clearly what your body is doing, is a better way of doing things that a hasty response to big media headlines.


419. I think whatever conclusions you arrive at, if they are going to come in on 1 April next year, or whenever, MPs, candidates can have a look, can weight them up and can decide whether or not they find it acceptable and want to offer themselves for the job on that basis.  But I would stress again - as I did in answer to your questions - please, for goodness sake, have a sensible transitional period and do not make anything retrospective.  Do not move the goal posts on the past.  A new dawn, a new era and a fresh start.


420. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.


421. NICK HARVEY:  Thank you.


422. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you for your time.


423. We will just wait until they are finished.
 
WITNESS – SIR STUART BELL MP
424. Our next witness is Sir Stuart Bell MP, also a member of the House of Commons Commission and on the Members’ Estimates Committee.  Sir Stuart, you are very welcome and I apologise for keeping you waiting.


425. SIR STUART BELL MP:  Thank you Sir Christopher, and thank you for the invitation.  May I say that I make this statement on my own behalf, although I am a member of the House of Commons Commission and a member of the Members’ Estimates Committee.  I have given you a very lengthy submission, but I would wish to read two pages to you, to read into the record: “Confidence and trust in the institution of Parliament, particularly the Commons, has been shattered by events related to the publication of MPs’ allowances in accordance with the terms of the Freedom of Information Act.  How confidence and trust in the institution are restored is the matter before us.  It is to restore this trust and confidence that I have put forward the following recommendations:

426. That there should be a robust new system of financial quality assurance involving regular financial health checks on records kept and processes used in members’ offices, with outside professional teams, covering about 25 per cent of members each year and every Members of Parliament.  This role might be taken on board by the Parliamentary Standards Authority which shall be an independent body.

427. That the House should centrally employ a member staff through the mechanism through its proposed Parliamentary Standards Authority but only for new staff when employed.

428. That a Member may only employ one family member, partner or relative, this to be phased in to avoid redundancies of present employees.  But when a Member employs more than one person in the above category that person shall not be replaced on leaving until such time that only one family member, partner or relative, is employed by any Member other than on a short-term contract or for work experience.

429. It would not be appropriate to disturb arrangements entered into in good faith by members in the acquisition of property in order to fulfil their parliamentary duties, although the Commons has capped mortgage interest payments to £12,300 per year.


430. It would be appropriate - in my opinion - to abrogate the 1985 order by which the House consented to extending the then additional cost allowance to interest on mortgages where the property has been acquired for the fulfilment of parliamentary duties.  Such recommendation to have immediate effect.


431. It would be appropriate to leave in place the present regime in relation to members’ travel costs, other than to abolish the entitlement to mileage claims from constituencies to Parliament and back.


432. It is not recommended that there be pursued the notion of dedicated residential accommodation for members.  The cost would be prohibitive.  But with regard to resettlement grant, with effect from the dissolution after next, resettlement grant should be paid at a rate of one month’s salary for each year of service as a member, up to the maximum of nine months’ salary to members who lose their seats at a General Election or whose seats disappear as a result of boundary changes.”


433. There are other recommendations, Sir Christopher, in my submission but I do not need to go into them at this moment in time.


434. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much and thank you very much for your detailed submission which was extremely helpful. 


435. Can I begin with a general question which is: what went wrong?  How did we get in the current situation and why do you think that - despite your advice last July - the House, in your words, failed to take the requisite steps to restore its reputation?


436. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes, I think it is the hurricane theory: little winds blow up off the coast of Africa in the heat and blow up and blow up until there is a fully fledged hurricane.  All of this began - as you may have heard - from 1971 when an additional cost allowance was introduced.  It continued.  We had Michael Foot, when he was Leader of the House in 1975, telling Members, “You are not going to get a pay increase but you can use your allowances”, and this culture of using allowances as a surrogate salary developed over many years and resulted in a cosy relationship between the Member and the Fees Office.  It was this cosy relationship and the inability of Members of Parliament to respect the institution of Parliament and the House of Commons that put them into the state they were now, and when you mentioned last year’s vote on 2 July and the Speaker of the House referred to that when he left.  I think it was something like 250 Members did not vote at all and the majority who did vote voted against and we had 33 Government Ministers who also voted against.  That I thought showed the House of Commons in its membership totally divorced from the institution which they represented and the members of the public.


437. Nick Harvey, myself and David McLean spent six months on this issue.  You will remember because you came to talk to us.  We devoted six months of our parliamentary lives to this specific issue with the House of Commons Speaker, and it was a matter of deep regret that - notwithstanding all of the negotiations and the consultations that took place - they were not able to accept what were important changes but certainly not as radical as they might have been.  The reason why I am putting forward more radical submissions today is that they were actually bandied around at the time, but there was clearly no way that the House would accept them.


438. So, the culture developed like a hurricane; it developed over many years and it is a matter of deep regret to me that the Members of Parliament have not respected the House of Commons.


439. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  If the culture issue was due to a failure to address the issue of pay in the way that many Members of Parliament would have liked, does it follow that the fact that the House has now foresworn interfering with SSRB recommendations mean that that problem is now dealt with and that we can clean up the system of allowances without any concern for the overall effect on MPs’ financial position?


440. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, I can assure Dr Vallance - who may come to me later on - that under the Parliamentary Standards Bill the question of the SSRB and their recommendations will go to the Parliamentary Standards Authority and it will be their decision, and never again will it be the decision of Members to decide upon their own pay.


441. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  My question was not what would happen.  My question was: does that mean that that issue is now dealt with completely and there is no longer justification for any Members of Parliament regarding expenses as a substitute for pay?


442. SIR STUART BELL:  There was never any justification at the beginning, Sir Christopher.  It cannot be accepted or accepted in any shape or form.  But certainly in the future your committee will come forward with proposals on allowances and the question of salary will be a matter for the SSRB into the Parliamentary Standards Authority, as your recommendations eventually will come, and that will separate the two issues out.


443. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  You express in very strong terms your regret at the way the vote went last July.  What is it about the House of Commons that meant that so many Members failed to understand what it was they were doing at that point and got so far out of touch with public opinion?  I ask that, not to reopen the past but to see what lessons of course can be learnt for the future.


444. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  I think you will see, as you do your studies, that we have 646 Members of Parliament that I refer to.  Each has his own way of doing business.  Each has a different constituency.  Each has a different way of handling his affairs and they become somewhat isolated, and the essence of what we try to do is to accommodate 646 Members in their arrangements and not have, from one end of the land to the other, a one size fits all where every rule is the same, and I think they developed this lack of understanding on the importance and significance of how they were perceived in the public mind.  Members of Parliament do spend a lot of time with their constituents, in dealing with constituency problems, but that does not necessarily mean to say that they have a real understanding of what public opinion is about, and I think they erred seriously in their judgement in not understanding and the wave of public opinion that was against our expense allowance culture. 


445. Bear in mind that these proposals that we had to deal with last year began January 2008, when the SSRB had reported, and it came to the House and the Leader of the House said, “Let us have another report by the Members Estimate Committee”.  So the issue was very aggravating in January 2008, and the failure of Members collectively to understand the significance of this was a serious error and led to consequences for which no one would have foreseen.


446. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Okay.  You referred - both in your opening statement and in your submission - to the “Olympic village” option and you object to it on the grounds that costs would be prohibitive.


447. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.


448. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  There are solutions involving direct provision which do not involve the Olympic village.  If the cost issue was addressed and found not to be as prohibitive as you think, would that remove your objection to it or do you have other problems with it?


449. SIR STUART BELL:  No, I have a deep rooted objection.  As I said in my submission, on my visit to Berlin last year we had a tour down the river; we came to the Bundestag on the left and an empty building on the right, and the guide said, “The empty building is apartments built for Members of the Bundestag who categorically refused to live with each other”.  The cost is prohibitive and the idea that Members of Parliament would share accommodation with each other, fails to understand the culture and the nature of Parliament.  We do not have friends in the House of Commons, we have parliamentary colleagues. 


450. But what I would say, coming down your road a little bit, if you take a block like Golden Square, the Ministry of Defence have a contract there and they can use that to fill apartments where they have people coming and going.  I hope that is not a secret I am giving away, and there is no reason why the House cannot have a similar arrangement for Members of Parliament who come to the House and wish to be taken care of.  Most Members of Parliament, including me when I came, are left entirely to their own devices.  We have to make do with what we make do.  In my case it took about two years to find a place to settle.


451. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  So the objection is not to direct provision, the objection is to direct provision in a barracks block and to making that compulsory rather than an option?


452. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes, and the prohibitive cost it would be.


453. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The cost is something which could be investigated.  Thank you.  Mortgage interest.  You suggest effectively the phasing out of support for mortgage interest.


454. SIR STUART BELL:  I would not phase it out.  I would say that from the time of your report any MP who wished to acquire property should not be entitled to --


455. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY: To do so.  That is what I meant.  That is a different recommendation than the one that came out of the Members Estimates Committee.


456. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  We went as far as we could last year.  Even then we did not get far enough.


457. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I see.  So, it was a judgement then about what was practical, rather than a matter of principle.


458. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.


459. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  It may seem like going from the sublime to the ridiculous, but what is the justification for the daily subsistence allowance?


460. SIR STUART BELL:  It is £25 a night.  Well, that is a subsistence allowance based upon the fact that you are away from your principal home and it is based upon what goes on in the outside world.  We make many comparisons with other professions and the £25 subsistence allowance was considered appropriate.


461. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Even when subsidised catering is available to people in comparable ...?


462. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, first of all it is not as subsidised as it used to be, I have to tell you.  As Chairman of the Finance Services Committee and secondly it requires not only that one takes one’s own subsistence but one covers constituents or others who happen to come and join you and it also may cover travel in London, but £25 is considered a reasonable sum for a night.


463. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The other issue I particularly wanted to ask you about is the London supplement which has not received a great deal of attention.  It is clearly more than a London weighting because it is set at the level of, I think, £7,500.  It was set at that level following a recommendation by the Members Estimate Committee which was double what the SSRB had recommended.


464. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  As you know now, the outer London allowance has gone from next year, so that goes completely.  Again, I get back to the original point of 646 Members and trying to accommodate them individually, it was felt that the £7,000 was a figure that would compensate them in relation to the other Members of Parliament.  If we go back to a one size fits all and we lump all 646 Members together then I think there is no justification for the London supplement.


465. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.


466. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Thank you.  Sir Stuart, I would like to talk a little bit about the Parliamentary Standards Authority and what we understand about it.  Do you have any sympathy with the view which some people have put to us that this is a question of culture?  It is a question of people making the wrong decisions really, in retrospect we find out, and that to put another level of regulation over this and to produce another body, and what is disparagingly called another quango, into place is actually just to get things the wrong way around?


467. SIR STUART BELL:  No, I do not accept that at all.  As I said to you earlier, the culture grew up as an incestuous culture between the fees office and the Member where even to this day a Member berate the fees office and complain to the fees office and bully the fees office and maybe that has happened a little too much.  The only way to prevent that in the future and to show the entire independence of the authority that actually pays the allowances, and by the way alongside this would be from my point of view a very firm audit of Members in their constituency offices that would be linked to the Parliamentary Standards Authority, and that would separate out the influence that Members may have on the Parliamentary Standards Authority.  This would be an entirely independent body; it would be Independent of the House.  I heard your question earlier to Nick Harvey.  It will actually have a report once a year to parliament, as other bodies have, but parliament will not be able to interfere whatsoever with the running of this body and in future, for example, any recommendations that may be made on allowances would be for their decision.  Certainly any recommendation on salary would be for their decision and we would be entirely removed and it is part of the three strands that the Prime Minister is pushing at the moment; one is the independent body, secondly is to review four years of expenses of Members of Parliament by a secretary of authorities from outside the house, and the third one is of course your committee; your recommendations are the third strand in trying to resolve this issue in getting back public confidence.


468. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  But if you accept that it is a cultural problem, then would you not then accept that simply outsourcing this problem to another body means that you apparently remove it from the responsibility of MPs in parliament?


469. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, we certainly hope so.  We do not want MPs to be responsible.


470. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  You misunderstand me, perhaps unintentionally.  I mean, when I say you remove it from them, you remove the responsibility for their own culture and from the way in which they behave.


471. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, we certainly hope this is getting rid of a culture which has developed over many years and we cannot continue, in my view, with a culture whereby the fees office and the Members of Parliament arrange, between them, their allowances and the structure we have developed in the House, like the Parliamentary Allowances Committee and the rest of it are bedevilled by having to deal with appeals.  It is a perfectly ridiculous situation we have at the moment and that is why this Parliamentary Standards Authority is very important to remove from MPs so that MPs can understand these are the rules and these are what you are going to abide by and you are not going to be able to appeal it in the House to other Members of the House to seek to get what you want.  


472. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  There is an argument obviously about not being able to introduce another culture through rules base, but let us move on.  In your evidence you have asked us to reiterate the earlier recommendation of this committee that MPs, as you say, should not be responsible for setting their salaries and we are to take that onto expenses too now so that there is an advantage, it seems, in making that separate from the House itself.  Do you have views on the best way of entrenching this independent mechanism for determining pay and allowances?


473. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  The Parliamentary Standards Authority will have the authority to go to the SSRB and to ask for their recommendations.  I think I recommended in my report that you ought to be continuing to look after the allowances but it may be within the Parliamentary Standards Authority that will also go to the SSRB, but either body does not concern me too much, as long as it is independent and outside the sphere of influence of the House.


474. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  But there is an argument also in terms of parliamentary sovereignty and this is why I say “entrenched”.  Given parliament’s ability to amend or to rescind legislation in the future, is there any way in which one can avoid that?  It is certainly something that worries some members of the public.


475. SIR STUART BELL:  No.  The Parliamentary Standards Bill is being published today, as you may know.  The copy I have may not be the actual copy.  I anticipate another question you put earlier about who actually chooses this body.


476. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  I was coming to that.


477. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes, we will come to that and I will answer that one.  But it is not possible, under this act of parliament for the House to amend regulations or decisions of the PSA in relation to pay and allowances.


478. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  So, nothing would come back?  I mean, obviously it would report to the House.


479. SIR STUART BELL:  Only once a year.


480. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Well, let us deal with that.  The body would obviously have to be appointed by somebody.  It would obviously have to report to somebody.  You would say it would report to parliament.  It would be appointed by parliament.


481. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, in the original document I have the appointment would be made by the Prime Minister.  I advised, or I recommended to government that it ought to be appointments made by the Senior Civil Service Commissioner, not the head of the cabinet, but the Senior Civil Service Commissioner so that would be seen by the public to be entirely independent.  Now, whether that recommendation has been taken up I will have to wait and see but I would certainly agree with you that it ought not to be the Prime Minister.


482. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Can I just ask if you have views coming to the way in which it is appointed and the accountability.  You have said that you think it should be accountable to parliament and that it would report to parliament.  Would you go a step further and say there ought to be an annual debate in parliament?


483. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  When a report is made to parliament it is all subject to a debate.  So there would be a debate but it would certainly not be amendable.


484. DR ELIZABETH VALLANCE:  Thank you.  Perhaps David would like to come in.


485. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  David, do you have anything on this?


486. DAVID PRINCE:  No.  I am fine on that.


487. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Okay.  Denise.


488. DAME DENISE PLATT:  I am going to pick up the thorny issue of staffing and family members again.  In your opening statement you very helpfully made reference to that and in your submission you very helpfully amplified how you thought it might work.  You make the case for the restriction of employment of family members just to one.  Why one?


489. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, because it is impossible for a Member of Parliament, for the most part, to conduct his duties without having someone extraordinarily close to him, in whom he has full confidence and who is able and fit for the job as the qualifications do undertake it, since the Member of Parliament work extraordinary work he expects his partner to work equally the same hours and it would be impossible to get the same service and the constituents would have a lesser service if there was none at all.  There may be some parliaments who have gone down that road but not very many.


490. DAME DENISE PLATT:  But there are many of your colleagues that do not employ family members.  


491. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, that is entirely a matter for them.


492. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Presumably they can get by without the relationship that you describe and are similarly effective in their roles.


493. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, I hope so, from their point of view, and it may be their circumstances are different.  Maybe they are bachelors and the rest of it and never married, or never had any relationship, but I can assure you, in my case, my partner, my wife, has been with me for 30 years and is as well-known in my constituency as I am.


494. DAME DENISE PLATT:  So, a job share.


495. SIR STUART BELL:  It is not a job share.  She gets paid for the work.  I do not go along, by the way, with your analysis earlier that it is a kind of small business.  It is nothing of the sort.  It is a relationship with constituents that we develop.  They know who to talk to on my behalf and that person has access to me 24 hours a day, renders the service, the contract is registered with the fees office, the criteria for appointment is made and it would not be feasible to place a Member of Parliament in a situation where he could not employ at least one member.  


496. Now, I have said very clearly I do not think they ought to employ more than one member and I think that would not be the case.  I do not want anyone to be made unemployed but if one falls off it should be an outsider, but the MP must be allowed to do his job and that job, as we know, is two-fold; in the House of Commons in the national interest, on behalf of the constituents.  He must feel absolutely satisfied with the person who is doing that work.


497. DAME DENISE PLATT:  The analogy of a family business is actually the most common comparison drawn by your colleague MPs.  So, you disagree with that analysis?


498. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes, I do.  I would wish to be a bit cautious on how I express myself but I would not necessarily agree with a lot of their opinions.


499. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  All right.  The House has asked the House of Common Commission about how it might implement the resolution that staff should be employed by the House but is a personal appointment and managed by the MP concerned.  As I say, you have set out proposals around that.  Do you think that the measures really will allay the concerns of the public around the perception that employment of family members is just another way of extending family income?  Do you think the proposals as put and as being examined will allay some of those perceptions?


500. 
SIR STUART BELL:  In terms of employment of staff moving across to the House this is a very difficult situation because we have 2,000 staff and when the proposal was announced there was almost a riot amongst staff in the House who said, “There is no way we want to be employed by some other body”.  We have now pushed out today even a consultation document among the 2,000 staff to ask them what they think about this.  We can find a route forward in terms of, as I said in my submission, creating a new body and a new kind of body, but that can only take effect for the future because the overwhelming number of staff in the House are very settled with their boss, their MP, and are very reluctant to change but over a period of time that change could come about.  As I said in my document, if it is seen to be successful then many would wish to join it.  


501. 
So, we have to go to great lengths to assure the public but the public have to be advised, as best we can of what the MP is doing and the role that he is playing and how he organises himself and it is up to us to tell the constituents that sometimes it is unreasonable.  I had a constituent the other day who said, “Right, my son is unemployed.  Why will you not employ him and make your spouse unemployed?”  Well, I thought that did not seem to be very sensible to take one off the unemployment list and add another one to it.  But we do have to try very hard in the areas where we can succeed.  But the issue of moving staff to a particular body in the House, the resistance would come from the staff themselves who are, I need not tell you, unionised in addition to everything else.


502. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Your proposal in your submission was that the employing authority becomes the Parliamentary Standards Authority.  Have I understood that?


503. 
SIR STUART BELL:  Yes, with the Employment Services Authority.  Within that there would be an Employment Services Authority which not only would be the employer in that sense of the word, but would be able to offer advice and be able to advise.  It is not simply switching over; it is a role that they would play in advising the Members and advising the staff.  It may not surprise you that we have many, many conflicts between staff and employers in the House and we need mechanisms to deal with that and that body would deal with that.


504. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  This is quite a big and multipurpose body now.


505. 
SIR STUART BELL:  The Parliamentary Standards Authority should look after all that is related to the Members Estimate Committee as it touches upon MPs either salaries or allowances or staff.


506. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Or employment of staff.  In the review which the committee did last year you recommended that the House should support the procurement of constituency officers and that they should be funded centrally.  Is that still your preferred choice?


507. 
SIR STUART BELL:  No, it died a death.


508. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Right.  It died a death.  Why did it die a death?


509. 
SIR STUART BELL:  I cannot quite remember but it was entirely unfeasible and not workable and no one really wanted to take it up, so it died.


510. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  So, it was a suggestion that might not have been made in the first place.


511. 
SIR STUART BELL:  Well, you may say that.  Again, the committee was responding to Members of Parliament of course and there were Members of Parliament who thought this was a good idea and that we should have surveyors who go around and find the property and classify it.  It was just totally unworkable.


512. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Yes, because there are issues, are there not, where MPs have their offices within their constituency party office and the rental paid may go straight to parliamentary party funds.


513. 
SIR STUART BELL:  Well, that is quite wrong and in my document, as I have given to you, the audit that I would propose of every Member of Parliament over five years would catch that, if that was going on but I do feel that should not happen.


514. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Right.  So, there should be a clear separation and the rent should be towards the upkeep of the property?


515. 
SIR STUART BELL:  Absolutely.  I know there are separations and Members of Parliament do this; they do have a proper separation and they show that as a proper separation and that is probably to the good, but that would be caught in the audit.  The audit would be in the offices of the MP and the constituency office and that would be their role to find out whether this was a proper arrangement or not.


516. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Right.  So, the audit would ensure that the money was kept separately from party funds?


517. 
SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.


518. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Fine.  Thank you very much.


519. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Just to be clear, you would not require complete separation; you would still allow MPs to have their constituency offices in the same place as party offices and indeed to pay rent?


520. SIR STUART BELL:  No, I would not.  


521. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  You would not allow it?  You would have complete separation of the offices?


522. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  But since we are dealing with a situation on the ground which exists at the moment, if it were to continue to exist, subject to whatever you may decide, then there would be the audit to verify that actually as being separate.


523. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.


524. LLOYD CLARKE:  Two brief questions, if I may, because you do articulate in your response to us your own view in respect of both the communications allowance and the resettlement allowance.  I guess the question is more of the why.  In respect of the communications allowance, I am particularly interested if you could point us in the direction, if there is any, either from your own experience or from others, evidence that might suggest that the public feel better informed or better in touch with the views of the MPs since we have the communications allowance.  Could you point us in that direction?


525. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  I spoke on the budget debate which was not long ago.  Redcar Steel Mill was under threat of closure.  I put forward proposals on a car scrappage deal because we have many, many dealers in my area.  I drew this attention to the local media who just ignored it.  A week later Redcar was announced as almost closing and the government announced its scrappage deal.  I was not able to get that message over.  


526. I have people coming to see me in the House of Commons and they say to me, “You are not as active as you were”.  They said that because the local media have no great interest any more in politics.  That may be their readership; it may be the way with the world.  The local press overall have abandoned their reporters in Westminster.  There are now very few.  When I came down every local area had a reporter sitting there.  You could report to him, he would report your speech.  All that has gone and, as I said in my submission, not everyone is Twittering and not everyone is on Google and not everyone is on the internet, the only way to get to the constituents with messages which are entirely constituency, not political at all, is to put out a quarterly newsletter which goes in my case to 42,000 homes.  So no one can come up to me in the street and say, “I never hear from you.  Where are you?”  I say, “Well, actually you got a newsletter last month” and that newsletter says precisely what I am saying to you.  It tells you what little business I might have opened, what home I might have visited, what hospital I visited and tells them local things.  So, I know that the conservers have said they want to get rid of that, but actually it is the only means of communication now with the public in your constituency.  There is no other way of communicating.


527. LLOYD CLARKE:  I understand what you are saying, the example, and it is a proactive communication which would not have been allowed before the communication allowance came in, if I am right, but how do you stop that being perceived, as it were, as personal propaganda, putting your case?  “Look what I am doing”.  How do you prevent the perception that it becomes party political?  


528. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, there is 70,000 constituents in Middlesbrough, so 42,000 get a document and when I meet them on the bus they tell me how pleased they are.  So, I do not think anyone sees it as a party political propaganda.  It gives them an assessment as to what their Member is doing and unless I do that they can legitimately say to me, “I do not know what you are doing.  Where are you?”  I have people saying to me, “You are never here”.  I live four days a week in my constituency but there are 70,000 of them and you cannot get to them all, there is no way, but you can get to every household and when they say to me now, “Well, we never hear from you” I say, “Well, actually you got a newsletter and if you did not get it please let me know and I will send it to you” and that is the only way we can do it.  There is no other communication method.


529. LLOYD CLARKE:  That particular newsletter, I think I am right in saying now, if it is above £1,000 you actually have to seek prior approval.


530. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.


531. LLOYD CLARKE:  That has only just come in, has it not?


532. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, a lot of things have just come in.  That came in, I think, last year when we were looking at our review and we discovered the various aspects but now any newsletter where there has to be an expenditure from the Department of Resource it requires prior approval.  We give our newsletter for prior approval and every time they approve it and so nothing in there --


533. LLOYD CLARKE:  Do you feel that the rules are quite clear in that the rules placed on you, that there is no party logo on it or whatever else, are those clear enough to you, or are they ambiguous?


534. SIR STUART BELL:  Not at all.  Bear in mind they would not pay me if they did not have first sight of the newsletter.


