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House of Commons

Tuesday 6 July 2021

The House met at half-past Eleven o’clock

PRAYERS

[MR SPEAKER in the Chair]

Virtual participation in proceedings commenced (Orders,
4 June and 30 December 2020).

[NB: [V] denotes a Member participating virtually.]

Oral Answers to Questions

BUSINESS, ENERGY AND INDUSTRIAL
STRATEGY

The Secretary of State was asked—

Online Scams

Sarah Olney (Richmond Park) (LD): What guidance
his Department issues to (a) retailers and (b) consumers
to help raise awareness of the threat of online scams.

[902250]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Amanda Solloway): Having
worked in the retail sector for a number of years, I
sympathise with consumers who have been targeted by
these dreadful scams. Guidance for businesses on how
to spot and avoid getting caught out by scams is available
on Business Companion and the Businesses Against
Scams website; consumer advice is available on the
Citizens Advice website. All of these are funded by
Government.

Sarah Olney: The reported rise in remote banking
fraud poses considerable concern to small and medium-sized
enterprises, which are increasingly accessing online business
banking services owing to the closure of high street
banks in many of our communities. What steps is the
Minister taking to ensure that SMEs are well equipped
to navigate online banking and, by extension, recognise
fraudulent activity?

Amanda Solloway: Businesses and consumers all fall
victim to these scams, so it is important that they have an
awareness of all online scams. They can report matters
to Action Fraud; consumers can also go to the Citizens
Advice scams action helpline.

GKN Automotive: Birmingham Plant

Christian Matheson (City of Chester) (Lab): What recent
discussions he has had with representatives of GKN
Automotive on the viability of its factory in Birmingham
being used as part of the national infrastructure for
electric vehicles. [902251]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Amanda Solloway): My
noble Friend the Minister for Investment met representatives
of GKN Automotive on 21 May. GKN committed to
considering all the viable alternatives to closure, including
repurposing the Birmingham plant to produce parts for
electric vehicles, but it concluded that that was not
commercially viable. The Government stand ready to
assist the workers at this difficult time. I add that
Nissan’s recent announcement shows that we are actively
supporting UK electric vehicle production and supply
chain growth.

Christian Matheson: In April, in a Westminster Hall
debate, the Minister said:

“The Government are committed to doing what we can to save
those…jobs”

of the 519 GKN workers, including through

“investments in capital equipment or in the skills needed to secure
future vehicle technology.”—[Official Report, 28 April 2021; Vol. 693,
c. 128-129WH.]

Those commitments were warmly welcomed. Does she
understand that if the site on Chester Road closes with
519 job losses, it will be a hammer blow to the families
of those workers, but also to the UK automotive sector
at a time when we need to be powering ahead with
electric vehicle technology?

Amanda Solloway: The hon. Member makes a really
important point. He will know that I have every sympathy
with GKN; he will also know that we have been having
ongoing conversations recently. However, it is really a
difficult situation. The Department for Work and Pensions
and Jobcentre Plus work coaches will provide bespoke
advice and guidance. In addition, the West Midlands
Combined Authority and the Greater Birmingham and
Solihull local enterprise partnership have several
programmes that can support GKN employees to reskill
for a new job or help them to start their own business.

Marine Renewables Sector

Stephen Crabb (Preseli Pembrokeshire) (Con): What
steps his Department is taking to support the marine
renewables sector. [902252]

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): Since 2003, various bodies across
Government have provided innovation funding of
£175 million to the wave and tidal sectors. Projects
remain eligible to compete in contract for difference
auctions. We have also set a target of 1 GW by 2030 for
floating offshore wind to stimulate investment. We are
currently assessing the contribution of tidal stream,
wave power and tidal range generation, following the
call for evidence last September.

Stephen Crabb: As my right hon. Friend knows, and
as I hope she will see if she visits Pembrokeshire, my
constituency is emerging as an important hub for marine
energy, but technologies such as tidal stream need the
same revenue support that we gave to solar and wind to
unlock private investment and reduce costs over time.
To that end, will she assure us that the parameters of
the CfD auction round later this year will be set to ensure
that new tidal stream and other marine renewable projects
can be developed?
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Anne-Marie Trevelyan: I agree that there is significant
potential for these new marine technologies. Recent
market engagement carried out by the Crown Estate
showed a high level of market appetite to develop more
projects in the area, which is very encouraging. We will
set out the details of the new technology as part of CfD
round 4 in the autumn, so I hope that my right hon. Friend
can wait that long. In the meantime, I look forward to
being able to visit Pembrokeshire to meet him with
businesses and those in the community who are keen to
progress these projects.

Energy Production and Efficiency

Mr Philip Hollobone (Kettering) (Con): If he will
take steps to increase (a) renewable energy production
and (b) energy efficiency in the UK. [902253]

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): In December, the Government
aim to deliver our biggest auction yet for new renewables,
through the contracts for difference scheme. We aim to
launch the green heat network fund in April next year. The
Government are also committed to investing £9 billion
in improving the energy efficiency of our buildings
while creating thousands of green skilled jobs.

Mr Hollobone: With some 30 major wind turbines
and several solar farms, the Kettering constituency is
doing its bit for renewable energy. Last year, how much
renewable electricity was produced in Kettering? How
many homes would it power?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: As at the end of December 2019,
the east midlands region produced more than 5,500 GW
of electricity from renewable resources, including nearly
1,600 GW from offshore wind. To break that down,
1,534 of the 88,000 renewable electricity installations
were in the Kettering constituency, including photovoltaic,
onshore wind, anaerobic digestion, landfill gas and plant
biomass. This is generating 173 GW, or enough power to
power 45,000 homes.

Minimum Wage Non-compliance

Gill Furniss (Sheffield, Brightside and Hillsborough)
(Lab): What steps he is taking to tackle minimum wage
non-compliance in the labour market. [902254]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Paul Scully): The
Government are absolutely committed to ensuring that
anyone entitled to be paid the minimum wage receives
it. Since 2015, we have more than doubled the enforcement
budget to almost £30 million and ordered employers to
repay £100 million to 1 million workers.

Gill Furniss: The Low Pay Commission has called on
the Government to recruit a new director of labour
market enforcement as an urgent priority, but the
Government have dragged their feet for almost half the
year while claims are falling and waiting times are
rising. Can the Minister inform the House when that
vital post will be filled? And “in due course” simply does
not cut it.

Paul Scully: Cracking down on non-compliance in
the labour market is a priority for the Government, and
the new director of labour market enforcement will be
appointed as soon as possible, but the temporary vacancy
has no impact on workers’ rights. The three enforcement
bodies themselves are responsible for overall work and
enforcement responsibilities, and they will continue to
work hard to protect workers and bring enforcement
actions against employers who break the rules.

Levelling-up Agenda

Mark Logan (Bolton North East) (Con): What steps
his Department is taking to support the Government’s
levelling-up agenda. [902255]

Peter Gibson (Darlington) (Con): What steps his
Department is taking to support the Government’s
levelling-up agenda. [902257]

Alexander Stafford (Rother Valley) (Con): What steps
his Department is taking to support the Government’s
levelling- up agenda. [902263]

Mark Eastwood (Dewsbury) (Con): What steps his
Department is taking to support the Government’s
levelling- up agenda. [902266]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Amanda Solloway): We
have made a commitment to level up all areas of the
country. The plan for growth is a critical part of this
and we will go further with the publication of a levelling-up
White Paper later this year.

MarkLogan [V]: Iwrote totheMinisteroutliningBolton’s
bid to be the home of the Advanced Research and
Invention Agency, featuring the full support of the vice-
chancellors of the University of Bolton and the University
of Manchester, along with Innovation GM and a wider
coalition. I am sure that even my neighbour but one, the
Speaker, would find it difficult to resist Bolton’s attraction.
We have kindly received a response from the Minister,
and now that the advert for the ARIA chair has gone
live, will she tell us when she would like to visit Bolton to
support us in our ambition to reinvent Britain’s biggest
town in line with the Government’s levelling-up agenda?

Amanda Solloway: My hon. Friend paints a fantastic
picture of Bolton North East. He really is a wonderful
advocate for his constituency, and he has a keen interest
in ARIA, which I am delighted by. No decision has yet
been taken on ARIA’s location, and I do not expect one
to be reached until the chief executive officer and the
chair are in post, but my hon. Friend will be delighted
to hear that the open recruitment process for a visionary
chair began yesterday, and I would encourage him and
other hon. Members to share this exciting opportunity
widely to reach as diverse a pool of candidates as we
possibly can.

Peter Gibson: Whether it involves investing £105 million
in Bank Top station, investing £23.3 million through the
towns fund or establishing a new Department for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy presence in Darlington,
this Conservative Government are delivering on their
manifesto commitment to level up. Does my hon. Friend
agree that it is therefore short-sighted of LNER to
propose to cut services to Darlington?
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Amanda Solloway: I am glad that my hon. Friend
recognises the work that the Government have done to
support investment in the town, and I know that the
Department for Transport and LNER appreciate his
desire to ensure that his community continues to be well
served by rail services across the north. His comments
and those of his colleagues are exactly the level of detail
that the consultation is looking to elicit, and it is
important that the industry understands the strength of
the business case, so I would urge him to continue to
engage with the consultation process.

Mr Speaker: We now go to Alexander Stafford. Not
here. Let’s go to Mark Eastwood, who is here.

Mark Eastwood: I am pleased that my hon. Friend
the Member for Penistone and Stocksbridge (Miriam
Cates) and I have put forward a £48 million joint
levelling-up fund bid to support improvements to the
Penistone line, which runs through our constituencies.
Will the Minister agree to work with the Department
for Transport and the Treasury in supporting this bid,
which, if successful, would help to boost local businesses
and bring much-needed jobs to my constituency, especially
in Kirkburton and Denby Dale?

Amanda Solloway: My hon. Friend has been a tireless
advocate for his constituency, most notably in his advocacy
of the Dewsbury town deal. As he will know, the support
of MPs is important for bids to the levelling-up fund,
but he will understand that I cannot go further than
that while the bids are being evaluated.

Stephen Flynn (Aberdeen South) (SNP): Today marks
33 years since the Piper Alpha disaster, when 167 lives
were lost and many more oil workers were injured. The
trauma reverberates right across Aberdeen to this day,
and I would like to pass on my thoughts to the friends
and families of all those involved in that awful, awful
tragedy.

We have heard three questions from Conservative
Members and had three answers from the Minister, but
we have not had a single mention of the fact that rather
than being a Government who are levelling up, they are
cutting back. Just last week we have seen furlough support
sliced away from businesses, many of which have been
unable to open or operate since the start of this pandemic.
Many of them will also now be paying back covid loans,
despite of course never being able to bounce back. So
may I ask the Minister: how does pulling funding away
from businesses help communities to level up?

Amanda Solloway: I would like to add my thoughts to
those expressed by the hon. Gentleman about the Piper
Alpha disaster. Across government, we are investing in
Scotland through a number of routes, including the
United Kingdom community renewal fund, the levelling-up
fund and the future UK shared prosperity fund, to
name but a few. For example, at the Budget we confirmed
£27 million for the Aberdeen energy transition zone, in
the hon. Gentleman’s constituency, which is helping to
support north-east Scotland to play a leading role in
meeting our net zero ambitions.

Stephen Flynn: I do not think the Minister actually
answered my question, but let us look at another aspect
of the levelling-up prospectus: freeports. The Scottish

Government have been clear that they want freeports to
have a green agenda and to have fair work and net zero
at their core, but just last week the UK Government
told us that they will ignore that green port prospectus
and will instead seek to enforce their will on the Scottish
Parliament and the Scottish people. So may I ask the
Minister: when did levelling up become less about
empowerment and more about dragging powers from
Scotland back to London?

Amanda Solloway: I thank the hon. Gentleman for
the question. This Government are committed to the
levelling-up process, and we have made it incredibly
clear that that is what we are going to do. We will have a
levelling-up White Paper, which is to be issued in the
autumn. We are ensuring that we are levelling up throughout
the whole of the United Kingdom.

BethWinter(CynonValley)(Lab)[V]:TheUKGovernment
talk about levelling up former coalfield communities
such as those in my constituency, yet at the same time
theyhaveprofitedbybillionsof poundsfromthemineworkers’
pension scheme since its privatisation in 1994. That money
could be going to miners and their families, many of
whom are experiencing hardship and are struggling
to make ends meet. The Government’s announcement
yesterday not to implement the recommendations of
the cross-party Select Committee on Business, Energy
and Industrial Strategy to redress this injustice was met
with dismay and was described as a “slap in the face”.
Will the Minister agree to review that decision and
implement the BEIS Committee recommendations in
full?

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): The hon. Lady will know that
I have sent my reply in to the BEIS Committee, but I
also had a very constructive meeting with a number of
the trustees just a few weeks ago and we have agreed to
continue. I have left them with some questions that they
must go to talk to the rest of the trustees about, and my
door continues to be open for them to bring back
propositions if they want to continue to discuss this.

Net Zero Strategy: Publication

Stephen Hammond (Wimbledon) (Con): If his
Department will publish its net zero strategy before the
2021 summer recess. [902256]

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): We will publish our comprehensive
net zero strategy ahead of COP26. It will set out the
Government’s vision and how we will meet our ambitious
goals as we transition to net zero emissions by 2050.

Stephen Hammond [V]: I thank my right hon. Friend
for her response. She will know that many infrastructure
institutions, including the Institution of Civil Engineers,
have called on the Government to deliver a system-wide
plan for transitioning the UK infrastructure. Will she
confirm that when she publishes the strategy in the
autumn—I take that from her response—it will provide
the policy certainty for infrastructure and the supply
chain so that there is investment and we can ensure that
the necessary initiatives are put in place to enable the
Government’s aim of net zero to be achieved?
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Anne-Marie Trevelyan: The net zero strategy will
include a focus on how better to embed net zero as a key
consideration across all Government activity. Furthermore,
infrastructure will play a crucial role in the transition to
net zero, and our policies and approach will reflect that.
The net zero strategy will continue to build on policies
that we have already announced, such as the £1 billion
carbon capture and storage infrastructure fund and the
£240 million net zero hydrogen fund. We are also supporting
underlying investment decisions to mobilise private finance.
The national infrastructure bank announced in the Budget
will have £12 billion of capital and be able to deploy
£10 billion of Government guarantees.

Matthew Pennycook (Greenwich and Woolwich) (Lab):
The 2021 progress report published by the Climate
Change Committee last month stated:

“A pattern has emerged of Government strategies that are later
than planned and, when they do emerge, short of the required
policy ambition.”

Despite the committee’s characteristic politeness, that is
a damning critique from the Government’s own climate
advisers. I take it from the Minister’s previous answer
that the House has this morning been given a cast-iron
guarantee that a net zero strategy will be published well
in advance of COP26; will she confirm that that is the
case? Does she recognise that the credibility of such a
strategy is predicated on a substantive Treasury net zero
review that sets out precisely how the benefits and
burdens of the transition will be shared fairly?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: Of the 92 recommendations
made by the Climate Change Committee in its 2020 progress
report, 40 have been achieved or partly achieved and
another 32 are under way, meaning that progress has
been made against more than 75% of the recommendations.
Our forthcoming strategies—including on hydrogen and
transport and our comprehensive net zero strategy—will
set out more of the policies that the committee calls for
in its recommendations. I clearly cannot speak for the
Treasury, which will publish its own review, but I know
that that is also very well advanced.

Nuclear Sector: Skills

Craig Whittaker (Calder Valley) (Con): What plans
he has to help ensure that skills in the nuclear sector are
maintained between the building of new power plants.

[902258]

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): The Government confirmed
our commitment in the energy White Paper to more nuclear
power after Hinkley Point C, and we are currently
negotiating for Sizewell C. That is a great example of the
bright future ahead for our skilled nuclear workforce.

Craig Whittaker [V]: Gathering the skills and expertise
for building new nuclear power stations in the UK has
been a mammoth task and a considerable expense to
many companies because no nuclear has been built in
the UK for many decades. Can my right hon. Friend
give some assurance to the tens of thousands of employees
who are worried about their jobs as contracts on Hinkley
Point come to an end and there is potentially a lengthy
gap before the funding model for Sizewell C is agreed?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: My hon. Friend is right that
there was a long gap in respect of investment in UK,
but I am pleased that the Prime Minister’s leadership
has reset that. We are working closely with industry and
the skills bodies to make sure that as we grow our
nuclear industry again, we better understand the skills
requirements and challenges faced by the industry. EDF’s
latest estimate suggests that the number of people working
on the Hinkley project will peak at around 8,500. That
is a fantastic local employment story and, given EDF’s
plans to replicate HPC at its next project, Sizewell C in
Suffolk, we expect to see employment benefits transfer
to that project, creating thousands of jobs in that local
area.

AQUIND Energy Interconnector

Stephen Morgan (Portsmouth South) (Lab): When he
plans to make a decision on the proposed AQUIND
energy interconnector project. [902260]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Amanda Solloway): The
Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy has until 8 September 2021 to take his decision
on whether or not to grant development consent for the
proposal.

Stephen Morgan: I have long represented Portsmouth’s
opposition to AQUIND, which would cause untold
disruption to our communities and no clear benefits to
my city. There are serious concerns about the company,
its murky financing and the influence that its leaders
have over Ministers who are responsible for giving the
project the go-ahead. Last weekend, I launched a petition
to give a real voice to local people who are opposed to
the development. With no Secretary of State present
today, will the Minister listen to the weight of concerns
from my constituents and reject the damaging and
suspicious proposals?

Amanda Solloway: Local communities have had the
opportunity to raise concerns during the examination
undertaken by the Planning Inspectorate. The Secretary
of State will consider all relevant matters—I will ensure
that I pass on the hon. Gentleman’s message—when he
takes a decision, but as it is a live planning application
I cannot comment further.

Dr Alan Whitehead (Southampton, Test) (Lab): Is the
Minister aware that we are talking about a company
that, as its sole activity, is proposing to build an
interconnector with France, that has attempted to get
itself exempted from all the rules governing interconnectors,
and that is now extraordinarily seeking Government
backing to trash parts of Portsmouth to land its cable?
Throughout all of this, it has never traded and is
completely reliant for its existence on loans from unnamed
overseas companies. But it has been active as a company
in one other area: giving huge donations to the Conservative
party and a number of its MPs to the tune of £1.1 million,
either from the company itself or through the good offices
of its part-owner. Now, perhaps in return, it wants the
Government to support its rackety scheme through the
Secretary of State’s personally approving its planning
application. This whole thing stinks. I ask Ministers to
call a halt to this seedy enterprise and certainly not
endorse its wild and inappropriate planning proposals.
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Amanda Solloway: As previously stated, the Secretary
of State for BEIS will have until 8 September 2021 to
take his decision on whether to grant development consent
on this proposal.

Steel Industry

Stephen Kinnock (Aberavon) (Lab): What steps his
Department is taking to help support (a) the steel
industry and (b) steelworkers. [902262]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Amanda Solloway): I
thank the hon. Member for raising this important topic
again after engaging in a recent Westminster Hall debate,
and I know how passionately he cares about this subject.
I know, too, that he will have welcomed the Government’s
action on trade safeguards to protect our steel sector
and jobs. We are also working closely with the Steel
Council, reformed by the Secretary of State, on important
matters such as decarbonisation, a sustainable future
and procurement.

Stephen Kinnock: For as long as anyone can remember,
steel MPs, trade unions and employers have been urging
the Government to do something about industrial energy
costs, and yet our steelworkers still face prices that are
86% higher than their French competitors, and that is
after the Government’s compensation scheme has been
factored in. With Ofgem planning to hike network
charges even higher, what action is the Minister taking
to block this potential hammer blow and to enable our
steelworkers to compete on a level playing field?

Amanda Solloway: Since 2013, we have provided more
than £500 million in relief to the steel sector. On 14 June,
we published a consultation on the future of the
compensation schemes, which will close on 9 August.
Network charging, however, is a matter for Ofgem as
the independent regulator, and decisions on its targeted
charging review are for it to make. Government continue
to engage with Ofgem to inform our understanding of
the reform’s policy implications.

Gig Economy Workers

Bell Ribeiro-Addy (Streatham) (Lab): What recent steps
he has taken to help improve employment rights and
protections for gig economy workers. [902264]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Paul Scully): The recent
Uber Supreme Court judgment upheld the law that
those who qualify as workers in the gig economy are
entitled to the same employment rights and protections
as workers in other parts of the economy. The Government
have one of the best records on employment rights in
the world, and we have just increased wages again for
the UK’s lowest paid workers.

Bell Ribeiro-Addy[V]: According to the McKinsey
Global Institute, 5 million people in the UK work in the
gig economy, which is around 15.6% of the UK’s total
full and part-time workforce. That is 5 million people
without legal rights to statutory sick pay, holiday pay,
redundancy pay, maternity leave or minimum wage.
February’s Supreme Court ruling in favour of Uber drivers

was a momentous step forward for gig economy workers.
In the same month, however, the Minister for Small
Business, Labour Markets and Consumers refused to
back Labour’s call to enshrine this in law, so I ask the
Minister again for the sake of the millions of gig economy
workers, will the Government finally step up and enshrine
the rights of gig economy workers in law ?

Paul Scully: Employment law is clear that an individual’s
employment rights are determined by their employment
status, which in turn is determined by the detail of their
working arrangement. Government actively encourage
businesses to ensure that they are adhering to their legal
obligations and that individuals are treated fairly and in
accordance with the law.

High Street Businesses

Rachel Hopkins (Luton South) (Lab): What steps he
is taking to support high street businesses. [902265]

Sam Tarry (Ilford South) (Lab): What steps he is taking
to support high street businesses. [902271]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Paul Scully): Our
comprehensive economic response to business is worth
more than £352 billion, including grants, the furlough
scheme, tax deferrals, and business rates relief. We have
extended the protection of commercial tenants from
eviction and debt enforcement due to non-payment of
rent until 25 March 2022.

Rachel Hopkins: Businesses in Luton South, whether
they are in the town centre, Bury Park or High Town,
have told me that additional support is required to
safeguard their future and local jobs. Small businesses
need Government to bring forward a plan to support
them as we recover, particularly those that have had to
take out loans to pay their rent. Does the Minister
recognise that a proper debt restructuring plan will be
vital in alleviating the burden of debt and in helping small
businesses get back on their feet?

Paul Scully: It is important, yes, that first we reopen.
I am glad that the Prime Minister is making encouraging
signs regarding 19 July, so that small businesses in
particular can welcome back customers and start to recover;
that helps get into the recovery. We will continue to flex
and extend our support for those businesses. Much of
that support extends to September and beyond.

Sam Tarry: Businesses in Ilford represented by Ilford
business improvement district have been damaged so
severely by the pandemic, often closing or finding their
revenues down to about 30% of what they were pre
pandemic. Many of those businesses now have significant
debts and rent arrears. I would like to know, as would
businesses in Ilford, what plans the Minister has to
support the thousands of businesses struggling to pay
their rent.

Paul Scully: I have talked about reopening and recovery.
We need to build back better and build resilience into
our high streets and the ecosystems that make our
communities. We have extended the moratorium on
rents until next year so that we can legislate to encourage
proper conversations between landlords and tenants.
We are also reviewing the Landlord and Tenant Act 1954.
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Seema Malhotra (Feltham and Heston) (Lab/Co-op):
Many businesses on our high streets face financing their
reopening in July while dealing with quarterly rents,
emergency loan repayments, business rates and VAT
deferrals, all while furlough support is being withdrawn.
UKHospitality has now warned that the sector faces
coming out of lockdown with more than £6 billion of
Government debt. Not all sectors are going to bounce
back overnight; they need a Government who are on
their side at this crucial time. Does the Minister think it
is fair for hospitality businesses to pay a £100 million
business rates bill from 1 July? Why do the Government
not extend the relief period, as the Labour-led Welsh
Government have done, and what discussions is he now
having on the root-and-branch reform of business rates
to allow the reintegration of the high street that was
promised in the Conservatives’ 2015 manifesto but has
still not been delivered?

Paul Scully: Different businesses and sectors have
different views on furlough. UKHospitality is explaining
that furlough is starting to become a problem, while
other sectors want it extended further. On business rates
and other support, the Chancellor deliberately went long
in his Budget; he erred on the side of generosity. It was
always about data, not dates, so that was always going
to be flexible. The fundamental business rates review
that we are conducting will report back this autumn.

UK Research and Development

Chris Green (Bolton West) (Con): What steps his
Department is taking to support UK research and
development. [902267]

PaulHowell(Sedgefield)(Con):WhatstepshisDepartment
is taking to support UK research and development.

[902277]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Amanda Solloway): The
Prime Minister has reasserted our commitment to restoring
the UK as a science superpower and to increasing
Government investment in R&D to £22 billion. We
continue to make progress on the R&D road map and
are planning to publish the R&D people and culture
strategy alongside the innovation strategy in the coming
weeks.

Chris Green: The life sciences ecosystem is incredibly
interdependent and clinical trials are a key part of it.
Will my hon. Friend join me in meeting key stakeholders
to discuss how we can maintain our position as a world
leader?

Amanda Solloway: Our ambition for clinical research
is for a world-leading clinical research environment that
capitalises on innovation, is resilient in the face of future
healthcare challenges and improves the life of patients
UK-wide. I would be happy to meet my hon. Friend to
discuss that ambition.

Paul Howell: At North East Technology Park in
Sedgefield, we have a hub of innovation-led businesses
from space to defence, including companies such as
Filtronic and Kromek, which are already established;
many smaller ones such as Evince and PragmatIC,
which are redefining the semiconductor space; and the
North East Satellite Applications Centre of Excellence,

which is operated by Business Durham. Does the Minister
agree that places such as NETPark, with embryonic
ecosystems already in place, can be the foundation
stones of building back better and levelling up, and will
she come and see for herself this amazing asset of the
north-east?

Amanda Solloway: NETPark is an excellent example
of how science parks bring together talented communities
to turn ideas into global successes. As home to the two
of the UK’s Catapult centres, NETPark is playing a
vital role in helping us to build back better across the
United Kingdom. I would be delighted to visit not just
NETPark but the wider north-east, to see how the
region is capitalising on its innovation and technology
strengths in order to support its local economy and
communities. I know that my hon. Friend enjoyed his
visit there so much that he went back week after week.

Chi Onwurah (Newcastle upon Tyne Central) (Lab):
On Friday I visited Newcastle University’s dementia
research centre and spoke to the wonderful scientists
striving to cure this terrible affliction. But I also heard
of the desperate conditions that early career researchers
face, with Government funding commitments abandoned;
grants ending as covid devastates medical research charities
excluded from Government support; institutes closed as
the Government’s international development funding is
slashed; and post-docs eking out funding from project
to project with no job security, working two jobs at once
or working for free, and unable to apply for funding in
their own name—and the most disadvantaged are hardest
hit. How can the Minister say that she is supporting
science when she is throwing the next generation of
scientists to the wolves?

Amanda Solloway: I always appreciate the hon. Member’s
candid questions. She will know that we have been
working on the people and culture strategy, which very
much takes into account early career research, career
progression and all the important things that we need to
consider to ensure that our R&D system is really allowed
to thrive and flourish. In May we announced funding of
£15 million from BEIS, together with a £5 million fund
from the Department of Health and Social Care, to
support early career researchers, supported by charities,
helping to protect the pipeline of research superstars
who will have a fantastic impact in improving patients’
lives in future.

Oil and Gas: Net Zero by 2050

Caroline Lucas (Brighton, Pavilion) (Green): What
assessment he has made of the implications for his
policies on oil and gas of the International Energy
Agency’s energy scenario aligned with the 1.5° C goal of
the Paris agreement, outlined in the report “Net Zero
by 2050: A Roadmap for the Global Energy Sector”.

[902268]

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): The independent Climate Change
Committee agrees that the UK will need oil and gas as
we deliver net zero by 2050. No other significant oil and
gas producing nation matches the UK’s action on
hydrocarbons in the economy, while our withdrawal of
support for international fossil fuels, our North sea
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transition deal and our new checkpoint for licensing
provide a global exemplar. Our climate compatibility
checkpoint will also operate from 2022. Any reduction
in domestic production would be replaced by increased
imports.

Caroline Lucas [V]: The International Energy Agency’s
report is clear that there can be no new investment in
fossil fuel projects if the world is to meet its climate
targets, yet the Government are set to approve the
Cambo oilfield, which, thanks to a loophole, will not
even be subject to its derisory climate checkpoint because
the original licence was granted over a decade ago. Is it
really the Minister’s understanding that this new North
sea oil project will not add to global heating because of
the date on the original licence? Will the Government
think again about approving this oil project when they are
meant to be showing local leadership ahead of COP26,
or, as with the Cumbria coalmine, are they waiting for
the US climate envoy to intervene instead?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: The checkpoint will apply to
all future licence rounds. Those projects already licensed
are already accounted for in our projections for future
oil and gas production. Projects such as Cambo are
already licensed and are going through normal regulatory
processes. Estimated emissions from all the existing licences
are already accounted for in our forward projections.

Solar Energy

Helen Hayes (Dulwich and West Norwood) (Lab):
What plans his Department has to help support the
growth of solar energy in the UK. [902269]

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): Solar is key to the Government’s
strategy for low-cost decarbonisation of the energy
sector, and we will need sustained growth in capacity
over the next decade as we move to net zero. It already
accounts for 28% of installed renewable capacity in the
UK. Large-scale solar photovoltaic projects are eligible
to compete in the next contracts for difference allocation
round in December this year. The Government also
support rooftop solar through the smart export guarantee
and energy efficiency schemes.

Helen Hayes: Community energy is vitally important
in delivering renewable energy and engaging communities
in contributing to net zero, but the sector has suffered
since the Government cancelled the urban community
energy fund in 2016 and excluded it from the social
investment tax relief in 2017. This evening I am meeting
Sustainable Energy 24 in my constituency, which is
working hard to deliver new solar installations and
engage our local communities, despite the Government’s
lack of support. Will the Minister commit to meaningful
support for community energy?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: We are absolutely supportive
of community energy. The £10 million rural community
energy fund provides grant funding to help communities
with the up-front costs of project development. We have
also funded dedicated officers at five local energy hubs
to provide one-to-one support. We intend to set out our
future plans for community energy in the forthcoming
net zero strategy.

Automotive Sector

Gerald Jones (Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney) (Lab):
What recent discussions he has held with representatives
of the automotive sector. [902272]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Paul Scully): Ministers
in this Department have regular and productive discussions
with the automotive sector on opportunities in the UK.
Through our efforts, just last week—five years after the
EU referendum—a new electric vehicle hub in Sunderland
was announced, which will benefit the whole sector.
Nissan still remains in the UK. Nissan is investing in
the UK.

Gerald Jones [V]: The automotive sector has been
through a hugely difficult time, impacting on the industry
and the supply chain right across the UK, including in
my constituency of Merthyr Tydfil and Rhymney. I very
much support the recent announcements of new
opportunities, supporting jobs and job opportunities in
England. What recent discussions has the Minister had
with the Welsh Government on this issue to ensure that
support and opportunities for the automotive sector
reach all parts of the United Kingdom?

Paul Scully: My colleagues across the Department
speak with the Welsh Government regularly, and I have
quad meetings with my counterparts in Wales, Scotland
and Northern Ireland. We absolutely recognise the
importance of the automotive sector to the UK’s economy,
and indeed to the Welsh economy, and are continuing
to invest in it. By supporting innovation in the sector’s
transition to zero-emission technologies, we are securing
existing jobs and creating jobs for the future.

Mr Speaker: I call Richard Holden—not here. This is
not very good. I call Bob Seely—not here. This is the
worst school register anybody could have.

Net Zero Emissions Target

Catherine West (Hornsey and Wood Green) (Lab):
What steps the Government are taking to achieve the
net zero emissions target. [902276]

Steve Brine (Winchester) (Con): What steps his
Department is taking to achieve net zero emissions by
2050. [902278]

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): I will pass on your displeasure,
Mr Speaker. I had some very interesting answers to
share with my hon. Friends, so I am as disappointed as
you. Our 10-point plan lays the foundation for the
transition to net zero, with key commitments and action
including in offshore wind, zero-emission vehicles and
building our green economy. Ahead of COP26, we will
also publish a comprehensive net zero strategy. It will
set out the Government’s vision for transitioning to a
net zero economy, making the most of new growth and
employment opportunities across the UK.

Catherine West: May I press the Minister on the Aquind
scheme, in which I believe she may have an interest that
she needs to declare? It was raised by my hon. Friend
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the Member for Southampton, Test (Dr Whitehead).
How many green jobs will be provided by the proposed
scheme and what national security assessment has been
carried out, given that the project is sponsored by an
oligarch who has donated £1 million to the Conservative
party?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: I am unable to answer any of
the hon. Lady’s questions, because I have recused myself
from all matters to do with the Aquind interconnector,
because Northumberland Conservatives received some
funds from one of the owners of the company.

Steve Brine: The retrofitting of existing housing stock
has to be a key component of our net zero drive. We
have had the green deal and we have had the green
homes grant. I think the most diplomatic way of putting
it is that neither has realised their potential. Can I ask
the Minister what comes next and when we might have
sight of that?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: The Government are continuing
to fund a number of schemes as part of our commitment
to retrofit homes in order to cut energy bills for the
poorest households and make them greener on that
path to net zero. The green homes grant local authority
delivery scheme, which is supporting projects to install
energy efficiency measures for low-income households,
has already provided £500 million to local authorities
and low-income households across England. That is
being delivered up to the end of this year. In June this
year, we launched the sustainable warmth competition,
enabling local authorities to apply for further funding
under the £200 million local authority delivery phase 3
scheme.

Open Banking

John Penrose (Weston-super-Mare) (Con): What
discussions he has had with the Competition and Markets
Authority on the independence of open banking.

[902279]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Paul Scully): I and my
officials have regular conversations with the Competition
and Markets Authority on a wide range of issues, although
open banking is normally handled by the Exchequer
Secretary to the Treasury, my hon. Friend the Member for
SaffronWalden(KemiBadenoch).Wesupport independence
as a key criterion for the future open banking governance
model.1

John Penrose: I am delighted to hear that the
independence of open banking is a core principle. Would
my hon. Friend agree that open banking potentially
creates a much wider idea or direction of travel for open
everything? All sorts of other sectors could benefit from
this approach to allow switching to be done much more
easily and much more quickly. We could open up to
competition many more sectors of our economy.

Paul Scully: I totally agree with my hon. Friend. He is
absolutely right, because we want to continue the UK’s
lead in open banking, but there is so much more to do
with smart data. We will learn the lessons that allow us
to lead in open banking and apply them to all those
other areas that he mentions.

Mr Speaker: Final question—Dr Julian Lewis.

Dr Julian Lewis (New Forest East) (Con): Much to my
surprise,MrSpeaker—Question35.

Investment Security Unit: Parliamentary Scrutiny

Dr Julian Lewis (New Forest East) (Con): What steps
he is taking to enable the effective parliamentary scrutiny
of the classified aspects of the Investment Security
Unit. [902280]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Amanda Solloway): The
National Security and Investment Act 2021 delivers
important reforms of UK investment-screening powers,
helping to keep this country safe. The Government look
forward to working with the BEIS Committee to enable
it to provide the same effective scrutiny of the Investment
Security Unit as it does of the rest of the Department’s
work. We are in the process of developing a memorandum
of understanding to allow it to do just that.

Dr Lewis: Will my hon. Friend the Minister kindly
explain the practical arrangements that will be made to
ensure that the BEIS Committee can scrutinise the top
secret documents involved in the work of the Investment
Security Unit? Specifically, will the Committee’s members
and staff be cleared to see and handle such documents,
and will they be given access to secure premises in which
to read and discuss such highly classified papers? And I
think the answer is “fat chance”.

Mr Speaker: It’s already answered then.

Amanda Solloway: No, we will make sure that the
BEIS Committee has the information it needs to fulfil
its remit and scrutinise the work of the Investment
Security Unit. As my right hon. Friend will be aware,
the Osmotherly rules set out how secret and top secret
material should be handled with respect to Committees
other than the Intelligence and Security Committee. I
can assure the House that we will have regard to those
principles as we develop the memorandum of understanding
with the BEIS Committee.

Topical Questions

[902310] Paul Holmes (Eastleigh) (Con): If he will make
a statement on his departmental responsibilities.

The Minister for Business, Energy and Clean Growth
(Anne-Marie Trevelyan): After a very long and difficult
year, things are looking up. Our economy is in better
health than many had predicted, and the vaccine roll-
out continues apace. While some are keen to talk down
Britain, across the economy optimism is returning. Last
week, Nissan and Envision announced a £1 billion
investment to create the UK’s largest gigafactory, creating
1,600 new jobs in Sunderland and 4,500 more in the
supply chain. Today, Stellantis has announced over
£100 million of investment at its Vauxhall plant in
Ellesmere Port, which is to become the first mass-volume,
fully battery-electric vehicle plant in Europe. This will
safeguard the future of the site and its supply chain for
the next decade. These are both huge votes of confidence
in the UK post Brexit, and show our green industrial
revolution in action. With COP26 fast approaching, the
Secretary of State and I will continue to drive forward
the Prime Minister’s 10-point plan—growing our economy,
levelling up the country and, of course, tackling emissions.
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Paul Holmes [V]: I welcome the Secretary of State’s
announcement last week that he is bringing forward the
date to remove unabated coal from the UK’s energy mix
by a whole year to 2024. Does my right hon. Friend
agree that this shows how the UK is leading the world
in consigning coal power to the history books, and
showing that we are serious about decarbonising our
power system so that we can meet our ambitious, world-
leading climate targets?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: I fully agree with my hon. Friend.
Closing Britain’s remaining coal units by 2024 will
mean that we have reduced coal’s share of our electricity
supply from a third to zero in only 10 years. This is a
huge achievement that reinforces our record on climate
action.

Edward Miliband (Doncaster North) (Lab): As my
hon. Friend the Member for Greenwich and Woolwich
(Matthew Pennycook) said earlier, the Climate Change
Committee’s report card on the Government two weeks
ago was devastating:

“This defining year for the UK’s climate credentials has been
marred by uncertainty and delay”.

The Climate Change Committee says that
“the policy is just not there”,

and:

“We continue to blunder into high-carbon choices.”

The chair, Lord Deben, when asked to give the Government
marks out of 10 for policy, said “somewhere below four”.
On any measure, these are failing grades. Who does the
Minister hold responsible?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: As we are world-leading—and,
like a number of world leaders, I think Mark Carney
stated at a Select Committee yesterday that we are doing
as well as anybody else across the planet—I must respectfully
disagree with the right hon. Gentleman, because I think
we really are making huge progress. The policy that is
rolling out is rolling out at incredible pace. Businesses—and
I am hugely impressed—are leaning in so hard to help
as their contribution to the decarbonisation challenges
we face. As we move towards the net zero strategy, he
will be able to see the holistic approach we are taking,
which will ensure that all of us who are going to help to
solve that will meet the challenge.

Edward Miliband: I think that is what we call the “dog
ate my homework” excuse, and this is where the problem
lies. When it comes to investment in a green recovery,
the UK Government’s plans per head of population are
less than a third of Germany, a quarter of France and
just 6% of the US. That is why the Climate Change
Committee says that we are just one fifth of the way to
meeting our targets in terms of policy. Is it not the truth
that, because the Government are not matching their grand
rhetoric with public investment at scale, they are failing
to tackle the biggest long-term threat our country faces?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: We are one fifth of the way. If
this is a journey to net zero in 2050, we have put into
law—in fact, I did so just two weeks ago—carbon
budget 6, which has brought forward the challenge we
face to decarbonise our power industry by 15 years. We
are literally world-leading in doing this, and other countries
are talking to me day by day in an effort to help them
follow the path we are taking and to make sure that we
all do our part to meet net zero. This is not only about

the UK; this is of course a global challenge, and the
work my right hon. Friend the COP President-Designate
is doing to help drive that across the world is critically
important to its success.

[902311] Nickie Aiken (Cities of London and Westminster)
(Con): Independent businesses are the beating heart of
our high streets, and my constituency is fortunate because
it is brimming with independent shops that are ready to
sell everything from artisan food to emerging fashion
brands. Last weekend we marked Independents’ Day,
and I visited Marylebone, where I was delighted to visit
Paul Rothe & Son Deli, Penton’s hardware shop, and
Sandfords flower stall. Does my hon. Friend agree that
we must do everything in our power to support independent
businesses this summer, and encourage people back to
city centres, including central London and every other
city centre in the United Kingdom, to take advantage of
those brilliant unique shops?

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business,
Energy and Industrial Strategy (Paul Scully): My hon.
Friend is a doughty champion of small and independent
businesses in her constituency, as well as of those big
businesses that everybody knows around the world, not
just the country. She is right to say that if people come
to the centre of London, which has been remarkably
quiet and slow to recover, they will see the benefits of
those independent shops, as well as being able to enjoy
everything that the most fantastic global city, represented
by my hon. Friend, has to offer.

[902312] Alex Cunningham (Stockton North) (Lab):
CF Fertilisers in Billingham in my constituency is one
of the two remaining primary ammonia plants in the
UK. The Department for Transport anticipates that
80% of UK domestic shipping will rely on ammonia
for fuel by 2050, and CF Fertilisers will have a critical
role to play. It has been hugely proactive in reducing
emissions, but it is reliant on carbon capture and storage
to decarbonise further. What plans does the Minister have
to select and progress ammonia decarbonisation within
phase1of theCCSprogramme,plusthesequencingprocess?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: As the hon. Gentleman will
know, the process is in full swing and we will make an
announcement before too long about those first clusters,
and who will be able to lead in the carbon capture,
utilisation and storage programme. The sixth carbon
budget means that we have brought in the challenge of
getting to grips with aviation and shipping fuels, and
the Department for Transport is focusing on how that
will be part of the net zero strategy.

[902318] Bob Blackman (Harrow East) (Con) [V]:
Following the regrettable decision by the Chancellor
to exclude new nuclear power from our clean energy
programme, will the Minister update the House on
what action she will take to ensure that we commission
and develop urgently needed new nuclear power stations,
so that we keep the lights on and provide base-level
energy across the grid?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: The Government are committed
to new nuclear power, as we set out in the Energy White
Paper last year. We have entered into negotiations with
the developers of Sizewell C to consider the financing,
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and to set to building that as the next one after Hinkley
Point C. We have committed £385 million for developing
advanced nuclear jobs, including small modular reactors,
for deployment in the 2030s.

[902313] Mary Glindon (North Tyneside) (Lab): In
November 2019, the Prime Minister promised that he
would end the Government raid on miners’ pensions.
Yesterday, the Government flagrantly rejected the
unanimous cross-party report by the Business, Energy
and Industrial Strategy Committee, which said it was
right to tackle that injustice. Why have the Government
betrayed the Prime Minister’s promised to coalfield
communities?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: As I mentioned in an earlier
answer, I met a number of trustees a few weeks ago and
we discussed a number of issues in detail. I left them
with a number of issues to go away and consider. The
proposition as it currently stands is one that the Government
do not wish to take forward, but I have asked the
trustees to come back to me once they have considered
the questions we discussed.

[902321] Mark Eastwood (Dewsbury) (Con): I am delighted
that Dewsbury has been awarded £24.8 million after its
towns fund bid. Will the Minister outline the benefits
that that investment will have for retailers and other
businesses in my home town?

Paul Scully: What a fantastic story. In just 18 months,
my hon. Friend has shown the impact of his work
across his home town. He is absolutely right. Dewsbury’s
transformative £24.8 million investment will make it a
more attractive place to live, work and invest by supporting
projects that deliver that enhanced business environment,
such as the arcade to be reopened to small independent
businesses and Dewsbury market to be transformed into
a modern-day market, with fibre network improvements
and repurposing underused sites. This is really going to
boost Dewsbury’s reputation as a place for starting and
growing a business.

[902325] James Daly (Bury North) (Con): In November
last year, the Government report on the first statutory
review of the pubs code was published. It proposed
certain changes that could improve the operation of the
code. Will my hon. Friend update the House on whether
those changes have been implemented? Does he believe
that further statutory provisions are required to adequately
protect the interests of tied tenants and ensure a future
for thousands of pubs throughout the country?

Paul Scully: I thank my hon. Friend for his interest in
a really important area of supporting pubs. We will
shortly publish a consultation to seek views on detailed
options to improve the practical operation of the pubs
code. It is important that all interested parties are able
to comment, given the code’s complexity and potential
impact on property rights. It covers just under 8,700
tied pub tenants in England and Wales, so it is only a
small proportion of businesses in the hospitality sector,
but a very important proportion. Next year, we will
launch a second statutory review to seek stakeholders’
views on the effectiveness of the pubs code.

[902315] Dame Diana Johnson (Kingston upon Hull
North) (Lab) [V]: Could one of the Ministers tell me
whether they agree that it is wrong for companies that
have received millions of pounds of support from taxpayers
to now seek to fire and rehire their staff ?

Paul Scully: I thank the right hon. Lady for her
continued interest in this important area. I have said
time and time again that it is not acceptable for employers
to use such bully-boy negotiating tactics. ACAS has
done the quantitative work on fire and rehire. We are
asking it to write guidance, but also to do some more
detailed work. If we need to act, we certainly will act.