535. LLOYD CLARKE:  Yes, but some may say the fees office would not pay you if it was not correct so, I mean --


536. SIR STUART BELL:  No, but you do not got paid unless you put it in.  But let me tell you that the fees office are so strict on these matters that my website I pay for myself because they did not let me put my election results on.  It seemed to me a bit ridiculous so we pay for that ourselves.  There is no difficulty on the communications allowance neither regards accountability nor the material that goes out.  There have been discussions in the past, I have to tell you, with Members who did use it for party political purposes which is why we changed the rules to be sure they had to approve it beforehand.


537. LLOYD CLARKE:  There were complaints and there was investigation by the Parliamentary Commissioner.


538. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes, and they go to the Parliamentary Commissioner.  It has been a big source of complaint.


539. LLOYD CLARKE:  All right.  Thank you for that.  Just very quickly, in respect of resettlement, again you are clear that you would go with the recommendation now of the SSRB, but the question is, how can we prevent or discourage people from the paper candidates, as so called.


540. SIR STUART BELL:  I have had a lot of reflection on this because I think it is a very important issue.  Since the time that I put my submission forward we have indications of something like 50 Members of Parliament who have said they may go at the next election and I did not feel it was right to make any bar on that at this time and modify the resettlement grant proposals, but certainly after the next election they should certainly be altered and modified and everyone who comes into the House should know very clearly where they stand and where they are going to.


541. LLOYD CLARKE:  We have of course been encouraged for those who have done wrong in respect of claims of expenses at the minute and clearly shall be standing down because of that, they are going to get a golden goodbye.  So, how can you prevent that?


542. SIR STUART BELL:  I was very angry with that and I was very tempted to go down the road of saying that they ought not to be given a resettlement grant, but that offends the rules of natural justice in the end and we cannot separate out 2 or 3 from 50 or 60 other MPs.  It would be wrong that  60 or 70, it could be more, MPs are going to penalised because of the actions of a few.  Now, there may be other ways of dealing with that which I am not clear about now, but I thought it was against the rules of natural justice to change the rule now, rather than after the next election.


543. LLOYD CLARKE:  Thank you very much.


544. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  You could give the Standards and Privileges Committee, or whoever, a sanction which would include removal for the right to the grant and that could apply from now.  Would that offend your sense of natural justice?


545. SIR STUART BELL:  You are perfectly right, Sir Christopher, that we still have the Standards and Privileges Committee and I believe that there are a number of complaints before that body and they may exercise sanctions which could be more draconian than what we are talking about.  The Standards and Privileges Committee have the authority and the right to suggest or propose or recommend expulsion from the House.  It is often overlooked that that power does exist.  I am not suggesting that should be the way forward, but I am suggesting that they do have powers which the House could implement.


546. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Presumably you do not get the resettlement grant in the case of an expulsion.


547. SIR STUART BELL:  Not if you got the sack half way through the term.


548. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.


549. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Two issues, if I may.  The first is rather small but it is a puzzle to me.  You have said in your opening statement, Sir Stuart, that it would be appropriate to abolish the entitlement to mileage claims from constituency to parliament.  As you will know we put out a consultation document and there are a number of controversies over travel expenses to do with commuting by London MPs, to do with spouses’ travel, to do with what stand and what class of travel and so on but there did not seem to be any great concern about the cost of travel for an MP between his or her constituency in parliament where that was away from London.  So, I wondered why you had focused on that particular point within the travel expenses area.


550. SIR STUART BELL:  It is unreceipted.  There are no receipts.


551. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  But if one had a system whereby mileage, perhaps all mileage, but certainly long distance mileage between constituency and Westminster had to be logged and recorded, would that not work?


552. SIR STUART BELL:  No.  It would not work.  Could not be done.  You cannot log a mileage on an MP’s car.  Who is doing the driving?  Who is going to do the logging?  We have looked at all that.  I have looked at it all very carefully and the reason why I come to the conclusion I do is because there are no receipts, there is no validation process and while I can well imagine it is comfortable with my colleagues and it is probably going to be hurtful to some of them, but they can take aeroplanes and they can take trains which are properly receipted and if we are going to be accountable to the public and transparent then I think anything which does not require receipts has to go.  Also, as I have said to you, we have looked at it and there is absolutely no way.


553. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Would you, on the same grounds, extend that to all car mileage?


554. SIR STUART BELL:  No, because clearly we have to assume a Member of Parliament does his duties in his constituency and if you will remember, or see from the Green Book, we did limit the mileage in accordance to the size of the constituency and before anyone could claim 350 miles for whatever the size of the constituency.  They could claim more than that, but they had to put in the proper form with receipts and now we have limited that, for the same reason, because we cannot actually control it.  The smaller the constituency, I think it is 200 miles, larger 350 and possibly the largest one is 600.  If it is a rural constituency which is very large then they have a higher mileage but we limit it specifically for urban to 200 miles.


555. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Am I right to infer that the other aspects of this travel regime you would not want to change, to do with spouses’ travel?


556. SIR STUART BELL:  No.  It is a part of the life of an MP, having two homes, keeping his family together.  It is a very difficult thing being a Member of Parliament and I can say that with my spouse sitting here.  Being away three or four days a week, watching your family grow up from a distance is not the easiest thing and anything that helps to keep the family together is important and I think the travel for spouses and family is very important.


557. A number of people who we have heard from have emphasised the value of trying to treat MPs like everyone else unless there is a clear reason to treat them differently which obviously the two bases might be.  Many, many companies will typically allow car mileage as an expense.  They seem to think that that can be made to work reasonably well.  Is there some particular reason why MPs cannot work that system?


558. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, you would have to ask the company shareholders whether they are happy with the deal where the company gets around large travel claims.  I would think those days are over, by the way, from what I understand from the city these days.  But as I said to you earlier, it is not verifiable and cannot be verified and therefore I think it should go.


559. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  The other thing I wanted to ask you about was MPs’ outside interests and I think you may have heard that I asked some questions of Mr Harvey on this.  So, can I ask you the same question, do you believe that the job of an MP is a fulltime job or not?


560. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, it is an interesting point you make, Sir Derek.  What is a fulltime job?  You can have more than one fulltime job.  You can have two fulltime jobs, if you want.  You could start at 7.00am in the morning and work until 12.00pm or 1.00pm and then you could start at 2.00pm and work until 10.00pm.  A lot of people have two jobs and get by.  The whole essence of the hours of the House of Commons starting at 2.30pm in the afternoon was so that you could do your outside work in the morning and come along in the afternoon.  Of course that is all gone now and I think that parliament is a better place if you can have outside interests.  


561. You mentioned in relation to my colleague transparency.  We have gone to great lengths now.  On 1 July, as he said, the precise amount of each individual payment made in relation to any interest, the nature of the work carried out in return for that payment, the number of hours worked during the period to which the payment relates, and except where disclosure of the information would be contrary to any legal or established professional duty, the privacy or confidentiality, the name and address of the person, organisation and company making repayments.  We are going a long way down the road of transparency but I am a writer, so if I write a novel in my spare time and get royalties for it, am I now precluded?  If Tony Benn made a name for himself writing his diaries and Chris Mullin is doing it now, is he now precluded?  If someone has built up a business before they became an MP, are they not entitled to oversee it in the interests of their children in years to come?  


562. So, I think the exclusion of any kind of employment is not a feasible barrister of law.  We had a dental surgeon in the House, if he stopped being a dental surgeon he would not be able to practice.  He could not come back in a month’s time and start raking around in someone’s mouth so he has to keep it going.  So, I think the transparency rule is the important one; that this is how much you get, this is the amount of time you spent, and as I think you said earlier, Sir Derek, at the end of the day it is the constituents who have to decide.  The constituents will make their mind up and all of these difficulties we have, when it gets to a general election the constituents will make a judgement and that is as it should be and what we need to do in the meantime is to be transparent, be open, to take away this huge blemish that has befallen us in the eyes of right-minded people in the public.


563. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  So, just to summarise that, you would say, would you, that although at first sight it sounds strange there is in fact a logic to saying the job of an MP is a fulltime one, that does not mean he or she cannot do quite a lot of other things, even though it is “fulltime”, and the public may or may not understand that and they can, in the light of that degree of understanding or not, vote accordingly?


564. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  I agree with that entirely.


565. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  But in our current system of democracy they can only really vote for candidates put forward by the political parties.


566. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, in the United States you can only vote for the candidate who puts himself up for President.  Or in France you can only vote for the candidate --


567. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  No, my point was that the argument, which I well understand, that transparency leaves it in the hands of the electorate, the choice as to whether or not they are satisfied that particular arrangements an MP makes is slightly mitigated by the fact that if you want to vote for one party you only have one candidate to vote for.  There is not a choice between those who are fulltime and those who are part time.


568. SIR STUART BELL:  That puts the onus on the parties.


569. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Indeed it does.  That is the point I make.


570. SIR STUART BELL:  As you know all of the parties have their review system of Members, of their expenses and their allowances, and the parties will make their mind up between now and the general election who ought to still stand and who ought to be deselected.  Unless the party gets it wrong then it is a matter for the electorate.


571. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  David.


572. DAVID PRINCE:  Sir Stuart, can I just return to the issue of transparency and apply it to transparency around expenses?  Do you think the details of all expense claims should be published at transaction level, and should they include receipts, as we have seen in the recent --


573. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, we have this huge difficulty which is not of our making but is obviously very difficult to get over.  The essence of the whole debate on Members’ of Parliament allowances and their publication has been a question of the Data Protection Act and a question of the Freedom of Information Act and we have had a three to four year running battle with the authorities to try to resolve that.  When the Information Tribunal determined on 26 February 2008 that information held by the House of Commons should be disclosed it made the following exceptions and these were to be implemented by omission or redaction.  Actually the word “redaction” came from the Information Tribunal, it did not come from us, “Any sensitive personal data related to Members within the meaning of the Data Protection Act.  Personal data of third parties - not MPs, MPs’ bank statements, loan statements, credit card statements, other personal financial documents, and financial account numbers and financial reference numbers, the itemised parts of telephone bills listing calls to individual members, the names and addresses of suppliers or contractors who have regular access to MPs” and I could go on for a while yet. 


574. So, there were specific categories which the Information Tribunal said, “You must redact” and the House added to that because the House was concerned about addresses getting into the public domain and so the House passed an order which modified the Freedom of Information Act which took away addresses as well.  So, we got ourselves into a situation and then we had security advice.  It was absolutely right because the House of Commons sought security advice from the highest authority and was given advice that these suppliers and the rest ought to be removed for security reasons.  You might say that was all too much but it did result in these huge blank pages that appeared and the sadness, from our point of view, was that we published four years of expenses for 646 MPs for four years, 700,000 documents and that was never taken into account, all that was taken into account was the blacked out pieces.  So, how we sought to resolve that was publishing what we call transactional issues; that is to say you place the amount, but you do not place the invoice, or the receipt.  Now, that is the situation, and I may have misled you somewhat in my submissions where I said three months they are going to be receipted, actually they are not.  It is my fault there.  Everything is a bit complicated at our level.  That is an issue that the new Speaker will have to deal with.


575. DAVID PRINCE:  But in principle, accepting the need to redact personal details and bank statements and so on, do you think that claims should be published as they are made and that there should be availability to receipts, at least to a redacted level, so that the public at large can be convinced that strange things are not going on behind the scenes?


576. SIR STUART BELL:  I am not entirely sure I understand your question, but it may be that your question is that if a claim is made but is rejected that that should be published?


577. DAVID PRINCE:  Do you think they should?


578. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, no, I do not.  I think that there is a certain element of confidentiality.  It is an element of doubt that people may say, “Is this acceptable or not?” and the answer comes back no.  We are in the state with the Freedom of Information Act that no one is going to write to anybody any more.  It will end up on a telephone call.  But the point that you make, however, is a matter for discussion and it is being discussed now.


579. DAVID PRINCE:  If the expense were allowed, do you think it should then be published, be available on the internet, with its appropriate receipt, redacted as necessary?


580. SIR STUART BELL:  We want to get away from the redaction bit because what happened again, which added to the confusion, the so-called blotches, is that up to now one scrawls all over these receipts and invoices and all the scrawling had to be taken out as well which meant more black swathes.  So, I think the system of transaction which says what you bought, what the amount was, is quite sufficient.  Whether we get away with that under the Freedom of Information Act will be another challenge in the courts.


581. DAVID PRINCE:  Just following on from the point of transparency, can we move on to audit?  You told us in your submission that the House had already voted to introduce full scope audit under the National Audit Office and you do say that parliamentary expenses should be subject to the same sort of audit arrangements as elsewhere in the public sector, but it is our understanding that the arrangement has not yet been formalised by virtue of a revised letter of engagement to the National Audit Office.  Can you update us as to whether the new audit is actually happening and if it is not happening now, when that is likely to come into force?