[902326] Mrs Pauline Latham (Mid Derbyshire) (Con):
I heard from pilots at the travel day of action about the
disaster facing their industries if coronavirus restrictions
are not relaxed soon. As the Minister will know, our
aviation, travel and tourism sectors were the first to be
impacted as a consequence of covid-19, with passenger
numbers collapsing from March 2020. With recovery
likely to take a number of years, these will also be the
last sectors to revive. Can my hon. Friend tell me what
help he will be giving to the aviation industry after
19 July if the Transport Secretary does not open up the
airways?

Paul Scully: Travel has an impact beyond the sector
itself and the impact of reopening our cities. We will
continue to work with the sector to offer it support and
to flex our support. My hon. Friend mentioned weddings.
On 21 June, the restrictions on weddings were eased,
which I was pleased to see. The number is now determined
by how many a venue can safely accommodate with
social distancing measures in place. I am looking forward
to the day when those final social distancing measures
can melt away.

[902316] Peter Grant (Glenrothes) (SNP): This morning
the Government tweeted to tell us that about 1.7 million
businesses had been allowed to borrow money under
the various coronavirus loan schemes. Do they also
intend to send out a tweet to tell us how many jobs have
been lost and how many businesses have been destroyed
by the decision to exclude 3 million business owners
from any coronavirus support whatever?

Paul Scully: I have continued to converse, whether in
person or on social media, with some of the people
leading the campaign in this area. As I have said before,
a lot of the schemes we put in place have been reverse
engineered so we can deliver them quickly, at pace and
at scale. We have not been able to save every business
and every job, but clearly, we will look to not only
reopen and recover, so that we can bounce back better
and protect as many jobs as we can, but create new jobs
as well.

[902327] Sir Desmond Swayne (New Forest West) (Con):
Is there anything that Ministers can do to ensure that
small builders get access to building materials that are
increasingly in short supply?

Paul Scully: There is a shortage of building materials
due to global demand outstripping supply. We are working
with the Construction Leadership Council’s product
availability group to identify and resolve these challenges.

[902319] Grahame Morris (Easington) (Lab): The
Government’s refusal to act on the recommendations
of the Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy
Committee’s report is nothing short of a complete and
total betrayal of retired mineworkers and their widows.
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Notwithstanding the Minister’s reply about ongoing
discussions on the sharing arrangements, why are the
Government blocking the transfer of £1.2 billion of the
miners’ own money from the reserve fund to
immediately uplift the pensions of miners and their
widows struggling to make ends meet?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: That fund—one might describe
it as a backstop—is there for support if there is a need
to increase pensions. I am pleased to continue discussions
with the trustees to look at potential solutions for the
years ahead as the number of miners reduces and the
investment pot needs to be looked at differently.

[902328] Damien Moore (Southport) (Con): Does my
hon. Friend the Minister agree that the billion pound
investment package recently unveiled by Nissan UK is a
further post-Brexit mark of confidence in UK science,
technology and manufacturing? Will he do more to
ensure that such investment is forthcoming in the next
few years?

Paul Scully: I agree with my hon. Friend about Nissan’s
investment and the confidence it has shown in this country,
which is a ringing endorsement. Indeed, the Secretary
of State is up in Ellesmere Port talking to Stellantis
about its investment in this country as well.

[902320] Wera Hobhouse (Bath) (LD) [V]: Community
energy has manifold advantages, but its full potential
cannot be unleashed, mainly because of regulatory barriers.
Will the Minister meet me and Power for People to
discuss how we can work with Government to find a
way forward?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: As I said earlier, we already
have a number of funds working in community energy. I
am happy to meet the hon. Lady at any point to discuss
her perspective.

Alan Brown (Kilmarnock and Loudoun) (SNP): Yet
again, we have heard about the need for a nuclear
baseload. The reality is that Dungeness nuclear power
station shut down seven years early and 75% of the

existing nuclear fleet will be offline before Hinkley
Point C can be up and running. Will the Minister tell
me whether the nuclear baseload is a myth or when the
lights will be getting turned out?

Anne-Marie Trevelyan: We continue to invest in new
nuclear, as I set out earlier, and we are working to grow
our renewable energies at an extraordinary pace. We are
world leading, with our offshore wind capacity already
at 29% of the total, and we will continue to grow that
from 10 GW to 40 GW by 2030.

Catherine West (Hornsey and Wood Green) (Lab):
On a point of order, Mr Speaker.

Mr Speaker: Is the point of order relevant to these
questions?

Catherine West: It is. In Question 31, I asked about
green jobs and a scheme called Aquind, sponsored by
Mr Temerko, who is a funder of the Tory party to the
tune of £1 million. The Minister for Business, Energy
and Clean Growth quite rightly recused herself from
answering the question because she has an interest, but
can anyone else on the Front Bench answer my question
about green jobs? Has a national security assessment
been done of the Aquind project for an interconnector
between France and the UK and its data implications?

Paul Scully: Further to that point of order, Mr Speaker.
My right hon. Friend the Minister for Business, Energy
and Clean Growth was right to recuse herself from the
decision to ensure probity. We will find an answer for
the hon. Member for Hornsey and Wood Green (Catherine
West) from the Secretary of State.

Mr Speaker: Right, thank you.

I am now suspending the House for three minutes for
the necessary arrangements for the next business to be
made.

12.33 pm

Sitting suspended.
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Covid-19 Update

12.36 pm

The Secretary of State for Health and Social Care
(Sajid Javid): With permission, I would like to make a
statement on the pandemic and the road map to freedom.

Freedom is in our sights once again, thanks to the
protective wall of this country’s vaccination programme
and the huge advances we have made in getting this
virus under control. Yesterday, I stood at this Dispatch
Box and set out the details of what step 4 in our road
map will mean for this nation. After the arduous 18 months
that we have all endured, it was so wonderful to describe
a world where we no longer have to count the number of
people that we are meeting; where theatres and stadiums
are bustling with people once again; and where care
home residents are able to see their loved ones without
restrictions.

Of course I understand that some people are cautious
about the idea of easing restrictions, but we must balance
the risks—the risks of a virus that has diminished, but
is not defeated, against the risks of keeping these restrictions,
and the health, social and economic hardship that we
know they bring. This pandemic is far from over, and
we will continue to proceed with caution. But we are
increasingly confident that our plan is working, and that
we can soon begin a new chapter, based on the foundations
of personal responsibility and common sense rather
than the blunt instrument of rules and regulations.

Today, I should like to provide an update on another
area where we will be able to ease restrictions: the rules
on self-isolation. Self-isolation has played a critical role
in helping us to get this virus under control, by denying
the virus the human contact that it needs to spread.
And I am so grateful to the many, many people right
across the UK who have selflessly done their duty,
making sacrifices so they can help keep the virus at bay.
Even though we have done everything in our power to
support the people who have had to self-isolate—and
yesterday we announced that we will be extending financial
support until September—I am fully aware of how difficult
it has been. But we can take hope from the fact that
science has shown us a solution, just as it has done so
many times in our fight against this virus. That solution
is our vaccine, which we know offers huge protection.

The latest data from Public Health England shows
that our vaccination programme has saved over 27,000
lives and has prevented over 7 million people from
getting covid-19, and it shows that both doses of covid-19
vaccine can reduce symptomatic infection by almost
80%. That protective wall—because that is what it is
—means that the odds have shifted in our favour, and
we can look afresh at many of the measures that we
have had to put in place. That is especially important
when almost two thirds of adults—64%—have had
both doses of a vaccine, and so have the maximum
protection that the vaccine can offer. As a result, we will
soon be able to take a risk-based approach that recognises
the huge benefits that vaccines provide both to the people
who get the jab and to their loved ones.

From 16 August, when even more people will have
the protection of both doses and when modelling suggests
the risk from the virus will be even lower, anyone who is
a close contact of a positive case will no longer have to
self-isolate if they have been fully vaccinated. If someone
gets their second dose just before or just after 16 August

they will need to wait two weeks, after which their second
jab will have taken effect, to get these new freedoms.
Those two weeks will allow the vaccine time to build up
the maximum possible protection.

As we make this change, we will draw on the huge
capacity we have built for testing and sequencing and
will advise close contacts who are fully vaccinated to
take a PCR test as soon as possible, so that they can
have certainty about their condition. Of course, anyone
who tests positive will have to self-isolate, whether they
have had the jab or not. This new approach means we
can manage the virus in a way that is proportionate to
the pandemic, while maintaining the freedoms that are
so important to us all.

As hon. Members will be aware, we are not currently
offering vaccines to most people under the age of 18.
We have thought carefully about how we can ensure
that young people get the life experiences that are so
important to their development, while at the same time
keeping them safe from this deadly virus. In line with
the approach for adults, anyone under the age of 18
who is a close contact of a positive case will no longer
need to self-isolate. Instead, they will be given advice
about whether to get tested, dependent on their age, and
will need to self-isolate only if they test positive. These
measures will also come into force on 16 August, ahead
of the autumn school term.

I know that hon. Members will have questions about
the changes and about step 4 of our road map and the
impact on schools and colleges; my right hon. Friend
the Education Secretary will update the House immediately
after my statement. We are looking at the self-isolation
rules for international travel, to remove the need for
fully vaccinated arrivals to isolate when they return
from an amber list country. The Transport Secretary
will provide an update to the House later this week.

Step by step, jab by jab, we are replacing the temporary
protection of the restrictions with the long-term protection
of a vaccine, so that we can restore the freedoms that we
cherish and the experiences that mean so much to us all.
Let us all play our part to protect ourselves and to
protect others as we enter these crucial few weeks, so
that in this battle between the vaccine and the virus, the
vaccine will prevail. I commend this statement to the
House.

12.43 pm

Jonathan Ashworth (Leicester South) (Lab/Co-op): I
thank the Secretary of State for advance sight of his
statement. This morning, he warned that he expected
infections to hit 100,000 a day. Will he confirm that he is
saying that will be the peak? By his expectation, when
will we hit it? Infections at 100,000 a day will translate
to around 5,000 people a day developing long-term
chronic illness—long covid. What will the long covid
waiting list look like by the end of the summer?

The Secretary of State justifies allowing infections to
climb by pointing to the weakened link between
hospitalisation and deaths, and saying that we are building
a protective wall. But the wall is only half built. We
know from outbreaks in Israel and research that the
delta variant can be transmitted through fully vaccinated
people, even if they do not get sick.

Indeed, data in the last 24 hours or so from Israel’s
Ministry of Health points to the Pfizer vaccine being just
64% effective at stopping symptomatic and asymptomatic
transmission of the delta variant. Sadly, being double
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jabbed means a person is still a risk to others, yet the
Secretary of State is releasing controls on transmission
at a time when infections are rising. Hospitalisations
will rise, too, given what we know he is doing.

Can the Secretary of State tell us the percentage of
intensive care beds, and general and acute beds, that
need to be occupied before, in his view, wider NHS care
is compromised? We have heard him in the last week or
so tell us that he wants to unlock because he rightly
wants to focus on the monumental NHS backlog, but
the rising hospital admissions that are baked into the
plan, into the path he has chosen, will mean operations
cancelled, treatments delayed and waiting times increased.
Will he now be clear with patients, who are waiting
longer and at risk of permanent disability, that the increase
in hospital admissions will mean they have to wait longer?
What is his assessment of the waiting list, and what will
it hit by the end of the summer?

I understand the rationale for the Secretary of State’s
announcement today, but I have to tell him again that
the biggest barrier to an effective isolation policy has
been not the inconvenience but the lack of financial
incentive to stay at home. If we are to live with this
virus, the days of people soldiering on when unwell are
over. Sick pay is vital to infection control. Will he please
now fix it?

Getting back to normal, which we all want to do,
depends on people feeling safe. Does the Secretary of
State appreciate that those who are immunocompromised,
or for whom the vaccination is less effective, will have
their freedoms curtailed by ditching masks on public
transport? Blood Cancer UK warned yesterday that
people with blood cancer will feel like their freedoms
have been taken away when mask wearing lifts. What is
his message to those with blood cancer? It is not good
enough simply to say that people should travel or go to
the shops at less busy times.

Of course, the Secretary of State understands the
importance of masks. I have now read his Harvard
pandemic paper, to which he likes to refer. He praises
the use of masks in this paper, but he also warns:

“Changing course in policy making…is an essential feature of
good policy making. Yet, politicians find it hard”—

because of—
“the tendency for decisions to become psychologically and emotionally
anchored.”

Well, I agree with him, and I hope he still agrees with
himself. Let us have a U-turn on mask wearing. Yes, let
us have freedom, but not a high-risk free for all. Keep
masks for now, fix sick pay and let us unlock in a safe
and sustainable way.

Sajid Javid: Let me turn to the right hon. Gentleman’s
questions. First, he asked about infections. As I said
yesterday from this Dispatch Box, we expect infections
to continue to rise for the time being, for the reasons I
set out yesterday. By 19 July, when we enter step 4, the
advice we have received and the modelling suggests
infections could be as high as 50,000 a day, double what
they are now. Beyond that, as he says, we believe infections
will continue to rise. As the modelling goes out further,
it is less certain, but infections could go as high as
100,000 a day. I have been very up front about that.

What I have also been very clear about is that the
reason we can make the decisions that we have made, as
set out yesterday and today, with the decision just
announced on self-isolation rules for those who are

double vaccinated if they come into contact with someone
who is infected, is because of the vaccine. The vaccine
has been our wall of defence. Jab by jab, brick by brick,
we have been building a defence against this virus.

Although no one can say at this point that the link
between cases and hospitalisations has been definitively
broken—there is not enough evidence for that—there is
enough evidence to show us that the link between cases,
hospitalisations and deaths has been severely weakened.

The right hon. Gentleman asked how many
hospitalisations there have been or there may be. What I
can tell him will help to demonstrate how this link has
been severely weakened. In the last 24 hours, there have
been approximately 27,000 reported new infections, and
the total number of people in hospital in England with
covid-19 is just under 2,000. The last time we had
infections at that level, we were certainly above 20,000.
That is a demonstration of how much the link has been
weakened. In making sure that it stays that way, we of
course want to see more and more people getting vaccinated.
We have announced a booster programme that will start
in September, to make sure that the immunity that
comes from the vaccine remains.

The right hon. Gentleman also rightly talked about
non-covid health problems, which a number of hon.
Members have raised. I would like him to try to understand
that one reason why so many people who wanted to go
to the NHS with non-covid health problems such as
cancer, heart disease and mental health problems but
were prevented from doing so, is the restrictions that we
had in place. The restrictions caused many of those
problems—for example, the right hon. Gentleman should
think about the mental health problems that have been
caused by the restrictions. If we want to start dealing
with non-covid health problems, we must start easing
and moving away from the restrictions because of the
protection that the vaccine has provided us. As the shadow
Health Secretary, the right hon. Gentleman should be
just as concerned about non-covid health problems, as I
am, as he is about covid health problems.

The right hon. Gentleman also asked me about the
immuno-suppressed. Again, he and other colleagues
are absolutely right to raise this issue. The vaccines are
there to protect everyone, including many people who
are immuno-suppressed but who can take vaccines. For
those people who cannot take vaccines, the fact that the
rest of us do helps to protect them. We would them to
take the same precautions that they would usually take
in winter—for example, trying to protecting themselves
against colds, flus and other viruses. I also encourage
people to ensure that they are in contact with their GP
to see what other measures or precautions they might
be able to take.

Lastly, the right hon. Gentleman asked me about
masks. He referred to a paper that I authored before I
took this position, but he should understand that it is a
strange question for him to ask. There is a role for masks
in dealing with a pandemic, particularly when we have
no wall of defence against it. When we have a vaccine,
when that vaccine works and when we have the best
vaccine roll-out programme in the world, we need to start
moving away from restrictions, including on masks.

Jeremy Hunt (South West Surrey) (Con): One of
those other illnesses, apart from covid, that has been
very badly affected by the pandemic is cancer. My right
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[Jeremy Hunt]

hon. Friend will know that, last year, 40,000 fewer
people started cancer treatment, which will sadly lead
to a number of preventable deaths. Will he be looking at
the workforce required to deal with the cancer backlog?
Will he also look at the capital requirements of many
hospitals, including in my area? The Royal Surrey County
Hospital is trying to build a cancer institute, but many
hon. Members will have similar stories. May I make him
a bold and generous offer to come in front of the Select
Committee in September to talk about those plans? He
can come for a couple of hours, but we do up to seven
hours, should he so wish.

Sajid Javid: My right hon. Friend is absolutely right
to raise the issue of cancer, and of course it is a huge
priority for the Government. I mentioned earlier how,
sadly, because of the rules that we have had in place for
well over a year, there are many people who would have
come forward to the NHS with cancer or suspected
cancer, and they have not been seen. That has really
built up a terrible problem, and it is an absolute priority
for me to tackle with the workforce and with capital.
Of course, I look forward to coming and sitting in
front of my right hon. Friend’s Select Committee. I am
not sure about the seven hours—I hope he will be a bit
more lenient with me than that—but I do look forward
to it.

Martyn Day (Linlithgow and East Falkirk) (SNP)
[V]: Given that the UK Government have repeatedly
got things wrong on covid—the timing of lockdowns,
which allowed the Kent variant to spread; the lack of
border controls, which allowed the delta variant into
the UK; the delay in red-listing India; and now the
surge in cases of the delta variant while millions of
people are still to be fully vaccinated and more than
1 million are already living with long covid—many people
will be concerned that they are actively trying to snatch
defeat from the jaws of a vaccine victory. What confidence
can the public have that the latest round of measures
abandoning all restrictions is not another reckless gamble
in the face of increasing transmission?

In a poll by New Scientist, a majority of disease
experts said that some form of mask-wearing would be
required until 2022. Others thought that 2023 or later
was the correct time to lift mask requirements—more
than agreed with the Government’s position of ending
the requirements this year. For the sake of clarity and
honesty, can the Secretary of State confirm that the UK
Government have stopped listening to the science on
their covid policy? Tragically, we have 150,000 people
dead already, and the Prime Minister has said that we
must reconcile ourselves, sadly, to more deaths from
covid, so perhaps the Secretary of State can enlighten
us as to how many more deaths the UK Government
think acceptable.

Sajid Javid: The hon. Gentleman refers to the
announcement on masks that we made yesterday, about
moving away from rules and regulations to guidance
and personal responsibility. He asks how we can make
such a decision; the answer is the vaccine. The vaccine is
working. We have more people vaccinated than any
other large country in the world, thanks to the work of
the NHS, the volunteers and everyone else involved—
including, of course, in Scotland. That has weakened

the link between cases, hospitalisations and deaths.
Contrary to what the hon. Gentleman says, these decisions
have been informed by the science. The science is working.

Layla Moran (Oxford West and Abingdon) (LD) [V]:
The Secretary of State said in his statement that he was

“grateful to the many, many people right across the UK who have
selflessly done their duty”.

We all are.

Last week, a friend of an NHS intensive care doctor
emailed me in despair. The doctor contracted covid-19
on Christmas eve while doing her duty in hospital and
has been unable to work since, as covid then developed
into long covid. Now HR has issued her with papers to
file for statutory sick pay at the jobcentre and she
stands to lose her salary entirely. Surely that is completely
unacceptable and an insult to NHS workers’ sacrifices
during the pandemic. Does the Secretary of State believe
that it is fair? I hope not. If not, will he look into this
case and similar cases urgently, so that the frontline
staff—the heroes of this pandemic—receive the proper
financial support that they need while they recover?

Sajid Javid: I am pleased that the hon. Lady has
raised this issue. First, I give my personal thanks to the
doctor in her constituency to whom she refers and to
the many other doctors and clinicians for everything
that they have done for the country and continue to do
throughout this pandemic. I am not aware of the details
of the case that she refers to, but if the hon. Lady writes
to me I will certainly respond to her and look at it
carefully.

Damian Green (Ashford) (Con): We all recognise that
the tremendous success of the vaccine programme has
changed everything—my right hon. Friend has made
that point eloquently again this afternoon—but it is
also clear from recent daily figures that take-up appears
to be falling. Can he explain why that is happening?
What is he doing to make sure that as many people get
vaccinated fully as fast as possible?

Sajid Javid: I can tell my right hon. Friend that our
take-up, compared with that of any other large country,
is the best in the world. That said, of course we would
like to see even better take-up. At the moment, four
fifths of adults have had at least one jab, and three fifths
have had two jabs. We are seeing many vaccine centres
moving to walk-in; I visited the one at St Thomas’
Hospital just last week. That has certainly encouraged
more people. As I announced yesterday, we are also
shortening the gap between the first and second dose to
eight weeks for all under-40s, which I think will help as
well. We continue to push take-up, but every time the
matter is raised in Parliament it is a good thing: it is an
opportunity for us all, as parliamentarians, to ask our
constituents to come forward, take the vaccine and help
to build that wall of defence.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I thank the Secretary
of State for his statement today and for all that he
and the staff of the NHS have done on behalf of us all.
I recognise that there must be a risk-free approach in
place, as he has said, and I welcome that, but what
steps will his Department be taking to meet the
psychological needs of young people with cancer to
ensure that they can access timely, high-quality support
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regardless of the covid statistics and variants, which
have seen their treatment delayed, causing them additional
mental health strain?

Sajid Javid: The hon. Gentleman is right to point out
that there is no risk-free way forward. For the whole
world, this pandemic is unprecedented, and leaders across
the world are having to balance risks and take the
approach that they think is right. He is also right to
raise the challenges created by the pandemic and our
response to it that are not directly linked to covid itself,
such as the increase in mental health issues we have seen
across the nation, including in Northern Ireland. We
have provided much more funding for mental health,
but we need a long-term, sustainable plan to deal with
mental health challenges, which have, sadly, increased.

Dr Andrew Murrison (South West Wiltshire) (Con): I
very much welcome the statement and I welcome my
right hon. Friend to his place. It emerges that the
AstraZeneca vaccine made in India—particularly batches
4120Z001, 4120Z002 and 4120Z003—may not be
recognised by the European Medicines Agency, despite
being recognised by the Medicines and Healthcare Products
Regulatory Agency. This has implications for the digital
covid certificate that will enable many constituents to
travel to Europe this summer. Can the Secretary of State
clarify the negotiations with Europe on this, and say
whether regulatory bodies in other jurisdictions, notably
the Food and Drug Administration, are taking a similar
line to that of the EMA?

Sajid Javid: I can tell my right hon. Friend that the
AstraZeneca-type vaccine being used in India is, I think,
referred to as Covishield. We have not used Covishield
in the UK, and we are in intensive discussions with our
European friends to ensure that they have the facts to
hand and that they can respond accordingly.

Debbie Abrahams (Oldham East and Saddleworth)
(Lab) [V]: Today’s Health Foundation covid report adds
to evidence from Professor Sir Michael Marmot on the
UK’s high and unequal covid death toll. It shows not
only that the UK has suffered high levels of mortality
with the second highest level of excess deaths for working-
age people in Europe, but that people of colour and
disabled people were five and six times respectively
more likely to die than their white counterparts and
their non-disabled counterparts. On top of that, those
in poverty were nearly four times more likely to die from
covid than those in more affluent groups.

Following my question to the Health Secretary yesterday,
when I asked whether the Government were committed
to levelling up, I am now asking when they will implement
the recommendation from Sir Michael Marmot and the
Health Foundation to address these inequalities and build
back fairer.

Sajid Javid: I am looking closely at those
recommendations. I want to look at the expert advice of
everyone out there who is providing good, sensible
advice about how we can come together to tackle this
pandemic. The hon. Lady is right to point out that the
pandemic has, sadly, been disproportionate in certain
communities and in its impact, including, sadly, on
disabled people and people from ethnic minorities. That
is true not just in the UK; it is true across the world, and

we need to work out a plan to deal with that, and also, if
there is ever a future pandemic, to ensure that we have
learned the lessons.

Mike Wood (Dudley South) (Con): Clearly, our
protection against further waves of the virus depends
on the uptake of vaccines. Will my right hon. Friend
look at how the daily infection, hospital admission and
death statistics can be broken down by age group and
by vaccination status, so that everybody can see the
benefits of vaccination for themselves and for others?

Sajid Javid: The vaccines are our wall of protection.
That is what is allowing us to make the decisions that we
have made to restore our freedoms and continue down
that road, and I think providing more information
and detail on the take-up, especially by age group and
locality, can be helpful.

Tulip Siddiq (Hampstead and Kilburn) (Lab) [V]:
The flu season that we have just been through was the
mildest on record, thanks in no small part to the fact
that we have all been wearing masks to protect against
coronavirus. Public Health England has warned that we
could see a flu surge in winter, as we have not had much
recent exposure to and therefore immunity from other
respiratory viruses. What is the Secretary of State doing
to prepare for this? Does he agree that we should keep
the wearing of masks compulsory on public transport
to keep covid cases down and prepare for the flu season?

Sajid Javid: The right policy on masks is the one we
set out yesterday, but the hon. Lady is right to raise the
concerns about flu this coming winter, for the reasons
she mentioned. She asked what we are doing about it;
one of the things we are doing—this is by no means
everything—is this: we recently announced that we plan
to have a covid vaccine booster programme in September,
starting with the more vulnerable cohorts, and our plan,
based on the advice of the Joint Committee on Vaccination
and Immunisation, is simultaneously to offer the flu
vaccine, which will mean that the take-up of the flu vaccine
should be at record highs.

Antony Higginbotham (Burnley) (Con): I welcome my
right hon. Friend’s statement. An increasing number of
constituents contact me about access to GP appointments,
with many still struggling to see their GP face to face.
We know how that will impact on early diagnosis and
the treatment of other illnesses. What steps is the
Department taking to encourage and support GPs to
see patient patients face to face, which will help to address
many of the other challenges?

Sajid Javid: As my hon. Friend says, it is essential
that we get GP access back to normal. We can all
understand why, during this pandemic, GPs have had to
do other jobs such as help us to get the vaccines out,
and have not been available in the normal way because
of social distancing rules and for other reasons, but I
think we are gradually starting to see things going back
towards normal. The changes announced yesterday will
help with that. As the vaccine programme—which will
continue for a while, as we have set out—settles down
and we get more people dedicated to it, we can release
GPs from some of those duties. All that put together
will help.
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Liz Twist (Blaydon) (Lab): The Secretary of State has
already acknowledged the importance of dealing with
the mental health problems we have seen arise in this
pandemic, and it is now urgent that the issue is addressed,
so when will the Government publish a clear statement
on where Public Health England’s vital public mental
health and suicide prevention work will sit in the new
arrangements for our national public health system?

Sajid Javid: The hon. Lady is absolutely right to draw
attention to this issue. One of the worst outcomes of all
the restrictions we have necessarily had to have during
the pandemic is the significant rise in depression and
many other public health problems. We need to start to
make tackling that much more of a priority now that we
can move past what I hope is the worst of this pandemic.
I want to come forward as quickly as I can with a new
plan on mental health, to set out what more we can do
not only to clear the backlog of cases, as it were—we
need to put more effort and resources into that—but to
look at what more we can do through investment in
both skills and capital.

Dr Jamie Wallis (Bridgend) (Con) [V]: I thank my
right hon. Friend for his statement. Many constituents
are asking me about the role that booster vaccines will
have in ensuring that we do not have to go back into
lockdown. Does he agree that providing additional
booster jabs to the most vulnerable and all those over 50
will strengthen the protection and gains delivered by
our current vaccine programme?

Sajid Javid: Yes, I do agree. The vaccine programme
is our wall of protection, and every jab builds that wall
higher. As immunity wears off, we need to make sure
that people get a booster with a third jab. As we have
announced, the boosting programme will begin with
the most vulnerable cohorts in September.

Neale Hanvey (Kirkcaldy and Cowdenbeath) (Alba):
I thank you, Mr Speaker, for your indulgence in allowing
me to acknowledge the passing from covid last night of
Father Stan Swamy, a humanitarian Jesuit priest who
had been held in custody in India since October last
year. I hope the House will join me in expressing our
condolences to all who knew him.

On today’s statement, there is a fundamental weakness
in the Secretary of State’s comments. The covid virus
did not get the memo and has not read his statement.
Vaccines are really important, but if he wants to build a
ring of defence around the continued spread of the
virus, he will find that surveillance is absolutely key.
Last week, I was promised evidence from Porton Down
supporting the continued use of Innova lateral flow
devices across the country, but that information has not
been passed to me. I also asked for the MHRA’s letter
recommending the extension of the exceptional usage
authorisation, but, again, that has not been forthcoming.
When can I expect to receive this important information?

Sajid Javid: First, may I associate myself with the
hon. Gentleman’s expression of condolences? On his
substantive question, I am not fully aware of the information
he has requested, but I have noted it and will look into it
and write to him.

Mr Gagan Mohindra (South West Hertfordshire) (Con)
[V]: I welcome the statement from the Secretary of State
and welcome him to his place. Does he agree that the
UK’s portfolio of 517 million vaccine doses is evidence
of the world-leading effort of this Conservative Government
in securing our route out of this pandemic, allowing the
restrictions to be lifted?

Sajid Javid: I agree absolutely with my hon. Friend
on that. It is fair to say that our effort on vaccines, as a
country, has been world-leading. It is certainly the best
in Europe in terms of the number of people who have
received the vaccine—ours is the largest of any of the
large countries. That is down to the efforts of so many
people, especially the scientists, the vaccine taskforce
and all the NHS workers—the doctors, nurses and
volunteers. It is a group effort, and when we look back
at this pandemic it will be one of the things we will
know has saved so many lives.

Patricia Gibson (North Ayrshire and Arran) (SNP):
Some experts are warning that easing covid restrictions
too quickly could contribute to the emergence of new,
more dangerous variants, which may well be resistant to
the vaccine. Will the Secretary of State inform the
House of any contingency planning by his Department
or the UK Government as to how they will cope in the
event of such an alarming eventuality?

Sajid Javid: The hon. Lady is right to highlight the
risk that absolutely exists—this pandemic is not over—of
new variants. We have seen the impact of variants
already, and no one knows what is going to happen. Of
course, reasonable experts will have different views on
this.

As for the measures we are taking, I will point to a
couple. We are keeping border controls in place. Yes, we
are making some proportionate and balanced changes,
but border controls are staying in place. We are keeping
the test, track and isolate policy in place; again, some
sensible changes are being made, but through that policy
and the huge amount of testing that will still be done,
with our genome sequencing programme being the best
and largest in the world, we will be able to detect any
changes in the virus sooner than perhaps other countries.
Lastly, the team in my Department and in Public Health
England, and the chief medical officer, are very much
aware of this issue of new variants. It is not only an
issue for us; it is an issue around the world, and we will
continue to work with our international partners.

Henry Smith (Crawley) (Con) [V]: The UK’s world-
leading covid-19 vaccination programme has been
phenomenal, but, unfortunately there are some
immunosuppressed and immunocompromised people,
such as those with blood cancer, for whom the vaccine is
not nearly as effective. May I have a commitment from
my right hon. Friend the Health Secretary that those
who fall into that category will be properly informed
and advised by the NHS as to how to protect themselves
better?

Sajid Javid: Yes, I can give my hon. Friend that
assurance. He is absolutely right to raise this issue. As
we develop our plans, we are absolutely thinking about
all those more vulnerable cohorts and the impact that
there may be on them. That is why when we set out the
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details of step 4 regarding those who are immunosuppressed
there will be new guidance, and GPs will be able to use it
in working with those patients.

Munira Wilson (Twickenham) (LD): It is clear from
comments made by the chief medical officer, the Prime
Minister and the Secretary of State over the past 24 hours
that, in their view, it is better to have a third wave of
covid now than it is in the winter when the NHS is
struggling. Will the Secretary of State please confirm
explicitly whether that is the policy aim of the Government
and, if so, will he confirm the estimate of his officials of
how many excess deaths and additional cases of long
covid that that third wave will result in?

Sajid Javid: No one wants another wave of covid
cases. As the hon. Lady will have heard, what is different
this time, as we sadly see cases rise, is the vaccine. The
link between case numbers and hospitalisations has
been severely weakened, as I have set out to the House
in quite some detail, and that is what matters.

Sir David Amess (Southend West) (Con): I welcome
my right hon. Friend’s appointment as Health Secretary
and his sensible statement today further easing restrictions.
Following on from what other colleagues have said, will
he confirm to Southend residents that the booster vaccine
will be available this winter and that enough centres will
remain open to administer it efficiently?

Sajid Javid: I am very happy to confirm to my hon.
Friend that the booster programme will start in September.
We still have to get the final advice from the JCVI on
exactly how it will work, but it will be administered
throughout the United Kingdom and that, of course,
includes to his constituents in Southend.

Catherine West (Hornsey and Wood Green) (Lab):
Parents in my constituency have been in touch regarding
ventilation in their children’s schools. What advice will
health officials give to the Department for Education
about putting ventilation in schools and paying for
extra measures, which might mean that children can
stay in school longer without the fear of covid transmission
and that staff will be protected as well?

Sajid Javid: That is another very good question. The
Education Secretary will be speaking right after me
about some of the changes that we are making and how
they will affect schools. When it comes to ventilation,
there has been, during the course of this pandemic,
more funding to schools to make certain adjustments.
Not only will that kind of support continue, but some
of the measures that we are announcing today will help
schools and schoolchildren.

Jonathan Gullis (Stoke-on-Trent North) (Con): I welcome
my right hon. Friend’s statement. Earlier today, I spoke
with Tracy Bullock, the fantastic chief executive of one
of our local NHS trusts in Stoke-on-Trent, who oversees
the Royal Stoke University Hospital. Tracy has told me
that there has been a significant increase in emergency
department attendances, above those usually seen in
winter. Can he outline what additional resources can be
given to help our NHS get on top of that, because
winter is coming?

Sajid Javid: My hon. Friend will know that the reason
we have seen an increase in demand for A&E across the
country is that many people have not been able to go to
their GP in the usual way. Quite understandably, when
their problem gets to a point that, in normal circumstances,
it would not have reached, they go to A&E. That is what
I meant when I talked earlier about the backlog of
cases. Yesterday, I said that there are some 7 million
people who, in normal circumstances would have come
forward to the NHS either through their GP or in
another way, but have not done so because of the rules
and restrictions around the pandemic. Easing those
restrictions will make a big difference.

Florence Eshalomi (Vauxhall) (Lab/Co-op) [V]: More
than a quarter of my Vauxhall constituents are aged
between 20 and 29 and many of them have not had the
chance to come forward for their second vaccine. Obviously,
the lockdown restrictions that we are under will ease in
two weeks’ time. This morning, the Secretary of State
has confirmed that numbers are expected to rise after
19 July. He will be aware that a number of young
people—one in eight—are still vaccine-hesitant. We know
about the link between cases and hospitalisation and
that the link is not broken. Young people are fearful of
getting long covid, so can the Minister inform the
House what specific resources are being made available
through the NHS for those suffering with long covid?

Sajid Javid: The Government have made more than
£90 billion of additional funding available to deal with
the consequences of the pandemic. Much of that has
gone to the NHS and other parts of the healthcare
system, and it is helping in every aspect, including with
those sadly suffering with long covid. Younger people
are, of course, affected by the virus—no one could
pretend otherwise—but the hon. Lady will know that
they are less affected and impacted than older people in
their communities. That is why older people have been
the priority in the vaccination programme. One of the
reasons that the date of 19 July was set was to allow
every adult to get their first jab. Yesterday I announced
the decision to shorten the time period between jabs
from 12 weeks to eight weeks, so that some more people,
including all the younger people to whom the hon. Lady
referred, can get the full protection of a double dose by
September.

Stephen Hammond (Wimbledon) (Con): May I thank
my right hon. Friend for his statement today? He will
know that the normal winter preparedness programme
is just about to start. Will he confirm whether he will
examine the medical evidence for vaccinating people
under the age of 18 as part of this year’s programme?
What extra measures might he also put in place regarding
social care and discharge, to ensure that the pressure on
beds, which normally increases, is taken care of this
winter?

Sajid Javid: My hon. Friend is absolutely right to
raise the issue of the normal winter pressures. The
measures that we had for the pandemic mean that this
winter there will be less immunity from flu and other
viruses that tend to come around in winter, so we are
actively making plans in that regard. There were already
plans in the Department when I arrived. I am reviewing
those plans and this matter will be a priority.
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Matt Western (Warwick and Leamington) (Lab): The
Secretary of State stated quite rightly last week that he
was looking at the numbers very carefully immediately
after being appointed. No doubt he will have looked at
Japan and Korea, where the death rates are something
like 2% or 5% of the UK’s death rate. Case rates are
currently eight or nine per 100,000 in Korea and Japan,
yet those countries—certainly Korea—are still mandating
the wearing of masks. In the light of that, what does the
Secretary of State think we should be doing, because
those places are clearly having success?

Sajid Javid: We all know that the impact of this
terrible virus has been very different across the world.
The hon. Gentleman has talked about countries in the
far east. The impact in South America, India and
Europe has been very different. I do not think we can
simply draw a conclusion that the reason for that difference
is the policy on masks. The primary reason that we were
able to announce the step 4 measures yesterday was the
vaccine. If the hon. Gentleman looks at the countries he
mentioned, particularly Japan, he will see that their
vaccination rates are a lot lower than ours. That will
partly explain why they may be taking a different approach
to tackling the pandemic at this point.

Miriam Cates (Penistone and Stocksbridge) (Con): I
congratulate my right hon. Friend on his new role and
warmly welcome his statement about the importance of
addressing non-covid health issues. Sadly, for the last
17 months our children have been not seen and not
heard. I know from my own children and those of my
constituents the devastating impact that lockdowns have
had on the wellbeing of our children and young people.
Will my right hon. Friend set out what measures he is
taking, as we return to normal, to focus on the physical
and mental health of our young people, and ensure that
the anxiety and physical inactivity of the pandemic is
not leaving permanent scars?

Sajid Javid: My hon. Friend is absolutely right to
raise this issue. Sadly, because of the necessary measures
that we have had to take, the impact on children has
been immense in the negative ways that she set out. She
will know—as I know just from my own research that I
did before coming back into Government—that we
have seen a huge rise in reports of child abuse. For
example, reporting to the NSPCC’s Childline has rocketed
during the course of the pandemic. That is a direct
result of children not being in school and not having
enough people to report that kind of activity to. We need
to respond to that. The Education Secretary will have
more to say about the measures in a moment, but I hope
and know that the measures that we announced yesterday
and today will make a dramatic difference to children’s
wellbeing.

Charlotte Nichols (Warrington North) (Lab) [V]: The
pandemic is not over, and learning to live with the virus
means putting in place measures to reduce risk. Flamefast,
based in Woolston Grange in Warrington North,
manufactures CO2 monitors that alongside measures
such as air filtration and improved ventilation can help
dramatically to reduce the risk of indoor transmission
of the virus. Why has the Secretary of State ignored
calls from the Labour party to put in place measures
such as air filtration, improved ventilation and CO2

monitoring to reduce the risk in indoor confined spaces,
particularly in hospitals and care homes, for the most
vulnerable in our communities, which could help to save
lives and to give a vital boost to our manufacturing
sectors?

Sajid Javid: I think it is not right for the hon. Lady to
suggest that the Government have ignored the need to
combat the virus with better air filtration and better
ventilation. A lot of the funding that the Government
have provided during the course of the pandemic—for
example, extra funding to care home providers—has
been there precisely to introduce and help to fund some
of these measures.

Laura Farris (Newbury) (Con): I welcome my right
hon. Friend to his new post. I know that he will share
the view of many of my constituents in west Berkshire
that we must do all we can to avoid another national
lockdown. In the event that vaccine efficacy should
falter as we head into the winter months because of, say,
a new variant, what extra steps is his Department
taking to ensure that this winter will not be a repeat of
the last?

Sajid Javid: I can tell my hon. Friend about just one
of the measures that we are taking. A huge number of
tests are carried out—over half a million a day—and
that gives us a certain insight into how the virus is
changing, if it is. The genome sequencing resources that
we have are the best in the world; we do almost half of
the genome sequencing in the world. That is fed directly
to our scientists and our world-leading vaccine programme
and taken into account as we develop new vaccines. My
hon. Friend knows about the booster programme, which
will continue into next year—and for who knows how
long? Every time we have a booster we will be doing
everything we can to take into account changes in the
virus.

Tony Lloyd (Rochdale) (Lab) [V]: The Health Secretary
has referred to the pressures on our GPs and our
hospitals from non-covid patients, and that is of course
real. Most health professionals—doctors, nurses and
others—have been double-jabbed and regularly use at
least the lateral flow test to ensure that they are not
infected with covid. However, one of the local hospitals
in my constituency, Fairfield General Hospital, tells me
that some 30% of doctors were not available recently
because they had been pinged as they had, not surprisingly,
come into contact with somebody with covid. This
happened not because they found they were infected
but because they had to go into quarantine for the
10-day period. We risk a build-up of cases when we
increase the number of times that our medical professionals
are likely to find themselves pinged. Will he see whether
there is some way, at least for medical staff, of bringing
forward the August date?

Sajid Javid: The hon. Gentleman raises the issue of
people who are pinged, so to speak, for coming into
contact with an infected person and who have to self-isolate.
The announcement that I have made today will clearly
make a huge difference to everyone that is pinged in
such a way, including all the fantastic people that work
in our health service—the doctors, the nurses and others.
As I said, it will come into force from 16 August. We
thought carefully about whether we could do that earlier,
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and it is a fair question, but we decided not to do so,
based on the best public health advice, because by
16 August many more people—even more than now—will
be double-jabbed, and that extra layer of protection
made us more comfortable in sticking with that date.

Jack Brereton (Stoke-on-Trent South) (Con): I welcome
the Secretary of State’s statement. Primary care has
shouldered the brunt of the vaccine deployment, and
many GP surgeries in Stoke-on-Trent South are not yet
back to full capacity with general appointments. A
number of my constituents have raised the difficulties
of getting to see their GP. Will my right hon. Friend do
all he can to ensure that primary care services are able
to recover fully?

Sajid Javid: Yes, I can absolutely give my hon. Friend
that assurance. As well as the extra resources we are
putting in, the measures that I have announced today
about people not needing to self-isolate if they are in
contact with an infected person but have been double-
vaccinated will help across the board, and that certainly
includes our NHS and primary care providers.

Mr Speaker: I am now suspending the House to
enable the necessary arrangements to be made for the
next business.

1.29 pm

Sitting suspended.

Covid-19: Education Settings

1.32 pm

The Secretary of State for Education (Gavin Williamson):
With permission, Madam Deputy Speaker, I would like
to make a statement on restrictions that will be lifted for
schools, early years, childcare, colleges and universities
when we move to step 4, which is currently anticipated
to be on 19 July. The Prime Minister has announced
that at step 4 we will be able to remove swathes of
restrictions on daily life and that, after 16 months of
sacrifice by people across society, we will return ever
closer to normality.

We have faced down, together, an historic public
health emergency, and we all owe a great debt of gratitude
to pupils, parents and teachers, who gave up so much as
we took action to save lives. However, I highlight to
everyone that step 4 does not mean the end of the
pandemic. Some restrictions will be kept in place as we
move towards more of the population being fully
vaccinated. Although the pandemic is not over, we are
moving into a new phase of managing covid, from strict
rules towards ever greater personal responsibility.

When I came to this place last week, I again set out
my priority to put the interests of children first. We
know from our own experience and evidence that children
are better off in classrooms with their friends and
teachers. Since 8 March, millions of children and young
people have been back in the classroom learning with
their friends and teachers. That is hugely valuable for
their wellbeing as well as for their education.

I also made it clear that I do not think it is acceptable
that children should face greater restrictions, over and
above those of wider society, especially since they have
given up so much to keep older generations safe during
the pandemic. Therefore, having balanced the risks, I
am pleased to tell Members across the House that key
restrictions on education and childcare will come to an
end as we move to step 4.

Although keeping children in consistent groups was
essential to control the spread of the virus when our
population was less vaccinated, we recognise that the
system of bubbles and isolation is causing disruption
to many children’s education. That is why we will be
ending bubbles and transferring contact tracing to the
NHS Test and Trace system for early years settings,
schools and colleges. Where there are outbreaks, schools
and colleges may be contacted by NHS Test and Trace
and they will also work with local health teams as they
do now. We are also setting out new rules that mean
that, from 16 August, children will need to isolate only if
they have tested positive for covid-19. I am also pleased
to be able to say that there will be no restrictions on
in-person teaching and learning in universities, unless
students are advised to isolate or impacted by local
outbreaks.

From step 4, a more proportionate set of controls
will apply in early years, schools, colleges and higher
education institutions. These will maintain a baseline of
protective measures in education settings while maximising
attendance and minimising disruption to children and
young people’s education. In addition to ending bubbles,
it will not be necessary to stagger start and finish times.
Schools and colleges may, of course, continue with
those measures until the end of the summer term if they
so wish.
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[Gavin Williamson]

My right hon. Friend the Health Secretary outlined
earlier today that we can ease restrictions on the self-isolation
rules for close contacts of someone who has tested
positive for covid-19. In education settings, all other
existing measures, including guidance on isolation of
contacts, will stay in place until the end of this term, in
line with isolation rules for the rest of the population as
more adults are vaccinated. Settings will continue to
have a role in working with health protection teams in
thecaseof a localoutbreak.Wherenecessary,somemeasures
may need to be reintroduced.

From 16 August, those under the age of 18 will no
longer be required to self-isolate if they are contacted
by NHS Test and Trace as a close contact of a positive
covid-19 case. That will balance the need to keep children
safe with allowing them to get the education that they
deserve and need. Instead, children will be contacted by
Test and Trace, informed they have been in close contact
with a positive case and advised to take a PCR test.
Eighteen-year-olds will be treated in the same way as
children until four months after their 18th birthday to
allow them to have the opportunity to get fully vaccinated.

Having listened to teachers, and balancing the risks
to health and education to maximise attendance and
minimise disruption to children and young people’s
education, some protective measures, including enhanced
hygiene and ventilation, will remain in place for the
autumn term. From step 4, face coverings will no longer
be advised for pupils, students, staff and visitors either
in classrooms or in communal areas and social distancing
will no longer be necessary.

As I mentioned earlier, testing programmes remain
important as we move cautiously out of restrictions.
With that in mind, secondary schools and colleges will
be asked to provide two on-site tests to their students at
the start of term, with regular home testing continuing
until the end of September, when that will be reviewed.
It is vital that secondary school and college students
continue to test for the last few weeks of this term and
throughout September. Education settings still operating
over the summer will continue to test twice a week, with
asymptomatic test kits still available to families over the
summer break as well.

I want to encourage all teachers, educational staff
and eligible students to get their vaccines. It is incredibly
important for all staff to get the second dose of a
vaccine as soon as they are eligible, so that they secure
the strongest possible protection against covid-19. In
line with wider changes to isolation from 16 August, if
in close contact with someone who has tested positive,
fully vaccinated teachers will be able to remain in the
classroom from the autumn term.

My Department has just set out more detail and
published new guidance for arrangements in education
settings from step 4, covering both the summer period
and the following term, when children will return to
school. I want to take this opportunity to assure Members
that headteachers in their constituencies can contact the
Department for Education if they have any questions
about the new guidance that we have published.

No Government would want to restrict people’s freedom
in the way we have had to do since the spread of
covid-19. We have prioritised education since the start
of this pandemic. We made sure that schools and colleges

were the last to close but the first to open. We kept
school and college places open to vulnerable children
and those of key workers throughout the pandemic,
and procured millions of laptops and tablets for children
to learn at home. None of this could have been achieved
without the incredible work of our inspirational teachers
and wider educational staff, and I thank parents and
students, who have shown patience and flexibility over
the last 18 months.

I know that many colleagues will agree that today, as
a nation, we prize the role of schools, colleges and
universities more than ever before. With the ending of
these restrictions, children and young people will be
able to get on with their education and lives while we
continue to manage this pandemic. I commend this
statement to the House.

1.42 pm

Kate Green (Stretford and Urmston) (Lab) [V]: I
thank the Secretary of State for his statement and for
advance sight of it. I echo his tribute to the education
staff, pupils and parents who have done so much over
the past 15 months to keep children and young people
learning.

Just over an hour ago, the Department for Education
confirmed that, last week, 623,000 pupils were not in
school because of coronavirus. Although 471,000 of
those pupils were out of class because of a bubble
collapsing, there were still over 150,000 who were not in
the classroom with confirmed or suspected cases of
coronavirus, or because of potential contact with a case
outside the classroom. It is not just bubbles that have
driven pupils from the classroom; it is the Conservatives’
negligence in letting the delta variant take hold at the
same time as they fail to support schools with the
necessary precautions.

I have always said that school is the best place for
children—for their learning, wellbeing and development—
which is why we must do everything we can to keep
them there safely. Many parents will be relieved to hear
that the chaotic bubbles policy is coming to an end, but
the Secretary of State has not given us confidence that
his alternative will keep more children in school without
driving up infections. His Department has piloted using
testing instead of the bubble system, but he did not
mention that in his statement. Can he tell us the results
of the pilots using daily testing in some schools? Did it
mean more hours in the classroom? Did it mean more
cases? Did it mean an unmanageable workload for school
leaders? Can he confirm how many schools pulled out
of the pilots and whether the reasons for schools’
withdrawal are informing his Department’s planning
for next year?

The Secretary of State said that bubbles will end
when we reach stage 4 but there will be no on-site
testing until September, so what support is he putting in
place to keep pupils in the classroom for the remainder
of this term? He said that bubbles need to end in order
to support summer schools. Can he confirm that they
will have mitigations in place in addition to testing, so
that children can learn and not just isolate over summer?
Separate from summer schools, his Department has
promised a holiday activities and food programme. Can
he tell me what measures will be in place to ensure that
this programme can run so that children do not miss
out on the opportunities it offers?
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The Secretary of State spoke of a baseline of protective
measures when schools return in September. Can he say
more about what they are? He mentioned better ventilation.
Will all schools receive support from his Department to
put that in place? Specifically on masks, can he explain
why masks were required in schools in March and April
but are not required now, when case numbers are much
higher? Will he publish the scientific evidence that I am
sure he has received to underpin his decision? If he
cannot do that, will he reconsider it?

We know that the vaccination programme delivered
by the NHS remains our route out of the pandemic, but
we still do not know whether the vaccine will be available
to children. When does the Secretary of State expect to
receive that advice, and when will he make it public? If
the Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation
does propose vaccinating older children, can he guarantee
that the infrastructure will be in place to begin that
process before the return to the classroom in September?
As we look ahead to the new academic year, can he
guarantee that schools, staff and pupils will know his
plans for assessments next year by 1 September at the
latest?

The Secretary of State mentioned on-site testing in
colleges, but what other measures will be in place? Have
they been supported to implement better ventilation,
for example? I am sure students will welcome the return
of in-person teaching and learning in higher education,
but can he say what protective measures will be in place
in these settings? What steps will be taken to support
the return and safe learning of international students?

I want nothing more than for children to be in class,
learning and spending time with their friends and teachers,
and it is right for their learning that we move away from
the chaotic bubbles system, but we cannot simply wish
away the real challenges of the pandemic. Today’s statement
offers no clarity on how the Government will stop
infections spiralling. The Conservatives’ inadequate testing
regime, lack of action on ventilation and recklessness at
the border have put our children’s education at risk.
This must not continue.

Gavin Williamson: The hon. Lady touches on a number
of areas. With regard to universities, we of course
always support universities with international students,
but we are also supporting them to get back to face-to-face
teaching and to welcome youngsters back into the lecture
theatre, which I know is part of the university experience
that so many students have dearly missed.

The hon. Lady seems to have missed what is probably
the biggest thing that has changed over the past few
months. I appreciate that she is probably wedded to the
European Union vaccine programme, and probably
feels a sense of disappointment that this country decided
to go out on its own and procure our vaccines, but the
biggest difference is that in this country we have seen
over 80 million vaccines already delivered into people’s
arms, giving them more protection. There is so much
more protection today than we had back in March and
April of this year, as this incredibly successful programme,
led by the Prime Minister, has had a real impact in
saving lives, keeping hospitalisation down and ensuring
that we can take these important steps back to normality,
and that adults and, most importantly, children can get
on with their lives.

Robert Halfon (Harlow) (Con): I strongly welcome
the Government’s announcement today, and I thank my
right hon. Friend for his statement. We need to keep our
children in schools, not out of them. We know that
covid-related absence in secondary schools was 10.4%
on 1 July, up from 6.2% on 24 June. Other analysis
suggests that year 10 pupils due to sit GCSEs next
summer have missed, on average, one in four days of
face-to-face teaching this year. What assessment have
the Government made of the impact on children not at
school in exam years, and what remedial action will
they take to ensure that those children who have missed
so much school have a level playing field for next year’s
exams?

Gavin Williamson: My right hon. Friend raises a very
important issue that is, of course, a concern to teachers
and parents, but most of all to pupils who will be
looking towards 2022 and assessment and the awarding
of grades. It is our intention to move back to an exam
system, but we recognise that we must ensure that
mitigations are in place for pupils taking that assessment
in the next academic year. We will look at sharing more
information about what those mitigations are before the
summer, and we will update his Education Committee
and the House accordingly.

Vicky Foxcroft (Lewisham, Deptford) (Lab) [V]: Many
young people are extremely worried about next year’s
exams. One young constituent recently told me:

“I have never felt less confident in my ability to take part in
next year’s exams—if there even is that opportunity—and I’m
sure many others are also struggling. I ask for 2022 GCSE exams
to be simpler, easier and adapted to our lack of necessary education,
out of compassion.”

What does the Minister say to them? When will schools
get certainty about changes to next year’s exams and
assessments?

Gavin Williamson: The hon. Lady might not have
heard my answer to my right hon. Friend the Member
for Harlow (Robert Halfon). We are looking at giving
further guidance and information to schools imminently,
and we are very much looking at putting in place
mitigation measures there, while recognising that the best
form of assessment is always examination.

Sir Edward Leigh (Gainsborough) (Con): I thank the
Secretary of State for putting children first. In the last
year, the education of children has been trashed. Although
every death of a child is tragic, we have to understand
that there are 12.7 million children in this country and,
sadly, every year 6,000 die. Can we have a sense of
proportion? Will the Secretary of State reassure parents
that the chances of any child falling seriously ill from
covid are “vanishingly small”and there is no risk to children
from what he has announced today?

Gavin Williamson: My right hon. Friend is right to
point out, as Professor Chris Whitty has done so many
times, that children have very few adverse effects from
covid, if they are unfortunate enough to get it. That is
why, combined with the vaccination programme that we
are rolling out right across the country, we think it is
right to take this next cautious but important step
forward, in the light of the scientific, medical and health
evidence.
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Munira Wilson (Twickenham) (LD): Today’s
announcement about the scrapping of bubbles and
self-isolation for pupils will be welcome news to many
parents, pupils and teachers across the country. The
Secretary of State made passing reference to the importance
of ventilation. We know now about the importance of
ventilation because it is an airborne virus. Therefore,
what more is he doing to support schools to put better
ventilation in place? Yesterday I visited Richmond upon
Thames School in my constituency, which has spent
£15,000 alone on improving ventilation. Many schools
simply cannot do that, as they are already struggling to
balance the books. What more support will he put in
place, following the example of Germany and New
York City?

Gavin Williamson: At every stage during the pandemic
we have provided support for schools to put in place the
measures needed to restrict the transmission of covid
and ensure that they can open. We recognise that good
hand sanitising and good hygiene, along with ventilation,
are important. We continue to offer schools advice on
how best to deliver that.

Alexander Stafford (Rother Valley) (Con): Digital
inclusion is a huge issue for people across Rother Valley.
However, both the Government and local businesses
such as AESSEAL have stepped in to eliminate that
barrier. AESSEAL has provided computers for over
1,500 households across Rotherham, and the Government
have provided 1.3 million laptops and tablets to
disadvantaged students across the country during the
pandemic. Can my right hon. Friend confirm that pupils
will continue to benefit from this record investment in
IT equipment?

Gavin Williamson: My hon. Friend highlights not
only the amazing work done through the Government’s
distribution of laptops right across the country, but the
wonderful work of local businesses such as AESSEAL,
which has gone out of its way to support its community,
help children and make a real difference. That shows
how communities have come together to support the
elderly and our children. It is a great testament. I very
much hope that the investment that AESSEAL and the
Government have made in laptops and education
technology will have a long and lasting legacy of bettering
people’s education not only in his constituency but in
every one of our constituencies.

Christian Matheson (City of Chester) (Lab): May I
press the Secretary of State on the question of exams,
which other right hon. and hon. Members have mentioned?
My constituent Ian, who is a teacher, points out that
every time there has been a change to the exam system
in order to cope with the pandemic over the past couple
of years, it has been made at the last minute, with very
little time for schools and pupils to prepare. If the
Secretary of State is considering changes to the exam
system, will he have an open consultation with school
leaders and teachers, and will he get the plans in place
as early as possible, so that there is not the sense of
teachers being dumped on at the last minute?

Gavin Williamson: I can absolutely assure the hon.
Gentleman that we talk continually to school leaders,
teachers and many in the education sector on these
issues. I can assure him that, as I have mentioned a

couple of times in answer to questions today, we will be
sharing further information on assessment in the next
academic year.

Damian Hinds (East Hampshire) (Con): I strongly
welcome my right hon. Friend’s statement and the
return to normality and stability with the contingencies
and safeguards he set out. Does he agree that although
people sometimes talk about a balance between education
and health objectives, actually overwhelmingly they go
together because being in school is so important for
children’s mental and physical health? Indeed, for some
children there is also a safety protective factor.

Gavin Williamson: My right hon. Friend is exactly
right. The greatest single act to support children’s mental
health was welcoming them back into schools on 8 March.
That was the single biggest act that anyone could have
done to help every single child. [Interruption.] Opposition
Members are shaking their heads. They would probably
like a situation where schools remained empty and
children just remained at home. We on the Government
Benches recognise that the beneficial effects of education
and children’s welfare are delivered by children being
in school.

Dame Diana Johnson (Kingston upon Hull North)
(Lab) [V]: I know that the Secretary of State is familiar
with Hull and knows about the educational challenges
we faced in the city before covid. I just want to press
him on whether he really believes that less than one
hour of tutoring a fortnight over the next school year is
really enough to make up for the 115 days of in-school
teaching that children in Hull have missed this year.

Gavin Williamson: The right hon. Lady is right to say
that I know Hull very well, as my family come from
Hull. I recognise that schools have faced great challenges,
not just in the great city of Kingston upon Hull but
right across the country. That is why our support for
schools is not just about tutoring. She will be aware that
there is so much evidence showing that small-group
tutoring delivers some of the best educational catch-up
and results of any intervention, in terms of money
invested. Covid recovery support premium has gone out
to schools, so they are able to build on further actions
and interventions that they themselves can take to support
children to catch up on the work they have missed.

Dr Ben Spencer (Runnymede and Weybridge) (Con):
I also welcome the statement and thank my right hon.
Friend. I thank everyone—the families and the staff—who
has worked so hard to ensure that education has been
delivered to children over the course of the pandemic.
However, will my right hon. Friend clarify a point
around the self-isolation requirements? As every parent
knows, children—especially very young children—have
coughs and colds and temperatures two a penny. At the
moment, a temperature leads to a family self-isolation
requirement, causing huge disruption to the child’s
educational development and a huge impact on families.
Can he unpack a bit what the requirements will be
around children developing coughs and colds, particularly
in early years, and what guidance and protocols will be
taken forward? Will isolation be necessary, will testing
be necessary, or can it be passed over if it is just a simple
cough or cold?
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Gavin Williamson: We would always encourage people,
if they are poorly or ill, to remain at home in order to be
able to get better. But for clarity, those who have been in
contact with someone who has had covid will still be
able to access education and be able to come in to
school, but if they have had that contact, Test and Trace
would then be in touch with them and advise them to
take a PCR test. But that individual is able to continue
to attend school during that time, unless of course they
are demonstrating symptoms of covid—we would always
advise people to self-isolate if that is the case—or have
had a positive PCR test. Those reasons apart, they would
be able to attend school.

Clive Efford (Eltham) (Lab): The Secretary of State
has told us that there will be a spike in infections
following the relaxing of restrictions, and currently
there are 150,000 school pupils with suspected covid-19
that are out of school, so we know that that figure will
go up. So this is not about children dying of the infection;
it is about schools being a vector for infection. What is
the Secretary of State going to do when the winter
months are coming, and we have increasing numbers of
infections, to ensure that that does not happen, by
improving ventilation and assisting schools with the
resources that they need to deliver a safer environment?

Gavin Williamson: I do not wish to contradict the
hon. Gentleman, but schools have not been vectors of
transmission; they have been reflective of the wider
rates of covid in the community. That is why we continue
to have measures in place, including the testing that will
be in place for schools as they return after the summer
period; and the continued twice-weekly testing that will
run through September for children of secondary age,
those tests to be taken at home.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing): We
now go by video link, or rather audio link, to Mark
Harper.

Mr Mark Harper (Forest of Dean) (Con) [V]: When
schools return in September, every adult will have had
the chance to be—[Inaudible.]

Madam Deputy Speaker: We will try to come back to
the right hon. Member as soon as we can.

Rachael Maskell (York Central) (Lab/Co-op): As the
data show, in York infection rates are soaring, particularly
in school-age children, people are poorly, and as a result
we are seeing major disruption in young people’s education.
So as we see infection rates soar across the country, it
means that education will be further disrupted, and I
hope that the Secretary of State recognises that. How
would he ensure that effective testing is put in place,
working with our public health teams on the ground
locally, to mitigate against that spike in infections and
ensure that young people and their families are supported
when they have to isolate and miss school?

Gavin Williamson: It is absolutely right that schools
have, and should continue to have, close and strong
working relationships with local public health teams,
not just in York, but right across the country. We have
emphasised that point as part of the guidance that we
have issued and made available to schools, because we

recognise that we still have more to do. Work to defeat
this virus will continue past the summer and into the
winter.

Nigel Mills (Amber Valley) (Con) [V]: I welcome
today’s announcements. Will the Secretary of State
confirm that the easing of restrictions will not affect his
plans to provide high-quality tutoring alongside normal
education in schools?

Gavin Williamson: I can absolutely reassure my hon.
Friend that that is the case. High-quality tutoring, with
the roll-out of the national tutoring programme that
will have a positive impact on so many, is one of the
absolute top priorities of this Government. It is the single
thing that can probably have the biggest impact on
helping children to catch up on lost learning. That is
why we are making such a substantial investment in it.

Emma Hardy (Kingston upon Hull West and Hessle)
(Lab) [V]: What are the Government doing to prevent
the chaos of last year by ensuring that all higher education
students can receive both vaccinations before moving
around the country to their university? How will the
Secretary of State ensure that those turning 18 late in
this academic year are offered both vaccinations before
they move to university?

Gavin Williamson: The hon. Lady raises an important
point. That is why we are so pleased that we have been
able to say to all those who are 18 and above that they
have access to a vaccination. We are working very
closely with the university sector to really get the message
through about how important it is for youngsters—
students—to be out there getting their vaccine: it protects
not only them, but their friends, their family and their
community.

Richard Graham (Gloucester) (Con): Having called
for it in last week’s debate, I warmly welcome the
Education Secretary’s statement today about pricking
the school bubbles and self-isolation system with effect
from 19 July. Will my right hon. Friend confirm the
timing? Is it entirely up to the schools themselves whether
they implement any or all of these measures in the last
week of term? What will happen during the summer
schools? How does the timing of the measures combine
with his statement that children need to self-isolate only
if they test positive after 16 August?

Gavin Williamson: My hon. Friend asks and then it is
delivered for him, so that goes to show his power. We
are leaving it to the discretion of schools for the final
few days of term. We are not expecting bubble systems
to be operating during summer schools, including the
holiday activities and food programme. This will be
purely a test and trace approach, as is currently taken
with the whole adult population. As we move to 16 August,
that will be the moment we move to a system of children
not having to self-isolate, as they will be able just to go
for a PCR test and get the confirmation that they do
not have covid. If they do have covid, they will, sadly
but understandably, have to isolate.

Andrew Gwynne (Denton and Reddish) (Lab):
Schoolchildren have a had a pretty miserable year and
covid is a pretty miserable disease. It does not recognise
the inequalities in society and it disproportionately
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[Andrew Gwynne]

affects some of the poorest, most disadvantaged
communities—the same communities that often need
extra resource and help to get that educational attainment.
What more is the Secretary of State doing to tackle that
inequality, which was there before covid—it will still be
there after it and will be exacerbated by it—to ensure
that those children have the best start in life? They are
our country’s future. What more can we do to help them
to catch up and excel?

Gavin Williamson: The hon. Member and I share the
same passion to deliver that sort of change and opportunity
for so many children. It should never matter where they
grew up or what their personal circumstances are; the
ability of every child in this country to access the world’s
best education and the very best opportunities drives us
on both sides of the House.

We have talked about the investment we are making
to support children and help them to catch up, but we
must not lose sight of the fact that in the drive to raise
standards of education and ensure that knowledge-rich
curriculum, we are pushing every child, no matter their
background, to their absolute maximum, so that they
can excel and have the opportunities that all of us want
for our own children, and that we want for the nation’s
children. That is where the focus will be. As we cast our
eyes to the year ahead, we look forward to spelling out a
longer plan for how we will deliver that education,
ensuring that we deliver not only for the hon. Gentleman’s
constituents, but for all our constituents, regardless of
their background.

Felicity Buchan (Kensington) (Con): I warmly welcome
my right hon. Friend’s statement. I understand that
testing will continue in secondary schools until the end
of September, and at that point it will be reviewed. Will
he update the House on what criteria we will consider at
the end of September? I do not think any of us want
testing in schools in perpetuity.

Gavin Williamson: None of us wish to have testing in
schools in perpetuity, but as the Prime Minister has set
out at every stage, we are taking a cautious, gradual
approach to ensure that as we are able to lift restrictions,
we do not get to a position of having to reimpose them.
We feel that this prudent and sensible step needs to be
taken. If there are concerns and a continued need to
have testing in schools, we would of course consider
doing that. Most importantly, for all of us, is to ensure
that schools remain open and pupils are in them.

Tim Farron (Westmorland and Lonsdale) (LD): A
couple of weeks ago I was at the Bendrigg Trust outdoor
education centre in my constituency, and it was a massive
joy to see residential activities slowly starting again,
with young people getting the benefits of outdoor education.
It is a reminder of two things. First, 6,000 of the 15,000
people who worked in outdoor education at the beginning
of the pandemic have now lost their jobs, and because
of a lack of a specific bespoke package to support those
centres, many have closed and many more are on the
cusp of closing. Secondly, our outdoor education specialists
in Cumbria and around the country have a unique set of
skills that we need to deploy at this very moment, to
encourage young people to re-engage with learning, and
reignite a love of learning. What will the right hon.

Gentleman do specifically to commission outdoor education
centres to do that, out in mainstream schools, and will
he meet me and some outdoor education specialists so
that we can explain how that could be done?

Gavin Williamson: It is as if the hon. Gentleman’s
constituency neighbour, my hon. Friend the Member
for Barrow and Furness (Simon Fell) and the hon.
Gentleman think incredibly alike—perhaps not on
absolutely everything, but certainly on this issue. My
hon. Friend met me just last week, and we spoke about
that exact matter. The best thing we can do to help
those outdoor centres is ensure that their doors can
open to welcome not just day visitors, but those who
want to stay there on a residential basis. We will continue
to look at what other measures we can introduce to
support the sector. I know the value and enrichment
that comes from doing so many activities, whether on
Lake Windermere or in many other excellent locations
around the country, and it brings real benefit. I am sure
that my right hon. Friend the Minister for School
Standards would be happy to meet the hon. Gentleman
and his colleagues.

Jonathan Gullis (Stoke-on-Trent North) (Con): I strongly
welcome my right hon. Friend’s statement, and the four
schools in Stoke-on-Trent North, including Goldenhill
Primary Academy, have received condition improvement
funding. Rather than flogging the dead horse of exams,
which I was going to do, I will jump to a different issue.
Let us take 10% of pupil premium funding and ensure
that it goes into high quality, extra-curricular enrichment
activities, as laid out by me previously in the House, and
by the Challenger Trust, which does excellent work in
Gateshead. Let us ensure that we give those disadvantaged
pupils the access to high-quality enrichment activities
that many enjoy, such as those in the school that I attended,
the private school Princethorpe College.

Gavin Williamson: My hon. Friend is a man who likes
to chew off a Secretary of State’s ear, especially when it
comes to condition improvement funding for his schools.
It is great to see four schools benefiting from his assiduous
lobbying, making sure that he is delivering for his
constituency.

My hon. Friend raises an important point about the
use of pupil premium funding. We want to see schools
considering how it can be more effectively targeted,
especially at pupils from the most disadvantaged
backgrounds and those who need extra support. In the
past, far too often, pupil premium funding has been
seen as just another stream of funding going into schools.
We need schools to consider how pupil premium funding
is delivering for the pupils it is targeted at.

Tahir Ali (Birmingham, Hall Green) (Lab) [V]: Can
the Secretary of State explain how children will access
free school meals if they have to isolate away from
holiday activities and food programmes during the summer?
Does he agree with me that a cash transfer system,
enabling parents to get the supplies that are right for
their children, would ensure that better support reaches
all those who need it?

Gavin Williamson: The hon. Gentleman raises a valuable
point, and it is why the extra support provided by the
Department for Work and Pensions, through local
authorities, to ensure children are fed through the summer
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is such an important part of our holiday activity and
food programme, which will of course be delivering not
just food for so many students but activities that are just
as valuable.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing): In
the hope that communications have improved in the
Forest of Dean, we will try to go back to Mark Harper.

Mr Harper: I am grateful, Madam Deputy Speaker.
When schools return in September, every adult will have
had the chance to be vaccinated at least once, which
provides the bulk of protection, so why is regular testing
still going to continue, perhaps forever? Last week, the
Secretary of State said he wanted to see it end. What
has changed?

Gavin Williamson: Not only do we get my right hon.
Friend’s voice, but we get his picture on the screen too,
so it was enhanced in every possible way.

Of course, we want to see schools return to as much
of normal as possible as quickly as possible, but we
have always taken the view that we need to take a
cautious and careful approach, because we want things
to be in a place where we do not have to take a step
backwards. We have one of the most successful testing
programmes that has ever been run in this country, and
it was delivered in schools from the week commencing
8 March. We have seen it play an important role in
containing and dealing with covid and, most importantly,
ensuring we keep schools open and welcoming to pupils.

Tom Hunt (Ipswich) (Con): While all these huge
issues are going on, the largest teaching union in the
country, the National Education Union, has said there
is an “urgent” need to “decolonise” the curriculum and
how classroom layouts, in fact, represent colonialism.
Does my right hon. Friend agree that there is probably a
more urgent need for the largest teaching union in the
country finally to focus on the urgent need for kids to
catch up on their learning, and for it to work constructively
with the Government, perhaps for the first time, to try
to ease these remaining restrictions?

Gavin Williamson: My hon. Friend is a new Member,
and he arrives here with a lot of optimism. I reassure
him that we have a broad, balanced and knowledge-rich
curriculum of which we should be proud, although we
always work to make sure it gets even better.

It is with some sadness that I say the National Education
Union started off by saying it did not want teachers to
teach pupils in person, and then said it did not want
teachers to teach students online. It starts to make me
question whether the National Education Union really
believes in education at all. We will wait and see, and
hopefully it will be more co-operative and hard-working
in the next academic year.

Barbara Keeley (Worsley and Eccles South) (Lab) [V]:
Regular testing for pupils and staff is going to be a vital
part of stopping the spread of covid-19, but the decline
in testing numbers shows that home testing is currently
not working well. Tackling this with on-site testing
would mean some schools in my constituency having to
test 600 children a day, which they tell me they simply
do not have the resources to do. Will the Secretary of

State give schools the resources they need, including
external support if they need it, to make sure they are
able to carry out testing and keep children safe?

Gavin Williamson: I would like to reassure the hon.
Lady that we will be supporting schools as they roll out
the testing. Schools have delivered asymptomatic testing
on school premises incredibly successfully already in
this academic year and we will look at providing the
same level of support to them as we did earlier on, in
March. We have every confidence that we will be able to
deliver that right across the country.

James Wild (North West Norfolk) (Con): I welcome
these changes, which will mean that healthy pupils can
spend more time in the classroom. Following my recent
visit to Ashwicken Church of England Primary School,
may I urge my right hon. Friend to ensure that, as part
of the recovery plan and with an eye to the spending
review, schools get the special educational needs funding
that is required now more than ever, so that every child’s
needs are met?

Gavin Williamson: I know that my hon. Friend is a
great champion for not only the schools in his constituency,
but children with special educational needs—we all have
a shared passion to do more for them. He is tempting
me into public discussions with Her Majesty’s Treasury
over the Dispatch Box and straight to the Chancellor.
Although I am tempted and he is desperately trying to
lure me down that path, I will decline on this occasion
to enter that public discourse. But of course children
with special educational needs are a top priority for us,
and I would certainly expect that to be properly reflected
in any future settlements.

Chi Onwurah (Newcastle upon Tyne Central) (Lab): I
welcome the end of mandatory bubble isolation, which
has caused such disruption to parents, teachers and
children, but the impact of covid continues and the
poorest are hardest hit. Over the past five years, child
poverty in my constituency has risen by 13 percentage
points, to 45%, which is six times the national average
increase. So what additional support can children in my
constituency expect, apart from the catch-up plan, which
the Government’s own educational recovery commissioner
described as “feeble”?

Gavin Williamson: One thing we can do to best help
all children across the country is keep up the continued
drive to raise standards across our schools. The hon.
Lady dismisses the more than £3 billion of investment
that we have made, but it is important investment,
targeted at the interventions that will deliver the biggest
benefit to her constituents.

Steve Brine (Winchester) (Con): Last Monday, I made
clear my view, and that of many in my constituency,
about the unfairness of the bubble system and the
consequential isolation, so I welcome today’s confirmation.
However, is it not the case that sending the whole
bubble home because of one positive case is no more
necessary now than outdoor sports days being cancelled
or held behind closed doors, or end-of-term events
being ruined? These are things we never get back. How
can the Secretary of State and his team help colleagues
across all educational settings feel supported to get the
balance right come the new term?
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Gavin Williamson: My hon. Friend hits upon the
issue of sports days. Let us be absolutely clear: the
guidance is there in black and white saying that sports
days can proceed, and parents should be able to attend.
We encourage schools to be able to do this because, as
he rightly points out, these are things people cannot get
back. That is why we wanted to be able to lift those
restrictions at the earliest possible moment. I know that
he is familiar with his regional schools commissioner,
and if there are challenges, having local dialogue with
the regional schools commissioner’s team plays an
important part, as they can deal with the school directly.

Sarah Owen (Luton North) (Lab): Early years providers
and nurseries—such as the fantastic Grasmere nursery
in Luton North, which I had the pleasure of visiting
recently—are a vital part of our education system.
Although primary and secondary schools have been
compensated for some of their covid costs, nurseries
have not had a single penny of the costs incurred during
the pandemic reimbursed. Why are nurseries always an
afterthought for this Government? Will this unfairness
be rectified? If not, why not?

Gavin Williamson: I am sure that Grasmere nursery
is reflective of the many nurseries right across the
country that had the benefit of being funded at pre-covid
levels. We carried on that level of funding in recognition
of the fact that they were operating in truly exceptional
times.

Greg Smith (Buckingham) (Con): I warmly welcome
my right hon. Friend’s statement and the step back to
normality and letting children be children that the
scrapping of the bubbles system brings, but there continues
to be an anxiety that affects people on both sides of the

debate, which is whether the vaccination programme
will be extended to those under 18 years of age. Will my
right hon. Friend redouble his efforts to work with
colleagues in the Department of Health and Social Care
topushtheJCVItocomeforwardwith its recommendations
so that, one way or the other, a decision can be made
that takes that additional anxiety away from young
people?

Gavin Williamson: My hon. Friend is right to highlight
the importance of ensuring that we have the correct and
best information to inform decisions on the vaccination
of children. It is my hope that the JCVI report will be
imminently forthcoming, and that will obviously inform
the decisions that the Government make in the best
interests of all our children.

Liz Twist (Blaydon) (Lab): For many months now,
school leaders have been spending a lot of their time on
weekends making contacts when they are notified that
someone has covid-19, so I am glad that some of that
responsibility will be shifted to NHS Test and Trace, but
will the Secretary of State clarify exactly what the
relationship will be, given the references in the guidance
to settings still having a role to play in that situation?

Gavin Williamson: Of course. The hon. Lady is right
to highlight the amazing and important role that schools,
headteachers and our whole education team have played
in supporting the efforts on test and trace. We expect
the contacting to shift from schools having to do it to
Test and Trace doing it, but of course contact information
will sometimes still be asked of schools. We see the
current burden that schools face being scaled back
considerably, very much to the benefit of headteachers
and teachers.
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Points of Order

2.28 pm

Mark Tami (Alyn and Deeside) (Lab): On a point of
order, Madam Deputy Speaker. On Friday, the Secretary
of State for International Trade visited Airbus at Broughton
in my seat. Her office gave me 14 minutes’ notice before
the meeting was due to take place—14 minutes. What can
you advise us to do to ensure that the rules that apply to
the rest of us also apply to Government Ministers?

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing): I
thank the right hon. Gentleman for giving me notice
that he intended to raise this point of order. I can say
very safely and in a straightforward way that such
behaviour by a Minister or, indeed, any Member is wrong
—quite simply wrong.

As things have not been operating normally here this
last year and a bit, Members may not be aware that
there is a little booklet called “Rules of behaviour and
courtesies in the House of Commons”, and I seriously
advise everybody to look at it. It is not some ancient
tome hidden away in the Library about how things
worked in this ancient Parliament; it is bang up to date.
It says quite clearly that as a matter of courtesy between
one Member and another:

“You should notify colleagues whenever…you intend to visit a
colleague’s constituency (except on purely private visits).”

I take it that the right hon. Gentleman is certain that
this was not a private visit.

Mark Tami indicated assent.

Madam Deputy Speaker: I take it that the right hon.
Gentleman has informed the right hon. Lady to whom
he refers that he intended to raise this point of order.

Mark Tami: I have.

Madam Deputy Speaker: Excellent. Then the right
hon. Lady will be aware of the situation. I simply say to
all Members that it says in this booklet—and Mr Speaker
takes this very seriously—that failing to inform colleagues
of an intention to visit their constituency

“is regarded…as very discourteous.”

That is what I can say to the right hon. Gentleman now:
it is discourteous for the Minister to behave in this
fashion, and I am quite sure that an apology will be
forthcoming.

Stephanie Peacock (Barnsley East) (Lab): On a point
of order, Madam Deputy Speaker. Yesterday, the
Government rejected the cross-party proposals from
the Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy Committee
about the mineworkers’ pension scheme. Can I ask

through you whether the Government will come to this
Chamber and give a statement to explain their disgraceful
decision to continue to take billions of pounds from the
pockets of retired miners?

Madam Deputy Speaker: I thank the hon. Lady for
her point of order, and for telling me that she intended
to raise this point of order. I am not at all surprised, as I
have heard her speak many times about this subject
with passion in this Chamber. The hon. Lady will know,
of course, that the decision about whether Ministers
come to the House to make an announcement or to
respond to a report is not a matter for the Chair, but I
can advise her that there are various ways in which, as
the Table Office will advise her, she may endeavour to
bring a Minister to the Chamber to answer the questions
that clearly to her and her constituents are important
questions.

I will now suspend the House for three minutes so
that arrangements can be made for the next item of
business.

2.32 pm

Sitting suspended.

2.35 pm

On resuming—

BILLS PRESENTED

HEALTH AND CARE BILL

Presentation and First Reading (Standing Order No. 57)

Secretary Sajid Javid, supported by the Prime Minister,
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Michael Gove, Secretary
Thérèse Coffey, Secretary Robert Jenrick, Secretary
Oliver Dowden and Edward Argar presented a Bill to
make provision about health and social care.

Bill read the First time; to be read a Second time
tomorrow, and to be printed (Bill 140) with explanatory
notes (Bill 140-EN).

NATIONALITY AND BORDERS BILL

Presentation and First Reading (Standing Order No. 57)

Secretary Priti Patel, supported by the Prime Minister,
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Secretary Dominic
Raab, Secretary Robert Buckland and Chris Philp presented
a Bill to make provision about nationality, asylum and
immigration; to make provision about victims of slavery
or human trafficking; to provide a power to Tribunals
to charge participants where their behaviour has wasted
the Tribunal’s resources; and for connected purposes.

Bill read the First time; to be read a Second time
tomorrow, and to be printed (Bill 141) with explanatory
notes (Bill 141-EN).
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Fire and Building Safety (Public Inquiry)
Motion for leave to bring in a Bill (Standing Order

No. 23)

2.36 pm

Daisy Cooper (St Albans) (LD): I beg to move,

That leave be given to bring in a Bill to establish an independent
public inquiry into the Government’s response to concerns about
fire and building safety.

This Bill would not duplicate or undermine the ongoing
and essential work of the Grenfell Tower inquiry, and
nor would it repeat any of the Hackitt review into
building and fire safety regulation. What the Bill seeks
to do, however, is compel the Government to establish
an independent inquiry into their handling of the fire
safety crisis.

It is now more than four years since the horrific loss
of life at Grenfell Tower, yet the Government’s handling
of the fire safety crisis has become a national scandal of
epic proportions. Tens of thousands of innocent people
deserve to understand how and why, after four years,
they are still trapped in homes that are not safe and that
they cannot sell. They deserve to know why they are
facing bankruptcy from bills they cannot afford, with
their mental health left in tatters. They deserve to know
the Government’s real motivations, because fire safety
victims have had to battle the Government again and
again for four years, and at every twist and turn, to get
help to solve a problem that is not of their making and
for which there is still no end in sight.

There are scores of questions that the Government
must answer, but they relate to three broad areas. The
first is the Government’s failures to date, the second is
the faulty design of the building safety fund, and the
third is the gaping hole between the Prime Minister’s
promises and his Government’s actions. Let me start with
the Government’s failures to date. It is incomprehensible
that four years on from Grenfell, we still do not know
the scale of the building safety scandal. That is because
the Government have no complete data on how many
mid-rise buildings below 18 metres have been built with
dangerous materials and fire safety defects. It was revealed
more than a year ago that the Government had been
told by their own advisers that the most dangerous
forms of aluminium composite material cladding and
insulation are unsafe on buildings of any height, yet the
Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government
admitted that it did not have the data on the number of
buildings below 18 metres that have cladding systems,
or on what proportion of the buildings that have such
systems are likely to be clad in ACM. The Government
could have taken immediate action, but they failed to
do so. An inquiry is needed to find out why.

The second area of the inquiry would be to look at
how the Government have designed the building safety
fund. On the face of it, it appears as though the building
safety fund has been deliberately designed by the
Government to exclude a huge number of issues and a
huge number of people. Housing associations with non-
ACM cladding are excluded, properties below 18 metres
are excluded, and non-cladding fire safety remediation
works are also excluded. Anybody who really wanted to
solve the crisis would not design a remediation fund
that excluded all of that. The Secretary of State has
ignored recommendations from the Housing, Communities
and Local Government Committee that social housing

providers should have free and equal access to the fund.
That is in the face of a national housing shortage, when
social housing providers should be investing their funds
in new, affordable homes.

On the 18-metre threshold, how did the Government
reach the conclusion that buildings below 18 metres
should be treated differently and not be eligible for the
building safety fund? The Secretary of State described
height as a “crude” factor in determining risk and we all
saw the video in which a top civil servant working on
the cladding scandal admitted that the crucial 18-metre
rule had been picked simply because Ministers did not
have time to come up with a better number. Why are the
Government still using it? There has been no explanation
of why that arbitrary figure has been applied.

The perverse nature of the 18-metre rule is demonstrated
perfectly by the Decks in Liverpool. To the casual
observer, it is a development of six identical blocks.
Three of them are just over 18 metres and might qualify
for help from the Government, but the other three are
just short of 18 metres and left out in the cold. Why do
the Government persist in using the 18-metre threshold
when it is clearly unfair and, in some cases, outright
absurd? An inquiry is needed to look into that.

There is also the size of the building safety fund. The
Housing, Communities and Local Government Committee
estimates that the cost to remediate cladding will be in
the region of £15 billion, so how did the Secretary of
State arrive at the precise initial figure of £1.6 billion
and his revised position of £5.1 billion? Fire safety
experts have repeatedly said that the fund is a mere drop
in the ocean, so why are the Government refusing to
budge? Why have the Government excluded all other
fire safety issues not caused by cladding from the building
safety fund? Flammable balconies, missing fire breaks,
defective fire doors and dangerous insulation have all
been identified as critical safety failings. Like cladding,
none is the fault of leaseholders, yet they are still not
being addressed by the Government’s schemes. That is
before the huge cost of the waking watches that are
needed to ensure that people’s homes do not go up in
flames.

Finally, the third area relates to the gaping hole
between the Prime Minister’s promises and his
Government’s actions. Last autumn, the End Our Cladding
Scandal campaign put forward a simple 10-step plan. In
essence, it called on the Government: to stump up all
the cash to remediate fire safety problems; to get rid of
all the problems by the end of 2022; and to use their weight
to recoup that money from those who are responsible.
That plan would meet the Government’s own test of not
letting the cost fall to the taxpayer or to innocent building
safety victims.

On 3 February, leaseholders were given fresh hope
that their nightmare was finally over when the Prime
Minister stood at the Dispatch Box and told the House:

“We are determined that no leaseholder should have to pay for
the unaffordable costs of fixing safety defects that they did not
cause and are no fault of their own.”—[Official Report, 3 February
2021; Vol. 688, c. 945.]

However, that fresh hope turned to false hope. The
Prime Minister and his Government spent 10 months
fighting Members of this House who were trying to
protect leaseholders from these costs. We tried to amend
the Fire Safety Bill, but the Government fought tooth
and nail to stop us.
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On Sunday, with much fanfare, the Secretary of State
announced that he was bringing forward measures in
the Building Safety Bill to give leaseholders 15 years to
take action against those who are responsible.

Fire safety victims have already said that most of
them will not benefit from this, either because the
15-year limit has expired or because the potential defendants
no longer exist or are insolvent. Everyone else now has
to add the prospect of years of litigation to their woes,
but what is really disturbing is that the Secretary of
State has announced this in the full knowledge—I quote
from a National Audit Office report—that

“the legal costs of taking action are likely to outweigh the costs
for remediation works in a significant number of cases”

and that

“enforcing cost recovery from the outset could impact the pace of
remediation.”

Do the Government really think that it is acceptable for
leaseholders facing bankruptcy and mental ill health to
have to start legal action against huge, powerful housing
companies, builders and others when they know that
the legal bills could cost more than the remediation work
itself and then delay that remediation?

This is Alice in Wonderland stuff, and it is not just
that the Prime Minister and his Government are falling
short on this promise. They are doing exactly the opposite
of what they promised, because the Government are
actively legislating to effectively protect the guilty while
letting innocent victims hang out to dry. A public
inquiry is now needed to rigorously investigate why this
Government have comprehensively failed to put any
serious system in place to protect innocent building
safety victims or to recoup the costs from developers,
builders, suppliers and contractors. What precisely is
the Government’s relationship with these potential
defendants such that they are so determined time and
again to put the interests of big developers and others
ahead of innocent tenants and leaseholders?

This public inquiry is desperately needed, because
when we said “never again” some of us actually meant
it. Fire safety victims have faced four years of delays,
obfuscation and broken promises. This has become a
national scandal of epic proportions and we need an
independent inquiry to tell us why.

Question put and agreed to.

Ordered,

That Daisy Cooper, Ed Davey, Tim Farron, Munira
Wilson, Sarah Olney, Layla Moran, Wera Hobhouse,
Sarah Green, Mr Alistair Carmichael, Wendy Chamberlain,
Christine Jardine and Jamie Stone present the Bill.

Daisy Cooper accordingly presented the Bill.

Bill read the First time; to be read a Second time on
Friday 10 September, and to be printed (Bill 142).

Dissolution and Calling of Parliament Bill
[Relevant documents: Report of the Joint Committee on
the Fixed-Term Parliaments Act of Session 2019-21,
HC 1046, HL 253, and the Government Response, CP 430;
Sixth Report of the Public Administration and Constitutional
Affairs Committee, Session 2019-21, The Fixed-Term
Parliaments Act 2011, HC 167; and the Government
Response, Session 2019-21, HC 1082; Oral evidence taken
before the Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs
Committee on 23 June 2021, on the Dissolution and
Calling of Parliament Bill, HC 376.]

Second Reading

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing): I
have to tell the House that Mr Speaker has not selected
the reasoned amendment.

2.48 pm

The Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster and Minister
for the Cabinet Office (Michael Gove): I beg to move,
That the Bill be now read a Second time.

It is a real pleasure to move the Second Reading of
this Bill. The Bill contains provisions to ensure that we
supersede the Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011 with
appropriate, democratic and timely reform in order to
ensure that we restore to this place and to the people an
opportunity to ensure that the Government that govern
in their name can command the confidence of this House
and the confidence of the public.

The legislation that we are bringing forward will I
hope command support across this House, because it
was a manifesto promise in both the Conservative and
Labour party manifestos. Both Front-Bench teams are
committed to the legislation, and it follows on from an
excellent report by the Public Administration and
Constitutional Affairs Committee, chaired by my hon.
Friend the Member for Hazel Grove (Mr Wragg), and
fromrecommendationsmadebytheConstitutionCommittee
in the other place. It has also received extensive scrutiny
and support from a Joint Committee of the Commons
and Lords. With both Front-Bench teams and three
important Committees all in favour of this legislation,
we can see already that the arguments that have been
lined up for it are powerful and command wide support.
I sincerelyhopethatnothingIsaythisafternoonundermines
that consensus.

Chris Bryant (Rhondda) (Lab): Sit down now!

Michael Gove: That is very good advice from the hon.
Gentleman. He, like me, believes that brevity is the soul
of wit.

Rachael Maskell (York Central) (Lab/Co-op): Will the
right hon. Gentleman give us a definition of “democratic”
in view of the fact that when it comes to calling general
elections, this legislation will move power from this
democratically elected Chamber to royal prerogative?

Michael Gove: Well, it gives power to the people.
Fundamentally, all of us sit here at the pleasure of and
at the disposal of our electorates. As we saw from the
addled Parliament—or the paralysed Parliament or
whatever you want to call the Parliament of 2017 to
2019—parliamentarians were actually frustrating the
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will of the people, in attempting to overturn Brexit and
in attempting to sustain in power a Government who
needed to seek confidence from the electorate and for
the maintenance of their programme. For that reason,
we are restoring power to the people, which had been
taken away by the FTPA.