582. SIR STUART BELL:  We had a joint meeting with the Audit Commission who is the auditors of the House which as you know has independence on it.  Alan Duncan is the Chairman and we had a meeting with the Lands and Services Committee to go through this and to hasten up the procedures and find out what was holding it up.  They had a very good meeting and, to my knowledge, that is being speeded up and looked at.  My proposals go beyond that of course.  My audit proposals would keep the National Audit Office and the Comptroller General but would actually go into receipts and every receipt would be looked at over five years.


583. DAVID PRINCE:  I think you envisage the National Audit Office would be able to visit the constituency offices and look at the leases on transactions, as you were telling us earlier, which would bring it on a par with other bodies.


584. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes, we need to get into the receipts.


585. DAVID PRINCE:  Finally, can I ask you whether you think that Members who do not take up their seats should be entitled to claim expenses and allowances?


586. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, no one is a Member of Parliament unless they swear the oath of allegiance and therefore anyone who has not sworn the oath of allegiance is not entitled to any allowance.  Now, the reason why the ones you are referring to is an entirely political decision in relation to the Belfast Agreement.  I always thought it was a wrong decision, but other people thought it was the right one in the interests of the political process and I always take the view, and I still take it, that no one who has not sworn the oath of allegiance can be called an MP.


587. DAVID PRINCE:  Thank you.


588. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Is there any scope for looking for an oath they can swear?  I mean, if their problem is the oath of allegiance, is there some compromise which they could --


589. SIR STUART BELL:  No, because the essence of those who take that view is they believe in a united island and by the democratic process in Northern Ireland, and we welcome that, and we are very happy with that situation, which is still a long term belief and commitment of Sinn Fein.


590. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  That does not stop them taking up their seats in the Dáil which is also presumably --


591. SIR STUART BELL:  The Dáil is part of the united island.  That is the essence of the united island.  They think they are part of the united island when they take their seats up in the Dáil.  They were not candidates in the elections.


592. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Before we finish, can I just make sure that I understand the position on the receipts question.  If I understood you correctly to say that the only information that was redacted in the receipts that were published was either what was required by the Information Tribunal judgement or the removal of addresses as well and then there was something else?


593. SIR STUART BELL:  For security reasons the suppliers which should have been redacted anyway because they are covered by their own data protection, but on security grounds it was extended to patterns of behaviour.  If you go to Sainsburys on a Saturday afternoon it could be said that you have a pattern of behaviour.  Also what was redacted at the end which may have turned out to be a mistake was the scrawls and notes which led to a lot of blanks.


594. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  But the security argument does lead to quite a lot being redacted over and above what appears to have been necessary as a result of the Information Tribunal.


595. SIR STUART BELL:  Yes.  But what we are saying is that the House acted on security advice and that security advice will be revisted.


596. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The security advice came from ...?


597. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, I am not able to tell you that.


598.  SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The proposal going forward for what you have called transactional information, whose proposal is that?


599. SIR STUART BELL:  That proposal has come from a resolution of the House.


600. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  It would provide information at an individual transaction level?  So, it would say, “One bathplug XP”, would it?


601. SIR STUART BELL:  Probably, yes.  If an MP is unwise enough to go and get a bathplug.  As I understand it, and do not take my word for it entirely, but I did check it before I came, the 2008/2009 will be on the basis of the last, which will be redacted and therefore that comes into the question, how do we redact?  What should we redact?  So, that is very important.  All receipts, all invoices, all expenses now will be quarterly and the first quarter will be transactional which, as I understand it, will be what the item was and what the cost was, but it will not have the bill with it.


602. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  But if somebody wanted to make a Freedom of Information Act request to see the receipt underlying that transaction, would that be available?


603. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, I am not sure it would be available.  It would take the advice of the lawyers as to whether they felt that was properly in line with the Freedom of Information Act.  We leave ourselves open to that.  That is certainly the case.


604. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Does the fact that if the information that became available had excluded addresses, as the redacted information does, the business of flipping would not have been identified?  Does that give you pause for thought?


605. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, no.  Flipping is a concept which is a matter for the Member of Parliament and the Inland Revenue.  It was never a matter for the House of Commons.  We have somehow been blackguarded on this question of flipping but it was never a matter for us.  The tax law of the land is that if you have two houses, you decide when you sell them which your main residence is.  That is a matter for you.  Now, the question of flipping, whether it would have taken private investigators to be able to actually get down to the land registry and see where you are paying your council tax and whatever is very difficult and that concept certainly I cannot see that would have come out in the public domain.  I have to tell you that the question of flipping was an enormous shock to our system in the House of Commons, those who were never anywhere near it, as well as in the public.  You should not distinguish the public anger from the anger of Members of Parliament when they read about such things.


606. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I understand that point.  I think the point I was making was it was only because the Daily Telegraph did have access to addresses that that particular issue came to light, otherwise it would not have done.


607. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, it would not have done, because as I said to you, it is a matter for the Member of Parliament and the tax authority.  It was never a matter for the House.


608. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Well, it is not, no.  With respect, it is not just a matter for the tax authorities.  The thing which has angered people has been the fact that, on the face of it, there have been some Members of Parliament who have not been putting in their claims on the basis of what they need to do in order to perform their parliamentary duties, but on the basis of how they maximise their personal financial advantage.


609. SIR STUART BELL:  That only is the case with those Members who actually sold their property.


610. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Indeed.  


611. SIR STUART BELL:  Not those MPs who did not.


612. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  No, indeed.


613. SIR STUART BELL:  So, as a House there is no way we could tell that.  Obviously it took the Telegraph huge investigation to come up with that and I am not criticising that.  I recognise the issue that has been made and I have said to you we were as shocked as anyone else, but all I am saying is there was no mechanism that could have ascertained that.  There is no way we could have known.


614. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Well, I think that is the point I am making to you, that if addresses are not available then there is no way of knowing that.


615. SIR STUART BELL:  We have changed that now of course.  We have changed the rules.  Any Member of Parliament now who is claiming has to, in the case of a rental agreement, put in his lease.  If it is a mortgage he has to put in his mortgage agreement.  He must also state that this is his second residence for the purposes of Inland Revenue capital gains tax.  So, we have added the transparency to that and we have also said that no member can change his situation.  We cannot reverse or flip, as you say, between one another over a period of a year unless there are exceptional circumstances which we, as an advisory committee of the House would decide.  So, we are addressing the issue and we recognise the horse bolted a long time ago and it shows something which was quite remarkable from any point of view and it does not look well upon those Members of Parliament who, as you say, profited from this situation.  What is regrettable is that 646 MPs who were not in that category have all been tarred with the same brush and that is a deep regret for us all.


616. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Just to make sure I understand, was there not, perhaps now stopped, a flipping problem that was nothing to do with the tax authorities, but was entirely a matter for parliament, which was that if one had a second home designated, for example, in London you could get refurbishment and other expenditures on it financed by the taxpayer and that having been done you could then flip the designated constituency home as the second home and then get that home refurbished as well?  That was nothing to do with the tax authority; it was just getting two lots of refurbishment expenditure.


617. SIR STUART BELL:  Well, I come back to Dr Vallance’s point that this was the cosy relationship that existed with the fees office and the Members of Parliament.  That is why we need this rigorous approach from the stance of a parliamentary authority and an audit that does not allow any transaction to take place in the future without actually having it verified.  Now, that could not happen again.  As I said, it is a matter of deep regret to me and to my colleagues and to a lot of us but I am not criticising the Telegraph.  We live in a free country.  It revealed something, if I may quote Voltaire before I leave, out of some harm, in the sense of buying these documents on sale when they were stolen, a lot of good has come.  We must profit of the good and be sure not only does it not happen again, but we actually do get back to the Nick Harvey phrase, of a sovereign parliament for a sovereign people, and that requires the reason why I put forward some very strong recommendations to you.  I do that in the interests of the institution of parliament.  The institution must come back to a position of respect and it can only do that when its Members understand it and actually accept the recommendations that you will make, in line with the parliamentary authority and in line with the review of the four years expenses.


618. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Sir Stuart, thank you very much for talking to us.  We are actually now taking a short break, but we are coming back at 3.30pm to take evidence from Andrew Tyrie and be followed at 4.15pm by The Right Honourable Ann Widdecombe MP.  Thank you very much, Sir Stuart.


(break)
  
WITNESS – ANDREW TYRIE MP


619. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Andrew, thank you very much for coming to give evidence to us.  Thank you for your forthright evidence which we have received and read and thank you for agreeing to come and give oral evidence at very short notice.  I am very grateful to you.  Did you want to say anything by way of introduction?


620. ANDREW TYRIE MP:  I do not think so.  I have put what I need to by way of preliminary in the written submission.  Thank you.


621. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  You said in your evidence that our inquiry can contribute much if it removes some of the disincentives to public service as an MP which the current crisis reflects.  Could you expand on that?


622. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes.  I think people watching us from outside are not going to be too inclined to become MPs if they want to go into public service.  At least a significant proportion of the best of the them will say there must be other ways in which they can make a contribution through quangos, possibly trying to get into the House of Lords, other jobs in the public service that do not bear the same level of apparent scrutiny and summary execution.


623. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The elements of what we are doing now which could make that worse or better, are what?


624. ANDREW TYRIE:  I think you can make a huge difference as a committee actually.  There is an information gap developing between what we are perceived to be doing by the public and what we are actually trying to do on their behalf and what is required to enable us to perform that function.  As I mentioned in my evidence the role of an MP has been completely transformed in the last 30, 40, 50 years and it involves a much higher level of activity in two places, rather than one.  The old days of sending the MP up on the train to London to look after his constituency’s interests at Westminster and then come back once a quarter to report on how things have been going in the Town Hall have long since passed.  MPs are expected to do a great deal of constituency work and indeed it is one of the healthier aspects of our democracy, as I mentioned, that that relationship should be developing.  


625. Your committee needs to explain that if we are going to perform that function we need allowances to do that and that includes allowances to enable us to live in two places.  I think most MPs would rather not live in two places, quite frankly.  It is quite disruptive but they recognise that it is necessary for their job.  The question is, how much and how should recompense be given for that?  It is the ACA, the living away allowance, that has caused the lion’s share of the public probe and attention so far.


626. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  You may be reassured to learn that not much of the evidence that we have received suggests any challenge to the need to support MPs living in two places, apart from those who live within commuting distance of the Palace of Westminster.  I think the argument is much more about how that support should be given.  


627. You clearly do not like the Bundestag barrack block approach, but you could have an approach that was not putting all Members of Parliament in another institutional setting.  You could have an approach under which provision was made directly by parliament or by some agency acting on behalf of parliament, which might deal with some of the issues that have arisen, and yet you seem to dismiss that.  Why is that?


628. ANDREW TYRIE:  I am not quite sure what you are suggesting as a possible proposal there, Mr Chairman.


629. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Well, simply that the Armed Forces, for example, have an arrangement under which if you are posted to London a commercial renting agency finds you a choice of three flats and you take one.  The rent is paid directly by the Ministry of Defence.  Is there any reason why the same process should not be applied to Members of Parliament?


630. ANDREW TYRIE:  I think something like that might be possible going forward, in other words we end the business of mortgage interest allowance and confine the support to rented accommodation.  If you come to the view that is what is required to restore public confidence I think so be it.  You may find yourself spending more money that way.  Another concern of the public is that we are costing a lot of money already.  There is plenty of rented accommodation around Westminster, but it is not cheap so it would be an expensive approach.

631. Incidentally, the German approach is not the barracks.  The German approach is an extremely flexible system from the point of view of the members of the Bundestag.  They get a flat rate grant, I think of €39,000, which they can then do what they like with - nothing at all if they so choose, unreceipted, and that is why I am dismissive of it.  It is designed to cover some of their telephone bills, all of their costs that may be incurred for a car, plus their accommodation.  Somewhat to my surprise when I took a look at it, even the member of the Bundestag who represents the Bundestag and the area around it gets the same allowance as the man living in Munich.  They have had that principle in the way that they give their allowances for a long time.  Although I am not sure of the legal details it has been held that to try and place impediments in the way of an MP in receiving that grant might constitute a breach of their basic law which requires that they be wholly independent.  That is why I was dismissive.  I do not think that is an approach in the light of this crisis that we can consider.

632. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Even though it would remove one of the things that your colleagues find most difficult, which is the intrusive nature of having to produce receipts for so many items?


633. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, the intrusiveness I am much less concerned about.  The administrative hassle is considerable.  We are really running small businesses.  We have three, four or five employees.  There is a myriad of receipts going around.  I counted the number of pages in the four years (that the Telegraph have) and I think there are just under 1,400 pages.  I have receipted most things and that is probably why it is more voluminous than a good number of other MPs.


634. The rules are in places extremely complex.  The principles are not complex, but the interaction of some of these rules is quite complex and requires a lot of care and attention.  Yes, this is a burdensome system so having a German-style system that is very clean in principle would appeal, but I do not think it is a runner after the events that we have just experienced.


635. Curiously, you probably would not have been investigating this if there had not been a crisis, but if you had started your investigation without there having been a crisis you might have proposed something like this on the grounds that the administration would cost a lot of money.


636. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  That is very interesting.  Just picking up your other point.  You do not share your colleagues’ view that the production of receipts is too intrusive into private life?


637. ANDREW TYRIE:  I am struggling to think of any of the receipts that I have handed in that I would find deeply embarrassing.  If people want to make up a nasty story about an MP or construct one around a particular piece of paper eventually they will do so anyway.


638. We live in an age of transparency.  Transparency will, as I said, be the best disinfectant of all.  Let how we spend this money be shown.  Give us administrative support in making sure that we do not inadvertently claim for things that we should not.  Give us enough practical support that we are not ending up spending a lot of time or even money making sure we do not break rules and accept that this is the price we are going to have to pay for cleaning up this whole fiasco.


639. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I want to move straight onto office costs and staffing.  Denise is going to ask some questions about that.


640. ANDREW TYRIE:  Just before we move off the ACA, I do not suppose you have looked at Sweden.  Sweden has an interesting system.


641. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  We have looked to some extent at Sweden, but go on.


642. ANDREW TYRIE:  The Swedes offer a choice to a MP.  They can either take some rented accommodation, as I understand it, or there is a purpose-built block there as well.  That might be very expensive, but from what I can tell their system is pretty transparent and is less unlikely to assuage public concern here than the German approach.


643. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  That depends, does it not, on whether or not if MPs choose not to take up the centrally provided accommodation that the amount they get is less or more than the comparable cost of providing it?


644. ANDREW TYRIE:  There are some other things that I hope you will feel able to comment on in this regard.  I think it would be unfortunate if we were to move into an age of means testing for these allowances.  I do not think that would be right.  I also think that whatever is put in place must respect the principle of non-retrospection.  I just wanted to add those points before we move off the ACA.


645. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  You are against means testing.  Are you in favour or against recognising different family circumstances in deciding the support that should be available?


646. ANDREW TYRIE:  I think MPs should be given a flat rate.  I think that would be intrusive and that would mean asking an MP, “You may not be married, but you do have a partner.  Have you got any children that you would quietly like to see?”  Or, “Has your partner got a family who needs to be housed?”  I think this is not realistic territory.


647. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  The reason I ask this question is because a number of people have made the point to us that if you want a fully inclusive House of Commons you have to allow for the circumstances of people with young families.  So the additional accommodation needed in two places may not just be for one person, it might be for a spouse and children as well.  One can recognise the force of that argument, but on the other hand if you allow for that unless you allow some discrimination, some differentiation, if you allow a ceiling which is high enough to accompany that, you allow other people to claim larger amounts than you might otherwise think was justified.


648. ANDREW TYRIE:  There I do think we have an intrusion problem and I do not think that is a sensible approach, trying to weigh up particular family circumstances.  Quite apart from the moral hazard involved.


649. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  We do it at present, do we not?  The current limit, at least before it was reduced, is set high enough to allow someone to provide themselves with accommodation which allow the accommodation of children as well as a partner.


650. ANDREW TYRIE:  No, the current limit was derived from an assessment some years ago by a consulting firm, Hayes Consulting, of the cost of a single overnight stay.  This was worked out for peers and then that is multiplied by the number of sitting days.


651. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I know that is how it was derived, but that then leads to a larger amount than would be required in order to rent or provide the mortgage interest on a one-bedroomed flat.


652. ANDREW TYRIE:  You are asserting that.  I am not sure whether that is correct.


653. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I am asserting that on the basis of what it appears to cost the Ministry of Defence to house their people in London.


654. ANDREW TYRIE:  In Westminster?


655. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  In central London anyway, within reach of the Ministry of Defence building which is not a million miles away from Westminster.


656. ANDREW TYRIE:  I do not have the numbers at my fingertips, but I do not think you are going to make huge savings that way, Sir Christopher.


657. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  Denise?


658. DAME DENISE PLATT:  I am going to move onto staffing allowances.  In the submission that you sent us you said, “While housing allowances have attracted most attention there may be much more serious misuse of public money taking place with respect to staffing allowances”.


659. I just wonder if you would like to explain what that means, what abuses you think are taking place, the prevalence of the abuses that you think are out there, and what we need to do.


660. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  The public are understandably very concerned about MPs pocketing money directly.  I think the bigger overall abuse is quite possibly taking place as a consequence of the misuse of funds for party political purposes in the staffing allowance.  When I say “the bigger abuse”, I mean much bigger, by a much larger factor; in fact, add a nought to the numbers perhaps.


661. 
This is all relatively new.  It has happened in the last 10 or 12 years.  The staffing allowance was much smaller when I first became an MP.  I understand the reasons why it has grown up.  It is because of these pressures that I described earlier, that are being put on MPs to respond to constituents and I think it is excellent that they should feel those pressures, and it is part of a healthy democracy that they should.


662. 
Another important fact to bear in mind is that as we have increased the number of staff pressure on the parliamentary estate has grown and so house authorities have informally not discouraged, indeed encouraged, people to relocate a large number of their staff down to the constituency on grounds of cost and on grounds of saving space in Westminster.  The effect of that has been to put the people who may be thinking about the re-election of the MP from a very party political perspective sitting cheek by jowl with the people who are doing the constituency work.  Indeed, they may well be the same person.  This is all justified, and I think perhaps the word “fig leaf” in some cases might be appropriate, by a contract which is made out between the fees office and the local constituency office.  Those now need to be examined and audited quite thoroughly because in my view the growth of what is effectively state funding by stealth alters the way our parliamentary system works quite a lot.  It will entrench incumbency.


663. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  So the issue is that staff have moved from Westminster to the constituency where they become involved in party political issues not necessarily issues to do with the MP carrying out their parliamentary duties, or there is a shadowy line between those two things which is a way of the staffing allowance subsidising party funds.  Is that right?


664. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, exactly.  It would be extremely worrying if we had now found ourselves with hundreds of offices in local constituencies dedicated to five-year campaigns for the re-election of their MP rather than servicing their constituents.


665. 
Of course there is a grey area and there is an overlap between those two roles, but this is all very clearly set out in the Green Book and elsewhere in the rules.  The definition of what constitutes party political work is reasonably well understood.  Of course, my secretary in London will assist when the party office rings from Chichester about something, but she will also expect some support when arranging a surgery, for example, down in the constituency.  So there is a quid pro quo.  We are talking about things having gone well beyond that and I have not yet mentioned the communications allowance.


666. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  We are going to come onto that, but can I stick with the staffing allowance for a bit?  646 different MPs with different offices in their constituencies.  Do you have any ideas how the oversight of those staff might be pursued to prevent this sort of party political activity?


667. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  It is back to the sunlight.  Send in an audit team who understand politics.  Tell MPs in advance you are going to do it.  Again we are back to retrospection.  I think it would be very awkward not to give some warning about this.  We need to be careful where MPs feel that they have done everything right to find themselves hauled over the coals.  On the other hand you give a warning this is going to happen and in they go and if they are penetrative in the questions they ask and if they look at what is on computer records I think they will be able to establish reasonably quickly what people are really doing as their daily bread and butter, as their daily work.  Indeed, this is pretty much how investigations have tried to establish whether MPs have been legitimately or illegitimately employing their relatives or friends.


668. 
DAME DENISE PLATT:  Would you take that to the next stage?  Quite a number of your colleagues have rented accommodation within a constituency office, maybe set up with contracts, external evaluations et cetera.  Would the potentiality for abuse that you have identified take you to saying that MPs should not have offices within political offices?


669. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  No, there may be good reasons for having them there.  It may be cheaper.  It may be easier to recruit staff there too; you may have more staff for the same amount of money.  What you need is policing of it and I do not think it is beyond the whit of man to put that in place.


670. I think I suggested that maybe the Electoral Commission should be consulted.  We certainly need to have a team of people who understand clearly the distinction between party political work and constituency work.  All MPs understand that distinction instinctively.  They also understand there are relatively few areas where there is an awkward overlap, but I think it is a distinction that can and should be policed.


671. The alternative is to go down the American approach where incumbency is so powerful that the combined effect of the support that a congressman can get from the state plus the advantage they obtain by disproportionate fund-raising compared to an opponent enables them, generally once they have got themselves established, to stay often indefinitely unless there is an absolute landslide in their part of the country.


672. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Let us pursue it a bit more.  The issue of politicians employing in their constituency party campaigners and local councillors to take on research and case work, would you exclude that?  How would you control those sorts of issues?


673. ANDREW TYRIE:  Exclude councillors?


674. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Yes, elected councillors who may be employed as case workers.


675. ANDREW TYRIE:  No, I do not think that just because one is a councillor one should be forbidden from doing a particular job.  It is what you are doing when you are active on it that counts.


676. DAME DENISE PLATT:  It is slightly difficult if you are elected in the same party at local level to keep that boundary clear.


677. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, it is slightly difficult if you employ a political agent who is engaged in doing work for you on a party political basis locally, but who is also doing other work, but it is not impossible.  Lots of people have part-time jobs in which they form those distinctions.


678. If one was to go down with some able people to investigate what a person, for example, doing a dual role actually was producing, one would be able to see how many cases they have dealt with, how many letters they have drafted.  The computers will tell this and there is also taking evidence from these people.


679. One does not want to make this too heavy and intrusive for all 646.  What one needs is the knowledge that there is a risk that a team like this might come down on your constituency and take a look at what is really going on.  In the light of what we have just seen with respect to the ACA, I think the deterrent effect will be significant.


680. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Is there any mileage for a code of conduct for the staff involved in this?


681. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, I think that is an interesting idea which I considered putting into the evidence.  It will require writing down carefully for people engaged in this work what is acceptable and what is not, but the responsibility for it should lie with the MP.


682. DAME DENISE PLATT:  You have come out very clearly against continuing to employ family members and the public is indeed very sceptical about the practice of employing family members.


683. Most MPs who have appeared before us have been staunch advocates of continuing to employ family members, particularly wives, husbands and partners, because of long hours and erratic patterns of employment.  How would you suggest we try and persuade your colleagues, if that is what we decide to do, not to do this?


684. ANDREW TYRIE:  I have taken a bit of stick for saying this.  I said it about two or three years ago, when it appeared as a small piece on the front page of the Times (everyone seemed to see it very quickly).  I think I am right in saying, but you may have the figures at your fingertips, that about one-third of MPs employ a relative; maybe slightly more.  I think that is quite a high number.


685. I know quite a number of them myself and I can say, and I want to have this on the record, that those I know work extremely hard and the public get tremendous value out of these husband and wife teams in particular.  George Young has his daughter, Camilla, working for him.  She is a fantastic support and secretary and so on.  Therefore, is it a sadness that I think we need to go down this road, but the perception of a small number of abuses I think is enough to require some action.


686. I cannot see any logical stopping off place short of a ban and also a ban on an MP employing someone else’s relative.  In other words, to move to the position that the World Bank has; the IMF has; I think the EBRD has; the Bundestag has; I think the House of Representatives does, but I am not sure if the senate does - they have different rules on this; which is basically a prohibition.  I regret that, but I see no other place where we can put this which will command public confidence.


687. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Some suggestions have been made that if there are central employment policies, competitive processes, proper recruitment and a family member is appointed after going through an open process in competition that might assist.  Do you have a view?


688. ANDREW TYRIE:  The MPs have to have the staff that they want in every other respect and I am very wary of the creation of an open competition process that might lead MPs to be told they cannot employ X, but they must employ Y, or they can then choose between Y and Z.  I do not think that is acceptable and therefore, that approach would not act to solve the perceived problem.  Even if it solved it for you and I, I do not think it would solve it for the public.


689. DAME DENISE PLATT:  One of our seven principles is objectivity which says, “Holders of public office should make choices on merit”.  That does take you through to some sort of objective independent process which involves the MP fully in making a final decision, but where the decision is defensible.


690. ANDREW TYRIE:  The relationship between an MP and his closest support staff is a close and unique one.  It is very difficult to conceive of rules that would enable a pure merit system to be put in place which would deliver what MPs, I think, need.