Jonathan Edwards (Carmarthen East and Dinefwr)
(Ind): I saw the right hon. Gentleman try to answer
what I was going to ask him in his reply to the earlier
intervention. Considering that there have been two snap
elections in the past four years, what problem are the
Government trying to solve?

Michael Gove: It is precisely because there have been
at least two elections of the kind that the hon. Gentleman
draws attention to that the Fixed-term Parliaments Act
has not done what it said on the tin. It has failed the
Ronseal test. For those who advocated the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act in the first place, all sorts of arguments
were made about the importance of the predictability of
election timing, and, of course, the Bill palpably failed
to achieve that in the way that it failed to achieve so
much else. What we are doing with this legislation is
restoring a tried and tested method by which Prime
Ministers can command the confidence not just of this
House, but of the country.

Aaron Bell (Newcastle-under-Lyme) (Con): Will my
right hon. Friend give way?

Michael Gove: I am more than happy to give way to
my hon. Friend, a distinguished member of the Joint
Committee.

Aaron Bell: Does the Secretary of State agree that
any legislation in this area must work with any
parliamentary arithmetic? That was the problem we saw
in the previous Parliament and that is what going back
to the status quo ante before 2010 will achieve.

Michael Gove: My hon. Friend is absolutely right.
Our approach to the dissolution of Parliament and the
calling of elections before the Fixed-term Parliament
Act was robust, successful and effective and ensured
that our democracy worked as it should. What we are
doing is ensuring that those tried and tested procedures
are restored, and in so doing not just fulfilling our manifesto
pledge, but—and it was a pleasure to do so—fulfilling
the manifesto pledge of the right hon. Member for
Islington North (Jeremy Corbyn) and making sure that
democracy in that way is underpinned.

Sir Charles Walker (Broxbourne) (Con): Does my
right hon. Friend not agree that the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act was probably the single worst piece of legislation
that the coalition Government introduced? Fortunately,
I did not vote for it then, but I will certainly be voting
for this repeal tonight.

Michael Gove: Regarding the coalition years, I think
that others are better placed—given that I served in the
Government for five years—to decide which was the
worst piece of legislation that was passed. The one
thing I will say for the Fixed-term Parliaments Act is

that it was very much a child of its time. It did achieve
one purpose. It was introduced at the request of our
Liberal Democrat coalition partners in order to ensure
that, for the five years of that Parliament, neither party
could collapse the Government in a way that might
secure for either the junior or the senior coalition partner
perceived political advantage. It did serve that purpose
for those five years. Notwithstanding the points made
by my hon. Friend, there was a significant range of
achievements that the coalition Government can take
pride in; nevertheless, the Act was specifically a child of
its time. While it worked in that narrow sense, in cementing
the coalition and ensuring it could achieve the policy
gains that I believe were gained during those five years,
its utility beyond those years in tougher circumstances
has been tested to destruction.

Chris Bryant: I will let the Minister in on a secret: not
all of us supported everything that was in the Labour
manifesto at the last general election.

Is there not a worrying issue here, which is precisely
what the right hon. Gentleman refers to as “the child of
its time”? If the Government can always reconstitute
the constitution every time they can pass a law, we have
a problem here, because the Government are most likely
always to do so in their own interests.

Michael Gove: I take very seriously the points that the
hon. Gentleman makes, because there are few deeper
scholars of our constitution or parliamentary history
than him, but I would say two things. First, sometimes
there are constitutional experiments or innovations,
and it is understandable that they will have partisans
who can see benefits from them; but then we can see in
real time and in real circumstances whether those
constitutional innovations are right and work, or whether
it is appropriate for us to go back to the situation that
prevailed before, which has actually proven over time, in
a variety of circumstances, to be both more robust and
more effective.

The second point is that of course there is always a
temptation for Governments or any Administration in
power to seek to look to the rules and to derive advantage
perhaps from changing them, but the critical thing here
is that, ultimately, the decision on whether an election
has been called and Parliament has been dissolved
appropriately rests with the people. We can look at
historical examples; for example, in the 1970s Edward
Heath decided to go to the country to ask the question,
“Who governs?”. He believed that, in choosing the
timing of the election, he was doing so to his party’s
advantage, but when he asked, “Who governs?”, the
country replied, “Well, not you, mate.” On that occasion,
it was the case that a miscalculation on the part of the
Prime Minister resulted in the electorate deciding that
Edward Heath’s Administration should end and that
Harold Wilson’s should take over.

Chris Bryant: In which case, one could conceive of a
situation in which the Government were aware of something
coming up that the public were not aware of—a report
or a major security breach that had not yet been made
public, for example. Or, for instance, the Government
might choose to hold a general election before boundary
changes because they thought that it might be to their
advantage. Would it not make far more sense for the House
simply to be able to vote at that moment?
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Michael Gove: In both the cases that the hon. Gentleman
mentions, if there were jiggery-pokery or the Government
were acting in a way that the electorate considered
heedless or reckless, electoral punishment would occur
sooner or later. Attempting to rig the rules in that way
is, as we have seen in the past, something that the public
are always alive to, always wise to and always ready to
punish.

Mr Alistair Carmichael (Orkney and Shetland) (LD):
Surely the biggest difference, though, between the situation
today and that facing Edward Heath in the 1970s is the
amount, the nature and the regulation of the spending
of money. Heath did not have a long period before a
short period of expenses and there were not those
controls. Effectively, this Bill will allow the Prime Minister
and the Prime Minister alone to be the only person who
knows when that long period starts and to pile the
money in. That is what this is about, is it not?

Michael Gove: No, it is not what it is about. The money
spent on elections is an issue in which the Liberal
Democrats and other parties have long had an interest,
but more broadly the point is that the choice of election
timing should ultimately depend on the capacity of the
Prime Minister to command the confidence of this
House. We saw during the course of the 2017 to 2019
Parliament the consequences of the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act in a way that worked against the interests of democracy
explicitly.

Mr Carmichael rose—

Michael Gove: I will just make a little progress and
then come back to the right hon. Gentleman.

We saw in the 2017 to 2019 Parliament what happened
when Parliament attempted to sustain a Government in
office, to deny a Prime Minister the Dissolution that he
requested, and yet at the same time would not allow
that Government to get their business through, so we
had a paralysed Parliament. We also had a Schrödinger’s
Government: they were simultaneously in power and
not in power, in office but incapable of carrying forward
their legislation. We saw in the December 2019 general
election the consequence of that: the party that argued
that there needed to be a Dissolution, an election and a
refreshed mandate secured that refreshed mandate, and,
as a result, we saw our democracy working as it has so
successfully in the past and as it deserves to again in the
future.

Mr Carmichael: If, as the Minister says, this is about
the point at which the Prime Minister can command the
confidence of the House, surely that is something that
can only be determined by this House and not the
Prime Minister, so the point made by the hon. Member
for Rhondda (Chris Bryant) is a good one.

Michael Gove: The points made by the hon. Member
for Rhondda (Chris Bryant) are nearly always good
ones, but on this occasion it is wrong. Ultimately, the
decision about whether it is right to call an election and
whether the Prime Minister and the Administration
should return to power rightly rests with the people.
During the course of the 2017-19 Parliament,
parliamentarians sought to frustrate the Prime Minister
seeking an election, and when that election eventually
occurred, we saw that an appropriate decision was taken
by the voters.

We also saw during the 2017-19 Parliament the reputation
of Parliament—much to my regret—diminished in the
eyes of the public because of its failure both to deliver
on the original Brexit vote and to allow Government to
carry on their business. In making sure that we return to
a situation where we do not have the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act, we are keeping faith with democracy. We are also
keeping faith with the basis on which this Government
were elected and, indeed, on which the Opposition argued
for office.

Rachael Maskell: The reality is that Government
hold privileged information. In the light of the economic
challenge coming down the path, surely the Bill is simply
a cut-and-run Bill to allow the Government to call
an early general election before they have to deal with
that crisis.

Michael Gove: I completely disagree. Looking at the
broad economic situation that we face and what may
happen in future, we have a well-informed and judicious
electorate that will make a judgment whenever an election
is called about the fitness of this Government to be
returned to office or, indeed, the readiness of the Opposition
or any other party to assume office, as has been seen in
the past.

When Governments have sought to cut and run—when
they have sought to manipulate the electoral timetable
to their advantage—they have been punished. It was the
case not just in 1974 with Edward Heath but in the early
1920s with Stanley Baldwin, when he sought to cut and
run using the formidable advantage that he had—the
support of press barons and the wealthy. Nevertheless,
we saw the return of the very first Labour Government
under Ramsay MacDonald, supported for all too brief
a period by the Liberals of that time.

Dr Julian Lewis (New Forest East) (Con): The historical
case that my right hon. Friend is making is absolutely
incontrovertible. The fact is that the legitimacy of previous
elections has barely—if ever—been questioned. As soon
as we brought in that wretched legislation, we ended up
in what he rightly described as a paralysed Parliament.
However, is he satisfied that clause 3 is strong enough to
ensure that Parliament is not paralysed in future by
political uses of the court to try to interfere with the
process of dissolving Parliament? Professor Ekins in
particular, I believe, has certain suggestions that might
make that provision a little stronger.

Michael Gove: I believe that clause 3 is robust and fit
for purpose, but it is also the case that Professor Ekins,
of the Judicial Power Project attached to the think-tank
Policy Exchange, is a brilliant legal mind. We will pay
close attention to his arguments and to those of my
right hon. Friend and others, in order to ensure that
clause 3 is robust enough.

Reference to clause 3 means that it is appropriate for
me to turn to the specific clauses in this short and
focused Bill. Before I do so, I just want to thank again
the work of the Joint Committee under Lord McLoughlin
and others, which did such a service to this House, and
indeed to the other place, in scrutinising the legislation.
When reviewing the original 2011 Act, the Joint Committee
found that—

Jonathan Edwards: Will the Minister give way?
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Michael Gove: I will in just a second.

The Joint Committee found that the 2011 Act did
fulfil its immediate political purpose of maintaining the
coalition Government for five years, but that it did not
succeed in enforcing a super-majority constraint on the
calling of early general elections, given what happened
in 2017 and 2019. Mere repeal of the Act without any
form of replacement would create uncertainty and what
the Committee called a “constitutional lacuna”—hence
the need for this legislation. The Government should allow
sufficient time for Parliament to explore the full implications
of any replacement legislation. Indeed, the Committee’s
own work and the work of other committees has been a
service to that cause. That constitutional education
should secure a wide degree of cross-party agreement—that
exists in the support given from the Opposition Front
Bench and from others.

Any replacement should be equally suitable for whatever
parliamentary arithmetic is provided by the electorate; I
believe this Bill does that. Any replacement should
consider allowing the date of any early election to be
stipulated in a motion triggering that election, which of
course it will, and any replacement of the 2011 Act should
not contain super-majority provisions. The Joint Committee
also made the point that if future Administrations
introduced fixed parliamentary terms they should consider
whether the political gridlock that characterised the
2017 to 2019 Parliament is a price worth paying for the
perceived benefit of a fixed-term Parliament. All those
arguments were powerful. I thank the Committee again
for its work.

I would also like to thank—I should have mentioned
this earlier; forgive me—my hon. Friend the Minister
for the Constitution and Devolution for the fantastic
work that she has done in preparing this legislation and
engaging with Committees. It is the first time that she
has been back on the Front Bench since her recovery
from cancer. She has showed remarkable fortitude and I
know that across this House we are all absolutely delighted
that she is back in her place.

Jonathan Edwards: I absolutely echo the Minister’s
comments in relation to his colleague. The law as it
stands means that if the Government lose a vote of no
confidence, there are 14 days to form another Government,
and if that does not happen, that leads to an election.
What would be the position following the passing of
this Bill? Would the Government losing a vote of no
confidence immediately trigger a general election?

Michael Gove: In those circumstances the Prime Minister
could immediately, and should immediately, request
of Her Majesty a Dissolution and an election would
follow. One of the most powerful examples in our recent
parliamentary history was the loss of a vote of no
confidence in 1979 by James Callaghan, which led to
the general election that followed. Some might argue—it
is a counterfactual, the truth of which we cannot know—
that had James Callaghan sought to refresh his mandate
in 1978 when he was in a stronger position politically,
he might well have been returned. The perception on
the part of the Labour party at that time—although it
had lost the support of the Liberals just beforehand—that
it was to its advantage to continue was of course undone
by a decision of the electorate.

Chris Bryant: Historically, many different things have
counted as motions of no confidence—for instance,
losing a vote on an amendment to the Loyal Address
following the Queen’s Speech or on an amendment to
the Finance Bill, or refusing to grant supply for a military
intervention or to allow a military intervention. Does
the Minister think that all those things would still count
as a motion of no confidence?

Michael Gove: The formal motion of no confidence
that is traditionally requested by the Opposition and
has to be granted within a day is a classic example, but
on the question of military intervention, I personally
believe—again, it is for the House to take a view—that that
is a proper exercise of the prerogative power in certain
circumstances. That is perhaps for debate in other forums,
but it would not count in the way that the hon. Gentleman
suggests.

Mr Robert Goodwill (Scarborough and Whitby) (Con):
Does the Minister agree that in that situation it would
be open to any Member of this House to ask a Minister
or the Prime Minister at the Dispatch Box whether he
or she considered it to be a matter of confidence and
then what followed from that would bear that out?

Michael Gove: My right hon. Friend is exactly right.
If any Prime Minister felt that the House’s decision not
to grant supply, the House’s decision to censure an
individual Minister or the House’s decision not to authorise
support for military action was a matter of confidence,
that might mean that it would be appropriate to request
a Dissolution at that point.

Chris Bryant: Will the Minister give way?

Michael Gove: Not for a little bit, because I want to
run briefly through the clauses in the Bill.

There are six clauses and one schedule. The first clause
repeals the Fixed-term Parliaments Act. The second
clause revives the prerogative power and allows the
Prime Minister to request a Dissolution from the monarch.
The third clause is specifically to ensure that that decision
cannot be reviewed in the courts. It is what might be
called an ouster clause. It is there explicitly to say that
proceedings in this House relating to the exercise of the
prerogative power should not be justiciable.

It is very important, following on from the points
made by my right hon. Friend the Member for New
Forest East (Dr Lewis), that the House understands,
appreciates and supports the Bill on that basis. It has
been constitutional practice since 1688 and the Bill of
Rights that it should not be the case that these matters
are reviewed in the courts. Let me say that judicial
review is an important part of keeping Governments
honest, but there needs to be an absolute limit on what
is considered justiciable and it should not be the case
that the courts can prevent the request for a Dissolution
on the part of a Prime Minister. If that decision is
mistaken, then it is for the people to decide in a general
election what is appropriate. I was very pleased that the
Joint Committee confirmed in its report that it would
be appropriate for Parliament to affirm that.

Mr William Wragg (Hazel Grove) (Con): What if the
courts sought to test the ouster clause?
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Michael Gove: I do not think that they would, necessarily.
There are people who might seek to do that, but one of
the things that Parliament can do—and one of the
reasons that my hon. Friend’s question is so helpful, as
were the Joint Committee’s deliberations—is to affirm
what is the case. It would then be remarkable indeed for
any court to attempt to do what my hon. Friend describes;
it would be constitutionally unprecedented and, to my
mind, would risk the understanding of the balance between
Parliament, when its will is clearly expressed, and the
courts’ interpretation of the law. I hope that in Committee
and on Third Reading, and perhaps later in this debate,
all hon. Members will affirm the importance of the
non-justiciability of the exercise of these powers.

Jackie Doyle-Price (Thurrock) (Con): One thing that
came out of the Joint Committee’s report was the very
clear interpretation that a Prime Minister requests a
dissolution rather than advising the monarch on it. I am
pleased that the Government have accepted that advice
from the Joint Committee, but does it not make the
ouster clause completely superfluous? The monarch,
acting in conjunction with Parliament, is non-justiciable
already.

Michael Gove: That is definitely my understanding of
constitutional practice, but—without getting into the
details—there have been one or two recent decisions by
the courts that might be thought by some to have
moved one or two goalposts on the constitutional playing
field. Lest there be any doubt, the ouster clause is there
to affirm that interpretation. It is a new pair of braces
to join the sturdy constitutional belt to which my hon.
Friend refers.

Clause 4 makes it clear that the maximum length of
any Parliament should be five years. Clause 5 contains
some minor updates, taking account of how the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act modernised our electoral law, and
introduces the schedule attendant to the Bill. Clause 6
makes it clear that the Bill covers the whole of our
United Kingdom.

Sir Charles Walker: On clause 4, will my right hon.
Friend confirm that a maximum five-year term will mean
that the latest that we could have a general election in
this Parliament would be January 2025?

Michael Gove: I think that I would defer to others on
fixing the precise date, but I believe that that is so.

Aaron Bell: In addition to what is in the Bill, we have
to discuss what is not in it: the conventions that we seek
to restore and the Dissolution principles published along-
side the draft Bill. As my right hon. Friend will know,
the Joint Committee considered the conventions, the
paramountcy of confidence and all those things quite
extensively. From reading our report, what conclusions
have the Government reached about the nature of
confidence and the circumstances in which calling a
general election would not be an appropriate thing for a
Prime Minister to do?

Michael Gove: Again, my hon. Friend makes a very
important point. Alongside the Bill, we have produced
a brief statement of Dissolution principles. He is absolutely
right. Our broad understanding of Dissolution principles
derives from a letter written by Sir Alan “Tommy”

Lascelles pseudonymously—I am glad to be able to use
that word in the House of Commons—to The Times in
the 1950s. He argued that a Dissolution should not be
granted if the monarch thought that there were a viable
alternative that could command a majority in the House
of Commons—or, indeed, if it were a time of economic
crisis or peril in which it would be inappropriate for a
general election to be called. We think that it is very
difficult, as my hon. Friend the Minister for the Constitution
and Devolution and others made clear in evidence to
the Joint Committee, to provide an exhaustive list of
example cases in which it would be inappropriate for a
Dissolution to be granted when requested. One thing
we would like to do in Committee is have proper
consideration of them.

It is important that our constitution always remains
flexible and agile. I could conceive of circumstances—
immediately after an election defeat, for example, when
a Prime Minister is still perhaps clinging on, seeking to
form a coalition or a confidence and supply arrangement
and failing to do so—when that Prime Minister might
seek an immediate other Dissolution shortly afterwards.
In such circumstances, I can see that it would not be
appropriate for a Dissolution to be granted. As I say, it
would be helpful for everyone to take part in the debate
to outline the circumstances that they think should
guide the operation of the principles.

Mr Goodwill: Is it not also the case that, if there were
a vote in the Commons that many considered to be a
confidence vote, but the Government refused to accept
that, it would be open to the official Opposition to table
a confidence motion, in which there would be no doubt
whatsoever?

Michael Gove: Exactly so, and it is absolutely important,
as my right hon. Friend points out, that we stick to the
principle that, immediately upon receipt of a request from
the Opposition for a vote of no confidence, such a debate
is granted and that the Prime Minister of the day would
make their case. Following the defeat of an earlier attempt
by my right hon. Friend the Member for Maidenhead
(Mrs May) to secure support for her withdrawal Bill, a
motion of no confidence was tabled by the then leader
of the Labour party. That motion of no confidence was
defeated and that allowed the Prime Minister to consider
other ways of fulfilling that mandate.

Chris Bryant: I do not want to test everybody’s patience,
but the one time when that course is not available to the
Opposition is immediately after a general election, before
Parliament has got on to actually meeting; and it is the
Government, and only the Government, who decide
when the House meets and what it debates. I note that
we still have no formal process in our system of knowing
when, after a general election, the House will meet to
transact substantive business, other than to elect a Speaker
and have the swearing-in.

Michael Gove: That is an important point, but it is
also important to recognise that no newly elected
Government can effectively govern without Parliament.
It would be impossible without a vote of supply and
without a Queen’s Speech to ensure that the basis on
which they were elected, and the effective governance of
the country, could continue. It is important that we
recognise that that is the principle that prevailed beforehand,
and it is the principle that we should adopt now.
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I shall conclude, because many hon. Members wish
to speak. I return to the point that I made at the start.
Those who brought forward the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act were motivated, I think, by two entirely reasonable
motivations. The first was to ensure that the coalition
Government—the first coalition that we had had since
1922—was able to proceed and govern in an effective
way; of course it was against the backdrop of economic
crisis. As a member of that coalition, I do not resile for
a moment from the many decisions that were taken
during that five years, and I take the opportunity to
thank the right hon. Member for Orkney and Shetland
(Mr Carmichael) and others who served in that coalition
for putting the national interest first at that time.

The second thing that the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act was designed to do was to ensure that our constitutional
arrangements became more predictable. Although the
FTPA succeeded in the unique circumstances of the
coalition years, it emphatically has not made our
constitutional arrangements more predictable, as what
happened in 2017, and indeed between 2017 and 2019,
reinforced. Indeed, the circumstances of the 2017 to
2019 Parliament reinforced in the public mind—and
certainly that was reflected in the general election result
of 2019—the need to move to a more flexible, more
responsive, more agile, more familiar and more tried
and tested set of constitutional arrangements. It is for
that reason that I commend the Bill to the House.

3.18 pm

Cat Smith (Lancaster and Fleetwood) (Lab): I begin
by saying how lovely it is to see the Minister for the
Constitution and Devolution, the hon. Member for
Norwich North (Chloe Smith), back on the Front Bench
after her absence, how well she is looking, and—without
wishing the entire debate away—how much we are looking
forward to her contribution at the end of this Second
Reading debate.

As the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster said,
the Bill seeks to do two things: it repeals the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act 2011 and it reinstates the status quo
before that Act came into force. Effectively, it is turning
back time. It is on those two points that I shall focus my
remarks.

I suspect that we shall have quite a lot of debate
today about whether the Fixed-term Parliaments Act
worked. The Minister has set out clearly that he believes
that it did not, but I believe there is an equally valid
argument that aspects of it did work, although of
course it was not without its pitfalls and flaws. The best
example was the 2015 general election, which took
place five years after the 2010 general election. It worked
in the sense of holding the coalition Government to
that timetable. However, I would argue that we could
also say that the 2017 general election proves that the
Act worked, because there were clauses within it for
having an early election and those were gone through in
the 2017 election.

The debate about whether the Act works probably
centres around whether the 2017 to 2019 Parliament
worked. That probably highlights the flaws in the Act.
The fact that the Act said the Prime Minister could
control the date of the election was, I would argue, one
of the main sticking points of the Act, because at that

point the Opposition felt the Prime Minister might abuse
the Act to leave the European Union with no deal.
Therefore, the Act was not without flaw.

There are also the issues around confidence motions
and the questions that they raise. I think that will probably
be explored in quite a lot of detail.

Dr Julian Lewis: I concede the hon. Member’s point
that the Act did work as far as holding the coalition
together until 2015 was concerned, but it did not work
in 2017. If it had not been for the fact that the Scottish
nationalists and the Liberal Democrats, for political
reasons of their own, decided to allow the Dissolution,
that stasis could have gone on for months, or years longer
than it did. The Parliament would have been paralysed
endlessly until the end of the five years. That cannot be
right, surely.

Cat Smith: I will let other parties answer for their
own actions. I certainly do not seek to speak for them. I
think it would be a misinterpretation to say that the Act
was purely for the purpose of holding the coalition
together. I think that was a huge reason for support in
certain parts of the then Government, but actually it
was an idea that had been batted around in politics long
before then. Indeed, I believe it had been a matter for
various private Members’ Bills before the coalition
Government came into office. It was certainly not an
idea that was just thought up to hold the coalition together.

Alec Shelbrooke (Elmet and Rothwell) (Con): I look
forward to sparring with the hon. Lady on another
constitutional Bill. Just to come back to the point she
made about trying to set the date of the last election,
she may recall that, 24 hours before the one-line Bill was
passed, the Fixed-term Parliaments Act failed again to
cause the election. The one-line Bill was put through
and the irony was that it was by a two-thirds vote of the
House. That undermines the FTPA because it shows it
was just being used to play games.

Cat Smith: It is a pleasure to see the right hon.
Gentleman in his place and I, too, look forward to
sparring with him again on constitutional matters. I do
not disagree with that. I am certainly not stood here to
mount a defence of the FTPA. I was outlining some
ways in which I felt the Act did work, but I am also
highlighting huge flaws in the Act. Indeed, there is a
reason why, in the Labour manifesto of December
2019, we said we would repeal it. The point he raises
about the Prime Minister being able to control the date
of the election is a huge reason why the Act is flawed.
However, I am arguing that the principle of having
fixed terms in itself is not necessarily a bad principle; it
is a very pro-democracy principle.

Christine Jardine (Edinburgh West) (LD): Something
occurs to me. Those on the Government Benches might
say there was stasis for two years, but perhaps the public
expected politicians to debate and find a way ahead for
the country, rather than just fix into positions and refuse
to compromise. The way is not always to jump. It should
not always be the Government alone who decide what is
best for the country. That is Parliament’s role, surely.

Cat Smith: It would not be at all like the Liberal
Democrats to dig into a position and hold it. [Laughter.]
I do not believe that that Parliament hit the troubles it
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hit necessarily just because of the FTPA. If the Act had
not been in place, there would still have been huge
problems, because the governing party could not command
confidence within its own Members and have a majority
for its flagship policy. That was the sticking point for
that Parliament.

The Act has been used as quite an easy scapegoat. It
is blamed for all the ills of that Parliament. While it is
not a perfect piece of legislation, and I support its
repeal, I can see that the principle of fixed terms is not,
in itself, necessarily a bad thing. Indeed, I believe the
then Prime Minister, David Cameron, said 10 years ago,
during the passage of the Act, that it was the biggest
move of powers from the Executive in several centuries.
That raises the question, if we are to repeal that Act and
go back to the status quo and the old way of doing
things, whether today is the biggest transfer of powers
from the legislature to the Executive. Indeed, the 2015
Conservative manifesto celebrated the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act’s success:

“We have also passed the Fixed Term Parliament Act, an
unprecedented transfer of Executive power.”

That raises the question of whether we are transferring
power back to the Executive and, if so, whether that is
something this House really wishes to do.

Sir Charles Walker: I thank the hon. Lady for giving
way, as this is such a therapeutic exercise. It is 10 years
of hurt. [Laughter.] I am like a dog with a bone. The
problem with the Fixed-term Parliaments Act in 2011
was that it transferred responsibility for keeping the
coalition together away from the leaders of each of the
coalition parties to Parliament. It was never any of
Parliament’s business to keep that coalition going; it
was the responsibility of David Cameron and Nick Clegg.

I feel so much better for having got that off my chest
for the second time in a decade. I thank the hon. Lady.

Cat Smith: If it does not work out in politics, perhaps
I have a career as a therapist.

I find it remarkable that Ministers sitting on the
Treasury Bench filed through the Lobby 10 years ago to
vote for the Fixed-term Parliaments Act, as today they
will presumably be voting the opposite way.

Aaron Bell: The hon. Lady asks who power is being
transferred to but, as the Chancellor of the Duchy of
Lancaster said, it is a transfer to the people.

I enjoyed the hon. Lady’s exchange with the hon.
Member for Edinburgh West (Christine Jardine), but
the problem with the 2017 Parliament is that it did not
trust the people, which is why we ended up where we
did. That is why we had to have the election we eventually
had, and it is why we had the result we did. If we just
trusted the people, we would all be much better served.

Cat Smith: The hon. Gentleman is right to say this is
about power and where power lies. Where we probably
disagree and diverge is on the definition of where power
is moving to and from.

The Bill before us transfers all the power into the
hands of one individual, the Prime Minister. The power
to call an election currently lies with all 650 Members of
this House, who are elected by the people. I would argue

that power to the people lies more in keeping the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act. Of course I disagree with
the Act, and I support its repeal, but I disagree with the
Government’s replacement.

Several hon. Members rose—

Cat Smith: If I may, I will make a little progress. I am
conscious of time.

I want to say a few words about comparisons, because
it is always important to compare this House and how
we do things with other countries and other parts of the
United Kingdom. It is about the principle of who has
the power to decide when an election takes place, or whether
it should be fixed.

The Opposition believe that the democratic position
to take, as a starting principle, is that these things
should be fixed. Indeed, that is already the case for the
Scottish Parliament, the Senedd Cymru and the Northern
Ireland Parliament, as well as for our local councils in
England and English elected Mayors. We know, and the
voters know, when those institutions and individuals
will be up for re-election, when they can re-elect them to
do their job or reject them if they disagree.

The only question mark lies over this House and
when this House goes to the people and the country. We
are out of step even within our United Kingdom. In
most parliamentary democracies, Dissolution is controlled
by the legislature, with varying degrees of involvement
from the Executive. I would argue that is good for
democracy and, of course, for planning legislation and
passing the Government’s manifesto, which the people
would have voted for. It helps civil servants to work and
planwithpoliticians,andithelpsourelectoraladministrators,
who have frankly been put under an awful lot of pressure
in recent years. It helps us as political campaigners to
know when a long campaign spend will start, because if
we know when an election is called, we know when the
spending limits can start kicking in. It is also good,
most importantly, for voters to know when they can
either re-elect or reject a politician.

The UK has a strong tradition of parliamentary
sovereignty, and I believe that Parliament should be
central to any decision to dissolve.

Alec Shelbrooke: I just want to probe the hon. Lady’s
point about when to hold elections. Is she saying that
there could be a period of time when the Opposition would
not want to fight an election?

Cat Smith: Of course, in most circumstances an
Opposition will want to have an election. If the right
hon. Gentleman is referring to the 2019 situation, that
was not about not wanting to have an election; it was
about not wanting a situation in which the Government
could take the country out of the European Union with
no deal. That was the sticking point, and that was the
issue with the date. In most situations, an Opposition
would always want an election. Indeed, I can say quite
confidently that I would do a darn sight better job than
the right hon. Member for Surrey Heath (Michael Gove),
but he knows that.

Chris Bryant: Might there not be a point where the
Opposition just wanted to form a Government, because
the Government had lost the confidence of the House
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but the Prime Minister would want to have a general
election, because the numbers in the House might allow
two different kinds of Government?

Cat Smith: I find it difficult to disagree with my hon.
Friend. Indeed, the points that he has made, not just in
that intervention but in earlier interventions on the
Minister, have raised some important questions that I
hope the House will consider. I am grateful that the Bill
will be considered in Committee of the whole House
and that we will have the advantage of my hon. Friend’s
insights at that stage, as well as his contribution in the
Joint Committee.

There is no way that this legislation would be before
us this afternoon if it did not provide an electoral
advantage. When Governments decide when elections
happen, there is absolutely no doubt that it can be
played to their advantage. As has already been made
clear, the Government can call an election before bad
news is about to be delivered, or if they feel that their
Opposition are in disarray. Professor Petra Schleiter
from Oxford University did a comparative study of
27 western and European democracies and found that
when governing parties had the power to control when
elections happened, they gained, on average, a 5% electoral
advantage. Those of us who live and breathe politics
will understand that that is the difference between forming
a Government and falling out of government. That is
why I would argue that it is anti-democratic to allows all
the power to lie in the hands of one individual.

Anthony Mangnall (Totnes) (Con): I am sorry to
interrupt the hon. Lady, but that argument is somewhat
of a straw house of an argument, because that could
still be used at the end of a five-year parliamentary term
if the Government stacked their legislative programme
to be so in the interests of their constituent base that
they would win anyway. So I am not entirely sure that
her argument holds water, because either way, the
Government of the day, whatever their colour, are able
to do whatever they want in legislative terms that is
most beneficial to their constituents.

Cat Smith: I suppose the difference is that when there
is a five-year Parliament and all the parties know when
the election is happening, there is a level playing field,
unlike when a Government can call a general election
unexpectedly if the advantage lies entirely with the
governing party and not with any of the Opposition parties.
The Bill therefore skews power towards the Executive
and towards incumbent governing parties. It also gives
Prime Ministers the power to haggle with Parliament by
threatening early Dissolution and early elections. I would
also argue that the Fixed-term Parliaments Act—although
it is flawed and I certainly support its repeal—puts us
more in line with other democracies that constrain the
power of Prime Ministers.

Turning to the monarch and the attempt to restore
the royal prerogative with legislation, if the Crown is
left as the only check on untimely requests for Dissolution,
that would inevitably draw the Crown into controversy
if such requests were refused. Perhaps the Minister will
shed some light on that in her closing remarks, but I
struggle to see the circumstances in which a sovereign
might decline a request for an election. I would argue

that the most effective way of avoiding such a constitutional
crisis would be to leave decisions on Dissolution to
Parliament, which is the right place for what is a
quintessentially political decision. The House of Lords
Constitution Committee said when it published its report
on the Fixed-term Parliaments Act in September:

“Reform of the Fixed-term Parliaments Act must keep the
Queen out of politics.”

I sincerely agree with that. The Government’s proposal
that the monarch should be the only check on a questionable
request for Dissolution inevitably risks dragging the
monarch into politics. I argue that the easiest way out of
such a situation would be a parliamentary vote on
Dissolution, which would protect the monarch from being
dragged into politics.

Mr Goodwill: Will the hon. Lady give way?

Cat Smith: I would like to make a bit more progress.

I put on the record my thanks to Professor Meg
Russell and Professor Robert Hazell for their evidence
to the Joint Committee, which I have found very useful,
as well as for their informative podcast, of which my
hon. Friend the Member for Rhondda (Chris Bryant)
was a feature.

The arguments that I have heard for leaving Dissolution
in the hands of Parliament have convinced me that it
would be the easiest way to keep the courts out of these
decisions. Clause 3 will be a topic of quite heated debate.
It is impossible to imagine the crack through which the
courts could intervene had a House of Commons decision
to trigger a statutory power of Dissolution been recorded.
If the Government adopted that approach, we could
remove the ouster clause, which would then be self-defeating
in its current terms.

As long as Prorogation continues as a prerogative
power, one way to avoid Parliament being prorogued
against its will would be to make the prerogative power
exercisable at the request of Parliament, rather than on
the advice of the Prime Minister. An alternative would
be to abolish the prerogative power and put Prorogation
on the same footing as the power of Adjournment,
thereby enabling Parliament to be prorogued when the
House of Commons passes a motion to that effect.

Ultimately, I believe that Dissolution should remain
in the hands of Parliament, not the Executive. The Bill
is very much about the question of where power lies. The
Fixed-term Parliaments Act was problematic and there
are certainly aspects of it that I will be quite happy to
see the back of, but the principle of having fixed terms
is not in itself necessarily a bad thing—indeed, it puts
us on a level footing with many other western democracies
and progressive democracies around the world, and in
line with our own Parliaments here in the United Kingdom.

Prorogation should be in the hands of Parliament,
not the Executive, so I urge all colleagues, as this Second
Reading debate continues, to consider where power
should lie and how checks on that power can be put in
place. If indeed we are to place power in the hands of
people, I argue that the situation is far stronger if that
power lies in the hands of the elected representatives in
this House, rather than in the hands of one Prime Minister.

3.37 pm

Mr William Wragg (Hazel Grove) (Con): I welcome
the Minister for the Constitution and Devolution, my
hon. Friend the Member for Norwich North (Chloe
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Smith) back to her rightful place on the Treasury Bench.
May I say how appreciative I have been of her attendance
at the Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs
Committee, which I chair, over recent months to discuss
this subject and others?

I thank my right hon. Friend the Chancellor of the
Duchy of Lancaster for his mention of our report on
the Bill, although it perhaps had a slight difference of
emphasis to that which came from the Joint Committee.
As he is in the Gallery today, I pay full tribute to Lord
McLoughlin from the other place for so ably chairing
that distinguished Joint Committee.

There are many minds in the House greater than
mine that have given this subject a lot of thought—[HON.
MEMBERS: “Oh!”] On this subject, there certainly are, if
I can be self-deprecating. As Bagehot would have it, we
are discussing, and indeed legislating on, the at once
solemn but also practical interaction between the “dignified”
and the “efficient”—that is to say, the transaction between
the monarch and the Prime Minister. On that note, I
was pleased to see that the draft Dissolution principles
were changed on the advice of the Joint Committee,
such that the Prime Minister now shall not advise the
monarch of the need to dissolve Parliament but rather
make a “request” so to do.

How have we reached this point? I suggest that the
disputatious nature of politics in recent years is too
easily given as a reason. I contend that part of the real
reason is the lesson of not tinkering with the constitution
to suit immediate circumstances, which brings me to
the Fixed-term Parliaments Act. Was it a high political
ideal, as advanced by some, or a case of political
expediency? I humbly suggest that it was the latter. It
was of course necessary for a smaller coalition partner
to have the assurance that it was not going to be cast off
part way through a term, when it might have been to the
larger party’s advantage to seek an election.

In all this, motivation is key, so it is perhaps helpful to
consider briefly the Dissolution principles, which have
been mentioned already as the Lascelles principles. In
May 1950, Lascelles, the King’s private secretary—Senex
being his pseudonym—wrote to The Times to suggest
that “no wise Sovereign” would refuse a Dissolution
except in three instances. We have heard them already,
but the first was if the existing Parliament was still viable.
The second was if a general election

“would be detrimental to the national economy”.

The third, and perhaps the most interesting and still
relevant, was if the sovereign could find

“another Prime Minister who could carry on his Government, for
a reasonable period, with a working majority in the House of
Commons.”

Do they all stand today? As I have said, I think the latter
one certainly does.

Most people’s knowledge of Tommy Lascelles, I am
afraid, comes from “The Crown”. That is how we learn
history these days, and of course it is a flawless
representation of the truth. People know him from that,
rather than from his letter to The Times some 70-odd
years ago. Here I seek to make a tangential link to the
world of drama, for all are players in our unwritten
constitution. Each has a role set for them, even if it is
unscripted. The actors must conform to the expectations,
if we are to avoid the play that goes wrong, or indeed
the Parliament that goes wrong.

In recent history, I am afraid that at times some have
gone off the unscripted script, if such a thing were
possible, because politics is a numbers game, and the
reason we had such a quagmire in the last Parliament
was that the numbers did not quite add up. That going
off the script was not surprising, given the testing
circumstances of the 2017 Parliament, but it is also a
reflection, if I can be charitable, of the constitutional
short-sightedness or, if not, vandalism done by the
Constitutional Reform Act 2005. Add to that the novel
action of the Prorogation that never was, if I can put it
that way, combined with the actions of the former
Speaker of this House. In short, everybody went off script.
Fortunately, the ultimate safety valve of our constitution—a
general election—worked.

Chris Bryant: In your view.

Mr Wragg: Of course, this is all my view. The House
will have a chance to listen to the utterances of the hon.
Member for Rhondda (Chris Bryant) later on, and we
look forward to that immensely. He will teach us a thing
or two.

I support the Bill, but I fear that clause 3, the so-called
ouster clause, may be superfluous. Its inclusion could be
seen by those of a cynical bent as being a hangover
from the intervention of the Supreme Court in 2019.
We should hold more surely to the Bill of Rights of
1689. After all, the Queen in Parliament is not justiciable—at
least that is my understanding.

3.42 pm

Brendan O’Hara (Argyll and Bute) (SNP): May I,
too, say how pleased we are to see the hon. Member for
Norwich North (Chloe Smith) back in her place? I look
forward to many confrontations with her in the coming
weeks and months. Let me say at the outset that the
SNP will be opposing the Second Reading of this Bill
when the House divides this evening. We will do so not
because we are particularly wedded to the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act, but because we believe that the Bill is a
much wider part of a fundamental attack on our democracy.

One should not view the Bill in isolation. I believe
that when Members look at it in the wider picture and
place it alongside the voter suppression Bill, the
Government’s plan to neuter the Electoral Commission
and the draconian Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts
Bill, they will reach the same conclusion that many of
us have reached: this Bill is simpler another part of a
brazen attempt by this Government to further centralise
control, give more power to the Executive, strip
parliamentarians of their powers and deny the judiciary
the ability to scrutinise what they are doing, while at the
same time eroding the public’s right to protest against
them. This is an unashamed power grab by the Executive,
and we believe that it will be seen as such when seen in
the context of the wider picture.

Mr Goodwill: Surely we are just reinstating the status
quo before 2010.

Brendan O’Hara: I thank the right hon. Gentleman
for his intervention. No, we are not doing that, and
I will come on to exactly why we are not. Although I
acknowledge that the 2019 Labour manifesto said that
they would repeal the Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011
and I understand that they intend to abstain in tonight’s
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Division and amend in Committee, I would caution
that any support for this Bill has to be contingent on
what is coming to replace it. I say to anyone who might
not like the current Act and wishes to see it repealed to
be careful what they wish for. To address the point
made by the right hon. Member for Scarborough and
Whitby (Mr Goodwill), let me say that although in and
of itself repealing that Act might look fairly innocuous
and taken in isolation might even be seen as trivial and
almost unimportant, I caution that if it is viewed as
part of that wider, much larger strategy to centralise
power and control with the Executive, this is a far cry
from a benign piece of legislation, as they would have us
believe.

Michael Gove: In this House and indeed in this
Administration, there is a distinction between the role
of Director of Public Prosecutions and Attorney General.
I understand that in the Scottish Government the Lord
Advocate combines both roles. That is a centralisation
of Executive power, is it not? Would the hon. Gentleman
advise his colleagues in the Scottish Government to
move away from that centralisation of powers, towards
the higher constitutional principles that we have here in
the UK?

Brendan O’Hara: That is another piece of absolute
obfuscation by the Minister—a ridiculous piece of
obfuscation—so I will return to what I was saying. No
matter how intense the 2011 Act, this is not a sufficient
reason to support this Bill, because what this Government
are proposing is a stripping away of one more pillar of
parliamentary or judicial oversight. It is not simply a
return to the position we had in 2011.

Mark Elliott, professor of public law at Cambridge
University, has said:

“The statement of principles accompanying the Bill appears to
presume that the Queen will dissolve Parliament as a matter of
course when the Prime Minister so requests, thus implying an
intention, on the part of the Government, not to restore the
pre-FTPA position but to usher in a regime under which its
latitude is greater than before”.

As we have heard, prior to 2011 the monarch was able,
in certain circumstances, to deny a Prime Minister’s
request to dissolve Parliament and seek an early general
election. Because of the weaknesses of having an unwritten
constitution, the prerogative power of the monarch,
exercised, as we have heard, through the Lascelles principles,
was one that was never able to be enshrined in statute.
The Lascelles principles asserted that the monarch could
deny Dissolution in certain circumstances, including in
relation to the viability of the Government, being
detrimental to the national economy and being able to
find another Prime Minister who could govern. If this
Bill becomes statute, what becomes of the Lascelles
principles and the monarch’s ability to deny a request
for a Dissolution of Parliament? As I understand it, this
place may be able to create statutory powers by enacting
statutes, but it cannot create prerogative powers, which,
by definition, derive from a source other than statute.
So those prerogative powers that the monarch has to
seek a Dissolution are not coming back, meaning that
this Bill is little more than an attempt by the Executive
to circumvent even the minimal gatekeeping function
exercised in the Lascelles principles by the monarch and
all the power will be concentrated in the hands of the
Prime Minister. As Professor Elliott says

“the very legal uncertainty as to whether the prerogative can be
revived means that it would be irresponsible simply to legislate to
repeal the Act and try to revive the prerogative without being sure
that you could.”

Anthony Mangnall: This is more of a clarification
point. If the Lascelles principles are in place and the
Government were to call a general election but an
alternative grouping could come together to be able to
create a Government, would that not allow the Queen
to appoint a new Prime Minister, under the principles
that were referenced by my hon. Friend the Member for
Hazel Grove (Mr Wragg)?

Brendan O’Hara: As I understand it, and reading
what Professor Elliott says, the Lascelles principles
would go and therefore we are not returning to exactly
the position we had prior to the introduction of the
2011 Act. The Lascelles principles, because they are
royal prerogatives, are not part of statute and therefore
there is nothing to say that they will remain. They will
go, so all the power will be on the Prime Minister and
when a Prime Minister requests a Dissolution and a
general election, the monarch will have no power on
which to refuse.

Anthony Mangnall: I thank the hon. Gentleman for
being so patient with me on this, but on reading the Bill,
I do not see where it will be rescinding or taking away
the Lascelles principles.

Brendan O’Hara: I think the fact that the principles
are not there suggests that they will not be there. I
understand that there is no statute—there cannot be—and
therefore there will be no Lascelles principles on which
to act. Hon. Members will know that things are pretty
bad when I of all people stand here discussing the right
of an unelected Head of State to use prerogative powers
to act as a check on the excesses of the Executive.

Mr Carmichael: I am grateful to the hon. Gentleman
for giving way because this is perhaps where we see the
significance of clause 3. If there is to be nothing in this
Bill or no decision that would be justiciable, then surely
the implication is that, in fact, there is only one decision
that can be made by the monarch, and that is to grant
the application.

Brendan O’Hara: I thank the right hon. Gentleman
for that intervention, and I absolutely agree. What is
happening here is that the monarch will not be able to
refuse under any circumstances, although not because
of that very dangerous path of going into the political
arena.

Although something of a constitutional anachronism,
the Lascelles principles did at least provide a degree of
constraint on a Prime Minister who opportunistically
may have wanted to cut and run mid-term and hold a
snap general election when their popularity was on the
up, or perhaps more importantly and more pertinently,
when they knew future events—perhaps the result of a
particularly unhelpful public inquiry—would be guaranteed
to put a major dent in their approval ratings.

Michael Gove: That would never happen to the SNP.