691. DAME DENISE PLATT:  You also seem to be saying that the public might still be sceptical if the end point was family members being employed.


692. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, in other words, I do not think that fire break will work.  I have thought about that too and that is why I have come to the conclusion that I have, that very reluctantly we have to go down the route of a number of other international institutions and parliaments.


693. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Okay, thank you.


694. DAVID PRINCE:  I would like to take up some of the earlier conversation about transparency.  You have written, “We must have a full transparency so the public can see what we are claiming for.  Sunlight is the best disinfectant.”  You said parliament has recently made quite a few steps towards increasing transparency.  I would like to know if you think those have gone far enough.  What other measures do you think you would advocate taking so that the disinfectant effect of sunlight is felt?


695. ANDREW TYRIE:  I have not seen the new system in action yet really because we have had these announcements, but virtually no claim has been made on the basis of it.  I cannot answer your question as directly as I would like, but if every claim of any size is on view I think it is a pretty good deterrent against claiming for something that is either absurd or unjustifiable.


696. I come back to the point I made to Sir Christopher earlier.  I do think if we are going to have a system of that type rather than the non-transparent, “here is a grant, get on with it” German approach, we have to provide support to MPs to enable them to do this.  Otherwise they are going to be spending a large amount of time just administering it.


697. You may think this is a bizarre analogy, but I had my car serviced at an MOT centre the other day and I was surprised to see a bookkeeper in there.  This guy employs about four or five people and seems to do quite a lot of work.  She is always in there and he said, “I cannot afford to do the paperwork myself, I am far too busy dealing with the cars so I have a bookkeeper in to do the job” and she keeps the books straight.  MPs are going to need, if we are going to run this system, somebody on whom they can call to help make sure their books are in order.


698. There is a good quote, and I do not know whether you have read this, in Trouble at the Fees Office by Jonathan Raban in the London Review of Books.  If I can just quote (it caught my eye) this sentence, “Given the thicket of ambiguous rules and regulations set out in the Green Book, a guide to Members’ allowances, it is not surprising that most MPs seem to have followed the example of Margaret Beckett who confessed, ‘I just grab together the relevant things and bung them into the fees office and left it to them to sort it out’.”


699. If we are going to run a system that will command public confidence two things have got to happen.  The first is that a MP has got to be given the support necessary to avoid that sort of approach because she is very, very busy.  I understand exactly where she is coming from.  She does not want to waste time doing allowances.  She wants to spend her time doing her job.  She is not sitting there all day trying to work out how to squeeze the maximum out of them.  She is spending most of her day trying to think about her work.


700. Then we need an outside body, after that has been prepared with support, which then scrutinises whether that is correct, whether it is the correct amount, and then pays the correct amount or challenges it.  It is that process that should be subject to public scrutiny.  But a MP should be able to obtain confidential advice which is not transparent just as an individual obtains advice from his accountant or bookkeeper before talking to the Inland Revenue.


701. DAVID PRINCE:  So when you say the claims should be on view, you mean the claims that have been approved by the outside body, so the actual costs?


702. ANDREW TYRIE:  I mean the claims that are submitted for approval to an outside body, not the claims that have been approved by the outside body.


703. DAVID PRINCE:  I am not sure I understand.


704. ANDREW TYRIE:  They may be refused by the outside body so if you decide to put in for a swimming pool it is noticed that you are trying it on with the outside body.


705. DAVID PRINCE:  That is the bit that you would make public, the actual claim?


706. ANDREW TYRIE:  Correct.


707. DAVID PRINCE:  That is the bit I wanted to understand.  Would you also make on view, in your words, the receipts?


708. ANDREW TYRIE:  I think so.  I am trying to think of exceptions.  That was a point made to me a moment ago.  I think so.


709. May I just add a word about this redaction which has caused such a stir in the last few days?  As I say, I wanted to know what the Telegraph had so I asked for a printed out copy; 1,400 pages came by.  I must admit I found it quite boring going through this stuff, but anyway I did start going through it all.  I checked how many pages were proposed for redaction and about one-third of them were proposed for complete removal and all but one of the remaining pages had a redaction marked up.


710. We were sent a note setting out what should be redacted and what you should remove.  I perhaps made the mistake of trying to implement what this said which involved, I think, six further redactions, two or three whole pages and two or three other small bits.  I asked for two pages to be restored, one of which was a whole page, I think, and one of which was just a small cover page to explain what I had spent the money on so it could be clear what I had spent it on.  I can assure you that the negotiations involved in those eight changes occupied weeks, burnt up man days of my time (certainly a man day, probably two).  The idea that I could be responsible for all these redactions, the other 1,399 or something, is quite ludicrous.


711. This has also got to be done by somebody who knows what they are doing, who understands the Freedom of Information Act and the Data Protection Act.


712. DAVID PRINCE:  You would be minimalist in terms of what was redacted, would you?


713. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, absolutely.  You publish what is consistent with the law.


714. DAVID PRINCE:  You mentioned earlier in answer to Denise Platt about policing and auditing.  Sir Stuart Bell suggested a rolling programme of audit visits perhaps by the national audit office to audit MPs expenses at constituency offices and so on.  Does that fit with your own view of effective policing and effective auditing?


715. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  I think we need something earlier than that, do we not?  The auditors should be the back-stop, not the first port of call.  I really do think transparency will do most of the heavy lifting.  We need a system in place which once an MP has made a claim the public can see it and they can see the response of the outside body to it.  To put it another way, at the time at which a claim is refused by the outside body I see no reason why that should not be made public provided you have given the MP sufficient support to be able to think through what he is claiming in the beginning.


716. 
It does call for a bit of maturity from the public about the fact that there will be honest mistakes in a system running into many hundreds of claims, but I do hope that after a period we are going to move on from what I feel and I have described, I think, as the current hysteria to a position where we can get a more balanced view about the way this is handled.


717. 
DAVID PRINCE:  That brings me to my last question.  You have previously stated that claims by MPs should be countersigned in some way.  Do you mean by that the outside body?


718. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  The outside body, yes.


719. 
DAVID PRINCE:  Do you think that would an appropriate way of doing it and they would have a legitimacy for doing that, do you?


720. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  If the public are going to challenge a wholly independent body created by statute and say that they are not really independent, what are you all doing taking evidence?  After all, you are obviously part of the plot.


721. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  We are not established by statute.


722. 
ANDREW TYRIE:  You are not established by statute?  No, come to think about it no, you are not.  Okay, perhaps you ought to be and then the public will feel reassured.


723. 
SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Just very quickly.  You say you will only redact what was required by the law.  Immediately before you, Sir Stuart Bell was giving evidence and he explained that what was redacted was what is required by the law: addresses and material removed on the grounds of advice about security which appeared to be material which revealed consistent patterns of behaviour.  The trouble with that last category being that it could presumably cover almost anything.


724. ANDREW TYRIE:  I did not know that.


725. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Now you do know it, do you think that is overkill or would you share the security concern?


726. ANDREW TYRIE:  I like thinking about things before venturing a view, but my initial response would be to inject a bit of scepticism there.  I am not so sure.  I do not think those are the only grounds.  There is also bank account details and there are also claims that are not made, in other words not sustained.


727. To take the Margaret Beckett example, there will be things there which she has not sought to claim because she said the fees office said, “This is not relevant for your allowances, forget it” so she did not pursue a claim on it.  Although it may be presented as pursuing a claim in the press it will not have been.  In the forms that were sent to us telling us how to do this redaction we were instructed to take those out.


728. LLOYD CLARKE:  A single question, if I may, in respect of communications allowance.  You have said yourself that you have come back to that.


729. In your submission you do talk about the growth of communications and you welcome that as a desirable development.  Therefore, the question is, is there not a legitimate argument for having a communications allowance and more especially to use that for proactive communication with constituents?


730. ANDREW TYRIE:  The basic policing line is are you responding to a request for information or are you initiating it?  Once you are into initiating contact it seems to me there is no limit to what theoretically can be done in order to try and entrench incumbency.  Therefore, the only constraint on it would be the amount of money you give an MP to enable him to perform that function.


731. In theory, under the terms of the communications allowance a sort of intermediate distinction has been formed and they are trying to police, which means that direct reference to political parties or political brick-bats are excluded.  I do not think this is of much help at all.  In fact, probably the best party political material if often the stuff that leaves much of this implied.  Once you are funding on a large scale the initiation of contact with your constituents I think you are in difficulties.


732. LLOYD CLARKE:  So there is never a case for you to proactively, as a sitting MP, go out and pay for that communication?  It has been suggested to us that, for example, local newspapers are no longer interested in politics and where once that might have been the vehicle for that kind of proactive communication, it does not exist anymore.


733. ANDREW TYRIE:  I think the public would rightly be shocked at the idea that MPs have decided to use public money as a substitute for their decision not to buy local newspapers.


734. LLOYD CLARKE:  Did it not go on before the communication allowance came into existence, as we understand it?


735. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, and I disagreed with it then and said so publically.  Absolutely; it was wrong then and it is even more wrong now.  This is where your saving will come from, by the way.  It is in this area that you can make not only on the communications allowance, but also in parts of the incidental expenses provision, that you can make some saving.  I am sorry to have interrupted.


736. LLOYD CLARKE:  No, this may add to it because what I was going to say then that was it existed before and people were abusing in those kinds of terms different allowances because they were buying it from one budget head or whatever to another.  In addition to that there was almost an unlimited payment for stamped envelopes or whatever.  Is one of the solutions then to, say, still maintain that policing environment of what can and cannot be published, but do away completely with the communications allowance and do not reinstate the postage allowance?


737. ANDREW TYRIE:  Do away with the communications allowance, police rigorously the remainder of the allowances on the principle that you do not initiate contact with your constituents through written material.


738. Can I mention just one other area which needs careful thought and which I have not fully thought through myself?  As a matter of fact, I do not have a website; I would like a website.  I am forbidden from creating a website under the IEP (incidental expenses provision).  A website is clearly not something by which I communicate with others; it is something where other people click on to look at me, therefore they are initiating the contact it seems to me.  I cannot use the IEP for this purpose.  I am told that I can only use the communications allowance and this responsibility has been transferred to the communications allowance, or this area of spending.  I do not claim from the communications allowance because I voted against it and I disagree with it in principle, so I am in something of a cleft stick.


739. We do need to think through carefully these rules to make sure that quite legitimate advances in technology which may enable MPs to respond to people contacting them can be taken advantage of in whatever arrangement you put in place.


740. LLOYD CLARKE:  The key element being initiating communication.


741. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  We have just got a few minutes left, but could I just ask you about MPs’ outside interests?  I believe your view is that this is a perfectly acceptable aspect of a MPs’ life and indeed particularly desirable.


742. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes, I think the effect of removing any opportunity for an outside income not only increases the power of the centre in politics, the party centre, because people are then completely dependent on their leader and their leader’s patronage and their party’s patronage, but it also takes away from parliament an opportunity to hear a wide of variety of views that are backed by recent hard experience.


743. I was very struck as this financial crisis developed how often I was thinking through to a period not long ago when I was chairman of the audit committee of a sizeable public company, a financial company.  I was thinking to myself, “What kind of rules or guidelines can we put in place which would make clearly the failure of corporate governance in the number of the largest banks in this country less likely?”  I found that has helped inform the way I have gone about my work on the Treasury Select Committee.  I would not have that at my disposal had I not had outside interests.


744. I think a lot of nonsense has been said about these interests.  The idea that I am a part-timer is really quite absurd.  Most MPs work very hard in my experience, 50-70 hours a week some of them, and I am not exception.


745. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  I do see what you say, but would you not accept that a substantial proportion of the public who would believe that the job of an MP is a full-time would perceive the salary to be a full-time salary and indeed I think it is true if one looks at the basis of the salary which is broadly in terms of comparability with similar sort of work, it is comparable with other full-time employment?  So it is not, as a proposition I put to you, unreasonable for people generally to think that this is a full-time job with a full-time pay in which case how is an MP managing to earn extra money doing extra things?


746. ANDREW TYRIE:  If you define the job in that way as a committee that is what will almost certainly now happen.  Before you do that I would counsel caution not only for the two reasons I have given, but also you will increase the likelihood of parliament being composed largely of a cadre of fully professional politicians often who have done nothing else in their whole lives.  I do not think that would be healthy either.


747. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Just two possibilities to end up with.  One might be supposing that the holding of outside posts was banned or a very severe limit put on it, if there are the advantages which you have described, and which there may well be, then the electorate would be in a position to prefer candidate X to candidate Y because candidate X had considerable experience of the sort you have described or perhaps in a trade union or the health service or wherever.  If that is important they can choose to have MPs elected with that sort of experience.  If it turns out that is really not very important then they can choose career politicians.


748. ANDREW TYRIE:  That is okay in year one.  What about year ten?


749. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Someone comes up for re-election.


750. ANDREW TYRIE:  So in order to pick up outside experience we turn over parliament very frequently with a short life span for MPs?


751. I think parliament needs a range of types.  It needs some fully professional politicians.  It needs some people who are maintaining strong links with other walks of life and it needs people in-between those two.  It needs people from the widest possible range of backgrounds as well.


752. If you look at fully professional houses, the ones that have gone down the road that you are describing, you will find that a high proportion of them are recruited from really quite a narrow section of work in society.  Look at the competition in the Bundestag; I do not have it at my fingertips, but there is a major democracy that I think broadly works pretty well.  In fact, the Bundestag does not have as broad a range of experience as our parliament does and part of the reason is that successful chairmen of Committees on Standards in Public Life have defended the need for the retention of outside interests.


753. SIR DEREK MORRIS:  Perhaps the solution is to permit it but have substantial transparency on what the jobs are, what the remuneration is, broadly the hours or days commitment and, then again, let the electorate decide.


754. ANDREW TYRIE:  Yes.  I agree with that but I do not think there can much more transparency than there is now.  I mean the register of Members’ interests was already pretty comprehensive, even before the change that has been pushed through, and the remuneration is in the accounts.  So there is quite a bit of transparency.


755. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  Is there anything else you wanted to share with us?


756. ANDREW TYRIE:  Only that I think there has been some rough justice going on and I deprecate that.  I do not like unfairness and I have seen quite a bit of unfairness going on.  I am not going to go into any specific cases but it worries me considerably and the sooner you arrive at something which has due process in it which can command public confidence the better because I do not think the current position is either fair or sustainable, where MPs can find themselves very vulnerable indeed to what some could argue are kangaroo courts.


757. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  I will take point very strongly.  Thank you for your evidence.


758. ANDREW TYRIE:  Thank you for allowing me to give evidence.
WITNESS – RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE MP


759. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Our next witness is the Right Honourable Ann Widdecombe MP.


760. RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE MP:  Thank you.


761. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Ms Widdecombe, you are very welcome.  I am sorry to keep you waiting.


762. RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Thank you.  I was fascinated.


763. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I am very grateful for your forthright evidence, if I may say so.  The directive we have set ourselves is devising a new system for reimbursing expenses which both commands public confidence and has the effect of fairly supporting MPs to do their difficult jobs.  Is that an impossible task?


764. RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  It is not an impossible task if both sides of that are kept in view.  But I was struck, listening to the last evidence, that on a couple of occasions when something was proposed the immediate response was, “Well, you know, are the public likely to accept that?”  I actually think the balance has swung towards that and instead of asking, “What is fair, what is just, what is reasonable and practical or what is ethical”, we have started to ask, “What will the public wear?”  That, to my mind, is a very destructive way on which to build a system that we hope will stand the test of time and that whatever system it is that you come up with will be with us in ten years’ time with just a few tweaks here and there.  It is not going to be that if the whole thing is done with one eye on assuaging the anger that is out there.  It is getting the system right which should then assuage the anger; not trying somehow to get the shirt sufficiently hairy to assuage the anger and then find that the shirt very quickly is not appropriate and you do not get people queuing up to wear it.


765. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I think some of the hair shirts that have been round recently, including the case which I suspect the last witness was referring to, is as a result of action taken by the party leaders rather than by anything that this Committee --


766. RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I agree entirely with what the last witness said.  Due process is necessary.  The parties reacting and competing with each other and really forming judgement panels, there is no other way to put it, that do not actually have real due process let alone any right of appeal is, I think, inherently undesirable.  I am pleased to say they have rung me up and told me they do not want to see and just as well.


767. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I take very much your point that it is our job produce recommendations about what the right thing to do in this area is, consistently with the original Nolan principles.  But we also start from where we start and the truth is that MPs have, in some respects, lost the confidence of the public in the integrity which they go about their business.  Therefore, keeping an eye, as you put it, on how particular proposals will be regards is surely an important part of the balancing act we have to do.


768.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  It is an important part but at the end courage is what is required.  One has to decide what is right.  You then decide how you best present that as opposed to saying, “What is it we could present and, by the way, is that right?”  That is the wrong way round.  We need to decide what is right.  For example, if it should be concluded - and I am not necessarily advocating that - that the answer to this mess is do away with a lot of the allowances, to increase the salary and then say to the MP, “Get on with it and do what you want to do within your salary”, and that meant explaining an increase in salary to the public one could image the reaction we will get at the moment.  It would be horrendous.  But if that were to be deemed the right thing to do then we should place it down and we should do that.


769. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Would you like to express a view as to whether that would be the right thing to do?


770.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  It is a possible solution and it is certainly a clean solution in as much as once you had faced the initial upset over it thereafter there would not be a complicated system of allowances and claims and all the rest of it and MPs would be responsible for themselves.  It is a clean solution.  I, however, think and I have made that point in my letter, that the allowances, if they have been properly policed and conscientiously claimed, that the present system, with the necessary scrutiny and tightening, could actually have survived.  Whether it can now I think is a bit of an issue.  I think you are right.  I think MPs have brought a lot of this on themselves but not the majority of MPs.


771. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Would you like to express a view as to how this happened? 


772.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Yes.  I mean I think I know roughly how this has come about.  When I first came into parliament, which is 22 years ago, our allowances were uniformly inadequate and when I say “uniformly” I speak advisedly.  I was even subsidising my staffing out of post-tax salary.  Therefore, what the Fees Office tended to do was to interpret the rules as flexibly as they could in order to enable us to minimise costs.  In other words they were as kind to us as they could be.  Over the succeeding years, and particularly over the last ten or so, the allowances have actually caught up with reality.  The habit of interpreting rules flexibly and the habit on the part of MPs of expecting the rules to be interpreted flexibly has, unfortunately, not changed with the degree of reality that now attaches to the allowances.  I think the more unscrupulous, quite deliberately, used the flexibility that was designed to help us minimise cost to maximise gain.  The allowances were not intended for those purposes.

773. The way I always try to do things is to say, “Would I do it exactly the same way if I had to do it when I worked for Unilever; exactly the same way that I had to do it when I worked for London University?  If I was claiming an expense would I have this expense but for the fact of that?”  These days I am an MP.  If my answer to that was, “No, I would not.  Therefore this is solely owing to being an MP, as in the case of the second home”, then the next question is, “And is the expense that is attached to that unavoidable?”  So I would say grass-cutting is unavoidable.  Planting flowers is not.  Having hanging baskets is not.  Having a chair to sit on is.  Having a command chair is not.  Having a 16-whatever it is-inch plasma television - I might have touched on these things - I cannot see that that is unavoidable.  It seemed to me it was very simple; if the expenses had been run that way we would not be where we are.


774. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  I think 16-inch would be regarded as a very small television.


775.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Yes, I am sure.  It would probably be a 60‑inch or something these days, I think.


776. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  So this is more than the familiar argument that generous expenses were regarded as an alternative to pay.  This is actually saying the expenses themselves in the past were not generous enough and that led to the generous interpretation.


777.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I think that has been a major contributory factor.  Now, it may be and people do testify that they have received informal advice, “Well, you are never going to get much of a salary because will not wear it.  Therefore, maximise your expenses”.  But on the whole I think that what has actually happened is that an attitude which said, “Let us do our best to interpret this flexibly”, was sustained when the reason for it had passed.


778. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  Now, as far as a hair shirt is concerned, the hair shirt that people are wearing at the moment is not as a result of recommendations by this Committee.  It is the result of resolutions taken by the House of imposed by the party leaders without resolution by the House.


779.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  You may have heard me say on media several times that I wished to wait Sir Christopher Kelly’s report.


780. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  That was not the point I was making.  The question I was going to ask was in what respects do you think the shirt, as it exists at the moment as a result of the interim measures, is already too hairy?


781.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  For example, the decree within the Conservative Party - and now indeed the decree within the House but it began in the Conservative Party - that you cannot spend any money on gardening, cleaning, maintenance if you are just doing it on mortgage, et cetera.  For a short while that is fine.  You know, as an interim measure to just hold on to confidence while we wait for a proper report that is fine.  If that were to be sustained in the longer term I think you would have a mighty imbalance because if you are going to say, as at least one party leader favours, that the only things you can claim for a second home allowance - if you keep the allowance and you do not attempt to subsume it in salary - are either mortgage and rent and utility bills, then those who are sufficiently well‑padded in wealth who can actually buy a home and themselves subsume the additional costs such as the furnishings, the maintenance, the day the roof tiles fall off, they will be able to buy.  They, at the end of it all, will have a capital asset.  People who are more modestly endowed will say, “Cannot do that; better rent and hand all those other worries to the landlord”, and we will have a situation in which actually we are assisting the richer Members to get richer and everybody else is complying to a different system.  I think it is a very, very poor argument.  The argument should be, “Do you need the second home?  If you do, is this particular cost which are claiming truly unavoidable or actually is it avoidable?  Do you really need it?”


782. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Bearing in mind what you said about doing the right and not paying too much attention and regarding the issue of public confidence as being something to deal with by communication, on your view of the world you would keep mortgage interest support.  But it is quite clear from the public reaction that support of mortgage interest leading to the possibility of a capital appreciation, capital appreciation is one of the things which people find most objectionable, even though it may not be entirely rational to do so, because what matters to the taxpayer is value for money and costs.  Nevertheless, do you think that that is an area where it would ever be possible to communicate with the public that it was okay for an MP to receive support for mortgage interest and then make a large capital appreciation?


783.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Yes, I do and I make this point quite regularly because what I say is this.  Look, if the MP buys the home he is responsible for the capital, month after month.  That is not the taxpayer’s concern.  The taxpayer supports the interest, the MP pays the capital and so he makes a contribution.  The taxpayer pays the maintenance, the MP pays the improvements.  At least that is how it should work.  At the end of it the MP pays the capital gains tax and that is how it also should work.  So the taxpayer actually gets a better deal because if the MP rents, the whole of the rent falls to the taxpayer.  You are not dividing up between interest and capital.  There is no capital gains tax at the end going back to the Exchequer.  There is not the same sharing that there is with a bought home.  When I explain that to audiences you can see them nodding but what they have been encouraged to think about that is we get every last thing and indeed, if we look at some of the claims, some people have been getting every last thing.  That is where the anger has come from.


784. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you.  Denise?


785. DAME DENISE PLATT:  I am going to move on to move on to staffing and employment of family members because you have made it very clear that you do not think an outright ban on employment of family members would be sensible.  It would be really helpful for you to explain to us why you take that point of view as quite a number of MPs do not.


786.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Let me say right away I have never employed a family member in the whole 22 years.  I am not married, so I do not have a spouse.  I have not got children and I have never employed a family member.  But I can see that there are very good arguments, particularly for husband and wife teams.  I know one where the MPs wife has said to me that she actually feels the public get a better deal because suddenly he will have idea on a Sunday lunch-time and she finds herself implementing it on Sunday afternoon.  Now, if I rang up my secretary on a Sunday lunch-time and said, “I have got a great idea and we are going to do it this afternoon”, I can imagine the response I would get.  I think there is a big plus to having husband and wife teams and you get it in all manner of enterprises.  I do not see why it should be regarded that parliament is somehow odd.  Again, it is to meet a lot of public anger which believed that it is some sort of wheeze.  Now, if it is properly policed - and the same goes for the allowances for the second homes - then it should not be used as a wheeze.  I think, unfortunately, those who have employed family members and paid a lot of money but actually got very little work to show for it have a great deal to answer for because there are plenty of MPs who work the other way and who actually reckon they get more than their money’s worth out of having a family member involved.


787. DAME DENISE PLATT:  There are many arguments against that we have had put to us but one of them is that this is that the wheeze is it is just another way of supplementing family income.


788.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Certainly, I would not suggest that the wife works for free.  If she is doing a genuine job she has as much right to be paid as the unrelated employee has.  But if you say supplementing income; well, she could go and work and be somebody else’s secretary.  But it just so happens that it suits that couple to work that way and if only we could get the wheeze element out, if we could say, “It is going to be very strictly policed and transparent and we want to see the work that is being done”, et cetera, then I think it can be made to work.  Again, I start with saying, “What is right?  What is sensible?”.  Then let us worry, and it will be a worry, about trying to sell that to the public.  Let us look at right and commonsense first.


789. DAME DENISE PLATT:  The proposals that the House has made to date around lodging contracts and duties to be taken, do you think that is a sufficient policing mechanism?