Brendan O’Hara: The right hon. Gentleman shouts
from a sedentary position that that would never happen
to the SNP. Indeed, the SNP could not cut and run in
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the Scottish Parliament because we work to a fixed
term. The next Scottish Parliament elections will be on
7 May 2026, and no matter what befalls the Government
between now and then, the Scottish Government will be
held to account on that date.

Mr Carmichael: Presumably in that case, as with the
OECD report on Scottish education, the SNP would
just not publish the report until after the election.

Brendan O’Hara: The Scottish Government will stand
by and have stood by their record, and have been
accountable on the day of the Scottish elections for
every Parliament. The Scottish Parliament knows when
the next election will be, and every Government will be
accountable on that day. If those in the Chamber want
to look at the success of the Scottish Government—the
SNP Scottish Government—as put forward and verified
by the Scottish public just two months ago, let me say
that I am sure there is not a Member of this House,
particularly on the Liberal Democrat Benches, who would
not give their eye teeth for such an endorsement. However,
I will move on, Madam Deputy Speaker, because I can
see that I am testing your patience somewhat.

Dr Julian Lewis rose—

Brendan O’Hara: I will come to the right hon. Gentleman
in a moment, but I will take your advice, Madam
Deputy Speaker, and move on.

Clause 3 of the Bill is an ouster clause. It aims in
effect to put the Government’s action beyond the reach
of the law, meaning that decisions made by the Government
on these matters are non-justiciable. This is clearly the
action of a Government who are still smarting from the
humiliation of the Supreme Court’s Prorogation judgment
in 2019, which said that it was not in the power of the
Prime Minister to suspend Parliament for such a long
time at such a critical moment.

In January, Baroness Hale and Lord Sumption gave
evidence to the Joint Committee on the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act, and they both expressed serious
reservations about clause 3 of this Bill, which renders
non-justiciable the powers given to the Government in
clause 2. Those non-justiciable powers include controlling
the space of time between the Dissolution of one Parliament
and the general election and between the general election
and the first sitting of a new Parliament. All of that
would be in the control of a Government whose previous
attempts to undermine parliamentary democracy through
proroguing in 2019 were, as we have seen, deemed
unlawful. The difference this time is that they hope that
the Supreme Court could not intervene. Back in January,
both Lord Sumption and Baroness Hale were unequivocal
in saying that the minimum safeguard that this Bill
needed in the event of such an ouster clause was to put
a time limit on the moving of writs for parliamentary
elections, which has not been done.

Michael Gove rose—

Brendan O’Hara: I will give way if it is on that point.

Michael Gove: It is very much on that point. That
case was brought by the hon. Gentleman’s hon. and
learned Friend the Member for Edinburgh South West
(Joanna Cherry). Why was she sacked from the SNP
Front Bench?

Brendan O’Hara: In the name of the wee man. Madam
Deputy Speaker, I attempt not to waste your time or
this House’s time, so yet again I will ignore the Minister.

In evidence to the Committee, the Government were
advised that:

“The Fixed-term Parliaments Act had a provision that limited
the time within which writs for parliamentary elections could be
moved, and it is the latter that I think you would be wise to
introduce into this Bill.”

Lord Sumption also warned the Government at that
meeting. He said:

“I suspect that if the Prime Minister was effectively attempting
to rule without Parliament by simply failing to issue writs of
summons, the courts might well intervene for precisely the same
reasons that they intervened in the case of the prorogation…I
think it quite likely that the reasoning in Miller No. 2 would be
applied to that situation. But, because this is a very undesirable
state of affairs, I would very strongly urge you to introduce into
the Bill a provision with a time limit.”

Baroness Hale and Lord Sumption could not have been
clearer, but, six months later, the Government still have
not introduced anything of the sort and clause 3 remains
as it was back in January, in effect allowing the Government
to decide on the length of a Prorogation, the gap between
a Dissolution and an election and, indeed, the gap
between an election and the first sitting of a new Parliament.
They were warned by learned judges that that is not an
acceptable state of affairs and they have had six months
to do something about it, but it still does not appear in
the Bill. If the Bill is passed as the Government wish,
they will be able to do all of that in the hope of not
having the courts look at it.

Until now, the only vague explanation I have heard
about why the Government have not taken on the former
Supreme Court judges’ advice is on a basis of, “Trust
us—do you really think we would do such a thing?” The
obvious answer is yes, because they have form for doing
exactly that and have been found to have acted illegally.
When the Minister for the Constitution and Devolution
responds to the debate, will she explain why the Government
have not taken on their advice? Indeed, will the Government
finally seek to amend the Bill?

Under normal circumstances, a debate on whether
this Parliament chooses to fix a term between its general
elections is not something that the SNP would get
overly het up about. Indeed, we do not intend to be here
much longer. Hopefully, Scotland’s participation in UK
general elections will be a thing consigned to the history
books and children will learn about it alongside Robert
Burns, William Shakespeare, the moon landings and
how England came so close to winning the European
championships. I hope, and have little doubt that, when
established, our independent Scottish Parliament will
continue to use the current arrangement: the one whereby
everyone knows that, barring the collapse of the
Government and an inability to create a new one, Scottish
Parliament elections will take place on the first Thursday
of May in 2026. That is how it should be.

The Bill once again exposes the absurdity of the UK
not having a written constitution and reveals the inherent
weakness of a system which simply hopes that the
Executive branch do not do the things that, as a matter
of legal and constitutional theory, they are allowed to
do. Unfortunately, when the Executive decide to flex
their muscles at the expense of the legislature and the
judiciary, the failure to have adequate entrenched legal
constitutional constraints becomes all too apparent.
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As I have said several times, the Bill cannot be seen in
isolation and must be viewed as part of a concerted and
co-ordinated power grab on the part of the Executive;
one which, if they are successful, will give them even
greater powers over Parliament and the courts. That is
why the SNP will vigorously oppose it.

3.58 pm

Mr Robert Goodwill (Scarborough and Whitby) (Con):
First, may I put on the record how much I welcome the
Bill? Indeed, having served on the Joint Committee
chaired so ably by the noble Lord McLoughlin, who
has gone on from a distinguished career in this House
to—I hope—even greater things in the other place, I can
probably own up to knowing more about the constitutional
convolution surrounding this subject than it is healthy
for any person to know, with the possible exception of
the hon. Member for Rhondda (Chris Bryant).

I was slightly confused by the points made by the
shadow Minister, as Labour has a manifesto commitment
to repeal the Fixed-term Parliaments Act. I am not sure
whether we will see some backtracking on that. I was
also confused when she said that the Prime Minister of
the day could take the opportunity of the Opposition
being in disarray to call a general election. I have to say
that I could probably pick any day in the past five years,
and no doubt in the next four years, when that particular
situation could be in force.

When we started out on this journey, I took the view
that we should go as far as possible to restore the
situation to as it existed before the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act. At the end of our deliberations, I remained of the
same view, but we all came to understand better the
historical and constitutional context. It is important
that we restore the royal prerogative. Less important is
the academic discussion about whether it was merely in
abeyance and could be restored or had been abolished.
The Lascelles principles were discussed: the reasons
why the King or Queen could refuse the initiative from
No. 10 and, of course, the discretion around a request—or
is that advice?—to Her Majesty. Indeed the hon. Member
for Argyll and Bute (Brendan O’Hara) talked about
whether the Lascelles principles would still be in place.
We learned about the golden triangle—the communications
between the Queen’s private secretary, the Cabinet Secretary
and the Prime Minister’s private secretary—who would
head off an embarrassing situation for the monarch
who might have to turn down an election because it was
too soon after the previous election, because an alternative
Government could be formed, or because other situations
might mean that it was inappropriate to call that particular
election.

Jackie Doyle-Price: To emphasise the point that my
right hon. Friend has just made, the truth is not that a
monarch would never be put in a position where she
had to say no, but that what happens in our constitution
means that that question is never put until it is an
acceptable time for a general election. Putting it in rules
in the Fixed-term Parliaments Act got in the way of a
functioning electoral democracy.

Mr Goodwill: That is right. I am a big subscriber to
the view that if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. The situation
that we had worked for many years—during constitutional

crises, world wars and great political events in this
country. The people of this country have a great regard
for Her Majesty the Queen, and I feel that if anyone was
going to be put in that position, she is probably the best
person—with advice from those around her, including
the golden triangle, to make that decision.

Having been a member of the coalition Government,
I have to say that the Fixed-term Parliaments Act
worked well during the coalition period, steadying the
nerves of our Liberal Democrat partners against a snap
election. If the same situation were to happen again—
perhaps a Labour-SNP coalition, but probably not any
time soon—it could be dusted off again. I am not sure
whether those two coalition partners would make very
good bedfellows—certainly the image of Morecambe
and Wise sat reading their bedtime books does not
spring to mind, but who knows what might happen at
some point in the future.

In the meantime, this Bill restores the situation as it
was before 2020. It is a procedure that has stood the test
of time and, most importantly, cannot be challenged in
the courts. Let us remember the autumn of 2019 when,
three times, Labour proved that it was frightened of the
electorate and did not give the two-thirds majority for
an election. Indeed, in December 2019, we discovered
precisely why it was frightened of the electorate; it was
brought to book by the electorate for ignoring them
since the referendum decision was made. Hence I very
much support the need for the ouster clause in clause 3,
which ensures the belt and braces situation to which the
Secretary of State referred.

Finally, there is one improvement that we should
consider either for this Bill or for the forthcoming
elections Bill. Currently, when an election is called after
the customary wash-up, we have an election campaign
that lasts 25 working days. With weekends and bank
holidays, that means that we have more than 35 full
days on the campaign trail. That is far too long. My
view is that a campaign of that length is more likely to
turn off voters than to motivate them—I suspect that
Brenda from Bristol would agree with me.

I know that the returning officers will have all sorts of
reasons why they need more time, and no doubt the
party campaign managers will say that they do not have
enough time to organise their campaigns. I know that
the situation is different with overseas and more postal
voters, but surely there are technical solutions to those
issues. Perhaps, once every four of five years, our hard-
working council officials could do some overtime at
weekends if necessary. Let us have a 25-day election
campaign and not a 25 working day election campaign.

Elections never used to be this long. Many people
have already decided how they will vote. We should
minimise the time for which the Government are possibly
hamstrung during an election and cannot be scrutinised
or challenged by Parliament. I welcome the repeal of
the Fixed-term Parliaments Act, but look forward to
provisions to fix the length of the election at 25 days
only.

4.4 pm

Chris Bryant (Rhondda) (Lab): May I first say what
an utter delight it is to see the hon. Member for Norwich
North (Chloe Smith) in her place? Cancer is a bugger,
and quite a lot of us have been through it. At the rate we
are going, we will have a very large cancer survivors unit
here in Parliament, and we shall overcome.
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I know the right hon. Member for Surrey Heath
(Michael Gove) is not present, but there is nothing
more miserable than parts of one’s private life going
through the public domain. I wish him and Sarah well.

The hon. Member for Hazel Grove (Mr Wragg) has
come back. I was going to criticise him because he had
just departed, having said that he was looking forward
to hearing what I was going to say, but now he has returned.

I am afraid that I dislike the Bill from beginning to
end. I know it was in our manifesto that we would
repeal the 2011 Act, but there were lots of things in our
last manifesto with which I did not fully agree, so
merely saying that it was in our manifesto does not cut
the mustard. Our 2010 manifesto said that we wanted to
move towards a fixed-term Parliament and to hand over
significant elements of the prerogative to Parliament.
Indeed, I note that the Conservatives’ manifesto in 2010
said that they wanted to make
“the use of the Royal Prerogative subject to greater democratic
control”.

I supported bits of the 2011 Act when I was the
shadow Minister dealing with it at the time, in 2010.
There were bits of the Act that we criticised but, broadly
speaking, we supported it. What I object to in this Bill is
that it significantly increases the Government’s power
over Parliament. Indeed, when the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act was introduced, it was a major transfer of power
away from the Executive, and a major strengthening of
Parliament’s authority over its own lifetime. By definition,
this Bill is exactly the opposite of that. The Bill assumes
that all the players in the so-called golden triangle—why
on earth do we resort to such outdated concepts?—will
be good guys. I use the word “guys” advisedly, because
quite often they are guys, but of course there is a danger
that the Bill also brings the palace and the monarch
directly into party politics.

Dr Julian Lewis: The hon. Gentleman is making a
strong case that it should not be a question of the
Government against Parliament, but does he not agree
that it should not be a question of Parliament against
the people? That is the situation that we were nearly
stuck in, because the Government, by wanting to be
dissolved and have an election, wanted the people to
have the final say about Brexit, but Parliament did not
want the people to have the final say about Brexit. So
the hon. Gentleman needs to be very careful, because
there is a lot to be said for the Government not overruling
Parliament, but there is not much to be said for Parliament
not overruling Government when the Government are
trying to give the final decision to the people.

Chris Bryant: Well, my point is simply that we need to
have a level playing field in any general election. The
Bill deliberately gives the Government the upper hand.
It places them on the hill surrounding the territory. It
means that they determine the territory on which a
general election will be contested. They determine many
other aspects, such as who is able to vote, who is able to
register to vote, how the boundaries are constituted and
so on. I start to ask myself: how much power do the
Government want to have?

Dr Lewis: The hon. Gentleman is extremely kind in
giving way a second time. I do not think he answered
my point, which is that the key thing about Dissolution
is that we are giving power to the people to have the
final say.

On the hon. Gentleman’s other point, he says that the
Government are able to choose a time that is to their
advantage. The alternative is surely that when we have a
fixed date when the election has to be held, the Government
will still try to manipulate the situation so that it will
coincide to their advantage at that date. We cannot
really escape the question of manipulation entirely.

Chris Bryant: If there is a fixed date for a general
election, there are fewer options for the Government to
manipulate the situation. That is a publicly known fact
to everybody, so there is a level playing field. Indeed,
over the last 20 years or so we have had a set of rules in
this country that mean that in the six months before a
general election, the Opposition are allowed special
access to the civil service. If the Opposition do not even
know when the general election will be, they never have
that opportunity.

Time and again, the Government get to set the rules,
and there is a significant party political advantage to
being able to set the date of a general election. That is
why Governments never wanted to change that. They
did it in 2010 for 2015 only, because they wanted to solve
a specific problem. My biggest anxiety is that, while we
all love the fluidity of our constitution, the downside is
that it becomes the plaything of the Government of the
day who want to jig and rejig bits and pieces to benefit
themselves and keep themselves in power.

One instance of the kind of behaviour a Government
today might conceivably think of is to hold a general
election immediately after the new boundaries come in,
or immediately before the boundaries come in, for their
own party political advantage because that is how they
will have assessed that. Alternatively, they could decide
that we will not have a full judicial review producing a
report on the lessons learned from the covid pandemic
until after the date of the next general election. The
right hon. Member for New Forest East (Dr Lewis) is
absolutely right that it could be after 2025—they could
decide that it will not produce its result until 2027. My
point is that even if a report is about to be produced,
they could decide to have a general election.

The Minister herself gave evidence to our Joint
Committee on the Fixed-term Parliaments Act saying
that the public would punish nefarious activity of that
kind. I am not convinced by that, because in a general
election the public are making a whole series of decisions,
and the simple matter of whether the general election
should have been called is probably round about No.
535 on the list of issues that are of concern to them. My
simple point is that this is about having a level playing
field. We insist on that for other countries and democracies.
It is a fundamental principle of what constitutes a fair
democracy.

I will deal with some specifics, if I may. First, five years
is far too long for a Parliament. Over the past 200 years,
they have tended to run for about four years, including
when we had a seven-year term for Parliaments. It
would make far more sense for us to have a four-year
term—that would be more in keeping with the rest of
the country. If the Bill passes Second Reading, I will
table an amendment to curtail it to four years. We do
not even say that it is five years at the moment—it is five
years plus with the additional bits. The five years is not
from the start of one Parliament to the start of the next
Parliament; it is from the date of the Parliament’s first
sitting until the general election.
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The Government get to decide the date not only of a
Parliament’s first sitting but of its first sitting to transact
substantial and substantive business, which traditionally
starts with the First Reading of the Outlawries Bill,
followed by the Queen’s Speech. Even after the Queen’s
Speech, it is for the Government to decide when we
actually get into proper business and, during that period,
whether there might or might not be a motion of no
confidence. That means that after a general election,
such as when Baldwin lost the general election, there
had to be a motion of no confidence in the new Parliament,
but that depended on the Government bringing Parliament
to sit. We are almost unique in the world by not having
any provisions in statute or our Standing Orders
guaranteeing that the House will be able to transact
business within a certain number of days, let alone set
up Committees and all the rest.

I am very worried about snap elections, because often
they mean that parties are not able to provide a duty of
care towards potential candidates. I will mention only
one, Jared O’Mara. If we had had a more sensible run-
up to a general election, we would have served him better,
because we would have gone through a proper process
of selecting candidates. I could look at other instances
across the last few years. As Chair of the Committee on
Standards I am painfully aware that sometimes people
become candidates without being prepared, briefed and
given the support they need to enter into what can be a
very difficult and painful place.

We have already seen that the Government have
phenomenal powers over prorogation, and I simply do
not understand why the House of Commons cannot
have a vote beforehand. We would nearly always grant
it, but if there were any jiggery-pokery, we might not.
Government Members might say, “You are only doing
that for a party political reason.” We could point to the
Labour Government in the 1940s, who brought forward
a special prorogation so that three Sessions of Parliament
ran during one year, to meet the requirements of the
Parliament Act 1911. Why does prorogation remain a
simple act of the Executive? I think it is a mistake.
Indeed, it would assist the Government simply to say
that every time there is going to be a prorogation, just as
there is before a recess, there will be a vote in the House
of Commons.

I completely agree with the hon. Member for Hazel
Grove, although when he is being sarcastic and ironic it
is sometimes slightly difficult to determine which side of
his own argument he is on. I think he was suggesting
that the ouster clause may be a bit of an own goal. It
sounds a bit like, “the lady doth protest too much”. It is
as if we do not have confidence in the Bill of Rights.

Mr Wragg: I was being enigmatic.

Chris Bryant: The hon. Gentleman is the Mona Lisa
in so many ways. I do not know what to make of that.
My point is that the Government are protesting too
much. I think that is counterproductive and will lead to
the exact opposite of what they are trying to achieve.
They virtually invite the courts to have a pop at them,
which is a mistake. We should rely on the fact that
proceedings in Parliament shall not be impeached or
questioned in a court of law or any other place, under
the articles from the Bill of Rights.

I am concerned about what constitutes a confidence
motion. It should be perfectly possible to bring down a
Government by virtue of refusing to allow them either
money, or the basic thrust of their programme through
the Queen’s Speech, or a major item of foreign policy,
such as sending troops into war. In 1784 that was one of
the first reasons a Government were brought down by a
motion in the House. If I am honest, I was perplexed
when David Cameron and William Hague—now Lord
Hague—did not resign or even seem to think worthy of
comment the fact that they lost a vote on sending British
troops to war. In any other generation of our political
history, that would have meant the Government would
have fallen. This is an important principle: on big national
issues, whether something is a matter of confidence should
not simply be a matter for the Government. We all know
that money, major policies, and issues of war and peace
are fundamentally matters of confidence.

Mr Carmichael: I hesitate to intervene, but the record
should show that the particular motion to which the
hon. Gentleman refers from 2013 was not one that
committed the country to deploying troops. In fact, in
specifically guaranteed that before that happened, the
matter would come back before the House.

Chris Bryant: I think I am right in saying that the
original motion tabled by the Government did commit,
but the version carried by the House, which was an
Opposition amendment, said that the matter would be
brought back to the House.

Mr Carmichael indicated dissent.

Chris Bryant: Well, the record will have to be found,
won’t it. I completely agree with the comments made by
the right hon. Member for Scarborough and Whitby
(Mr Goodwill) about the election period being far too
long. I have some sympathy with the fact that many
people now vote by post, and there are issues for electoral
registration officers and all the rest. Honestly, however,
it cannot be beyond the wit of woman and man in this
country to bring a general election in a shorter period
than we currently do.

My bigger point—I will bring my remarks to a close
after this—is that the Government already have phenomenal
power in this country. In our system, the amount of
power that Government have in Westminster is most
extraordinary. They determine every single element of
the timetable and, indeed, they do more so now than
they did in the time of the second world war. If we think
of one of the big confidence debates, in 1939, there was
the debate on the summer recess, because people who
were opposed to appeasement were terrified that Neville
Chamberlain as Prime Minister was going to use the
recess to do a deal over Poland with Hitler. There was a
chance in those days for another Member to table an
amendment to the date of the recess. The rules now
specify that we cannot even table an amendment to the
date of the recess that has been tabled by a Government
Minister.

The same is true of nearly every element of our
expenditure. We cannot table a motion from the Opposition.
Only a Government Minister can table a motion changing
a tax, increasing a tax, laying a duty or a tax on the
people, or increasing expenditure. We barely do a process
of expenditure in our system at all. We do not really
have a Budget, not in the sense that any other country
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would understand that they have a Budget. We have a
statement by the Chancellor every year. The power that
Government hold in this country is absolutely phenomenal
and I do not think that simply to allow a few things
such as a vote on Prorogation and a vote on Dissolution
is too much to ask.

Jonathan Edwards: As a Welsh MP, I am sure that the
hon. Gentleman would agree that one benefit of a
fixed-term Parliament for this place is that there cannot
be a clash with Welsh elections. Although the Bill says
that there cannot be an election for the Senedd and a
general election at the same time, the Library note states:

“Regulations can be made to hold”

an “extraordinary general” election. The question for
us, if the Bill passes tonight, is: what are those extraordinary
circumstances and how will UK Ministers co-ordinate
with Welsh Ministers and the Welsh Parliament?

Chris Bryant: My personal view for some time has
been that it is probably for the convenience of the
people to have a more or less fixed time of the year
when we have elections. The beginning of May seems to
work for local elections and I do not see why it would
not work for most other elections. I am not personally
opposed to having several elections on the same day
either. I know others are, but I think that that would be
for the greater convenience of most people in the country.

My biggest fear is that the present Government have
a very high theology of strong government. It feels to
me akin to the Stuarts’ divine right of kings, which is
not to say that they feel that they have a divine right to
rule, but that they think that the Government have the
divine right to rule. What makes me think this is the
number of times that the Leader of the House—we had
it again today from the Chancellor of the Duchy of
Lancaster—referred to the “addled Parliament” of 1614.
It was the king who called it the “addled Parliament” in
1614 because the king did not get his way. There are
many ways of interpreting what happened in the last
Parliament, but the Government did not get their way—we
know that. I think that when the Government feel that
the constitution has to change because the Government
have not managed to get their way through Parliament,
that is a worrying moment.

The truth is that the whole of this system depends—I
mean the word “depends” deliberately—on a very, very
thin thread of confidence in the Government. I think a
better way of understanding politics is that Governments
govern by consent, and that consent is not just earned at
a general election. It is constantly earned and has to be
constantly earned in this arena—in here. I worry that
the Government do not feel that way. I personally do
not trust any Government who abrogate more powers
to themselves. It is even worse when a Government then
claim to do so in the name of democracy, as we heard in
the very first sentence of the Chancellor of the Duchy
of Lancaster’s contribution earlier. Such abrogation
nearly always rapidly descends into the arrogance of
office. I think that there is a particular irony in the fact
that the people who shouted “Take back control” again
and again now ratchet up their own control over the
British constitution.

Power is always best spread thin. Even a Cabinet
Minister is only dressed in a little brief authority. Our
constitution must never be a plaything of the Government
of the day.

4.24 pm

Alec Shelbrooke (Elmet and Rothwell) (Con): It is a
real privilege to follow the hon. Member for Rhondda
(Chris Bryant). I want to expand on his closing remarks,
because I think we need to strip back to why we are
doing this, and I will start by talking about faith in
democracy.

The reality is that in the last six months of 2019, and
certainly in the autumn of 2019, the public did not have
faith in this place. That is a simple fact—we had only to
look at our inboxes and at the comments being made.
We were not doing anything, we were not getting anywhere
and we had a Speaker who, quite frankly, acted disgracefully
on many an occasion, going way beyond the remit
within which he should have operated. All that that did,
from the public’s point of view, was make them say,
“You are pointless. We have given you an instruction in
a referendum and in a general election, but two years after
the 2017 general election, you have still achieved nothing.”

The reason we did not achieve anything was that we
were gridlocked. The hon. Member for Edinburgh West
(Christine Jardine) made a comment today that was
used so many times in that period: she said that people
were looking for us to come to this place and solve the
issues. I heard that phrase used throughout the argument,
but what it actually meant was “People are looking for
you to agree with me, to do what I say and to ignore
what you want to say.” It was a 50-50 Parliament, really:
it kept hitting gridlock and we did not get anywhere.

As I said in my intervention on the hon. Member for
Lancaster and Fleetwood (Cat Smith), for whom I have
a great deal of respect—I am looking forward to debates
with her in Committee—the games that were played at
the time did no favours to this place. The fact that
24 hours before we finally dissolved the last Parliament
we had failed to dissolve it under the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act, but then a one-line Bill got the two-thirds majority
and got the Government to choose the date of the election,
added to the sense of “What are you all playing at?”

Chris Bryant: I am sorry to do this, but I just want to
push back against the words “game playing”. There
were very passionately held views on both sides of the
argument on every single constitutional matter that was
going on. I do not think that anybody was playing a
game. Everybody was in deadly earnest—we just disagreed.

Alec Shelbrooke: I accept the hon. Gentleman’s
intervention about the choice of language, and I will
change it. His observation is well made and he makes it
earnestly.

What I will therefore say is that what happened almost
showed that we should have dissolved the last Parliament
much earlier. It was going nowhere. We created a situation
in which passions were high about the constitutional
issues, but we just never made any progress—yet for all
the calls from people outside saying “Resign!”, we could
not. The ultimate act of resignation is for a Government
to call a general election: they do not know whether
they will be re-appointed. The Government literally could
not resign.

Mr Carmichael: The hon. Gentleman touches on
points that the hon. Member for Rhondda (Chris Bryant)
raised at the very end of his speech. I was part of the
process of discussion and eventually we did get an
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election in 2019, because the Government were prepared
to talk to other parties and bring them along. That runs
to the heart of the whole difficulty throughout the
Parliament of 2017 to 2019: the Government decided
on their position, whatever it happened to be on that
day. It was never the same position all the time, but it
was their way or the highway. Surely the point is, as the
hon. Member for Rhondda and others have said throughout
this debate, that it is for Parliament as a whole, and not
just the Government on their own, to make these decisions.

Alec Shelbrooke: Parliament failed, and it failed day
in and day out, week in and week out. It does not
matter, to go back over these arguments, whether people
should have shifted to my position or gone to another
position. The now Leader of the Opposition spent hours
and hours in No. 10 Downing Street, and every time we
thought a deal had been made, he scuppered it and moved
the goalposts.

Parliament did not work. It is all very well to say that
we should have taken particular positions, but the history
books show that it failed at every attempt. The way out
of that situation is to go back to the people and to lay it
on the table. That happened far too late, and in this
place we undermined several attempts along the way.

I honestly believe that we have to be very careful at
the moment. It is getting better now, but we have been
through a period in which the value of the democratic
processes in many democracies has been questioned.
We have just seen a narcissistic, arrogant now ex-President
of the United States with, quite frankly, low political
intellectual ability, undermine the entire system to the
point he literally caused five people to die because he
did not accept the result of an election. He used social
media and all the other things to stir it up by saying, “I
won this election.” He clearly did not, but most polling
shows that a whole swathe of voters in America think
that he did, which again undermines democracy.

We still have some way to go to make sure we have the
ability to dissolve a failing Parliament and go back to
the people. It comes back to the point, which I have used
in many a speech, of trusting the people. There have
been comments today about how a Government could
perhaps abuse a Bill, how we might not recall Parliament,
how we could choose the date of the election or how we
could delay and do all these things. I promise that the
public would give us a right kicking if we did that.

One of the reasons the 2017 general election was,
frankly, a disaster for my party was that we were looking
to cash in. The people thought, “You are just trying to
take advantage of the situation. You don’t actually need
to have this election,” and we were punished for it. The
public are not stupid; they recognise what goes on, and
they have their own concerns. Ultimately, they give their
verdict on us at the ballot box. Leading up to the
December 2019 general election, the public thought
that things had to change. It was noticeable that, whether
people were remainers or leavers, they just wanted the
situation resolved, which is why the result was the way
it was.

I do not think what went on over the Prorogation
helped the situation in any shape or form. Lord Roskill,
in Council of Civil Service Unions v. Minister for the
Civil Service 1985, stated that in his view prerogative

powers were not susceptible to judicial review, yet that is
pretty much exactly what happened, and it was applied
retrospectively. There is precedent for longer Prorogations.

Again, it all added to the view—I do not want to use
theword“establishment”,andthehon.MemberforRhondda
(Chris Bryant) might once again advise me on better
language—that the establishment was against the view
of the people and was trying to thwart clear instructions
that had been given. And we remained powerless in this
place to do anything about it, which was the fundamental
problem.

I have been in this place long enough to know that,
going into Committee, it is unwise to take a fixed
position on Second Reading. I am over the moon to see
my hon. Friend the Minister back in the House today.
She looks in fine health and it is a source of great joy to
us all to see her back in her place. I know she will be
listening to all the contributions being made, including
from the hon. Member for Rhondda. I remember being
a new MP, and he and I sparring over the Fixed-term
Parliaments Bill and the issue of four years or five years.

Chris Bryant: You voted for it.

Alec Shelbrooke: The hon. Gentleman is quite right: I
did indeed vote for that Bill. I think what has been
slightly overlooked in these arguments is that the question
of stability at a time when the markets were in disarray
over what happened was very important. We had not
had to deal with those parliamentary maths, I believe,
for nigh on 70 years and something had to take place to
calm the markets. So that is why I think it is was worth it
at the time. It is worth listening to the hon. Gentleman’s
views on years. I still think five years is acceptable and
he thinks four years. As my right hon. Friend the
Member for Scarborough and Whitby (Mr Goodwill)
outlined, we really do need to shorten these elections.

Overall, the Bill is an important healing mechanism
and stepping stone to starting to restore faith. If a
Parliament in future ends up again in the situation we
ended up in, where views were deeply entrenched and
would not budge on either side of the argument, then
surely, we must easily be able to dissolve that Parliament
and go back to the people. We must always trust the people.

4.36 pm

Owen Thompson (Midlothian) (SNP): Some people
might feel that this place can be a tad old fashioned, but
the Bill makes the system that was abolished in 2011
seem almost progressive. It is not just the restoration of
the previous prerogative powers; it is using statute to
move to a system with even less accountability for the
Executive.

Another chance is being grabbed by this Government,
with all their centralising tendencies, to cut the checks
and balances of Parliament and abandon any pretence
of the separation of powers. There will be no role for
parliamentarians, no role for the courts and no attempt
to set out the kind of circumstances where the Queen
could refuse a Dissolution request, such as the Lascelles
principles. As a democrat, I believe it is right that an
unelected monarch should not get involved. But even at
that, this is such a bad position to be put in to have to
overrule the bad decisions of Government. Apart from
anything else, I am sure she would be too busy if she
tried to deal with the bad decisions of this current
Government. There is no longer a role for MPs, no
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place for the courts and the Queen is left as the last
check. The type of circumstances where that might
apply should at least be set out, rather than the business
being done by a nod or a wink.

There were clearly problems with the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act and I have some sympathy with the
arguments to get rid of it. Most democracies can sensibly
manage fixed terms, it has to be said, including the far
more modern and efficient Parliament in Scotland. The
approach makes perhaps for less democratic theatre,
but for better long-term planning and more sensible
Government decisions, which I am sure the public would
welcome. However, five years is a very long time in this
place. The Government party is usually chock-a-block
with power-hungry schemers keen to get the knives out
on their own side as quickly as possible. The official
Opposition are usually far too busy chewing their own
tail to bother with distractions such as actually opposing
the Government. Elections can offer a temporary relief
from the pain of listening to the baying mobs on the
green Benches and offer a vague hope to the electorate
that something better is on the horizon. It is little
wonder that, outside wartime, no Parliament in the past
100 years has lasted the five-year distance.

There may be issues with the fixed-term legislation,
but that does not mean we should simply throw the
baby out with the bath water and give all the power to
this Prime Minister to choose when and if it suits. The
interests of the nations this Parliament is supposed to
serve should come before the whim or ego of anyone,
man or woman. It is not so much the principle of the
Bill—perhaps even the most questionable clauses can
be justified—but the alarm bells that are set off, as my
hon. Friend the Member for Argyll and Bute (Brendan
O’Hara) indicated earlier, when we look at the bigger
picture: the behaviour about which all democrats should
be concerned, whether it is the Government challenged
on their lack of accountability or transparency, or the
knee-jerk response to strip power away from those who
challenge them. We saw that when the Prime Minister
removed the Whip from those who simply disagreed
with him—loyal Conservatives every one of them. We
saw it when they illegally prorogued Parliament and in
the Miller-Cherry case established by the Supreme Court.
Now we see it in the ouster clause making it clear that
any potential questioning of the Executive through the
courts will no longer be tolerated. No wonder we on the
SNP Benches are suspicious of the Government’s motives.
This comes at a time when there is a systematic weakening
of judicial review under way and the public are having
their fundamental rights to protest curbed.

We have seen evidence of the same worrying approach
to challenge when it comes to the Electoral Commission.
The UK Government seem determined to strip powers
from the watchdog that oversees elections and ensures
the integrity and transparency of party election finance.
Given the very real threats to our democracy from
systematic disinformation and the election-changing
influences of dark money, it is very clear that this
independence is needed more now than ever before, rather
than being watered down. Yet at this fragile time for our
structures, the Government are choosing to remove the
Electoral Commission’s powers to prosecute.

It might be a coincidence, and I am certainly willing
to hear arguments for that case, but that proposal was
brought forward just shortly after an investigation into

donors who helped the current Prime Minister to buy
wallpaper. It might just be chance, or it might not
be—who knows? When these things are all added together,
it leads to a perception that backs up the case to give us
real suspicion as to the motives behind this Bill. Then
we look at the issues around those who happen to be
friends or have donated money—the donors and colleagues.
Perhaps the Government could do a bit more to restore
trust and faith in democracy than simply taking more
power into the Executive. There are unanswered questions
that still sit and fester and give no confidence to the
public.

Where we are just now, it seems that this Government
have given up on democracy altogether. It looks as though
a stash of cash and a vested interest or two, or the right
school tie, is what is needed to get into the corridors of
power, and it stinks. As an excuse for bypassing democracy,
the Prime Minister says that he wants to “get things
done”, but so do many people around the world whom
this place would often seriously challenge. Getting things
right might take a little bit more time, but it stops the
cronyism, corruption and rotting at the heart of any
democratic structure.

The problems that caused the paralysis in 2019 were
not the fault of the Fixed-term Parliaments Act; they
were the fault of an intransigent Government. It is like
a bad workperson blaming their tools. We may have left
the EU, but the tricky questions were still there to be
dealt with. They were pushed away for another day
because the answers could not be found. Brexit was just
steamrollered through without a care for the consequences,
which continue to manifest themselves in ordinary lives
even today. No doubt when things get too difficult we
will see a familiar picture of another Tory leader running
for the hills with their and their cronies’ wealth secured
and the important numbers in their pockets in case they
want to take up expensive lobbying jobs. Meanwhile, we
still do not know how to square the circle of having no
trade border with the EU, while having secured the
right to dump all the EU’s standards for trade. Nor are
we getting the chance to scrutinise properly decisions
taken in rushed, desperate-looking trade deals with
countries such as Australia that will change the face of
farming in this country.

While I agree that there needs to be change to the
electoral processes, the changes need to be in the opposite
direction to that taken by this Government. We need
greater openness, more transparency, more power for
Parliament and independent watchdogs, including the
judiciary, and more chances to hold the Executive to
account. It is ironic that the Government accuse my
party of being obsessed with the constitution when
in reality they have been endlessly tinkering with the
constitutional structures since coming to power. We in
the SNP have a cause to improve active participation of
all citizens in Scotland, and active engagement with the
electorate has got to be a part of that process. That is a
long campaign that I certainly have no issues with,
because actually engaging with the electorate gives a
better understanding and makes sure that all can be better
informed.

Elements of this Bill are just a small but symbolic
part of the centralising tendencies that continue to
dominate under the opaque nature of this Government.
If this is the route that Westminster wishes to take, I
and my colleagues in the SNP cannot stand by and
watch as the Government continue to attack and undermine
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democracy. I recognise that both the Conservative and
Labour parties had the intention to repeal the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act in their manifestos, but that does not
mean at any cost. As the Government travel further
from democracy, we will stand as defenders of that
democracy and respect the democratic decisions of the
people we represent. The Scottish Government and the
Scottish Parliament have a clear mandate for a referendum
on the future of our country, to take place during this
electoral term, and if the Fixed-term Parliaments Act is
repealed in this way, that could come sooner than
expected.

4.44 pm

Craig Whittaker (Calder Valley) (Con) [V]: I want to
put on the record what an honour it was to be part of
the Joint Committee on the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act, which was superbly and ably led by Lord McLoughlin.
Our task was to look at the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act, which, as history has shown, has become totally
unfit for purpose.

Although there was much debate and much evidence
was taken on the Committee, it is important to say that
the Committee’s report was an accurate reflection of
the general views of the Committee. That does not
mean that we did not have a robust debate and discussion
of some of the elements of the draft legislation put
before us, but the end result was that everyone agreed
that the legislation needed to be the change before us,
and restoring the status quo prior to the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act seemed to be the logical thing to do for
the majority.

I want to talk today on two elements of the Bill that
drew alternative views and evidence from our panels of
witnesses. The first is the so-called ouster clause. That
proposal brought much scrutiny, views and evidence
not just from our panel but from the members of the
Committee. The Committee recognises that views differ
as to whether the Government’s approach on justiciability
is the best one. A minority of Committee members, as
we have heard today from my hon. Friend the Member
for Hazel Grove (Mr Wragg) , and I may say grunted
quite loudly from a sedentary position by my hon.
Friend the Member for Thurrock (Jackie Doyle-Price),
believe that a House of Commons vote on a dissolution
would be a protection against impeaching and questioning
by the courts because of article 9 of the Bill of Rights of
1688. Such a vote would, in their view, give us a better
guarantee than an ouster clause against unwarranted
judicial involvement, and would avoid setting a precedent
for ouster clauses in future legislation. That was one view.

Some members of the Committee have expressed
doubts as to whether the belt and braces, or sledgehammer,
approach of an ouster clause is really necessary if the
courts will not in practice entertain legal challenges to
dissolution. Provided it is clear that dissolution and
calling of Parliaments are a personal prerogative, and
that the monarch’s veto over requests is real rather than
ceremonial, they are satisfied that the courts would
never—almost never—grant an application for judicial
review of a decision to dissolve Parliament.

The majority view of the Committee, however—I am
one of that majority—accepts that the general presumption
is that Parliament does not intend to oust the jurisdiction

of the courts; the Executive should be accountable to
both the courts and to Parliament, too. None the less, in
principle, the majority believe that Parliament should
be able to designate certain matters as ones that are to
be resolved in the political, rather than the judicial sphere,
and that Parliament should accordingly be able to restrict
and, in rare cases, entirely exclude the jurisdiction of
the courts. This position, of course, is not inherently
incompatible with the rule of law, even if ousting the
courts’ jurisdiction will often be in tension with it, so
that a [Inaudible] ouster would rarely be appropriate.
In this case, when the power in question is to enable the
electorate to determine who should hold the power, we
consider the ouster to be acceptable. It also sends a very
clear message to the courts what the spirit of the Bill intends.

My second and final point on the Bill is on the
Electoral Registration and Administration Act 2013,
which extended the length of the electoral timetable for
UK elections from 17 working days to 25 working days.
At the time, it was done to ensure the smooth and
effective running of our elections. It also recognised the
complexity of elections, in so far as the current Bill is
compatible with ensuring that the register is up to date
and that proxy and postal votes, including those of
overseas voters, are possible. This Bill retains the 25 working
day period between dissolution and polling day to ensure
the supposedly continued operability of our electoral
system. However, the lengthening of the election period
has meant that the time between the dissolution of
Parliament and its return is also lengthened. Although
we consider that the country should be without Parliament
for as short a time as possible, this must be balanced
with the need to ensure that as many citizens as possible
can register to vote and exercise their democratic right
to vote in elections.

We had, if my memory serves me correctly, a unanimous
feeling that we would like to see a significant reduction
in the election timetable, as this 25-day period is for the
benefit of the administrators rather than the electorate.
Our proposal in the report is that a cross-party working
party should be established by the Government to examine
how the general election campaign period could be
shortened from 25 days without compromising voter
participation, including through the increased use of
technology and increased focus on year-round voter
registration. This would be a better approach to seeing
how we can have a robust and transparent approach to
democratic elections for the benefit of those who participate,
rather than for the benefit of those who administer.

I support the Bill before us, which genuinely appears
to have taken note of the plethora of robust debates
and evidence from many quarters of this House, and
that is before it has been subjected, from today, to the
scrutiny of the House as well. My only request is that
the Government look again at my final point on reducing
the 25 working day requirement for the electoral timetable.
I believe that, with modern-day technology and amended
processes, that can be achieved quite easily, without
compromising voter participation, in an open and
transparent way. It would also future-proof our electoral
system further around technological advances, which in
my view should be embraced.

4.52 pm

Mr Alistair Carmichael (Orkney and Shetland) (LD):
I am delighted to have the opportunity to make a
contribution to the debate. I am sorry that the Minister
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for the Constitution and Devolution, the hon. Member
for Norwich North (Chloe Smith), has just left the
Chamber. I would just place on record—and I hope she
will see it at some point on her return—that for me, as
for so many others in this debate, it is a matter of
genuine delight and joy to see her back in the House.
Contrary to what we might read in some parts of the
press, a lot of Members of Parliament are held in
respect, but the hon. Lady is someone who is held not
just in respect but in affection. The manner in which she
has tackled her illness has been an inspiration to many,
and we are delighted to see her back.

Madam Deputy Speaker, I hope that you will indulge
me for a minute or two while I pick over some of the
history of this matter and of the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act. I am not quite the last man standing from that
period, but I am one of the last few. It is often said that
history is written by the victors. Well, not even my sense
of hyperbole would allow me to describe the Liberal
Democrats as the victors in that episode in our political
history, but I think it is important that we put a few
matters on record.

The Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, in opening
the debate, said that the Fixed-term Parliaments Act
was a “child of its time”. I openly accept that, at the
start of the quite remarkable political adventure that
was the coalition Government, the necessary trust that
people might have had in a single-party Government
was not there and, yes, the Fixed-term Parliaments Act
was a necessary safeguard for both parties to ensure
that the Government would last the whole term. Remember
what it was like at the start of that Government. All the
commentators and all the clever people said, “This won’t
last a month”and then, “It’ll not last two months”. They
said that that Government would not last three months,
then six months and then that they would not last a year.
And then, eventually, it was accepted that that Government
were going to last the whole term, as indeed they did.

The coalition Government did a lot of things that
were very necessary in the interests of economic rebuilding
after the crash of 2008, and it was necessary that we had
five years of stability to be able to take those decisions.

Alec Shelbrooke: I agree with the point that the right
hon. Gentleman agree has just made. He will recall that,
just before the 2010 general election, the then Governor
of the Bank of England, Mervyn King, said that whoever
ran the next Government would be out of power for a
generation because of the decisions they would have to
make. Actually, we were able to bring that stability to
the coalition, and one of the reasons that I happily backed
the Fixed-term Parliaments Act then was to bring that
stability. The public saw that there were two parties
from different political spheres willing to do what needed
to be done. I know that the right hon. Gentleman and I
are on different sides of the coin when it comes to
repealing that Act, but it is important to say why we
both agreed on the importance of the Act at that time.

Mr Carmichael: I often say that the spending decisions
that were taken—although, when they were implemented,
they were actually the same as the ones that Alistair
Darling had put in his last Budget in March 2010—were
not taken on a whim; they were taken on the advice of
the Governor of the Bank of England, and when that
advice is given, any responsible politician or parliamentarian
should listen to it.

I fully acknowledge what the Chancellor of the Duchy
of Lancaster said about that Act being a “child of its
time”, but it was more than that. As I think the hon.
Member for Rhondda (Chris Bryant) said, the fixing of
the parliamentary term was in Labour’s 2010 manifesto,
and the regulation of and accountability over the exercise
of the royal prerogative was in the Conservatives’ 2010
manifesto. For my party, it had been a long-standing
policy. We saw it as a necessary modernisation, and the
logical conclusion of getting rid of it in the way in
which the Government seek to do through this Bill
would mean that we were risking taking significant
steps backwards in terms of constitutional integrity
and electoral law. I shall return to that point.

Anthony Mangnall: I am sorry to interrupt the right
hon. Gentleman, but the last line of clause 2(1) reads

“as if the Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011 had never been
enacted.”

The emphasis of those words means that we are going
back to a point where that Act had never been enacted.
Is that not the point—that we are going back to how it
was, not trying to make changes going forward?

Mr Carmichael: The point is that, as I said, it was a
necessary modernisation; we are undoing something
that, 10 or 11 years ago, was a necessary modernisation.

The Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster spoke about
the Ted Heath Government in the 1970s. The world was
a very different place in the 1970s. I suspect that the
hon. Member for Totnes (Anthony Mangnall) is not old
enough to remember it. I should place on record that,
notwithstanding the imminence of my 56th birthday, I
only have a child’s recollection of that time. However,
the conduct of elections was very different, and, of course,
the general elections in the 1970s were to the only
Parliament that people could be elected.

We now have a very different situation. We have a
ParliamentinEdinburgh,aSeneddinWalesandanAssembly
in Northern Ireland, and they operate on fixed terms.
Indeed, the Scottish Parliament—as my hon. Friend the
Member for Edinburgh West (Christine Jardine) reminded
me earlier—changed its terms in order to keep its elections
in lockstep with, albeit at a different time from, the
elections to this place. There was also the very different
way in which campaigns were financed then.

One of the most significant and concerning aspects
of the Bill is that everybody is in the same position as
far as the short regulated period for expenditure is
concerned, but when we do not know how long the
Parliament will be and when the general election will
come, the setting of the start of the long period is
effectively done retrospectively. We can be caught for
expenditure that we did not know we would be caught
for, or, as is more likely to be the case, we can ladle
money in, because every political campaigner will say
that early money is what buys results. To my mind, that
is one of the reasons why the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act was a necessary modernisation in 2011. To take it
away now actually risks a more substantial unbalancing
of the playing field than anybody from the Treasury has
thus far acknowledged.

I say gently to right hon. and hon. Members on the
Government Benches that it might seem like a good
idea today, while they are in government, but that will
not last forever. The first election in which I actively

823 8246 JULY 2021Dissolution and Calling of
Parliament Bill

Dissolution and Calling of
Parliament Bill



[Mr Carmichael]

campaigned was in 1983, when we all said that the
Labour party was finished and there would never be
another Labour Government. Then, in 1997, we said
exactly the opposite: that the Conservatives would never
again be in government. Yes, they have the whip hand
today, but the day will come when they are sitting on the
Opposition Benches, and they should consider how
they will feel if the Government of the day treat them
and their access to the playing field in this way.

Anthony Mangnall: I am sorry to inform the hon.
Gentleman that I still was not born in 1983. If we do
not know when an election is coming—I think this goes
to the point made by the hon. Member for Midlothian
(Owen Thompson)—we will find ourselves campaigning
more regularly. There is a better form of direct democracy,
because we are all required to be out there canvassing
all the time. That has its advantages, in the sense of the
engagement that we have with our constituents.

Mr Carmichael: Let me just say that the pattern of
campaigning across the constituencies represented in
this House is far from uniform. I spent a significant
amount of time in Chesham and Amersham not that
long ago, for reasons that will be understood. I was a
great admirer of the late Cheryl Gillan—she was another
one for whom I held not just respect, but affection—but
it was apparent that the Conservatives’ campaigning
machine in that constituency had perhaps been left in
the garage for a few years longer than was necessarily
helpful. If what we are about is engaging the electorate
on an ongoing basis, I am all for that. Indeed, I suggest
to the hon. Gentleman that the best way to achieve that
would be by getting rid of the notion of safe seats,
which is a product of the first-past-the-post system, so I
will look to enlist his support the next time my party
brings forward proposals for introducing proportional
representation.

I can see that your smile is becoming increasingly
indulgent, Madam Deputy Speaker, so I will not carry
on down this route for too long, but it is surely an
important principle that we should never hand to one of
the runners the starting pistol that will start the race.
Whatever view people take of the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act, the principle that Parliament should be in control
of its own timetable and election is surely something
that all those who fought so hard to bring back control
to Parliament would have found an easy sell.

There has been some talk about the Lascelles principles.
My concern about the exclusion of any decision to
dissolve Parliament from justiciability, as we find in
clause 3, is that the debate is essentially about constitutional
theory. If the Prime Minister were to go to the Queen
and ask for a Dissolution and she were to refuse him, I
suspect that, given the standing that the Queen has in
the public’s affection, it is probably a constitutional crisis
that we and the monarchy could survive. I cannot honestly
imagine it ever happening, but given everything else that
has happened in this country over the past six years, we
should perhaps try to legislate not just for those things
that we can imagine happening. The day may come
when we have a different monarch—well, the day will
come—and perhaps that monarch will need time to
establish their standing in the way that Her Majesty has
been able to do. For that future monarch, the temptation
may be not to risk the instability.

Essentially, my concern—this is what the Lascelles
principles were designed to avoid—is that the Bill as
currently constituted risks bringing the monarchy into
active partisan party politics. That is something we
should countenance only with the very greatest of caution
and the most careful consideration.

Jackie Doyle-Price: The truth of the matter is that
our constitution does behave in a very dignified way. We
know that Prime Ministers’ audiences with the monarch
are, most of the time, entirely confidential—other than
when Prime Ministers choose to leak them. I think we
can trust Her Majesty never to utter what has been said
to her in the confines of her study on those occasions.
On that basis, can we actually be sure that those discussions
have never taken place?

Mr Carmichael: No, we cannot. That is the self-evident
answer to that question. I am fairly confident that
conversations will be had by, as it were, the support
teams on either side on a highly theoretical and hypothetical
question, such as, “Well, in the event that this were to
happen…” Indeed, that was why Lascelles wrote his
letter to The Times in the first place—to give a bit of
necessary transparency and certainty to the whole process,
which in truth, because it is rooted in convention, has
neither transparency nor certainty.

Ultimately, what we show here is that the insistence
on continuing with an unwritten constitution becomes
more and more difficult with every year that passes.
Ultimately, that is something we will have to recognise.
It will be the mother and father of all tasks to get the
necessary consensus to codify it, but in an age when all
the constitutional changes that we have had in the past
few decades are there competing with the sovereignty of
this House within Parliament in particular, it is in
everybody’s interests that we should find the moment to
do that. This is not the moment, for the avoidance of
doubt. I think Parliament would need some time to be
clear of its current concerns before we could undertake
that.

Finally, I want to say a few words about the conduct
of the 2017-19 Parliament. It is a shame that the hon.
Member for Hazel Grove (Mr Wragg) is no longer in his
place, because he outlined all the various actors in these
dramas and how some might be seen to have executed
their obligations better than others, but it is inevitably
the case that where we have a system that relies on
checks and balances, every time somebody takes out a
check, somewhere else we have to adjust the balance.
That is why although I felt exceptionally uneasy about
the way former Speaker Bercow made some of his
decisions, I thought they were necessary because the
Government were getting close to abusing the substantial
amounts of power that an unwritten constitution based
on convention gave them. That is why instead of relying
on nods and winks, and checks and balances, it is better
that we should write it all down, as then everyone would
know where they stood.

I do not think there is any hyperbole here, and it is
overstating the case somewhat to suggest that the political
turmoil of the 2017-2019 Parliament was a consequence
of the term of Parliament having been fixed in 2017;
there were lots of political reasons for that, most of
them to do with the internal splits and divisions in the
Conservatives, as the minority governing party after
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2017. The fact that they had a minority set the political
tone of that whole Government. Somebody said earlier
that the election was far too late by November 2019.
When would have been the right time? Perhaps it was
when the Prime Minister became Prime Minister in July
of that year, but I do not remember him having any
great appetite for having an election at that point.

The truth of the matter is that we eventually had an
election in 2019, at probably the worst time of year to
be campaigning in Orkney and Shetland—we are never
going through that again. That election required the
Government of the day to work with the Opposition,
with us and with the Scottish nationalists, and that is
how it should be. That is effectively how the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act did its job, when the Government
eventually allowed it to do so. That is why I deeply regret
this Government’s decision to repeal it, and why my
party will be opposing them in the Lobby this evening.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Rosie Winterton): We
now have nine more speakers, which means that, allowing
for the wind-ups, we need speeches to be just under
10 minutes. No. 11 on the list has withdrawn, so we will
go straight to Christine Jardine.

5.12 pm

Christine Jardine (Edinburgh West) (LD): Thank you,
Madam Deputy Speaker. I can assure you that I will
take much less than 10 minutes. In this debate we have
gone over the constitutional law aspects of the Bill, and
we have talked much about the Parliament of 2017 to
2019 and the implications of the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act. I wish to look at one aspect that I do not think has
been discussed sufficiently, which is that as a new Member
of Parliament in 2017, I came into a situation where
there was constant speculation about the possibility of
an early election.

Almost every week between 2017 and December 2019,
we discussed the possibility of a general election and
when it would be—this year, next year or next month.
That causes instability, and not only within Parliament
for its Members, who are trying to figure out what they
should be doing; but how does one govern in a situation
where the Government could end at any moment and
one could be going into a general election?

We have talked a lot about the public and their
perception of Parliament today, and between 2017 and
2019 they were dissatisfied with the uncertainty about
where their Government were going and what was
going to happen. Business was unhappy with it, and it
disrupted much of the personal, commercial and industrial
life of the country.

Andrew Bowie (West Aberdeenshire and Kincardine)
(Con): I am listening to the hon. Member intently. Was
the problem between 2017 and 2019 not precisely the
opposite, in that there was no way to have an election so
that the Government could get on with governing and
we could get business transacted in this place? Was it
not the exact opposite of what she is describing that
posed so many of the issues that we faced in those years?

Christine Jardine: I thank the hon. Member for his
contribution, but I would say that it was actually the
opposite. If we all cast our minds back to 2017 when the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act was in place, we will remember

that we had a snap general election because the Government
wanted a general election. The Fixed-term Parliaments
Act allowed for that. Then, between 2017 and 2019, the
Government chose to behave like a majority Government
when they were not one. The right hon. Member for
Elmet and Rothwell (Alec Shelbrooke) said earlier that
we had an instruction from the public; we did not. We
had a divided country and a divided Parliament as a
result. We did not have a majority and we had uncertainty
and a Government who did not accept that to get
anything done, they had to find a way to work with the
other parties. That was the problem between 2017 and
2019.

Ironically, as my right hon. Friend the Member for
Orkney and Shetland (Mr Carmichael) said, in 2019 we
were able to come to a general election, even though it
was in December, because the Government realised that
they had to find a way and talk to people. In that
respect, the Fixed-term Parliaments Act did not fail; it
proved its worth in allowing the Government to be
flexible enough to do that. Contrary to what the hon.
Member for Argyll and Bute (Brendan O’Hara) said,
the devolution Act allows for the same possibility in
Scotland: if it is not possible for the Government to
govern, there will be an election. I accept that the Fixed-
term Parliaments Act is not perfect, but I do think it
allows for some stability. It allows a Government, an
Opposition and the public to know that there will be a
period of stability if there is a majority Government.

Andrew Bowie: The hon. Member is being kind and
indulgent of me in giving way. The simple fact is that
the reason why we were able to have a snap election in
2017 was that two thirds of the House of Commons
voted for it. That was never going to be the case at any
point between 2017 and 2019; in fact, we had the
farcical scenes of the Prime Minister wanting to dissolve
his own Government to go to the country and the
Leader of the Opposition agreeing, but not just yet. The
hon. Member suggests that the uncertainty was brought
about because the threat of an election was hanging over
us, when actually the exact opposite was the case.

Christine Jardine: I am afraid I beg to differ. For me
and for many people I know, the instability was because
the Government did not accept the reality of the situation
we were in and act accordingly. We could spend the rest
of the evening debating what the Government did between
2017 and 2019 but we would not change it.

The fact of the matter remains that we had a general
election in 2019 and we are now discussing the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act, which I believe offers this country the
opportunity for the same sort of stability as we see in
democracies around the world and within our own
democracy. If the Fixed-term Parliaments Act is repealed,
this place will be perhaps the only sphere of government—
local, national or devolved—in the United Kingdom
that does not have a fixed term. It is not just about those
elected to this place; those who work for it and for the
elected representatives do not have the certainty and
security of knowing what the term of a Parliament will
be. That is why, as I said, I believe that although the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act was not perfect, it was, as
my right hon. Friend the Member for Orkney and
Shetland said, a necessary modernisation and a recognition
that the way we had done things up to 2011 had to be
changed. We had to come into the 21st century, with a

827 8286 JULY 2021Dissolution and Calling of
Parliament Bill

Dissolution and Calling of
Parliament Bill



[Christine Jardine]

fixed-term Parliament with the flexibility to have an
election but the stability that the country not only needed
at that time but needs right now because of covid-19.

What happened in 2010 was not something that will
never happen again. The situation that the country
faced—the crisis that needed stability—was not something
that happens only once in history. It has happened before
and it will happen again and, as I have said, it is happening
now. What the people of this country need from us is
the certainty and the stability of what their future will
be. That is why they elected us. We should not need the
threat of a general election to be out there talking to
and engaging with our constituents and listening to
what they say. If we do, then we have failed.

The hon. Member for Argyll and Bute (Brendan
O’Hara) described this Bill as a power grab and, in that,
I have to agree with him. It is taking power away from
Parliament. It is taking power away from the Members
of Parliament and, in doing so, from the elected
representatives, and placing it in the hands of the
Government and only the Government. It is making the
timing of a general election the whim, potentially, of
one person based on the scenario of the time. We have
talked about lots of decisions about when general elections
were and when they were not. In 1974, when, sadly,
I was also alive—

Anthony Mangnall: I am sorry that I was not there to
see the 1974 election. We talk a lot in this place about
the precedent and the history of what has gone on
before us, but actually there are not many examples,
with the exception of 1974, of where early elections
have been called, so this is not a precedent that has been
abused. It has been done with careful consideration by
the Government of the day to call an election, not
always to their advantage.

Christine Jardine: I am conscious that I am running
out of time. I accept that it has not always been abused.
If we look at that thread, we will see something common
in 1974 and 2017. If a party goes for a snap election, the
country will not necessarily re-elect it, because the country
did not necessarily want a snap election; it wanted
stability. Therefore, I return to my original point that
what we have with the Fixed-term Parliaments Act is
the certainty and the stability that, perhaps not the
Government, but the country demands. Therefore, I
will be voting with my right hon. Friend the Member
for Orkney and Shetland.

If I could take one more second, Madam Deputy
Speaker, it would be to echo the thoughts of my right
hon. Friend, now that the Minister for the Constitution
and Devolution is back in her place, and say what a
delight it is to have her here.

5.22 pm

Gareth Bacon (Orpington) (Con): I join colleagues
from across the House in warmly welcoming my hon.
Friend the Minister back to her place. It is a great pleasure
to see her back here today.

I rise in very strong support of this Bill. It is a long
overdue redress of our constitutional balance and the
use of the royal prerogative. The Bill reasserts that
Parliament is sovereign in our democracy over what are
fundamentally political decisions.

Let me speak to clause 1. The Fixed-term Parliaments
Act, which this Bill repeals, is a prime example of how
short-term measures, necessary at the time, can have
very hazardous long-term implications for our constitution.
I understand why the coalition Government considered
it necessary to bring in the Fixed-term Parliaments Act,
and the right hon. Member for Orkney and Shetland
(Mr Carmichael) set out those reasons in what I thought
was a very thoughtful speech earlier on. There were
both political and economic considerations at the time.
The reverberations of the financial crisis were still being
felt, and the economic mess that was left behind by the
outgoing Labour Government needed urgent and stable
administration, but the election of 2010 did not deliver
that. A clear outcome had not been achieved, so there
was a need to show that the Government would provide
stability for a full term. Whether the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act was required to achieve that, or a simple Bill fixing
the length of a single Parliament, is something that we
could debate endlessly. However, we have to deal with
what is, and the detrimental trade-offs have been shown
to be patently obvious.

The Joint Committee of both Houses, established
under section 7 to review the Act, found it flawed in
several respects. There are still unanswered conundrums
in key areas, which demonstrate why the Act should be
repealed. For example, who governs after the 14-day
period following the successful passage of a no-confidence
vote? Is the Prime Minister still in charge? Should he or
she resign immediately? Who takes over and how? What
if an agreement is reached on the 15th day?

Secondly, how do other traditional confidence motions
such as the Budget and the Queen’s Speech tie into the
Act when statutory provisions mean that the Government
could refuse to put a specific motion before the House?
Thirdly, and most crucially, the gridlock, uncertainty
and, eventually, utter paralysis that became the hallmarks
of the bitter disputes of 2019 meant that we faced the
absurd situation in which the Government could neither
legislate nor go to the country. I can testify, as somebody
who was a member of the general public and not a
Member of this House at the time, to how that massively
undermined the status of Government and Parliament
in the eyes of the general public. Every single person I
spoke to was tearing their hair out at what they saw as
self-indulgent paralysis in this House.

My right hon. Friend the Chancellor of the Duchy of
Lancaster outlined the important elements contained in
clauses 2 and 4 of the Bill. I will focus on clause 3,
which is extraordinarily important because it safeguards
due political process from interference. Events during
the last Parliament showed that the judiciary can be
used and abused by activists to wage political wars
through the courts. One of the most dangerous aspects
of the Miller and Cherry case was that not only did a
group of largely unelected elites seek to thwart the
democratic will of the British people—I hasten to add
that the 2016 referendum result was finally vindicated
when we eventually had an election in 2019—but the
sovereign was drawn into a partisan dispute. It is paramount
for our constitutional democracy that the sovereign
must be, and must be seen to be, above party political battles.

The Bill will help to prevent such a situation from
arising again by making the revived prerogative powers
non-justiciable. That is wholly welcome. For those reasons,
I will support the Bill, and I congratulate the Government
on delivering another of their manifesto commitments.
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5.26 pm

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): May I say, as
others have said, what a pleasure and joy it is to see the
Minister for the Constitution and Devolution in her
place? I mean that sincerely. I and the Democratic
Unionist party are pleased to see her back to health and
strength and back in her position of control as well. We
wish her well. [Laughter.] Well, she has control as
Minister. She has been much in our thoughts and prayers
—I will leave it at that.

It is always a pleasure to speak in this House, whatever
the issue may be. While my constituency staff may have
a different opinion—it is incredibly exhausting for them
to work their full-time hours during the day and canvass
for hours in the evening, so they may long for a five-year
fixed term—I believe it is right that we have the flexibility
to match the requirements of Parliament and the nation
as well as finding a balance and, perhaps, peace of mind
for me and staff. I am a great believer in the democratic
process, and I have been elected by the people to say
that in this House. Coming as I do from Northern
Ireland, I have endured the terrorist campaign directed
against us, and that underlines why it is important to
have a democratic process. I have always encouraged
people to use the democratic process to express themselves.
I am a great believer in it, and it has to deliver.

The hon. Member for Totnes (Anthony Mangnall),
who has been active in interventions, referred to elections.
I remember every election that I have done—there have
been a brave few over the years—and, on the night of
the count, I have always told my workers and voters,
“The campaign for the next election starts tonight.”
Anyone who thinks the campaign starts only as we run
into an election is very much mistaken; it is from the
start of the five years, four years or whatever it may be.
It is always good to put that on the record. It is also, I
believe, important that this House, this mother of
Parliaments, this seat of democracy sent the democratic
process and the methodology for that across the whole
world, and how privileged we are to be here to be part
of that.

I do, however, have just one real issue that concerns
me. Others have spoken of it, and I want to put it on the
record. Indeed, the hon. Member for Orpington (Gareth
Bacon) referred to it in his last comment as well. We must
ensure that Her Majesty is not put in a position that is
untenable. I ask the Minister—I look to the Minister—to
respond to it. Will she elaborate on what steps there are
to protect the institution from allegations of affronts to
the position of our constitutional monarchy?

I am unashamedly a fan of royalty and a fan of the
Queen. It goes without saying that I just love the
institutions, the traditions and the history that we have.
Boy, the whole world wants to have it, but we have it
here and in our history, and I love it. However, I have to
say that I was incredibly dismayed about the suspension
of Parliament in 2019, which saw our Head of State
receiving a backlash for doing what she is supposed to
do as our Head of State in following the lead of the
Prime Minister.

From the background notes, I just took one paragraph,
one sentence of which states:

“The Prime Minister could choose to advise the Queen to set a
polling date 6 months in the future, or later, or could delay giving
any advice on the subject to the Queen at all.”

Well, how disrespectful would that be to Her Majesty
the Queen, given the high respect we have for her and
for the institution in upholding the democratic process
in every way, including her moral stance. I just think
that we really need to have that clarified. In any of these
changes, we must ensure that the position of the monarch
in her role as sovereign over Parliament must be crystal
clear, not once again debated and challenged. It should
never be in doubt, there should never be a question
mark and it should not be unnecessarily highlighted.

I have read one opinion stating that the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act was designed to prop up a weak
Government. We have no need for this. We have a
democratic process that we all believe in, and the result
is that the majority rules. This is sometimes a difficult
pill to swallow, especially in scenarios such as the Northern
Ireland withdrawal agreement, on which my party and I
foresaw the dreadful position that Northern Ireland
would be put in. We had a very awkward hokey-cokey
of being in the EU and then out of the EU, as it suits
the EU. It has been incredibly detrimental to small
independent businesses that cannot import their products
as they once did. I have numerous companies that are
stretched and prevented from doing their normal business,
as well as farmers who cannot get machinery in and
nurses who cannot get the products they have had for
years. Democracy has not been easy to accept.

However, when I look at an alternative, I am again
drawn to the wisdom of Churchill. In my first speech—my
maiden speech—in this House, I referred to Churchill. I
am a fan of the Queen and of royalty, but I am also a
great fan of Winston Churchill. He had an incredible
ability with words, and I just wish I had even a small
piece of his ability. He is one of my heroes. He said that

“it has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government
except all those other forms that have been tried from time to
time; but there is the broad feeling in our country that the people
should rule…and that public opinion, expressed by all constitutional
means, should shape, guide, and control the actions of Ministers
who are their servants and not their masters.”—[Official Report,
11 November 1947; Vol. 444, c. 207.]

What wise words from Winston Churchill. He is not
here any more, but he walked in this House of Commons
where we are. He perhaps sat in these seats because he
was apt to sit on both sides of the Chamber—with the
Government and with the Opposition. He was a
great man and a great leader at a time when we needed
him. Perhaps all of us in this House need a reminder
that we are here to serve the people, not to rule them. If
we get such servitude into our minds, I believe we will
have the right mindset. What a privilege it is to be here,
in the mother of Parliaments, and to be the MP for
Strangford.

I support the changes in principle, and tonight we
will vote with the Government, but I ask for further
information on protecting our Queen and her role as
the sovereign, in conjunction with her position as head
of the constitutional monarchy that we hold so dear
and love so deeply in our hearts—we enjoy it every
day. This information will, of course, determine the
form of where we are, so I look to the Minister for
clarity and assurance, which I value, on the Bill’s impact
on the monarchy and Her Majesty. The Government
and Parliament must avoid a constitutional crisis,
and they must always be respectful to our Queen and
the monarchy.
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5.35 pm

Jackie Doyle-Price (Thurrock) (Con): I join colleagues
on both sides of the House in welcoming the Minister
for the Constitution and Devolution, my hon. Friend
the Member for Norwich North (Chloe Smith), back to
her place at the Dispatch Box. She has fought her battle
with the characteristic grace she always displays, and it
is great to have her back.

I have really enjoyed this debate because I am a
constitutional nerd, so bear with me if I become a bit
tedious. We have heard a lot about the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act today, and people’s view of it tends to
be informed by where they were in the debate in 2019.
Some of us are perhaps more charitable about it than
others.

It is difficult to view our constitutional settlement
through the prism of what happened in 2019, because
those circumstances were unprecedented and they would
have tested the constitutional arrangements whatever
they were. Fundamentally, we had a Government who
were governing without a majority in Parliament, which
is always testing, and they were trying to implement a
policy that was not supported by a majority in Parliament,
which is equally testing. There was also much dispute
within the political parties, which meant the usual ways
of sorting out issues were difficult. This was an issue of
major constitutional significance, overlaid by a public
referendum, so it was a powder keg.

Everyone was badly behaved because everyone,
recognising that there was no majority for their particular
position, did what they could to pursue their own
opinions. It was not Parliament’s finest hour, but it was
the fault not of the Fixed-term Parliaments Act but of
the outcome of the 2017 general election. We can debate
how that came about, and maybe it came about because
of the Fixed-term Parliaments Act.

It might be a moot point whether consent for an
election might have happened at all, given the Prime
Minister went to the country with a majority in the
House of Commons and without having lost a vote on
any significant matter of policy, but that is a question
for another day, because we have before us the Government’s
proposals for reforming the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act.

I am supportive of the proposal to return to the
status quo that prevailed in 2010, but seeing these
events through the prism of what happened in 2019 has
led to a draft of the Bill that perhaps needs a little
improvement. I am pleased the Government have already
accepted some of the recommendations of the Joint
Committee on the Fixed-term Parliaments Act in that
regard.

It is important that the Government continue to act
in that way, because these constitutional issues need to
stand the test of time. If there is one lesson we can take
from the Fixed-term Parliaments Act, it is that it did
not stand the test of time, because it is a creature of its
time. We can understand why the coalition Government
wished to bake in some stability. We would all agree that
messing around with the constitutional settlement in
this country was perhaps not the best way to go about
it, but that is easy to say in hindsight. We have to
recognise there may be future coalitions, and perhaps
the House could put on record that any attempt to bake
a coalition agreement into legislation should not interfere
with our constitutional arrangements.

We also need to acknowledge that, in delivering five
years of stability in government, the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act was a success. The right hon. Member for Orkney
and Shetland (Mr Carmichael) reminded us of the
political circumstances in which that Government came
into being. For any long-term stability, following a
financial crisis, we needed that Act to happen.

The Fixed-term Parliaments Act was not all bad, but
what we have to replace it is better because it gives
flexibility, within a reasonable amount of certainty. The
Bill establishes a five-year maximum as opposed to a
fixed term, and the expectation will be, as previously,
that Governments will choose the date of an election.
That is not to say that we encourage snap elections
without any good reason. History tells us that the
public do not like people who cheat; they expect everyone
to play fair. If there was a perception that any Government
were abusing their powers in that regard, the public
would take a dim view. We can perhaps look to 2017 as
an example of that.

As I said in my intervention on my right hon. Friend
the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, I am pleased
the Government have acknowledged that the Prime
Minister requests a dissolution from the Queen, and
does not seek advice. Accepting that, however, renders
the ouster clause irrelevant. By making a decision to
grant a Dissolution, is the Queen acting in Parliament?
That is covered by the Bill of Rights. The issues we had
in 2019 were about advice. I appreciate the point made
about “let’s do belt and braces, be absolutely certain
and put it in the Bill”, but if we are going back to and
re-establishing the status quo from 2010, the existence
of the ouster clause goes beyond that.

We had vigorous debates on these issues in the Joint
Committee, and there was a strong minority opinion
that an ouster clause is not the best way of doing things.
My point is that it is superfluous. That it is in the Bill is
perhaps belt and braces—fair enough—but by so doing,
it almost becomes an article of bad faith. I think we
should put the events of 2019 well and truly behind us.
As I said earlier, that was not Parliament’s finest hour.
What happened is that our unwritten constitution—and
this is the beauty of it—finds a way of flexing to get to
the right outcome. Again, it was uncomfortable for the
Government at the time to have their actions thwarted,
but the outcome was the right thing to happen.

I am concerned—the Fixed Term Parliaments Act is
a good example of this—that as romantics we believe in
our unwritten constitution. I was someone who believed
that the fewer rules there are, the more reliant we are on
honourable behaviour by all players in the system. In
many ways, having too much prescription in the Fixed
Term Parliaments Act enabled people to be compliant
with the detail of the law, but not the interests of good
governance. As we pass this Bill, which enjoys considerable
support across the House in terms of returning to the
status quo, I would not like it to be undermined by
quick fixes to address the situation that happened in
2019. That should not be informing how we look after
our fantastic constitution going forward.

5.43 pm

Mrs Maria Miller (Basingstoke) (Con): It is a great
pleasure to take part in this debate and join many other
right hon. and hon. Friends in hailing the good health
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of my hon. Friend the Minister for the Constitution
and Devolution. I do not, however, join Members in
welcoming her back, because I do not think she has ever
been away. Whether by texts or telephone messages,
Teams calls or ministerial meetings, she has always had
a hand on the tiller, even if it was sometimes behind the
scenes. It is a great pleasure to see her in her place.
Democracy is a fragile thing. We are custodians of our
democracy, and we should never, ever forget that. Having
my hon. Friend at the centre of these discussions fills
me with a great deal of confidence that they are being
dealt with diligently. That is very important indeed,
because elections are pivotal to our democracy. The
process of dissolving Parliament and calling a new
Parliament was changed back in 2011 to help make the
coalition Government more stable, and it did that; the
Bill is designed to return us to the tried and tested
process, following what have been a bumpy few years.

In reflecting on the speeches of the right hon. Member
for Orkney and Shetland (Mr Carmichael) and the hon.
Member for Edinburgh West (Christine Jardine), I referred
back to my notes, because I felt that they might be
falling into rose-tinted glasses territory with respect to
where the Fixed-term Parliaments Act came from. In its
scrutiny, the Joint Committee, of which I was a member,
took some important evidence from Oliver Letwin, who
after all was one of the architects of the coalition
agreement. He said that

“a fixed-term Parliament arrangement…was a product entirely of
the coalition discussions.”

Any notion that it was at the back of the Conservative
party’s mind could not be further from the truth. Indeed,
he went as far as to say that coalition would not have
worked as well with either side knowing that, to use his
word, it could “crater” the Government.

The 2011 Act was legislation of convenience, as others
have said. Perhaps it was not something that we should
have done, or perhaps it should have been very time-limited,
but in the eyes of those who put it together it was very
much legislation of convenience, so it feels entirely
appropriate that we are now rethinking it and looking
for a different way forward. As my hon. Friend the
Member for Thurrock (Jackie Doyle-Price) and others
have said, it is highly probable that the bumps in the
road that we experienced between 2017 and 2019 would
have happened anyway, regardless of the Act, because
our exiting the EU was a challenging process for this
place—I recognise some of the criticisms that hon.
Members have made of the way we behaved at the time.
However, it is clear that the Act caused some delay at a
time when we should have had a much slicker process
for dealing with the constitutional crisis in the middle
of 2019.

From the evidence that the Joint Committee took
from academics and lawyers, it is clear that it can be
argued that the Bill will return us to the position before
the Fixed-term Parliaments Act was enacted. On balance,
while the Act did its job for the coalition Government,
there will not be too many people crying into their
beer—to put it colloquially—if it is repealed. At times,
when people such as Lady Hale and Lord Sumption
came before the Joint Committee, we felt as if we were
having a constitutional seminar on a very grand scale.
Ultimately, however, we have to make the decision on
the way forward, because views are mixed at best.

It is good to see that some of the drafting has been
reconsidered, particularly in the name of the Bill, which
is much more apposite now. There has also been redrafting
in other areas as a result of the hard work of the Joint
Committee, which was ably chaired by my noble Friend
Lord McLoughlin—he did a superb job.

Suggestions have been made that the Bill might bring
the sovereign into politics, but the evidence that the
Joint Committee took did not overwhelmingly support
that position. Suggestions that the non-justiciability
clause was unnecessary really did not receive overwhelming
support in the Joint Committee either, based on the
evidence that we received. There was, however, a wonderful
quote from Lord Sumption to the effect that there are
many things that academics look at in great detail that
are not worthy of great scrutiny. I think that sometimes
we may be running down some unnecessary rabbit holes
in these discussions. At some stages, there were as many
views expressed as there were academics and lawyers in
the room. We as elected representatives need to decide
on the way forward and I think that the Government
have taken some very sensible decisions.

This Dissolution and Calling of Parliament Bill is
entirely silent on where it is decided who actually comes
to Parliament—that is, the election campaign itself,
which my right hon. Friend the Member for Scarborough
and Whitby (Mr Goodwill) and others have raised. If
we are to consider Dissolution and the calling of Parliament,
should we also consider the election and how that fits
in? The Government have a further piece of legislation
coming our way soon and it may be that they will look
at this issue in more detail at that point. I really hope
that they do, because we need to be able to look at the
whole of this process—the whole of the way that our
democracy works—and, at the moment, we are at risk
of looking at it in a very piecemeal way.

Since I was elected, there has been a profound change
in the way that our election campaigns run. Back in
2015, general election campaigns were around 25 days.
In fact, dare I say it, they may have been even shorter
when you were elected, Mr Deputy Speaker, which was
a little way before me. You may well be interested to
know that, in 2019, the general election campaign was
36 days. That is despite incredible advancements in
technology and the ways that we work and despite the
legislation clearly stating that elections should take
25 days—perhaps this is because, hidden in the mice
type, as it were, it states that that is 25 days minus bank
holidays and weekends. I have to say, nobody who has
run or fought an election recognises bank holidays or
weekends, so in hindsight what nonsense it was to draft
the legislation in that way.

Lengthening campaigns has real consequences for
our democracy, for the engagement of voters, for the
period of uncertainty and for our economy and our
politics. This point is borne out by academic research.
We were not able to take evidence on this issue in any
great detail in the Joint Committee. It is not covered in
the Cabinet Office democratic engagement plan and I
hope that we can rectify that omission in the progress of
the Bill, perhaps, as the Joint Committee suggested,
through a review of the issue either by a cross-party
Committee or in other ways. I think that is long overdue.

To be absolutely clear, the actual length of elections
and the trade-offs that we make in increasing the length
of elections is not something that we have really debated
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in this place, at least not for quite a while. While I
welcome the return to a much clearer and much more
transparent system for the calling of elections, there is
still the opaqueness of the election timetable and the
increased use of postal votes. Overseas voters may well
be very important, but we need to consider how that
trades off against the length of campaigns.

I really welcome this Bill and a return to the transparency
and the feeling of control that it gives to the way
Parliament works. However, I join my hon. Friend the
Member for Calder Valley (Craig Whittaker) and my
right hon. Friend the Member for Scarborough and
Whitby in urging the Government to look at the issue of
shorter elections as well.

5.53 pm

Sir David Evennett (Bexleyheath and Crayford) (Con)
[V]: I am pleased to be able to participate in this
important debate. I begin by congratulating my right
hon. Friend the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster
on his excellent speech on the reasons why we need the
Bill. I am also delighted to be able to say welcome back
to my hon. Friend the Minister for the Constitution and
Devolution. It is so good to see her on the Front Bench
again. I am proud to call her a personal friend as well as
a political colleague, so that is really good news.

I strongly support the Bill and the approach presented
by the Government. I reluctantly voted for the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act in 2011 due to the political and economic
consequences at that time. The result of the 2010 general
election necessitated a coalition Government between
the Conservatives and the Liberal Democrats, and I was
pleased to serve in that Government under the premiership
of David Cameron. However, contrary to the comments
of some hon. Members this afternoon, the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act was not brought in to reform Parliament.
Our country desperately needed both political and economic
stability to sort out the mess left by the previous Labour
Government. Therefore we needed everyone to know
that the 2010 Parliament would run until May 2015,
when a general election would be held, to give confidence
to the people, the country, businesses and, of course,
the Government themselves.

Long-term stability was provided, and therefore the
fixed-term Parliament was a success. It was only a pity
that the Act did not have a sunset clause so that it
ceased to apply after that five-year period—but hindsight
is a wonderful thing. As such, the Act served its purpose
at the time. However, the political and economic landscape
has changed significantly over the past decade and rendered
the Act unfit for purpose and redundant.

Although the 2010 Parliament continued to term, the
two subsequent Parliaments concluded early. It was
never meant to be an indefinite situation, and the
paralysis of Parliament from 2017 to 2019 shows how
unsatisfactory the situation had become by that time. In
fact it was ludicrous, unsatisfactory and undemocratic
prior to the general election of 2019, and it did damage,
I believe, to our parliamentary system. Although we are
past that now and have to move on, the Government,
we must remember, failed on three separate occasions—
4 September, 9 September and 28 October 2019—to get
an election called. We do, therefore, need to have the
status quo return, so that a two-thirds majority in

Parliament is not needed to trigger an early election.
The Prime Minister must, as colleagues have said, ask
Her Majesty the Queen to dissolve Parliament and call
an election, as was always the constitutional right prior
to the introduction of the 2011 Act.

The Dissolution and Calling of Parliament Bill is a
good title. It is a constitutional change, and it says what
it means. It makes provision for the Dissolution prerogative
to be revived, and in doing so ensures legal, constitutional
and political certainty around the process for dissolving
Parliament in future. It is a return to the tried and tested
traditions that worked so well in the past, before the
2011 Act.

I welcome the fact that the Bill retains provision for
the maximum length of a Parliament to remain at five
years. I do not agree with the hon. Member for Rhondda
(Chris Bryant); he spoke an awful lot of sense, but I
think a four-year Parliament is too short. We do not
want to have a Parliament that is constantly electioneering.
Five years seems to me the right time.

I hope that the Government will look carefully at
another issue, though: I share the opinion of my right
hon. Friends the Members for Scarborough and Whitby
(Mr Goodwill) and for Basingstoke (Mrs Miller) that
the length of an election campaign—25 working days
between Dissolution and polling day—is too long. A
short, sharp, effective campaign will get the electorate
more engaged and will get a better turnout and greater
interest. The 2017 general election campaign was far
too long. As you know, Mr Deputy Speaker, I have had
many election campaigns, and I have never known one
that was as long. By the time election day came, people
had had enough of the campaign because it had been
too elongated. Our constituents wanted to vote and
boredom had set in over a long period. Therefore I
think this could be looked at, and I hope that when my
hon. Friend the Minister takes the Bill through Committee,
she will look seriously at reducing the number of days
between Dissolution and polling day.

I strongly support clause 3, which will not allow the
courts to intervene in any Prorogation process. That is a
vital safeguard because it should be the Prime Minister
and the Government who decide when, with the Queen’s
permission, to call an election, and the courts should
not intervene. On the Conservative side of the House,
and across the House, we believe in trusting the people.
They will have their say at the polls and make their judgment
on the Government, the policies and the approach. They
will also make their judgment on whether they think a
general election is justified and vote accordingly. People
believed in December 2019 that an election was necessary,
so that we could get past Brexit and look towards global
Britain and the future for our country. I think it will be
a successful future.

It is interesting that both the Labour and Conservative
parties had in their manifestos a pledge to repeal the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act. That is indicative of the
difficulties we had at the time—people thought its time
had come and gone.

I believe the Bill represents a minor electoral change,
but it is important for the good of our democracy. I
share quite a lot of the views of my right hon. Friend
the Member for Basingstoke about other things to do
with our electoral system, which need to be discussed as
well. I know the Government are looking to present
another Bill, which will hopefully deal with a lot of the
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different issues. However, the pledge in our 2019
Conservative party manifesto is being implemented. I
look forward to discussing in Committee some of the Bill’s
finer points because it is important that we get it right.

I strongly support the measure, and I welcome the
Government bringing it forward now. It will bring back
to Parliament the traditions and the tried-and-tested
ways in which we run our affairs, which have succeeded
for so long. This is an opportunity for us to start on the
path, with another Bill on another day to discuss other
issues to do with elections, but I strongly support
the measure.

6.1 pm

Aaron Bell (Newcastle-under-Lyme) (Con): It is a
pleasure to follow my right hon. Friend the Member for
Bexleyheath and Crayford (Sir David Evennett). As
others have said, it is an absolute pleasure to see the
Minister, my hon. Friend the Member for Norwich
North (Chloe Smith), in her place. We all welcome her
back, as my right hon. Friend the Member for Basingstoke
(Mrs Miller) said. The Minister has not really been
away, but it is good to have the Smith vs. Smith show
back, live in the House of Commons.

This is a very important Bill. It is a constitutional
Bill, which means it is not necessarily box office. I do
not know how many people are tuned into BBC Parliament
at the moment, but I am glad that we are having the
debate. We have had a full debate in the best traditions
of the House and—praise be—with no time limit either,
although I will ensure that my hon. Friends get their
space at the end of the debate as well.

It was a privilege to serve on the Joint Committee
with so many distinguished Members, five of whom
have already spoken in the debate, and some of whom
are still in their places. We had some very eminent
witnesses, including former Clerks of the House, former
Cabinet Secretaries and noble lordships, most of whom
also served in this House in their time, who lent so much
expertise to the proceedings—not least our Chair, the
noble Lord McLoughlin, who was a fellow MP from
Staffordshire in his day. I pay tribute to the Clerks of
the Committee, who did an absolutely superb job in
both arranging the witnesses and getting us all to a
report that we could all support, which is incredibly
important. When legislating in this area, we should
strive to be as bipartisan as possible.

The case for change has been well made by the
Government and was made by the Labour party in its
manifesto. The 2011 Act, which we are repealing, was
indeed a product of its time, as we have discussed. It
actually served reasonably well from 2011 to 2015, as it
was supposed to do. In the period between 2015 and
2019, however, it clearly showed its flaws. It was a
constitutional innovation that did not really survive its
first contact with any sort of difficulty, which is perhaps
also because of the referendum.

Referendums are also a relatively recent constitutional
innovation. When the referendum asked the House to
do something that it did not want to do—previous
referendums had usually been on things for which the
House already had a will, such as giving devolution to
Scotland and Wales—and came back with an instruction
from the people that the majority of Members of the
House did not support, we ended up with the situation
that we had in the 2017 to 2019 Parliament, which I and
other Members from the 2019 intake watched with

horror from home. It was not just us; it was people who
were not even interested in politics and did not know
what was going on. Norms had broken down, and we
need to restore those norms.

As I said when intervening on the Chancellor of the
Duchy of Lancaster during his opening remarks, any
constitutional arrangement needs to be equally suitable
for any parliamentary arithmetic, and given what we
had under the Fixed-term Parliaments Act that was
blatantly not the case. I accept that Brexit exacerbated
tensions, but those tensions would have been there
anyway in any minority Government situation.

I understand that future coalitions may need similar
security to what the Liberal Democrats sought in the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act, but I suggest a simple Bill
in the future, prohibiting the Prime Minister from
requesting—something we said, requesting—a dissolution
until a given date. That simple Bill would last only for
that Parliament; after that, we could move back to the
tried and tested, which is what we are trying to do today.

Conclusion 7 of our report was that a requirement
for a super majority in this House cannot be enforced.
It has been said sometimes that the constitution of this
country is whatever commands a majority of the House
of Commons. The only way to enforce a super majority
requirement is perhaps through the House of Lords,
but the idea that the House of Lords could prevent an
election is not credible, or it would ultimately damage
the credibility of the House of Lords to such an extent
that it would not consider it.

Turning to other recommendations of the Joint
Committee, I am pleased the Government have listened
to the point about the Prime Minister requesting, not
advising. As other hon. Members said, the name change
is appropriate. Hopefully, this Bill will be part of our
constitutional settlement for decades, perhaps even centuries,
to come. The idea that it should have been called the
repeal of the Fixed-term Parliament Act is simply not
befitting. We have had some constitutional oddities in
our time: the reason we have elections every five years is
the Septennial Act, which means seven years. We can move
on. This is the right title—the dissolution and summoning
of Parliament is precisely what the Bill does.

The point about the 25 working day election period
was well expounded by my right hon. Friends the Members
for Scarborough and Whitby (Mr Goodwill), for
Basingstoke and for Bexleyheath and Crayford. We need
to find a way to reduce that. We need to press the
Electoral Commission further; it has been very resistant,
both in its evidence to our Committee and in answers
given to questions in this House. With technology,
surely it should not be insurmountable to find a way to
reduce the period in which Parliament is absent and to
reduce the overlong campaign, which does not serve us
or our constituents.

Jackie Doyle-Price: Does my hon. Friend agree that
the principle ought to be that the electoral timetable
should be fixed at the convenience of the public and the
participants in the election, not the Electoral Commission?

Aaron Bell: I could not put it any better than that; my
hon. Friend is absolutely correct. I understand the
desire to make sure things are done properly, but there
has to be a way to do things more quickly. We have to
embrace technology, which ought to make things more
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possible rather than more difficult—putting in extra time
for this, that and the other, for coming from overseas or
to set up people’s proxy vote. We must be able to do
things far more quickly than we have done in the past.

On our recommendations, the Government need to
look at—we all ought to, actually, because this is probably
a conventional point—the period after the election. In
many cases, we have been lucky that we have been able
to form Governments quickly, but that is not necessarily
always the case. We need to look at the conventions
around that. In fact, turning to conclusions 31 to 33, by
definition we are not meant to vote on those conventions
because they are conventions, but, as the Chancellor of
the Duchy of Lancaster said, a discussion in Committee
of the whole House may help to establish conventions.

It was our Committee’s opinion that the original
dissolution principles document was inadequate. We
proposed a 20-point list of conventions relating not just
to dissolution but to the period of time in which Parliament
is dissolved and the calling and forming of Governments.
I hope that we can all consider that in Committee and
come to a common understanding, because honourable
behaviour and common understanding is the way that
we need to proceed in these matters.

Overall, the Bill does strengthen the democratic process
by restoring the overriding principle that the Government
should have the confidence of the House of Commons.
That was the norm that was distorted over and again in
2019. We have to reaffirm that; it is fundamental to the
operation of Parliament. Once again, parliamentary
votes can be designated as matters of confidence. That
was the essential problem: it was possible for a number
of Members to vote against the Government’s absolute
flagship policy one day and the next day to vote that
they had confidence in the Government. That is no
Government at all. We need to find a way for things to
function so that there has to be confidence in the
Government’s flagship policies, Budget and Queen’s Speech;
otherwise, they are no longer the Government. That is
how things need to proceed in this place.