790.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  No, of course it is not.  You can lodge a contract.  How do you know the contract is carried out?  You get a contract and the person says, “My wife is going to work whatever it is hours”, how do you know that the work has been done?  You do need to have some sort of audit and those who have genuine hard-working spouses and family members will not have any problem with that at all.  I mean their offices will be snowed under just as my office is snowed under.  Anybody walking into my office there is work going on.


791. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Would that be a role for the new Parliamentary Standards Authority?


792.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I do not have a particular view as to who should execute it but it must clearly be done independently.  I mean that it is important and it must be done randomly so that people know it could be coming any time.


793. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Yes.  Some of the evidence we have had put to us as well, people would prefer to see competitive processes that are open.  I can see the eyes rolling.  Your views?


794.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  No.  I think there is a danger of over‑regulation.  I mean I actually think that applies to a lot of things other than MPs.  I think it applies to a lot of institutions, other than the House of Commons, where there is a serious danger of over-regulation, “You must go through this process”, which militates against flexibility.  For example, I have every year in my office, a student from Hull University; because their third year is a placement year in which they have got to go out and every year I have a Hull student.  One or two have been quite exceptional and I have said to them at the end, “If ever you decide you want to work permanently in the House of Commons do let me know”.  One of them is now my full-time case worker.  Now, he did not get it in open competition.  I did not hold an open competition.  But I knew from day one exactly how he worked, that I could rely on him and that it was fine.

795. I have appointed all my secretaries, conversely, by open competition.  I have advertised in the national press.  I have advertised in the House magazine.  There has been an open competition and on only one occasion have I actually appointed a House of Commons secretary.  In all but one case that worked extremely well.  So both work but I would always want the flexibility to say, “Hey, I like the way that person works.  I would like to employ them if ever they were seeking a job here and I just want to retain that element of flexibility.  Certainly if I had a family member whom I knew was extremely fast on the computer, was very sensitive, answered the telephone well and I was in a hurry to recruit, as MPs quite often are particularly just after an election, I would be delighted to feel that I could say, “I would like that member”.  It has never happened, so this is not any personal pleading at all.  It has never happened but I would like the flexibility there for it to happen.


796. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Do you have a view about those staff working in MPs’ offices in the constituency who may drift into party political activities, how those sorts of arrangements might be scrutinised?


797.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I had a case worker who did actually become a councillor.  I objected at the time, not because I thought it was going to compromise my work in terms of what is political and what is public but because I thought of the time commitment and I just did not want it to happen.  I also had a case worker who stood unsuccessfully, and made jolly certain it was unsuccessful by his choice or ward, for council.  It is a fact that when I was working for other employers I was a councillor.  I was also a parliamentary candidate.  The right to do that, as would have also been the case had I been serving on the bench or been a trade union official, was protected by my contract or work.

798. I think if I were to say to any of my staff and it is only applied to my case workers because they are down there, “You may not be a local councillor while you are working for me”, I think I could actually be open to criticism in law and it would be very difficult to enforce that.  I do not think there is a problem because what does your case worker do?  Your case worker is handling cases the whole time.  They are therefore ideally placed if they are a councillor because they have got all the inroads into the local services, et cetera, and they know exactly how to handle casework.  But their political work as a councillor - if you like the propaganda exercises, the leafleting, et cetera - that is very strictly something that has to be separated from their work for me.  They know that and that has always been the case.  I have always been scrupulous during general elections as well, to have a very sharp dividing line between activity supporting me and activity that is the ongoing casework which is there the whole time.  You never get away from the casework.


799. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Would that part of a written agreement with them?  Would that be recorded anywhere so somebody externally could check?


800.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I never did.  I always used commonsense and honour.  But, I mean, we are probably now moving to an age where commonsense and honour will no longer do and you really do have to have something down in writing.  Fair enough.  I mean the rules are issued by the Fees Office.  It is like the second home allowance.  You are not meant to claim it during the period of a general election.  You have to abate your claims, et cetera.  The rules are all there.  The rules on what you may and may not do are there.


801. DAME DENISE PLATT:  But the judgement about whether you do is a different matter.


802.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  The judgement and, of course, in the end it has always been in the past a matter of trust; you know, that you trust the MP to implement the rules.  Well, I am afraid I do share the view that you cannot take that line any more.  It is a matter of great regret to say it but I have to say it.  I do not think you can trust Members to be honourable, not all of them anyway, and I think you do have to have the public confidence.  You have to have a policing regime and probably also to ensure that there is not dispute, not just the confidence.


803. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Thank you.


804. DAVID PRINCE:  Yes.  I would like to ask you about outside interests and paid employment.


805.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I expect you do, yes.


806. DAME DENISE PLATT:  Actually following your theme about public confidence and policing.  We had a bit of this this morning from Unlock Democracy and they proposed cap on the number of days that should be spent on paid employment.  We know that the US Congress limits outside earned income to 15 per cent of salary.  So my question really is how do we, in your words, get the system right?  How do we properly allay public confidence about the concerns they have on outside employment and assure them that their member of parliament is working diligently on their behalf and not devoting too much time to another paid role?


807.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I think you have got a real problem there because I very strongly believe that you should have Members with outside interests.  I actually think they are a big benefit.  If, for example, you say, “You cannot practice at all”.  I am not suggesting you do say this but let us start with that position, “You cannot have any interests whatever outside parliament and if you do you are going to be penalised.  You are going to lose salary”, or whatever it is.  It cannot happen.  There is a prohibition.  Doctors, dentists or lawyers will not come into parliament because you do not start pulling teeth after a gap of ten years.  You have to have been pulling teeth every week.  So if you think that you are going to want to continue in your profession and be respected in your profession you are not going to come into parliament.

808. So you are going to de-professionalise a lot of parliament.  People who have done big things in industry, who have got wide outside interests are not going to come in if they are told, “You have got to divest yourself of all those interests”.  We are going to have a parliament enclosed in on itself, that is composed of career politicians and actually what you do - and I do not know if people have woken up to this - if that happens, you have increased the dependence on the WIPs because the only way you will be able to earn over and above your salary is if you become a minister and who makes you a minister?  The WIPs and the Leader, they decide who will be Ministers.

809. That will be the only way you can earn a penny extra and you will be far more dependent on patronage in parliament than the healthy situation at the moment where there are people who can turn round and say, “No, actually I am voting this way, I am doing this and there is nothing you can do about it.  I do not want anything from you, thank you very much”.  That is crucial for a healthy parliament and we have got that at the moment.  We will not have it if we start trying to over-regulate outside earnings.

810. I think the second thing is the sheer practicality of it; trying to say, “X number of days”.  Supposing I were a teacher, as a number of my relatives are, and supposing I were writing in my weekends and my summer holidays and supposing I got published.  Nobody would say to me, “Shame on you, you are not teaching the children properly.  You have got yourself published.  You are earning”.  They would say, “Yes, have you got another idea?  Are you going to go on like this?  I hope it is a best seller”.  For some reason MPs are kicked.

811. Now, a lot of people wrote into me when I appeared on Celebrity Fit Club, laying aside the dignity aspect which they certainly were also worried about, but they wrote about the time.  I said, “Yes, you see it every week.  We actually made it one Sunday a month”.  Total silence and a few people actually wrote back, actually having the grace, “Oh, did not realise that”.  An MP who, like me, has a regular newspaper column does not write that column while the chamber is sitting.  I write that column on a Sunday evening.  You do not take an interest in the fact that I go to Mass on Sunday morning.  You do not take an interest in the fact that I walk on Dartmoor Sunday afternoon.  Why should you presume, if I may put it that way, to have an interest in the fact that I write a column on a Sunday evening?

812. If you are going to start laying down rules and regulations for X per cent of time, X hours, X days, you have got to say what from.  From our private time?  Are we allowed any private time?  Now, the fact is that even an MP with big outside interests will, because the nature of the job demands it and you are very quickly caught out these days if you are not doing your job, and most MPs will be working 60 to 70 hours a week.  It is massively relaxed after what it was when I first came in when a 100 week was not unusual.  We used to do made things like going all night.  We do not do that any more but if I can manage my private time so that it is productive and successful, that is nobody else’s business.


813. DAVID PRINCE:  Yes.  I would like to move on now and ask you about the Parliamentary Standards Authority that has been talked about.


814.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Yes.


815. DAVID PRINCE:  I would be interested in any general views that you have on it but really the crux of the matter it its independence.  You have said that the level of allowances should be determined by an independent source and that they should be binding.  I would really like to explore with you how the system can enshrine the independence of the new body and yet at the same time make its recommendations binding.  How do we square that circle?


816.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  I think it must be binding.  The example I gave was the review of our salaries.  Very recently it was suggested that the Senior Salaries Review Body thought that we were 10 per cent to 15 per cent underpaid and we should have an increase.  Immediate public outcry.  It was an independent suggestion.  It did not come from us.  It did not come from us at all.  It came from the SSRB.  But there was a huge outcry and our reaction always under these outcries is to buckle.  Ever since I have been in parliament every time a substantial pay rise has been proposed we have either ducked it or we have staggered it.  The net result has been that we have fallen behind and we have never really had the guts to say, “We are going to do it”.

817. Now, if we decide our pay rises that is a perfectly understandable reaction.  If an independent body is determining these things and it is independent then if that body says, “You should have less of this but more of that”, both recommendations should be binding.  Not the less and not the more but both.  I think the only way that we will get any sense into it is if we have an independent body saying, “This is so”.  I do have slight qualms and I have quoted the example in my letter.

818. I mean we once did have an independent firm of accountants looking at our allowances.  They did not understand the relationship between Westminster and the constituency.  They proposed a financial package which would have actually penalised us seriously for every single employee that we had at Westminster and it was just done on a complete misunderstanding of the system.  That does worry me.  That is why I have always said very cautiously, “Even when Sir Christopher Kelly’s review does report and even though we would all like it to be binding, we do actually have to make sure that it is practical within what we do and how we operate”.  So I think yes, there is a slight difficulty there.  I think it is a difficulty that may not exist as years roll on because as we gain the trust that yes, they really do understand the way they work and the public gain the trust that yes, this is not initiated and overseen by MPs - it is a genuine independent body - I think the tension relaxes a bit.


819. DAVID PRINCE:  Thank you.


820. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much.  Is there anything else you would like to say to us?


821.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Yes.  I could not help overhearing the conversation about the communications allowance and this, I think, is a prime example of where you have got a real problem when you seek to regulate and you should regulate.  Now, I have never claimed a penny piece of the communications allowance since it was formed.  I opposed its formation and on principle I have never claimed a penny piece form it.  But the concept that I heard my colleague putting forward, which is the guiding principle, which is initiation versus reaction, is actually quite difficult.


822. Let me give you an example.  Six people write to me and ask me to take up the cause of the Ghurkhas.  I write back to the six people.  That is great.  That is response.  Down the line minister gives in, announces concessions.  I write to those six people then.  Is that initiation or is that still response?  When I first came in we were told you can never ever respond to a petition unless you pay for your own stamps and, of course, MPs love petitions because there you are, you have got a couple of thousand people that you can respond to.  You have got a perfect excuse.  You have got all their names and address and we love petitions.  But we were told, “No, because although that is responding and although it is not unsolicited, it is a mass response.  So you must not do it”.

823. I think we do have to decide what are the parameters of initiation and response.  If an MP initiates a correspondence after a period of time but which does actually relate to issues that were raised, what is that?  I do not know what it is.  I really do not know what it is under the rules.  I tell you in my office it is hilarious sometimes.  We run around sticking on stamps just because we are not certain.  We literally stick on stamps because we are not certain.  I mean we have a rule in the office, “If not certain stick on a stamp”.  It is silly and, therefore, if we are going to have those sorts of separations they need to be very carefully defined; otherwise what you are going to get is a lot of frivolous complaints.

824. I did draw attention to the way that the Members register went through a period when there became a party political game of putting in complaints against this member and that member.  Some were deadly serious and some were technical nonsense but the reaction in the local paper you would not be able to distinguish between the two.  I sat on that committee for a while and was appalled both by the real abuses but also by what I regarded as frivolous complaints which were nevertheless taken and seriously investigated and I think unless you get the definitions clear you will get a lot of frivolous complaint.  I would abolish the communications allowance and I would lay down strict rules but understandable rules for the use of the IEP.


825. LLOYD CLARKE:  Thank you very much, that is helpful.


826. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  Thank you very much, that has been helpful.


827.  RT HON ANN WIDDECOMBE:  Thank you very much.


828. SIR CHRISTOPHER KELLY:  That concludes our evidence for this afternoon.
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