The Bill would also provide greater legal constitutional
and political certainty around the processes for dissolving
Parliament and holding a general election, with the
flexibility we need for exceptional circumstances. The
one thing that contributed to the general sense of chaos
that I saw watching from home, and I know others did,
was the lack of certainty about how things should be
operating. In particular, nobody seemed to know what
was supposed to happen in that 14-day lacuna: whether
the Prime Minister was supposed to resign on day 1 or
day 14; whether the Leader of the Opposition would
become the Prime Minister, even if they could not
command a majority. It was a ridiculous position for
our country to have got into, and we will get ourselves
out of that by passing this Bill.

On clause 3, the ouster clause, I accept that opinions
differ and they differed in the Committee, but I certainly
have no problem putting into statute the very clear
precedent that the exercise of prerogative powers relating
to dissolution is non-justiciable and cannot be reviewed
by the courts. That is a long-standing and generally
accepted convention. Personally, I would of course take
a dim view of a court seeking to intervene in the timing
of an election. There is nothing more inherently political

than an election and involving the courts—what is
called “lawfare”—in the timing of an election would be
incredibly uncomfortable for the public, everyone in the
political sphere and, I think, the courts as well. How
could the image of a Supreme Court trying to override
the wishes of a Prime Minister, as enacted by the
sovereign, be tolerable to the public? I cannot see any
circumstance where that is better than having the election
or, potentially, the sovereign refusing to dissolve Parliament.

On that point, we heard repeatedly that the sovereign
would not refuse. If the sovereign was going to refuse, it
would be communicated to the Prime Minister beforehand
that the sovereign would refuse, so the request would
never be made. That is how our unwritten constitution
should work: through those sorts of understandings.
That is what we need to get back to.

The ultimate arbiter of all these matters should be
the voters or, in exceptional circumstances, the sovereign.
If they are unhappy with how a Government have
behaved with the calling of an election or the timing
of an election, it is in their hands to determine the
consequences for that Government and what the electoral
punishment should be. I take issue with the idea we have
heard a few times today that the Bill is about putting
power in the hands of the Government. It takes power
away from Parliament, certainly, but it vests that power in
the public and the electorate, and that is where power
should truly lie.

6.11 pm

Anthony Mangnall (Totnes) (Con): It is always a
pleasure to follow my hon. Friend the Member for
Newcastle-under-Lyme (Aaron Bell). May I start, as so
many colleagues have done, by welcoming the Minister
for the Constitution and Devolution, my hon. Friend
the Member for Norwich North (Chloe Smith), back to
her rightful place? It is wonderful to see her.

This has been a very entertaining, interesting and
thought-provoking debate. As ever, it is good to see
Parliament on form, with cross-party consensus on
what needs to be achieved. There has been a great deal
of thought and consideration about what further steps
this House might take. I certainly know that my hon.
Friend the Member for Thurrock (Jackie Doyle-Price)
will be able to hold me up on anything I get wrong, as a
constitutional geek, as I make my speech.

I want to agree with what my hon. Friend the Member
for Newcastle-under-Lyme said. When the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act 2011 came in, the idea that it was there
for political expedience was perfectly obvious. It should
have been introduced with a sunset clause, so that we
did not have to endure it beyond 2015.

I want to make just a few remarks, because there is
nothing new I can say at this point in the debate. In
1974, we saw one election in February and one in
October. I am not able to remember either of them, but
I am acutely aware of the fact that that is the exception.
Governments take very seriously the idea of holding
general elections. It is not a power to be abused. There is
not a system where Governments think they can instantly
call one and find the public on their side. It takes great
consideration to be able to make that decision. We have
to be clear about that. Many of the arguments that have
been made by the Opposition seem to be confusing
personality with the politics. That is not acceptable in
this debate, because the reality is that it has not been
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done since 2010, apart from in 2017, and, I would argue,
because of the FTPA. The hon. Member for Strangford
(Jim Shannon) made the point that elections are won
not at election time but in between elections. It is in our
interests to make sure that we run as close to the full
term of a Parliament and certainly history would suggest
that that is what we have done.

The excellent report produced by the Joint Committee
and the Public Administration and Constitutional Affairs
Committee report suggests in the recommendations
that any replacement for the Act should support a
majority, a coalition or a minority Government. That
could include confidence and supply. I think that is
exactly what happens now. As far as I can understand
it—I will take any interventions if I am getting this
wrong—the Lascelles principles are there to allow the
opportunity for the Opposition, or another grouping,
to come forward with an alternative if they can supply
the numbers in the House. The hon. Member for Argyll
and Bute (Brendan O’Hara) was saying that the Lascelles
principles no longer stand and that that convention is
overwritten by the Bill. That is not true. That is not the
case. The fact that the convention is unwritten means
that the point for the sovereign still stands and that, if
someone were to approach the sovereign with the alternative
model, it would work.

Jackie Doyle-Price: My hon. Friend is articulating
this very well. Again, it comes back to the fact that one
of the biggest issues with the Fixed-term Parliament
Act was the way it interfered with votes of no confidence.
It had a very prescriptive set of rules that prevented the
Lascelles principles from being implemented at that
stage, but now that we are going back to the status quo,
they will absolutely come back.

Anthony Mangnall: I was worried that my hon. Friend
was going to tell me that I was wrong, but that was a
delightful intervention and one I entirely agree with. I
thank her for that point, because the wording of the Bill
ensures that it will look as though the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act had never been enacted. We are going
back to the status quo before the Bill, rather than trying
to change things forward, and it is important that that is
understood.

Parliament should be flexible, agile and able to respond
to the needs of the public, and by removing the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act, we will go back to a stage in which we
can respond to the issues of the day, and the concerns
and problems that must be addressed. Governments
should be held to account by the Opposition and by
Back Benchers. They should fear votes of no confidence
where necessary and be prepared for elections to be
called, if required, because their legislative agenda cannot
be pursued. After all, we are here because we set a
legislative agenda that we need to see through. If we are
unable to do that, it is only right and sensible that we
either go back to the people or offer an alternative, and
that is what the Bill will do.

As far as I can make out, the only benefit of the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act was that it brought the
Liberal Democrats into an embrace of death from
which they have not recovered, five years on. However
their recovery goes, that seems to be it. They did not
learn from the 1920s and they have not learned from
2010-15. The Bill offers us the opportunity to reassure
our constituents that we can be on their doorsteps

365 days of the year. We can make the case about knocking
on their doors and ensuring that they have the democracy
and the representation that they deserve.

The last point I would like to make is on clause 3, the
ouster clause, which has been referenced by many in the
House. It reminds this place of the fact that the courts
must not involve themselves in the way in which we call
elections. The point has been made time and again
about the damage that would do. I welcome the
Government’s Bill. I welcome the fact that it is fulfilling
a manifesto commitment, and I welcome the fact that
this is a return to a good piece of legislation that will
ensure that democracy is secured for many years to
come.

6.17 pm

Andrew Bowie (West Aberdeenshire and Kincardine)
(Con): It is always a pleasure to follow my hon. Friend
the Member for Totnes (Anthony Mangnall), and even
more of a pleasure to know that we are going to be in
the same Lobby this evening—that is not always the
case. I want to join everybody across the House in
welcoming the Minister for the Constitution and
Devolution, my hon. Friend the Member for Norwich
North (Chloe Smith), back to the Chamber. It has been
a lesser place without her, and although she has been
joining us through the wonders of Zoom, it is absolutely
brilliant to have her back on the Front Bench doing her
job so ably. I wholeheartedly echo the thoughts expressed
by everyone in the House today.

It would be remiss of me not to mention that today,
6 July, is a day that is clouded by tragedy in the
north-east of Scotland, because today we remember the
167 men who lost their lives in the Piper Alpha disaster
33 years ago. Many people are still grieving for lost
loved ones, and this still causes many of us in the
north-east to pause and think about the sacrifices made
on our behalf by those people working to ensure that
we continue to receive our energy in the way we do. We
thank them and we remember them.

I am not a constitutional geek by any stretch, certainly
not to the extent of my hon. Friend the Member for
Thurrock (Jackie Doyle-Price). I thought I was, but
listening to the arguments today, I realise that I am but
a rank amateur when it comes to constitutional history,
the details of how this country got to the place it did,
how our constitution was created and how we run the
country. However, I am strongly of the view that the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act was, frankly, a piece of
constitutional vandalism that I cannot wait to see repealed.

Governments must have the confidence of this House,
and they must be able to govern. Most of us in this
House who lived through the events between 2017 and
2019 will know that neither was the case in that Parliament,
and 2019 is a year that I still shudder to remember. It a
year—you will not believe this, Mr Deputy Speaker—in
which I started with no grey hairs and ended up with
plenty, and I think my hairline was 2 cm further down
my forehead than it is today. It is vital that the action we
are taking today goes ahead.

In the autumn of 2019, the British people had confidence
in this Government and in the Prime Minister. Most
wanted us to deliver on the referendum result, while
others just wanted the country to move on; neither was
possible. Who can forget the utter farce of the indicative
votes process, when this Parliament literally voted to do
nothing? It was a shambles. What arrogance for politicians
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to deprive the people of their will, when it was so clear
that, in the national interest, we needed to go to the country
and expunge that dead, or dying, Parliament. Who can
forget the frankly absurd spectacle of the Prime Minister,
almost on bended knee, seeking the permission of the
Leader of the Opposition, then the right hon. Member
for Islington North (Jeremy Corbyn), a man who claimed
he wanted an election, just not quite yet—was it three
times he used that line?

Indeed, we could still be in that awful holding pattern
of wanting to go to the country but failing to get the
two-thirds majority required under the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act, had Jo Swinson and the Liberal Democrats
not come graciously to the aid of the country and the
Government. For her and their sacrifice, we and indeed
the entire country will remain eternally grateful. [Laughter.]
We laugh now, but I remember the debates back then
about when the right hon. Member for Islington North
would decide that it was right for us to go to the
country—maybe it would be after Christmas; maybe it
would be in spring, when the weather would be better.
Knowing what we know now, imagine if we had still
been in that position, with that Parliament coinciding
with the coronavirus pandemic and all that it wrought
on the country. Are we not so very glad that we went to
the country when we did? It is a genuinely frightening
thought.

It is hard now in this new Parliament—sort of new—with
a functioning Government majority, to imagine returning
to such a scenario, but in 2010 we were told by very
clever people on TV that coalitions would be the future,
and in 2015 we were told that government by a single-party
majority had returned. I remember in 2017 also being
told that the country was braced for an era of minority
government. Now, of course, we are told that we have
returned to large one-party Governments that command
control of the House. It is very bad to try to predict the
future. In this game, it is hard to predict what will
happen in three weeks, let alone three years.

The greatest asset that this country has is the flexibility
of its famously uncodified constitution not only to
dignify, but to bend and adapt to, circumstance and
event. It has been the habit of recent Governments since
the late 1990s to meddle with that, and in many instances
we have learnt the hard way that we do so at our peril.
As my right hon. Friend the Member for Scarborough
and Whitby (Mr Goodwill) said, the old adage “If it
ain’t broke, don’t fix it” should be every Government’s
mantra. The joy and brilliance of the previous system—
whereby a House of Commons could boot out a
Government if they lost confidence, or a Prime Minister
could, in the national interest, go to the country—was
flexible and enduring. And it worked; it did not need
fixing.

Ultimately, the Fixed-term Parliaments Act failed. It
expressly failed to ensure that we had fixed-term
Parliaments. If it had succeeded, I would not be standing
here today—some might think that would be a very
good thing, but from my perspective I am very glad that
the Act failed. The Act is bad law. It was ill conceived
and ill thought through, with awful consequences. My
hon. Friend the Member for Orpington (Gareth Bacon)
spoke about the confusing situation that would arise in
the two-week gap between a Government falling and

the creation of a new Government. I am very glad that
the Government are seeking to overturn the Act. I support
this Bill and look forward to voting for it this evening.

I will finish by echoing the comments of my hon.
Friend the Member for Newcastle-under-Lyme (Aaron
Bell), when he wondered whether many people were
tuning into BBC Parliament to watch this debate. Shame
on them if they are not, because today I genuinely think
we have seen Parliament at its best—a dignified, in-depth,
serious debate with no time limit. The only cry I would
make is: more of this sort of thing, please.

6.24 pm

Cat Smith: With the leave of the House, I shall make
some closing remarks on behalf of the Opposition. As
the Minister for the Constitution and Devolution, the
hon. Member for Norwich North (Chloe Smith), is now
at the Dispatch Box, let me begin by welcoming her
back. I am sure she has heard all the comments made by
colleagues this afternoon and hope she feels appreciated.
I agree with what the right hon. Member for Basingstoke
(Mrs Miller) said: it almost feels like the Minister has
never been away. As her opposite number, I can say that
she has never been more than a text message or Microsoft
Teams call away. I know that it must have been quite
challenging at times, but it is a credit to her, her strength
and her strength of character that she has continued to
do the job in the way she has through an incredibly
challenging time personally. Now that she is back, she is
not going to be easing her way back into it, because we
have not only this chunky piece of legislation before us
but the Elections Bill to come.

This is probably a good opportunity for me not only
to welcome the new SNP spokesperson on election
matters, the hon. Member for Argyll and Bute (Brendan
O’Hara), who made an incredibly passionate speech,
but to pay tribute to his predecessor, the hon. Member
for Glasgow East (David Linden), who was a pleasure
to work with and a fully signed up constitutional geek,
unlike the hon. Member for West Aberdeenshire and
Kincardine (Andrew Bowie), apparently—he claims not
to be but I am sure that we can convince him otherwise.

This was a very good debate and I wish to make a few
comments about what was said. I referred just a moment
ago to the hon. Member for Argyll and Bute, who made
a strong case for the argument that this legislation is a
huge power grab by the Executive. Indeed, I agree with
him that clause 3 looks very much like the Government
are still smarting from the 2019 court judgment on the
Prorogation that never was. I reach out to my SNP
colleague and suggest to those on the Government
Benches that one way to solve the perceived problem
that the Government have, and the reason for clause 3
being in the Bill, could be a parliamentary vote on
Dissolution, which would pave a way forward.

Alongside many other Members, the right hon. Member
for Scarborough and Whitby (Mr Goodwill) raised the
issue of shortening the election period. Indeed, election
periods have got much longer—although in the most
recent election, of course, the days were much shorter. I
urge all colleagues to listen to their local electoral
administrators, because there are significant challenges
in running elections for those who are behind the scenes,
not just for us who are campaigning. One of the biggest
challenges we have is the processing of electoral enrolments.
I suggest to the Minister that we could look again—perhaps
it could be included in the Elections Bill—at a process
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of automatic voter registration, which would include
everybody who was entitled to vote on the electoral roll
and save an awful lot of time. Perhaps that would give
us the freedom to shorten the election period without
putting additional pressure on electoral administrators.

My hon. Friend the Member for Rhondda (Chris
Bryant) made many salient points in the debate, but
ultimately he called for a level playing field, which is a
concern that runs right across those of us have concerns
about the Bill.

I have sparred with the right hon. Member for Elmet
and Rothwell (Alec Shelbrooke) on many other
constitutional and electoral matters over the years—it is
always a pleasure—but I very much agreed with him
when he was talking about the threats to democracy
and democratic systems globally, including his point
about the United States of America. However, I disagreed
with his analysis of the 2017-19 Parliament, which was
echoed by some of his colleagues. I think we are unfairly
blaming the Fixed-term Parliaments Act as the sole
cause of the difficulties that the Government had at that
time. If I close my eyes and imagine that that Act was
not in place in the 2017-19 Parliament, I do not see that
the political path would have been much smoother for
the Government, so it is unfair to blame solely that Act
for the Prime Minister’s difficulties at that time. When
we legislate, we should be careful not to base everything
on recent political experience. Indeed, we are legislating
for constitutional matters that should not only secure as
broad a consensus as we can across the House but stand
the test of time. We should not base everything on the
specific and unique circumstances in that Parliament.

I thank the right hon. Member for Orkney and
Shetland (Mr Carmichael) for reminding us that he is,
of course, one of the remaining veterans of the coalition
Government. He referred to the Fixed-term Parliaments
Act as a “necessary modernisation”and I agree with him.
That is certainly borne out as true if we look across
similar parliamentary democracies across Europe and
the western world; we would be out of step by reverting
to the old way of doing things—indeed, to do so is
arguably a regressive step. He warned that the party
that is in government today is not necessarily going to
be in government forever and that those on the Opposition
Benches might one day be in government. We should all
be careful what we wish for and consider the fair and
level playing field that we all seek to achieve.

I really enjoyed the contributions made by many
Members. The hon. Member for Newcastle-under-Lyme
(Aaron Bell) had an awful lot to say, but his take-down
of the ridiculous situation of having a super majority in
the Fixed-term Parliaments Act was very succinct. Indeed,
it was total nonsense that there was any super-majority
in the legislation in the first place. I certainly do not
think that the hon. Member for Totnes (Anthony Mangnall)
built any bridges with his Liberal Democrat colleagues
in his contribution.

The Bill before us does two things: it repeals the
Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011 and reinstates the
status quo as if the past 10 years did not happen at all.
On the first of those matters, the official Opposition
absolutely agree with the Government that the Fixed-term
Parliaments Act 2011 should be repealed. However, the
Government have some way to go to have our confidence
that this Bill is worthy of our support. We certainly

cannot wish to drag our monarch into politics. We
should ensure that Parliament has a central role to play
in the process, as is right in any modern democracy, and
certainly has a say over Dissolution.

I say to the Minister that if this was a Bill in isolation,
that would be one matter, but there is a pattern of
behaviour and a pattern of legislation coming out of
this Government when it comes to constitutional and
election matters. The attacks on the Electoral Commission
from members of her party, the attacks on judicial
review, and making it harder to vote by requiring ID at
polling stations when there is very little problem to
solve shows a pattern of behaviour that does cause
concern. So much of our politics and parliamentary
procedures rely on people being, as my hon. Friend the
Member for Rhondda said, good guys—and women, of
course. If that is broken then everything else will fray at
the edges.

Ultimately, this Bill is about where power lies. I would
certainly argue that power should lie with the people,
but this is a power grab by the Executive against the
legislature. The Bill as it currently stands needs an awful
lot of work if it is to have our confidence.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): Minister, we
have already had many messages from within the Chamber
welcoming you back to the place where you rightfully
belong. May I say on behalf of every Member of
Parliament that it brings us great joy to see you back here
in Parliament?

6.32 pm

The Minister for the Constitution and Devolution (Chloe
Smith): Thank you very much indeed, Mr Deputy Speaker,
and I thank all the very many friends across the House
who have said such nice things to me today. It makes me
blush but it makes me pleased and happy to rejoin you
in person and to be able to lead the closing of the debate
on this very important Bill.

I thank everybody who has spoken, including well-known
sparring partners on the Opposition Front Benches,
with a new one joining from the SNP, so I look forward
to many a time speaking on constitutional matters with
the hon. Member for Midlothian (Owen Thompson). I
thank the Chairman of the Select Committee, my hon.
Friend the Member for Hazel Grove (Mr Wragg), who
is nearly in his place, and the members of the Joint
Committeewhohavespoken,aswellasmanyothercolleagues
from across the House.

I will cover as many of the specific points that have
been made as I can, but let me start by outlining how
today’s debate has underlined how our former and
fundamental constitutional arrangements work, with the
flexibility that is essential to our parliamentary democracy.
The Bill restores that constitutional balance. How do
we restore the former arrangements? With reference to
the comments by the hon. Member for Argyll and Bute
(Brendan O’Hara), it is very important to be clear about
how the Bill does this puzzle of reviving the prerogative
power. There are two aspects: whether it can be revived,
and, critically and importantly, the practical effect of
doing so. I will cover both very briefly.

Our view is that the prerogative power can be revived
but that express provision is needed, and clause 2 does
exactly that. It delivers on its intended purpose to
firmly reset the clock with as much clarity as possible.
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[Chloe Smith]

In preparing the Bill, we engaged with a wide range of
stakeholders, including many academics, some of whom
have been quoted but many more of whom also agreed
with the Government’s approach, including Professor
Mark Elliott. The drafting is therefore sufficiently clear,
as the Joint Committee agreed.

Moving on to the practical effect, a former First
Parliamentary Counsel also agrees with the Government’s
approach, talking about this question almost as

“a red herring…because…it is perfectly plain that the intention of
the Act is to restore the situation to what it was before…and
therefore the law will then be indistinguishable”.

Let me turn from that into how this power works and
what is being restored. Here we talk about the role of
the sovereign. I note that the shadow Minister, the hon.
Member for Lancaster and Fleetwood (Cat Smith) was,
if I heard her correctly, arguing or concerned that it
perhaps was not clear what the role of the sovereign
might be in the returning system. Indeed, I think the
hon. Member for Midlothian made the same point. I
want to be absolutely clear: there remains a role for the
sovereign in exceptional circumstances to refuse a
Dissolution request. I am not going to be able to
speculate on that from the Dispatch Box. It would not
be sensible for me to do so, but other Members of this
House have already offered some examples this afternoon,
such as, for example, if an Opposition already had the
numbers to be able to form a Government and could
demonstrate confidence and viability. That point was
made by the hon. Member for Rhondda (Chris Bryant).
Unfortunately he is not here to enjoy me joining him in
making it.

Turning to how the conventions endure, I thank the
Chairman of the Public Administration and Constitutional
Affairs Committee, my hon. Friend the Member for
Hazel Grove for bringing that point out very well. I also
thank Joint Committee members, such as my right
hon. Friend the Member for Scarborough and Whitby
(Mr Goodwill), who reminded us of the Lascelles principles.
What I will say here is just a point about how we see the
principles that accompany the prerogative power—the
convention principles, or the Dissolution principles, as
we named them in a document that we published alongside
the Bill—going forward. That document was published
to facilitate Parliament’s discussion and consideration
of these very important accompanying points. We also
provided a very full response to the Joint Committee,
which was a further opportunity to go further in outlining
the conventions as commonly understood.

I think the place for further discussion and debate on
these conventions is here in Parliament—in this Chamber
and the other. That will provide us with a shared
understanding and the commanding of confidence—
I should say “agreement”; “confidence” risks being
misunderstood in the context of our debate this afternoon.
It will provide us with the commanding of agreement
on what provides conventions, and therefore those
conventions may be able to endure.

Let me go from there to what we intend to restore
and some elements that we are maintaining, although
the grander scheme here is to return to a former set of
arrangements. The purpose of the Bill, as I say, is to
restore the long-standing arrangements that existed before
the 2011 Act, but there are some exceptions, and those

are where changes had already been made to enable the
smooth running of elections. That brings me to, for
example, the retaining of the 25 working day period
between Dissolution and polling day. That ensures the
continued operability of our electoral system, and I will
just dwell on that for a few minutes, because a number
of hon. and right hon. Members raised it.

There are three points to be made, and each is about
the benefit for voters, which is a point that rang out
loud and clear—that we should have such arrangements
for the benefit of voters, not administrators or, indeed,
politicians. The first point is that the timetable as it
stands gives enough time for nominations to be received—
six days—and then 19 days for those nominations to be
decided upon. Let us remember that in our constitution
we have a constituency-based decision going on each
time. Any voter in any constituency rightly needs time
to consider and decide upon the candidates in the
constituency once nominated.

The second point is how much change has occurred
in electoral delivery since the arrangements that we are
otherwise seeking to restore were created. That is to say
that the system of delivering elections is more complex
than at any other point in our history. First, before
2014, there was no online individual electoral registration.
That is a point of fundamental change that has enabled
increasingly higher numbers of last-minute applications.
That is of benefit to voters, and I would argue very strongly
so. Secondly, postal voting on demand was only allowed
in 2000. Again, that is the subject of debate, but I would
argue that it is very strongly of benefit to voters.

My third and final point is that, in the written evidence
to the Joint Committee, the Association of Electoral
Administrators argued strongly that
“it would be catastrophic for everyone involved…if the… period
were to be shortened…It would create a significant risk of the
election failing and not being delivered and increase the risk of
disenfranchising potential electors, particularly those voting from
overseas.”

Fundamentally, that is a point that we should be concerned
about, and it is a point in favour of the benefit to voters.

Let me move on to acknowledge what it is that we are
leaving behind if we are moving to restore a different
system. At this point, I acknowledge the words of
the right hon. Member for Orkney and Shetland
(Mr Carmichael) and thank him again for his kind
words to me. Fundamentally, his argument here is one
for statute and one for qualification, and, fundamentally,
my argument is not. We will have to agree to differ on
that, and we will do so in the Lobby tonight. What we
mean by moving away from a statutory system is that
we do not think that it is possible to define everything.
All the scenarios that could occur at the point at which
a Dissolution might be needed could not possibly
be codified, so statute is not adequate in this case. What
we do think, though, is that there is a very important
role for the House of Commons, and I want to make
this point because it came up in several hon. Members’
remarks.

There is, of course, a crucial voting role for the House
of Commons in indicating confidence in the Government,
or the opposite of it. That is no small role at all. To
swap a statutorily defined role for the House of Commons
for that role is no small swap. Fundamentally, of course,
having confidence is what defines the Government.
There could be no more powerful role for the House of
Commons in our constitution.

849 8506 JULY 2021Dissolution and Calling of
Parliament Bill

Dissolution and Calling of
Parliament Bill



That takes us to the point of certainty that my hon.
Friend the Member for Newcastle-under-Lyme (Aaron
Bell) very wisely made. The certainty comes because the
people will know that they then have their role. If it has
not been possible to find confidence in the House of
Commons in the formation of a Government, then the
power flows to the people, and that is a certain
understanding of what will happen.

Mr Carmichael: Will the hon. Lady give way?

Chloe Smith: I do not have a great deal of time, but I
will give way briefly.

Mr Carmichael: On this point of certainty, surely all
parties are entitled to certainty about the date on which
the long period for electoral expenses starts to run.
Under the current arrangements from the Government,
only the governing party will have that certainty. Is that
fair?

Chloe Smith: I am extremely glad that the right hon.
Gentleman has made that point. I was going to address
it in just a moment, because he raised it at the very outset,
so I will come back to it shortly.

Let us be realistic. What is the prerogative power here
for? It is a bit more like “break glass in case of emergency”
than it is the kind of scheme that I think the Liberal
Democrats are looking for. I think we can all agree that
people do not welcome needless upheaval—Brenda from
Bristol put it pretty well—but they do want their role in
resolving a crisis. Vernon Bogdanor, in evidence to
Committees along the journey of this Bill, made the
point very well. Essentially, unsuccessful Governments
have attempted to get to five years. Successful Governments
have gone to the people at four years. Anything short of
that is a national emergency. What we are talking about
today is what needs to happen in the cases of emergency
or crisis. I note the arguments made for fixed terms,
particularly by the hon. Member for Edinburgh West
(Christine Jardine), but we have tried designing those
and they have not worked, so what we are returning to
here is an arrangement that did work.

I want to reassure the House on a couple of points, as
I said I would to the right hon. Member for Orkney and
Shetland. The long campaign expenditure controls are
not changed by this repeal. Those arrangements are
that if Parliament is not dissolved 55 months from its
first meeting, then the long campaign controls apply.
That situation continues. That has not changed. I also
point out that there is a measure in the schedule to this
Bill that adds to that in respect of third party donations.
The schedule also provides that the trigger for the
election timetable in the case of a general election is the
Dissolution of Parliament. That is an important safeguard
that we have built into the Bill, acknowledging arguments
made on that note from the Joint Committee.

I conclude by thanking hon. Members once again for
their contributions this afternoon. It has been a very
good debate, and I am delighted to be back and to be
part of it. My priority with this Bill is to encourage
consensus, because that is what will give us the most
effective operation of the conventions that must endure
once again.

I close with the points made by the Public Administration
and Constitutional Affairs Committee on the nature of
our constitution:

“at the heart of the UK’s constitutional arrangements is a fine but
constantly-shifting balance of convention, principle and law, that
provides clear guidance, but also flexibility… In areas of prerogative
power, the Sovereign remains the constitutional backstop.”

I could not have put it better. None the less, the hon.
Member for Strangford (Jim Shannon), in his inimitable
style, did put it better. He said that our institutions are
often the envy of the world, and I could not agree more.
It is those that I want to uphold. This Bill will return
our country to successful constitutional arrangements
that have stood the test of time and will continue to
serve the people, with the choice ultimately in their hands.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): I am anticipating
a Division, so could Members please follow covid
regulations as they go to vote?

Question put, That the Bill be now read a Second
time.

The House divided: Ayes 367, Noes 65.

Division No. 45] [6.46 pm

AYES

Adams, Nigel

Afolami, Bim

Afriyie, Adam

Ahmad Khan, Imran

Aiken, Nickie

Aldous, Peter

Allan, Lucy

Amess, Sir David

Anderson, Lee

Anderson, Stuart

Andrew, rh Stuart

Ansell, Caroline

Argar, Edward

Atherton, Sarah

Atkins, Victoria

Bacon, Gareth

Bacon, Mr Richard

Badenoch, Kemi

Bailey, Shaun

Baillie, Siobhan

Baker, Duncan

Baker, Mr Steve

Baldwin, Harriett

Barclay, rh Steve

Baron, Mr John

Baynes, Simon

Bell, Aaron

Benton, Scott

Beresford, Sir Paul

Berry, rh Jake

Bhatti, Saqib

Blackman, Bob

Blunt, Crispin

Bone, Mr Peter

Bottomley, Sir Peter

Bowie, Andrew

Bradley, Ben

Bradley, rh Karen

Brady, Sir Graham

Braverman, rh Suella

Brereton, Jack

Bridgen, Andrew

Brine, Steve

Bristow, Paul

Britcliffe, Sara

Brokenshire, rh James

Browne, Anthony

Bruce, Fiona

Buchan, Felicity

Buckland, rh Robert

Burghart, Alex

Burns, rh Conor

Butler, Rob

Cairns, rh Alun

Campbell, Mr Gregory

Carter, Andy

Cartlidge, James

Cash, Sir William

Cates, Miriam

Caulfield, Maria

Chalk, Alex

Chishti, Rehman

Chope, Sir Christopher

Churchill, Jo

Clark, rh Greg

Clarke, Mr Simon

Clarke, Theo

Clarke-Smith, Brendan

Clarkson, Chris

Cleverly, rh James

Clifton-Brown, Sir Geoffrey

Coffey, rh Dr Thérèse

Colburn, Elliot

Collins, Damian

Costa, Alberto

Courts, Robert

Coutinho, Claire

Cox, rh Sir Geoffrey

Crabb, rh Stephen

Crosbie, Virginia

Crouch, Tracey

Daly, James

Davies, David T. C.

Davies, Gareth

Davies, Dr James

Davies, Mims

Davies, Philip

Davis, rh Mr David

Davison, Dehenna

Dinenage, Caroline

Dines, Miss Sarah

Djanogly, Mr Jonathan

Docherty, Leo

Donaldson, rh Sir Jeffrey M.
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Donelan, Michelle

Dorries, Ms Nadine

Double, Steve

Dowden, rh Oliver

Doyle-Price, Jackie

Drax, Richard

Drummond, Mrs Flick

Duddridge, James

Duguid, David

Duncan Smith, rh Sir Iain

Dunne, rh Philip

Eastwood, Mark

Edwards, Ruth

Ellis, rh Michael

Ellwood, rh Mr Tobias

Elphicke, Mrs Natalie

Eustice, rh George

Evans, Dr Luke

Evennett, rh Sir David

Everitt, Ben

Fabricant, Michael

Farris, Laura

Fell, Simon

Fletcher, Katherine

Fletcher, Mark

Fletcher, Nick

Ford, Vicky

Foster, Kevin

Fox, rh Dr Liam

Francois, rh Mr Mark

Frazer, rh Lucy

Freeman, George

Freer, Mike

Fuller, Richard

Fysh, Mr Marcus

Gale, rh Sir Roger

Garnier, Mark

Ghani, Ms Nusrat

Gibb, rh Nick

Gibson, Peter

Gideon, Jo

Girvan, Paul

Glen, John

Goodwill, rh Mr Robert

Gove, rh Michael

Graham, Richard

Grant, Mrs Helen

Gray, James

Grayling, rh Chris

Green, Chris

Green, rh Damian

Griffith, Andrew

Griffiths, Kate

Grundy, James

Gullis, Jonathan

Halfon, rh Robert

Hall, Luke

Hammond, Stephen

Hancock, rh Matt

Hands, rh Greg

Harper, rh Mr Mark

Harris, Rebecca

Harrison, Trudy

Hart, Sally-Ann

Hart, rh Simon

Hayes, rh Sir John

Heald, rh Sir Oliver

Heappey, James

Heaton-Harris, Chris

Henderson, Gordon

Henry, Darren

Higginbotham, Antony

Hinds, rh Damian

Hoare, Simon

Holden, Mr Richard

Hollinrake, Kevin

Hollobone, Mr Philip

Holloway, Adam

Holmes, Paul

Howell, John

Howell, Paul

Huddleston, Nigel

Hudson, Dr Neil

Hughes, Eddie

Hunt, Jane

Hunt, rh Jeremy

Hunt, Tom

Jack, rh Mr Alister

Javid, rh Sajid

Jayawardena, Mr Ranil

Jenkin, Sir Bernard

Jenkinson, Mark

Jenkyns, Andrea

Jenrick, rh Robert

Johnson, rh Boris

Johnson, Dr Caroline

Johnson, Gareth

Johnston, David

Jones, Andrew

Jones, rh Mr David

Jones, Fay

Jones, Mr Marcus

Jupp, Simon

Kawczynski, Daniel

Kearns, Alicia

Keegan, Gillian

Knight, rh Sir Greg

Knight, Julian

Kruger, Danny

Kwarteng, rh Kwasi

Lamont, John

Largan, Robert

Latham, Mrs Pauline

Leadsom, rh Dame Andrea

Leigh, rh Sir Edward

Levy, Ian

Lewer, Andrew

Lewis, rh Brandon

Lewis, rh Dr Julian

Liddell-Grainger, Mr Ian

Lockhart, Carla

Loder, Chris

Logan, Mark

Longhi, Marco

Lopez, Julia

Lopresti, Jack

Lord, Mr Jonathan

Loughton, Tim

Mackinlay, Craig

Mackrory, Cherilyn

Maclean, Rachel

Mak, Alan

Malthouse, Kit

Mangnall, Anthony

Mann, Scott

Marson, Julie

May, rh Mrs Theresa

Mayhew, Jerome

Maynard, Paul

McCartney, Jason

McCartney, Karl

McPartland, Stephen

McVey, rh Esther

Menzies, Mark

Merriman, Huw

Metcalfe, Stephen

Millar, Robin

Miller, rh Mrs Maria

Milling, rh Amanda

Mills, Nigel

Mitchell, rh Mr Andrew

Mohindra, Mr Gagan

Moore, Damien

Moore, Robbie

Mordaunt, rh Penny

Morris, Anne Marie

Morris, David

Morris, James

Morrissey, Joy

Mortimer, Jill

Morton, Wendy

Mullan, Dr Kieran

Mumby-Croft, Holly

Mundell, rh David

Murray, Mrs Sheryll

Murrison, rh Dr Andrew

Neill, Sir Robert

Nici, Lia

Nokes, rh Caroline

Norman, rh Jesse

O’Brien, Neil

Offord, Dr Matthew

Opperman, Guy

Paisley, Ian

Parish, Neil

Patel, rh Priti

Paterson, rh Mr Owen

Pawsey, Mark

Penning, rh Sir Mike

Penrose, John

Percy, Andrew

Philp, Chris

Pincher, rh Christopher

Poulter, Dr Dan

Pow, Rebecca

Prentis, Victoria

Pritchard, rh Mark

Pursglove, Tom

Quin, Jeremy

Quince, Will

Raab, rh Dominic

Randall, Tom

Redwood, rh John

Rees-Mogg, rh Mr Jacob

Richards, Nicola

Richardson, Angela

Robertson, Mr Laurence

Robinson, Gavin

Robinson, Mary

Rosindell, Andrew

Ross, Douglas

Rowley, Lee

Russell, Dean

Sambrook, Gary

Saxby, Selaine

Scully, Paul

Seely, Bob

Selous, Andrew

Shannon, Jim

Shapps, rh Grant

Sharma, rh Alok

Shelbrooke, rh Alec

Simmonds, David

Skidmore, rh Chris

Smith, Chloe

Smith, Greg

Smith, Henry

Smith, rh Julian

Smith, Royston

Solloway, Amanda

Spencer, Dr Ben

Spencer, rh Mark

Stafford, Alexander

Stephenson, Andrew

Stevenson, Jane

Stevenson, John

Stewart, rh Bob

Stewart, Iain

Streeter, Sir Gary

Stride, rh Mel

Stuart, Graham

Sturdy, Julian

Sunak, rh Rishi

Sunderland, James

Swayne, rh Sir Desmond

Syms, Sir Robert

Thomas, Derek

Timpson, Edward

Tolhurst, Kelly

Tomlinson, Justin

Tomlinson, Michael

Tracey, Craig

Trevelyan, rh Anne-Marie

Trott, Laura

Truss, rh Elizabeth

Tugendhat, Tom

Vara, Shailesh

Vickers, Martin

Vickers, Matt

Villiers, rh Theresa

Wakeford, Christian

Walker, Sir Charles

Walker, Mr Robin

Wallace, rh Mr Ben

Wallis, Dr Jamie

Warburton, David

Warman, Matt

Watling, Giles

Webb, Suzanne

Whately, Helen

Wheeler, Mrs Heather

Whittaker, Craig

Whittingdale, rh Mr John

Wiggin, Bill

Wild, James

Williams, Craig

Williamson, rh Gavin

Wilson, rh Sammy

Wood, Mike

Wragg, Mr William

Wright, rh Jeremy

Young, Jacob

Zahawi, Nadhim

Tellers for the Ayes:
David Rutley and

Maggie Throup

NOES

Bardell, Hannah

Black, Mhairi

Blackford, rh Ian

Blackman, Kirsty
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Bonnar, Steven

Brock, Deidre

Brown, Alan

Callaghan, Amy

Cameron, Dr Lisa

Chamberlain, Wendy

Chapman, Douglas

Cherry, Joanna

Cooper, Daisy

Cowan, Ronnie

Crawley, Angela

Davey, rh Ed

Day, Martyn

Docherty-Hughes, Martin

Doogan, Dave

Dorans, Allan

Eastwood, Colum

Edwards, Jonathan

Farron, Tim

Farry, Stephen

Ferrier, Margaret

Flynn, Stephen

Gibson, Patricia

Grady, Patrick

Grant, Peter

Green, Sarah

Hanna, Claire

Hanvey, Neale

Hendry, Drew

Hobhouse, Wera

Hosie, rh Stewart

Jardine, Christine

Lake, Ben

Law, Chris

Linden, David

MacAskill, Kenny

MacNeil, Angus Brendan

Mc Nally, John

McDonald, Stewart Malcolm

McDonald, Stuart C.

McLaughlin, Anne

Monaghan, Carol

Moran, Layla

Newlands, Gavin

Nicolson, John

O’Hara, Brendan

Olney, Sarah

Oswald, Kirsten

Qaisar-Javed, Anum

Saville Roberts, rh Liz

Sheppard, Tommy

Smith, Alyn

Stephens, Chris

Stone, Jamie

Thewliss, Alison

Thompson, Owen

Thomson, Richard

Whitford, Dr Philippa

Williams, Hywel

Wilson, Munira

Wishart, Pete

Tellers for the Noes:
Marion Fellows and

Mr Alistair Carmichael

Question accordingly agreed to.

The list of Members currently certified as eligible for a
proxy vote, and of the Members nominated as their proxy,
is published at the end of today’s debates.

Bill read a Second time.

DISSOLUTION AND CALLING OF
PARLIAMENT BILL (PROGRAMME)

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 83A(7)),

That the following provisions shall apply to the Dissolution
and Calling of Parliament Bill:

Committal

(1) The Bill shall be committed to a Committee of the whole
House.

Proceedings in Committee, on Consideration and Third Reading

(2) Proceedings in Committee and any proceedings on
Consideration shall (so far as not previously concluded) be brought
to a conclusion one hour before the moment of interruption on
the day on which proceedings in Committee are commenced.

(3) Proceedings on Third Reading shall (so far as not previously
concluded) be brought to a conclusion at the moment of interruption
on that day.

(4) Standing Order No. 83B (Programming committees) shall
not apply to proceedings in Committee, to any proceedings on
Consideration or to proceedings on Third Reading.

Other proceedings

(5) Any other proceedings on the Bill may be programmed.—(Chloe
Smith.)

Question agreed to.

Business without Debate

DELEGATED LEGISLATION

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6)),

CONSUMER PROTECTION

That the draft Market Surveillance (Northern Ireland) Regulations
2021, which were laid before this House on 10 June, be approved.—
(David T. C. Davies.)

Question agreed to.

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6)),

FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE TO INDUSTRY

That this House authorises the Secretary of State to undertake
to pay, and to pay by way of financial assistance under Section 8
of the Industrial Development Act 1982, grants to businesses to
support the development of an electric vehicle supply chain in the
UK, up to a limit of £388 million over four years.—(David T. C.
Davies.)

Question agreed to.

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6)),

PENSIONS

That the draft Occupational Pension Schemes (Climate Change
Governance and Reporting) Regulations 2021, which were laid
before this House on 8 June, be approved.—(David T. C. Davies.)

Question agreed to.

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6)),

NORTHERN IRELAND

That the draft Local Elections (Northern Ireland) (Amendment)
Order 2021, which was laid before this House on 18 May, be
approved.—(David T. C. Davies.)

Question agreed to.

PETITION

Police presence in Kensington

6.57 pm

Felicity Buchan (Kensington) (Con): I rise to present
a petition on behalf of the residents of Kensington, to
save a physical police presence in the north of Kensington.
The petitioners declare that it is “imperative” that such
a presence is retained in the north of the Royal Borough
of Kensington and Chelsea. This petition, alongside the
corresponding online petition, has accumulated 1,208
signatures. I would also like to draw the House’s attention
to the fact that there are two similar independent petitions,
which have also garnered 684 signatures. The petitioners
urge that

“the House of Commons urge the Government to take immediate
action to ensure that a physical police presence is retained”

in the north of Kensington.

Following is the full text of the petition:

[Thepetitionof residentsof theconstituencyof Kensington,

Declares that it is imperative that a physical police
presence, that being defined as a police station with a
counter, continues to be located within the boundaries of
the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, North of
Holland Park Avenue/Notting Hill Gate; further that
such a presence is needed because tackling crime in the
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area, particularly violent crime, poses significant challenges
and the Grenfell community deserve to have a police
presence; and further that a guarantee of police presence
should be made as soon as reasonably possible and no
later than the date set for the closure of Royalty Studios
(North Kensington) Police Station.

The petitioners therefore request that the House of
Commons urge the Government to take immediate action
to ensure that a physical police presence is retained and
not withdrawn from Kensington.

And the petitioners remain, etc. ]

[P002672]

Covid-19 Vaccines: Nepal

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): It being 6.59 pm
as we go into the Adjournment debate and the Minister
moves slowly to his place, the Dispatch Box has been
sanitised, so we do not need to suspend the House. The
fact that I am rabbiting on a little will mean that the
hon. Member for Monmouth (David T. C. Davies) need
move the Adjournment only once.

I do apologise, but as this is a very limited debate,
Members other than the hon. Member for Ealing,
Southall (Mr Sharma) and the Minister will not be able
to make speeches. However, they will at least be able to
ask to intervene on the Minister; of course, it will be up
to the Minister whether he accepts their intervention.

Motion made, and Question proposed, That this House
do now adjourn.—(David T. C. Davies.)

7 pm

Mr Virendra Sharma (Ealing, Southall) (Lab): Thank
you, Mr Deputy Speaker, for chairing this debate to
close our proceedings today. I thank all hon. Members
who are unable to intervene on me today because of
constraints of time and virtual participation; I especially
thank my hon. Friends the Members for Feltham and
Heston (Seema Malhotra) and for Stockport (Navendu
Mishra), and the right hon. Member for Basingstoke
(Mrs Miller) for their support and for their interest in
the debate.

As chair of the Nepal all-party parliamentary group,
I have spoken about the country many times in this
House. I say much the same every time: Nepal is a great
ally and friend of the UK, and has been for more than
two centuries. The Nepali diaspora and the Gurkhas
have contributed to the safety of this country, to our
economy and to our cultural life throughout all that
time. I talk about the wonderful country that I have
visited many times, the friendly and welcoming people,
Nepal’s place in the world—pressed between India and
China, at the top of the world on the Himalayan plateau
—and its development into a democracy with Government
scrutiny and elections since 2008.

I was honoured to host Prime Minister Oli here only
a few years ago, when he met the then Prime Minister
and Leader of the Opposition, the right hon. Member
for Maidenhead (Mrs May) and my right hon. Friend
the Member for Islington North (Jeremy Corbyn). No
one knew of covid-19 then; discussions were about
strengthening Parliament, development, trade and climate
change. Everyone promised to help in 2019—they
committed support and proclaimed friendship—but now,
when Nepal is in dire need of vaccines, we hide behind
international efforts and behind global schemes and
platitudes.

The situation in Nepal is severe—indeed, it is a crisis.
Amnesty International has said:

“The country’s health care system is teetering, with hospitals
reaching capacity, and overstretched, hopelessly under-resourced
staff are unable to keep up with overwhelming demand”.

UNICEF’s staff on the ground have reported:

“Within a short time, cases were just climbing up and up…We
were stretched to the very limit, trying to do the best with the
resources we had.”

More than 600,000 people have officially been infected
with covid-19 and more than 9,000 people have died
following a major surge in infections—similar to that in
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India, but less reported on. More than 50% of deaths
have been among over-60s. In May, the country had the
highest positivity rate in the world, at 47%. The situation
is even worse, because the lack of tests and the serious
under-reporting hide the real figures, but we know that
the country’s weak and fragile health system has been
totally overwhelmed, that patients are unable to access
care and that desperate shortages of oxygen across the
country claim lives.

Health experts have warned of an imminent third
wave that will cause further havoc for an acutely under-
vaccinated population: less than 3% of Nepalis have
been fully vaccinated, and a further 6.3% have received
only one dose. The lack of a second dose puts 1.4 million
vulnerable Nepalis at high risk of getting covid once
again and risks invalidating their first dose. Partial
immunisation also increases the risk of mutations emerging,
which is a problem not just for Nepal, but for everyone
in the world: we have seen the damage that the delta
variant has done and continues to do. New mutations
are a risk to everyone, vaccinated or not.

Most older people and those in vulnerable categories
received their first dose of the Oxford-AstraZeneca
vaccine in March, but there are no supplies available to
provide their second dose. They were due their second
dose between 28 June and 5 July. The clock on the time
to administer the second dose has not just started
ticking; it has almost run out. The supply shortage
happened because of severe problems in global supply
due in part to the crisis in India, problems with COVAX
and an over-dependency on a small number of vaccine
producers whose supplies had been purchased by richer
countries.

In response to the covid crisis in India, the export of
vaccines from India largely ceased, affecting both a deal
that Nepal had agreed to purchase vaccines directly and
also severely impacting on the supply available to COVAX.
While COVAX had forecast to deliver nearly 2 million
vaccines between March and May, it was able to deliver
only 348,000. But the crisis has happened, and the causes,
while sad, are now a fact. It is what we can do that matters.

I will pose three questions to the Minister. First, we
know the UK has a large supply of Oxford-AstraZeneca
vaccines and could donate the 1.4 million vaccines
needed. This would represent 0.3% of all the vaccines
ordered by the UK, and represent just three days of the
UK’s roll-out. We can act unilaterally. We know the
Prime Minister is proud of global Britain. Will he put
the medicine where his mouth is?

Secondly, the Prime Minister, at the beginning of last
month, committed to 5 million doses being sent “in the
coming weeks”—his phrase, not mine. Nepal is a prime
candidate to receive some of those. Will the Minister
commit to Nepal receiving some of those doses and
offer us an actual date for delivery?

Thirdly, COVAX is welcome, it is a good initiative
and it is the right thing to do, but today it is not
delivering because it does not have enough supply.
What steps and on what timetable will the Government
much more rapidly donate the promised vaccines to
reach vulnerable people across the world, and how will
we use our power overseas to encourage other countries
to do the same and meet their international obligations?

I wrote to the Foreign Secretary at the end of May
about this pressing need for vaccines, about the millions
of lives at risk and about the crisis in Nepal. I wrote

with other Members from across this House and from
the other place. The response from his Department
continues to talk about COVAX facing all the problems
I have already outlined, followed by the line that

“this will be sufficient to vaccinate 70% of the population of
Nepal once supplies allow.”

Once supplies allow—that is the heart of the problem,
because supplies do not allow. Some 1.4 million older
and vulnerable people need their second dose, and
supplies do not allow. We can change that, but will the
Minister and the Government have the courage to live
up to a global Britain brand?

7.9 pm

The Minister for Asia (Nigel Adams): I am incredibly
grateful to the hon. Member for Ealing, Southall
(Mr Sharma) for securing the debate. I am sure everyone
in the House will pay tribute to his work as chair of the
Nepal all-party parliamentary group. It is absolutely
right to debate vaccine access as Nepal recovers from a
devastating second wave of covid-19. It is vital that the
country has a clear route to a comprehensive vaccine
programme.

As the hon. Gentleman knows, the United Kingdom
and Nepal share a very deep relationship that has lasted
over two centuries. In fact, Nepal’s first formal diplomatic
relationship was established with us in 1816 and Nepal
has held a special place in our hearts ever since, not
least through the distinguished service of Gurkhas in
the British Army and the bravery and excellence of its
Sherpas who have inspired thousands of British
mountaineers over the decades, as well as through the
kindness and warmth of its people and because of its
spectacular natural beauty.

In May, the delta variant of covid-19 spread to Nepal
and quickly took hold in a devastating second wave of
infections. As the hon. Member said, that overwhelmed
Nepal’s healthcare system, and the people of Nepal
have suffered immensely. I speak for the United Kingdom
Government in offering my deepest condolences to the
people of Nepal for the hardships they have endured in
recent months.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I thank the hon.
Member for Ealing, Southall (Mr Sharma) for introducing
this debate. I really appreciated his significant contribution.
It is also a pleasure to see the Minister in his place.

Recently, in my role as chair of the all-party
parliamentary group for international freedom of religion
or belief, I had the privilege of a productive meeting
with His Excellency Mr Lokdarshan Regmi, the new
Nepalese high commissioner in the UK, at which he
shared the details of the extremely difficult situation
that Nepal faces with regards to the covid-19 pandemic.
What help can this Government in the United Kingdom
give in particular to Nepal’s Christians, Muslims and
other religious minorities who are not getting help or
getting the vaccine?

Nigel Adams: I am grateful to the hon. Gentleman for
his intervention. He is right to mention his interaction
with his excellency. We have used existing programmes
to support Nepal since the second wave. We have fielded
our own experts to help Nepal’s Ministry of Health and
Population with epidemiological analysis and data, we
have financed two covid treatment centres in hotspots
in Pokhara and Bhaktapur, and we have provided local
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governments in those hotspots with medical equipment
such as personal protective equipment, oxygen concentrators
and ventilators, and much more. I will come to that in
my speech.

Seema Malhotra (Feltham and Heston) (Lab/Co-op):
Will the Minister give way?

Nigel Adams: I am not sure that I had advance notice
of the hon. Lady’s intervention, but I am happy to
take it.

Seema Malhotra: I thank the Minister for giving way.
I am sure he will appreciate our concern over the stories
of what is going on in Nepal. The Foreign, Commonwealth
and Development Office has said that the UK stands
“shoulder-to-shoulder” with Nepal, but many of my
constituents—including our first Gurkha Nepalese Mayor
of Hounslow, Councillor Bishnu Gurung—are deeply
concerned that what is being provided to Nepal is not
nearly enough, and not nearly fast enough for the
situation. An estimated 63 retired Gurkha soldiers who
served in the British Army have died of covid-19 in
Nepalese villages. Following the powerful speech by my
hon. Friend the Member for Ealing, Southall (Mr Sharma),
what more can the Minister say to give confidence to
our constituents that enough is being done practically
on the ground and in relation to vaccines to support the
situation in Nepal?

Nigel Adams: I thank the hon. Lady. She is absolutely
right to speak up for the Nepalese diaspora in her
constituency and elsewhere. What I can add to my
response to the hon. Member for Strangford (Jim Shannon)
is that the United Kingdom is stepping up. We were first
out of the blocks delivering equipment, for example, to
India when the second wave hit in India. Of course,
whatever we do will never be enough. It is a really, really
challenging situation—the hon. Lady will appreciate
that—but 269 ventilator machines have been donated,
and thousands of pieces of personal protective equipment.
We are constructing an oxygen plant in Kathmandu,
with an additional plant in Pokhara; that will be completed
by August. We are stepping up. We are also working
with the Gurkha Welfare Trust to help those Gurkhas
who have served this country so brilliantly. Through the
UK-funded welfare trust, we are ensuring that lifesaving
support and supplies to Gurkha veterans and communities
are getting through. That includes three medical clinics
and subsidised hospital treatment.

I understand that, as of last week, just 8.8% of
Nepal’s population have received a first vaccine dose
and 2.6% have received both doses. I understand that
some will accuse us of failing Nepal in its time of need.
I can tell hon. Members that nothing could be farther
from the truth. Since the beginning of the pandemic,
the UK Government have reprioritised over £40 million
of foreign aid through the British embassy in Kathmandu
to help Nepal respond to the challenges of covid-19,
and at each phase of the pandemic, as it changes and as
waves come along, we have tailored our support to
Nepal’s needs

Navendu Mishra (Stockport) (Lab): I thank the Minister
for giving way; in my experience I have always found
him open to dialogue. I congratulate my good friend,

my hon. Friend the Member for Ealing, Southall
(Mr Sharma). The Minister was right to point out, early
in his speech, that the UK and Nepal have a long
relationship, going back over 200 years, and the Nepali
community in Britain makes a significant positive
contribution to this country. I appreciate that the Minister
is aware of the problems of COVAX, particularly when
it comes to the delivery of vaccines. India and South
Africa made a proposal at the World Trade Organisation
regarding a trade-related aspects of intellectual property
rights—TRIPS—waiver, that would have facilitated the
provision of covid vaccines, medicines and equipment
to low and middle-income countries, which unfortunately
the British Government blocked. I notice that the Biden
Administration have changed their position and are
now supporting that TRIPS waiver. Does the Minister
agree that the UK Government should also amend their
position on such a waiver, to help countries such as
India, Nepal and so many others?

Nigel Adams: I can tell the hon. Gentleman that we
are of course acutely aware of the challenge, whether
that is getting first or, in the 1.4 million cases scenario,
second doses. We have supported the Government of
Nepal in liaising with and approaching the secretariat
about the issue. As he knows, because it was announced
recently, the majority of our over 100 million shared
doses will go through the COVAX facility. That will
help lower and middle-income countries enormously;
that roll-out has now begun. Of course we are working
constantly with Governments who are in need of those
vaccines.

If I may get back to Nepal, we have targeted our
support at the immediate health response and at the
economic consequences of lockdowns, which we are
acutely aware of in our own country. We have funded
water sanitation and hygiene facilities for 400,000 people,
safe spaces for women in isolation centres, cash and
voucher assistance for the most vulnerable, and nutritional
support for women who are pregnant or breastfeeding.

In response to the second wave of covid in Nepal, we
have provided additional medical support through our
embassy in Kathmandu. We have funded experts to
support the federal Government response. We have
helped to establish temporary treatment centres in hotspots
and, as I said to the hon. Member for Feltham and
Heston (Seema Malhotra), we constructed an oxygen
plant in Kathmandu, with another one coming in Pokhara
next month. We have delivered medical equipment and
PPE to local governments in the worst affected areas.
That has included providing oxygen concentrators and
ventilators for hospitals in Banke and Mugu. Throughout
the pandemic, the Gurkha Welfare Trust—I referred to
that in response to the hon. Member for Strangford—has
been UK funded, and we have also ensured access to
life-saving support and supplies to veterans and their
communities.

In May, my colleague, Lord Ahmad of Wimbledon,
who is Minister for South Asia and responsible for the
Nepalese portfolio, spoke to Mr Gyawali, Minister of
Foreign Affairs, to discuss what further support the UK
could provide. In response to that conversation, a military
flight from Brize Norton arrived in Kathmandu a week
later. It carried 260 ventilators and many thousands of
pieces of PPE. Make no mistake, Mr Deputy Speaker,
those pieces of equipment and that assistance are saving
lives in Nepal as I speak. I recognise, however, that
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medical supplies are only part of the solution. Vaccines
are also crucial—that point has been raised in the other
place on several occasions by Lord Lancaster, who
takes a keen interest in Nepal.

We are playing a leading role in ensuring equitable
access to vaccines for countries such as Nepal. The
COVAX initiative sits at the centre of that effort, and
the United Kingdom was integral to building COVAX
from scratch. Our early commitment of more than
£548 million, which in turn leveraged $1 billion of
funding from other donors, allowed COVAX to arrange
supply deals with vaccine manufacturers. Despite supply
challenges, COVAX has started to make significant
progress in delivering vaccines around the world, with
almost 348,000 doses already delivered to Nepal, and
another tranche on the way in the next few weeks.

Ninety-six per cent. of vaccines distributed by COVAX
to date have been the Oxford AstraZeneca vaccine,
including in Nepal. Clearly, the United Kingdom was
crucial to the development of that vaccine. We provided
£90 million to support the initial research and development,
and the subsequent manufacturing required to produce
the Oxford AstraZeneca vaccine. What is more, we
made clear that, as part of that funding, the vaccine
should be affordable around the world. In total, more
than 0.5 billion doses of the AstraZeneca vaccine have
already been delivered at a non-profit price globally,
with two thirds going to lower and middle-income
countries.

With United Kingdom support, a global licensing
deal was also struck to transfer AstraZeneca’s technology
to other manufacturers and establish 20 supply chains
across the world, taking it to even more people. We have
also been at the forefront of efforts around the world to
boost confidence in covid-19 vaccines. Unfortunately,
misinformation about vaccines—which can spread quickly,
as we all know, on social media, with no respect for
borders—has the potential to undermine trust and
confidence in vaccines, which, ultimately and sadly, can
cost lives. At the G7 global vaccine summit earlier this
month, the UK Government and Google Cloud announced

that they would work with some of the world’s leading
tech companies on new digital solutions to tackle
misinformation around vaccines.

Furthermore, the United Kingdom has supported
the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank to
provide special finance to Nepal to tackle the consequences
of covid-19, including to purchase those vaccines. The
World Bank has already released $75 million and the
Asian Development Bank will shortly agree an additional
$165 million financing deal with the Government of
Nepal. The United Kingdom supported these contributions
as a shareholder in both those banks. With that finance
and COVAX allocations, the Government in Nepal will
be able to vaccinate seven out of every 10 Nepalis when,
clearly, supplies allow.

We have also used our presidency of the G7 to spear-
head a commitment from G7 members to share 1 billion
vaccine doses by June 2022. At least 100 million of
those vaccines will come from the United Kingdom. As
the House knows, the majority of our shared doses will
go to COVAX. I am sure that the hon. Member for
Ealing, Southall will understand that we are not yet able
to announce the detailed allocations of those, but we
will endeavour to share with him and the House that
information regarding the distribution as soon as possible.

Let me emphasise that the United Kingdom remains
committed to supporting Nepal’s development and recovery
from covid-19, and I hope that some of the measures
that I have outlined in answer to hon. Members’
interventions put some clarity on what we have actually
delivered for the people of Nepal. As I said, we have
reprioritised over £40 million of foreign aid to help
Nepal respond to this awful pandemic. We sent scores
of life-saving equipment to help Nepal respond to the
country’s second wave and we have played a leading role
in establishing COVAX and ensuring access to vaccines
for Nepal—and not just Nepal, but all developing countries.

Question put and agreed to.

7.27 pm

House adjourned.
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and Ongar) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Richard Burgon (Leeds East)
(Lab)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Conor Burns (Bournemouth
West) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dawn Butler (Brent Central)
(Lab)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Rob Butler (Aylesbury) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Ian Byrne (Liverpool, West
Derby) (Lab)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Liam Byrne (Birmingham,
Hodge Hill) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Ruth Cadbury (Brentford and
Isleworth) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Alun Cairns (Vale of
Glamorgan) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Amy Callaghan (East
Dunbartonshire) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Dr Lisa Cameron (East
Kilbride, Strathaven and
Lesmahagow) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Sir Alan Campbell
(Tynemouth) (Con)

Chris Elmore

Mr Gregory Campbell (East
Londonderry) (DUP)

Ian Paisley

Dan Carden (Liverpool,
Walton) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Andy Carter (Warrington
South) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

James Cartlidge (South
Suffolk) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir William Cash (Stone)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Miriam Cates (Penistone and
Stocksbridge) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Alex Chalk (Cheltenham)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sarah Champion (Rotherham)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Member eligible for proxy vote Nominated proxy

Douglas Chapman
(Dunfermline and West Fife)
(SNP)

Owen Thompson

Bambos Charalambous
(Enfield, Southgate) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Joanna Cherry (Edinburgh
South West) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Rehman Chishti (Gillingham
and Rainham) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir Christopher Chope
(Christchurch) (Con)

Mr William Wragg

Jo Churchill (Bury St
Edmunds) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Feryal Clark (Enfield North)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Greg Clark (Tunbridge Wells)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mr Simon Clarke
(Middlesbrough South and
East Cleveland) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Theo Clarke (Stafford) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Brendan Clarke-Smith
(Bassetlaw) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Chris Clarkson (Heywood
and Middleton) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

James Cleverly (Braintree)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown
(The Cotswolds) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dr Thérèse Coffey (Suffolk
Coastal) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Elliot Colburn (Carshalton
and Wallington) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Damian Collins (Folkestone
and Hythe) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Daisy Cooper (St Albans)
(LD)

Wendy Chamberlain

Rosie Cooper (West
Lancashire) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Yvette Cooper (Normanton,
Pontefract and Castleford)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Jeremy Corbyn (Islington
North) (Ind)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Alberto Costa (South
Leicestershire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Robert Courts (Witney) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Claire Coutinho (East Surrey)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Ronnie Cowan (Inverclyde)
(SNP)

Owen Thompson

Sir Geoffrey Cox (Torridge
and West Devon) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Neil Coyle (Bermondsey and
Old Southwark) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Stephen Crabb (Preseli
Pembrokeshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Angela Crawley (Lanark and
Hamilton East) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Stella Creasy (Walthamstow)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Virginia Crosbie (Ynys Môn)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Tracey Crouch (Chatham and
Aylesford) (Con)

Stuart Andrew
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Jon Cruddas (Dagenham and
Rainham) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

John Cryer (Leyton and
Wanstead) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Judith Cummins (Bradford
South) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Alex Cunningham (Stockton
North) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Janet Daby (Lewisham East)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

James Daly (Bury North)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Ed Davey (Kingston and
Surbiton) (LD)

Wendy Chamberlain

Wayne David (Caerphilly)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

David T. C. Davies
(Monmouth) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Gareth Davies (Grantham
and Stamford) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Geraint Davies (Swansea
West) (Lab/Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Dr James Davies (Vale of
Clwyd) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mims Davies (Mid Sussex)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Alex Davies-Jones
(Pontypridd) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Philip Davies (Shipley) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Mr David Davis (Haltemprice
and Howden) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dehenna Davison (Bishop
Auckland) (Con)

Ben Everitt

Martyn Day (Linlithgow and
East Falkirk) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Thangam Debbonaire (Bristol
West) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Marsha De Cordova
(Battersea)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Mr Tanmanjeet Singh Dhesi
(Slough) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Caroline Dinenage (Gosport)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Miss Sarah Dines (Derbyshire
Dales) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mr Jonathan Djanogly
(Huntingdon) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Leo Docherty (Aldershot)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Martin Docherty-Hughes
(West Dunbartonshire) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Anneliese Dodds (Oxford
East) (Lab/Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Sir Jeffrey M. Donaldson
(Lagan Valley) (DUP)

Ian Paisley

Michelle Donelan
(Chippenham) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dave Doogan (Angus) (SNP) Owen Thompson

Ms Nadine Dorries (Mid
Bedfordshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Steve Double (St Austell and
Newquay) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Stephen Doughty (Cardiff
South and Penarth) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Peter Dowd (Bootle) (Lab) Chris Elmore
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Oliver Dowden (Hertsmere)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Richard Drax (South Dorset)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jack Dromey (Birmingham,
Erdington) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mrs Flick Drummond (Meon
Valley) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

James Duddridge (Rochford
and Southend East) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Rosie Duffield (Canterbury)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

David Duguid (Banff and
Buchan) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir Iain Duncan Smith
(Chingford and Woodford
Green) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Philip Dunne (Ludlow) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Ms Angela Eagle (Wallasey)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Maria Eagle (Garston and
Halewood) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Colum Eastwood (Foyle)
(SDLP)

Liz Saville Roberts

Mark Eastwood (Dewsbury)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jonathan Edwards
(Carmarthen East and
Dinefwr) (Ind)

Stuart Andrew

Ruth Edwards (Rushcliffe)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Clive Efford (Eltham) (Lab) Chris Elmore

Julie Elliott (Sunderland
Central) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Michael Ellis (Northampton
North) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mr Tobias Ellwood
(Bournemouth East) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mrs Natalie Elphicke (Dover)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Florence Eshalomi (Vauxhall)
(Lab/Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Bill Esterson (Sefton Central)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

George Eustice (Camborne
and Redruth) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Chris Evans (Islwyn) (Lab/
Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Dr Luke Evans (Bosworth)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir David Evennett
(Bexleyheath and Crayford)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Michael Fabricant (Lichfield)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Laura Farris (Newbury) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Stephen Farry (North Down)
(Alliance)

Wendy Chamberlain

Simon Fell (Barrow and
Furness) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Margaret Ferrier (Rutherglen
and Hamilton West) (Ind)

Stuart Andrew

Colleen Fletcher (Coventry
North East) (Lab)

Chris Elmore
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Katherine Fletcher (South
Ribble) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mark Fletcher (Bolsover)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Nick Fletcher (Don Valley)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Stephen Flynn (Aberdeen
South) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Vicky Ford (Chelmsford)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Kevin Foster (Torbay) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Yvonne Fovargue
(Makerfield) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Dr Liam Fox (North
Somerset) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Vicky Foxcroft (Lewisham,
Deptford) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mary Kelly Foy (City of
Durham) (Lab)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Mr Mark Francois (Rayleigh
and Wickford) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Lucy Frazer (South East
Cambridgeshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

George Freeman (Mid
Norfolk) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mike Freer (Finchley and
Golders Green) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Richard Fuller (North East
Bedfordshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Marcus Fysh (Yeovil) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Sir Roger Gale (North
Thanet) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Barry Gardiner (Brent North)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mark Garnier (Wyre Forest)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Ms Nusrat Ghani (Wealden)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Nick Gibb (Bognor Regis and
Littlehampton) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Patricia Gibson (North
Ayrshire and Arran) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Peter Gibson (Darlington)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jo Gideon (Stoke-on-Trent
Central) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Preet Kaur Gill (Birmingham,
Edgbaston) (Lab/Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Paul Girvan (South Antrim)
(DUP)

Ian Paisley

John Glen (Salisbury) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Mr Robert Goodwill
(Scarborough and Whitby)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Michael Gove (Surrey Heath)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Patrick Grady (Glasgow
North) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Richard Graham (Gloucester)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mrs Helen Grant (Maidstone
and The Weald) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Peter Grant (Glenrothes)
(SNP)

Owen Thompson
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James Gray (North Wiltshire)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Chris Grayling (Epsom and
Ewell) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Damian Green (Ashford)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Kate Green (Stretford and
Urmston) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Sarah Green (Chesham and
Amersham) (LD)

Wendy Chamberlain

Margaret Greenwood (Wirral
West) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Andrew Griffith (Arundel and
South Downs) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Nia Griffith (Llanelli) (Lab) Chris Elmore

Kate Griffiths (Burton) (Con) Stuart Andrew

James Grundy (Leigh) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Jonathan Gullis (Stoke-on-
Trent North) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Andrew Gwynne (Denton and
Reddish) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Louise Haigh (Sheffield,
Heeley) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Robert Halfon (Harlow)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Luke Hall (Thornbury and
Yate) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Fabian Hamilton (Leeds
North East) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Stephen Hammond
(Wimbledon) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Matt Hancock (West Suffolk)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Greg Hands (Chelsea and
Fulham) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Claire Hanna (Belfast South)
(SDLP)

Liz Saville Roberts

Emma Hardy (Kingston upon
Hull West and Hessle) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Ms Harriet Harman
(Camberwell and Peckham)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mr Mark Harper (Forest of
Dean) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Carolyn Harris (Swansea
East) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Trudy Harrison (Copeland)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sally-Ann Hart (Hastings and
Rye) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Simon Hart (Carmarthen
West and South
Pembrokeshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Helen Hayes (Dulwich and
West Norwood) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Sir John Hayes (South
Holland and The Deepings)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir Oliver Heald (North East
Hertfordshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

John Healey (Wentworth and
Dearne) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

James Heappey (Wells) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Chris Heaton-Harris
(Daventry) (Con)

Stuart Andrew
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Gordon Henderson
(Sittingbourne and Sheppey)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir Mark Hendrick (Preston)
(Lab/Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Drew Hendry (Inverness,
Nairn, Badenoch and
Strathspey) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Darren Henry (Broxtowe)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Antony Higginbotham
(Burnley) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Damian Hinds (East
Hampshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Simon Hoare (North Dorset)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Wera Hobhouse (Bath) (LD) Wendy Chamberlain

Dame Margaret Hodge
(Barking) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mrs Sharon Hodgson
(Washington and Sunderland
West) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mr Richard Holden (North
West Durham) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Kate Hollern (Blackburn)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Kevin Hollinrake (Thirsk and
Malton) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Adam Holloway (Gravesham)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Paul Holmes (Eastleigh)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Rachel Hopkins (Luton
South) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Stewart Hosie (Dundee East)
(SNP)

Owen Thompson

Sir George Howarth
(Knowsley) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

John Howell (Henley) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Paul Howell (Sedgefield)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Nigel Huddleston (Mid
Worcestershire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dr Neil Hudson (Penrith and
The Border) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Eddie Hughes (Walsall North)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jane Hunt (Loughborough)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jeremy Hunt (South West
Surrey) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Tom Hunt (Ipswich) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Rupa Huq (Ealing Central
and Acton) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Imran Hussain (Bradford
East) (Lab)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Mr Alister Jack (Dumfries
and Galloway) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Christine Jardine (Edinburgh
West) (LD)

Wendy Chamberlain

Dan Jarvis (Barnsley Central)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Sajid Javid (Bromsgrove)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Member eligible for proxy vote Nominated proxy

Mr Ranil Jayawardena (North
East Hampshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir Bernard Jenkin (Harwich
and North Essex) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mark Jenkinson (Workington)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Andrea Jenkyns (Morley and
Outwood) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Robert Jenrick (Newark)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Boris Johnson (Uxbridge and
South Ruislip) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dr Caroline Johnson
(Sleaford and North
Hykeham) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dame Diana Johnson
(Kingston upon Hull North)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Gareth Johnson (Dartford)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Kim Johnson (Liverpool,
Riverside) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

David Johnston (Wantage)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Darren Jones (Bristol North
West) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mr David Jones (Clwyd West)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Fay Jones (Brecon and
Radnorshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Gerald Jones (Merthyr Tydfil
and Rhymney) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mr Kevan Jones (North
Durham) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Mr Marcus Jones (Nuneaton)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Ruth Jones (Newport West)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Sarah Jones (Croydon
Central) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Simon Jupp (East Devon)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mike Kane (Wythenshawe
and Sale East) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Daniel Kawczynski
(Shrewsbury and Atcham)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Alicia Kearns (Rutland and
Melton) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Gillian Keegan (Chichester)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Barbara Keeley (Worsley and
Eccles South) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Liz Kendall (Leicester West)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Afzal Khan (Manchester,
Gorton) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Stephen Kinnock (Aberavon)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Sir Greg Knight (East
Yorkshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Julian Knight (Solihull) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Danny Kruger (Devizes)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew
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Kwasi Kwarteng (Spelthorne)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Peter Kyle (Hove) (Lab) Chris Elmore

Mr David Lammy
(Tottenham) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

John Lamont (Berwickshire,
Roxburgh and Selkirk) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Robert Largan (High Peak)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mrs Pauline Latham (Mid
Derbyshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Ben Lake (Ceredigion) (PC) Liz Saville Roberts

Ian Lavery (Wansbeck) (Lab) Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Chris Law (Dundee West)
(SNP)

Owen Thompson

Kim Leadbeater (Batley and
Spen) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Andrea Leadsom (South
Northamptonshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Sir Edward Leigh
(Gainsborough) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Ian Levy (Blyth Valley) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Mrs Emma Lewell-Buck
(South Shields) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Andrew Lewer (Northampton
South) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Brandon Lewis (Great
Yarmouth) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Clive Lewis (Norwich South)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Dr Julian Lewis (New Forest
East) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mr Ian Liddell-Grainger
(Bridgwater and West
Somerset) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

David Linden (Glasgow East)
(SNP)

Owen Thompson

Tony Lloyd (Rochdale) (Lab) Chris Elmore

Carla Lockhart (Upper Bann)
(DUP)

Ian Paisley

Chris Loder (West Dorset)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mark Logan (Bolton North
East) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Rebecca Long Bailey (Salford
and Eccles) (Lab)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Marco Longhi (Dudley
North) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Julia Lopez (Hornchurch and
Upminster) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jack Lopresti (Filton and
Bradley Stoke) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mr Jonathan Lord (Woking)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Tim Loughton (East
Worthing and Shoreham)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Caroline Lucas (Brighton,
Pavilion) (Green)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Holly Lynch (Halifax) (Lab) Chris Elmore

Kenny MacAskill (East
Lothian) (Alba)

Neale Hanvey

Steve McCabe (Birmingham,
Selly Oak) (Lab)

Chris Elmore
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Kerry McCarthy (Bristol
East) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Jason McCartney (Colne
Valley) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Karl McCartney (Lincoln)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Siobhain McDonagh
(Mitcham and Morden) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Andy McDonald
(Middlesbrough) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Stewart Malcolm McDonald
(Glasgow South) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Stuart C. McDonald
(Cumbernauld, Kilsyth and
Kirkintilloch East) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

John McDonnell (Hayes and
Harlington) (Lab)

Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Mr Pat McFadden
(Wolverhampton South East)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Conor McGinn (St Helens
North) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Alison McGovern (Wirral
South) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Craig Mackinlay (South
Thanet) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Catherine McKinnell
(Newcastle upon Tyne North)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Cherilyn Mackrory (Truro
and Falmouth) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Anne McLaughlin (Glasgow
North East) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Rachel Maclean (Redditch)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jim McMahon (Oldham West
and Royton) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Anna McMorrin (Cardiff
North) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

John McNally (Falkirk) (SNP) Owen Thompson

Angus Brendan MacNeil (Na
h-Eileanan an Iar) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Stephen McPartland
(Stevenage) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Esther McVey (Tatton) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Justin Madders (Ellesmere
Port and Neston) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Khalid Mahmood
(Birmingham, Perry Barr)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Shabana Mahmood
(Birmingham, Ladywood)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Alan Mak (Havant) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Seema Malhotra (Feltham
and Heston) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Kit Malthouse (North West
Hampshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Julie Marson (Hertford and
Stortford) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Rachael Maskell (York
Central) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Christian Matheson (City of
Chester) (Lab)

Chris Elmore
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Mrs Theresa May
(Maidenhead) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jerome Mayhew (Broadland)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Paul Maynard (Blackpool
North and Cleveleys) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Ian Mearns (Gateshead) (Lab) Bell Ribeiro-Addy

Mark Menzies (Fylde) (Con) Stuart Andrew

Huw Merriman (Bexhill and
Battle) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Stephen Metcalfe (South
Basildon and East Thurrock)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Edward Miliband (Doncaster
North) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Robin Millar (Aberconwy)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Mrs Maria Miller
(Basingstoke) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Amanda Milling (Cannock
Chase) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Nigel Mills (Amber Valley)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Navendu Mishra (Stockport)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

Andrew Mitchell (Sutton
Coldfield) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Gagan Mohindra (South West
Hertfordshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Carol Monaghan (Glasgow
North West)

Owen Thompson

Damien Moore (Southport)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Robbie Moore (Keighley)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Layla Moran (Oxford West
and Abingdon) (LD)

Wendy Chamberlain

Penny Mordaunt (Portsmouth
North) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jessica Morden (Newport
East) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Stephen Morgan (Portsmouth
South) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Anne Marie Morris (Newton
Abbot) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

David Morris (Morecambe
and Lunesdale) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Grahame Morris (Easington)
(Lab)

Chris Elmore

James Morris (Halesowen and
Rowley Regis) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Joy Morrissey (Beaconsfield)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jill Mortimer (Hartlepool)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Wendy Morton (Aldridge-
Brownhills) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Dr Kieran Mullan (Crewe and
Nantwich) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Holly Mumby-Croft
(Scunthorpe) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

David Mundell
(Dumfriesshire, Clydesdale
and Tweeddale) (Con)

Stuart Andrew
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Ian Murray (Edinburgh
South) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

James Murray (Ealing North)
(Lab/Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Mrs Sheryll Murray (South
East Cornwall) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Andrew Murrison (South
West Wiltshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Lisa Nandy (Wigan) (Lab) Chris Elmore

Sir Robert Neill (Bromley and
Chislehurst) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Gavin Newlands (Paisley and
Renfrewshire North) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Charlotte Nichols
(Warrington North) (Lab)

Chris Elmore

Lia Nici (Great Grimsby)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

John Nicolson (Ochil and
South Perthshire) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Caroline Nokes (Romsey and
Southampton North) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Jesse Norman (Hereford and
South Herefordshire) (Con)

Stuart Andrew

Alex Norris (Nottingham
North) (Lab/Co-op)

Chris Elmore

Neil O’Brien (Harborough)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew

Brendan O’Hara (Argyll and
Bute) (SNP)

Owen Thompson

Dr Matthew Offord (Hendon)
(Con)

Stuart Andrew
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Written Statements

Tuesday 6 July 2021

BUSINESS, ENERGY AND INDUSTRIAL
STRATEGY

Stellantis Investment: Vauxhall, Ellesmere Port

The Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial
Strategy (Kwasi Kwarteng): I am delighted to welcome
the confirmation by Stellantis of a transformational
investment at its Vauxhall plant in Ellesmere Port, which
will see the site become the first mass volume, fully
battery electric vehicle plant in the UK and Europe.
Stellantishavecommittedtoinvestingmorethan£100million
to transition the plant to produce a new generation of
electric vehicles, safeguarding the future of the site and
its supply chain for the next decade.

This announcement demonstrates that our net zero
ambitions are being welcomed and matched by business,
as we work towards increasing the manufacture of
electric vehicles in the UK. The Government are committed
to ensuring we continue to be one of the best locations
in the world for automotive manufacturing and are
working closely with the sector to make sure it remains
competitive, attracts investment, and protects and creates
jobs.

Just over six months ago we presented the Prime
Minister’s 10-point plan for a green industrial revolution,
setting an ambitious road map for transforming our
economy, unlocking investment and levelling up the
regions. The plan included a commitment to phase out
the sale of new petrol and diesel cars and vans by 2030.
The decision by Stellantis to invest in electrification in
the UK, alongside recent announcements by Nissan
and Envision in Sunderland, are excellent illustrations
of business and the Government working together to
achieve decarbonisation within the sector.

I was pleased to inform the House in June of the
strong consumer growth over the past year, which our
strategy is helping to drive. As of March 2021, battery
electric vehicle sales stood at 7.7% of the market, up
88% on a year earlier, while plug-in hybrid vehicles sales
were 6.1%, an increase of 152%. Changing consumer
habits such as the way we shop have also driven a strong
increase in demand for light commercial vehicles, and
this announcement will help transition the fleet with a
new vehicle produced here in the UK. This investment
will grow domestic production of electric commercial
vehicles, help reduce our reliance on imports and play
an important part in reducing emissions in towns and
cities across the country.

I am sure Members will agree that this is an important
announcement for Cheshire, Merseyside and the north-west
of England, which secures the continued presence of a
key anchor for the local and regional economy. This
significant investment has been secured thanks to a
strong partnership approach between Stellantis and the
Government, alongside Cheshire West and Chester Council,
and the Cheshire and Warrington local enterprise
partnership to maximise the benefits of the transformation
of the plant to the wider local economy.

This news will be welcomed by the workforce at
Ellesmere Port and is a testament to their skills and
hard work. The Ellesmere Port plant has been a crucial
part of automotive manufacturing in the UK since it
first opened nearly 60 years ago. This announcement
means that that milestone will be marked next year with
the production of its first all-electric vehicle—building
a sound future on Vauxhall’s proud legacy.

Today’s announcement is further proof that there is a
bright future for automotive manufacturing in this country.
TheGovernmentarecommittedtosupportingthis transition
including £500 million to support the electrification of
UK vehicles and their supply chains, as part of a wider
commitment of up to £1 billion. As Secretary of State I
will continue to champion the sector, ensuring that we
make the most of the opportunities of the transition to
zero-emission vehicles and attract further investment,
boost innovation and sustain tens of thousands of jobs
in manufacturing and the supply chain.

[HCWS150]

TREASURY

Fiscal Risks Report 2021

The Chancellor of the Exchequer (Rishi Sunak): In
accordance with the charter for budget responsibility,
the OBR has today published its third fiscal risks report
(FRR). FRR 2021 provides an update on the risks
identified in previous reports, alongside focused coverage
of three areas of fiscal risk: the coronavirus pandemic,
climate change, and the cost of Government debt. I am
grateful to the Budget Responsibility Committee, and
staff of the OBR, for their work in preparing this
report, which ensures that the UK continues to be at the
forefront of fiscal transparency and management during
these unprecedented times. The report was laid before
Parliament earlier today and copies are available in the
Vote Office. The Government will respond formally to
FRR 2021 within the next year.

The UK has experienced two “once-in-a-generation”
economic shocks in just over a decade, and the challenges
faced by the UK since the start of the pandemic have
been substantial. Action taken over the last decade to
restore the public finances to health enabled the Government
to fund a comprehensive package of support for the
economy when most needed. The report notes that our
direct support to businesses helped keep many of our
employers afloat, kept insolvencies in check and avoided
the kind of credit crunch that occurred during the
financial crisis. The Government have acted on a scale
unmatched in recent history to protect people’s jobs
and livelihoods and to support businesses and public
services across the UK. Taking into account the significant
support confirmed at spending review 2020 and Budget
2021, total announced support for the economy in
response to covid-19 is £352 billion across 2020-21 and
2021-22.

The report highlights the range of spending choices
and risks we face, particularly relating to pandemic
spending. These will be considered at the spending
review. As the report notes, spending is increasing in
cash terms, real terms, and as a share of GDP overall.
Total managed expenditure is forecast to rise by 2.1% of
GDP between 2019-20 and 2024-25. Core departmental
spending is set to grow at an average of over 3% in real
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terms over this Parliament. Our plans will deliver the
largest real-terms increase in departmental spending for
any full Parliament this century.

It is clear that unmitigated climate change is another
significant fiscal risk and decarbonisation is essential
for sustainable long-term growth and therefore also for
the health of the public finances. The fiscal consequences
of transition to net zero will need to be managed in line
with the Government’s broader fiscal strategy. The
Government will publish our net zero strategy later this
year, which will set out more detail on how we will meet
our net zero target.

The pandemic and the Government’s necessary policy
response has led to an unprecedented increase in
Government borrowing and debt; FRR 2021 illustrates
how this has made the public finances more sensitive to
changes in interest rates. While borrowing costs are
affordable now, interest rates and inflation may not stay
low forever. The OBR’s latest forecast recognises that
the Government’s current fiscal plans deliver a stable
medium-term outlook for public sector net debt, but as
I set out at that Budget, we need to pay close attention
to the affordability of that debt.

The risks discussed by the OBR in this report underline
the importance of returning our public finances to a
more sustainable path. The report finds that, in the face
of many potential fiscal risks,
“fiscal space may be the single most valuable risk management
tool”.

That is why the Government set out at Budget 2021 a
plan for returning the public finances to a more sustainable
path. It is vital that we rebuild fiscal space to ensure that
the Government can maintain fiscal resilience to respond
as future risks materialise, continue to invest in excellent
public services and give businesses and citizens across
the UK the certainty that comes with knowing we can
and will support them.

[HCWS152]

DIGITAL, CULTURE, MEDIA AND SPORT

Channel 4: Future Ownership Consultation

The Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and
Sport (Oliver Dowden): Today, we are launching a
consultation on the future ownership of Channel Four
Television Corporation.

Since its creation almost 40 years ago by a Conservative
Government, Channel 4 has delivered on its remit, aims
and objectives. But, in that time, the broadcasting landscape
has changed beyond recognition, and continues to change
apace.

Increased global competition, changing audience habits,
the decline of linear advertising revenue and a wave of
consolidation in the sector all pose challenges.

The consultation therefore asks for views and evidence
on what ownership model and remit will best support
Channel 4 to thrive for another 40 years and beyond.

It is the Government’s current view, to be tested
through the consultation, that a new ownership model
would give Channel 4 the broadest range of tools to
continue to thrive in the face of these new challenges.

There are constraints that come with public ownership,
and a new owner could bring access and benefits, including
access to capital, new strategic partnerships and to the
international markets.

As we have set out before, we believe that the need for
public service broadcasting in the UK is as strong as ever.
We want to see Channel 4 keep its place at the heart of
British broadcasting and continue to support the great
creative economy in this country. We want to put it on a
footing to flourish for decades to come. Now is therefore
the time to test whether an alternative ownership model
may be better for the broadcaster and better for the country.

This consultation forms a key part of the Government’s
wider strategic review of public service broadcasting, along-
side Ofcom’s own reflection exercise. Together, our work
will ensure that our public service broadcasters and the
wider broadcasting framework are fit for the 21st century.

The consultation can be accessed from today on
gov.uk and will run for 10 weeks, closing on 14 September
2021 at 11.45 pm. A copy of the consultation will be
placed in the Libraries of both Houses.

[HCWS153]

Digital Regulation: Driving Growth and Unlocking
Innovation

The Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media and
Sport (Oliver Dowden): The Government have today
published a Plan for Digital Regulation which sets out
the next chapter of our approach for how we will regulate
digital technologies in order to drive growth and innovation.
It brings together all the work we are doing across
Government in this area under a single coherent vision.

Innovation is at the heart of this plan. We want to
encourage it wherever we can, so that we can use tech as
an engine for growth and create thriving markets that
will cement our position as the tech capital of Europe.
We want to do so while also protecting businesses and
citizens and upholding their fundamental rights.

Where it is necessary for Government to intervene,
we will do so in a way that gets this balance right.
We will therefore ensure that regulation promotes
competition and innovation in digital technologies, while
keeping the UK safe and secure online. We will also
promote a flourishing democratic society, and protect
our fundamental rights.

The Digital Regulation Plan sets out how we will
achieve that balance, setting out new principles for how
we design and implement regulation so we actively
promote innovation, achieve forward looking and coherent
outcomes; and exploit opportunities and address challenges
in the international arena. It also sets out some practical
steps the Government are taking right now to seize the
opportunities of the digital revolution.

The plan is pro-tech and pro-innovation, and builds
on the Government’s 10 tech priorities to fuel a new era
of start-ups and scale-ups, keep the UK safe and secure
online, and ensure that the UK continues to lead the
global conversation on tech.

This is intended as the start of the conversation on
how we design and implement the right rules for the
next chapter in governing digital technologies. To ensure
the success of the plan, I want to work with interested
parties with a broad range of views on the future of
digital regulation, from Parliament, to civil society, to
industry, to academia.

A copy of the plan will be placed in the Libraries of
both Houses.

[HCWS149]
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HOME DEPARTMENT

Nationality and Borders Bill

The Secretary of State for the Home Department
(Priti Patel): In March I published the new plan for
immigration (NPI), setting out the overwhelming case
for change to fix the broken asylum system, and deliver
a system that is fair but firm. The Nationality and
Borders Bill, introduced today, will deliver the most
comprehensive reform of the asylum system in decades.
The principle behind the Bill is simple: access to the
United Kingdom’s asylum system should be based on
need, not on the ability to pay people smugglers.

The Bill—and the wider NPI—has three key objectives:

Make the system fairer and more effective so that we can better
protect and support those in genuine need of asylum.

Deter illegal entry into the UK breaking the business model of
criminal trafficking networks and saving lives.

Removing from the UK those with no right to be here.

The introduction of the Bill was preceded by a
consultation on the NPI which the Government will
provide a response to in due course.

To support the parliamentary scrutiny of the Bill, we
are publishing a gov.uk page. This can be found at:
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-
nationality-and-borders-bill.

[HCWS151]

TRANSPORT

Bus Sector: Covid-19 Recovery Funding

The Secretary of State for Transport (Grant Shapps):
During the pandemic, the Government have provided
unprecedented levels of financial assistance to the bus
sector through the coronavirus bus service support grant

(CBSSG), supporting bus operators and local transport
authorities in England outside of London, with up to
£1.4 billion in funding since March 2020. With patronage
falling and social distancing limiting passengers onboard,
CBSSG has funded up to 100% of pre-covid service
levels, ensuring key workers have continued to be able to
travel easily and safely. Critically, as restrictions are
lifted and passengers return, the bus sector is important
in helping the economic recovery.

I appreciate that this presents bus operators with a
fundamental financial challenge. To encourage passengers
back, local bus services should be as available as they
were prior to the pandemic. Without support, however,
it may not be possible for operators to maintain the
services they have provided up until now.

I can therefore announce that a further £226.5 million
in financial support in the form of recovery funding has
been made available for the bus sector. Funding operators
and local authorities from 1 September until the end of
the current financial year, this will succeed CBSSG
which ends on 31 August. In addition to helping maintain
services, recovery funding will support the key aims of
the national bus strategy of encouraging local authorities
and operators to work together to deliver better bus
services. In return for receiving funding, operators will
be asked to commit to co-operating with the process for
establishing enhanced partnerships or franchising.

With the publication of the national bus strategy in
March, the Government set out bold ambitions to
address the long-term challenge of providing quick,
reliable, simple and affordable bus travel. Local authorities
have been asked to develop ambitious bus service
improvement plans by this October, outlining what will
be done at a local level to make travelling by bus as
attractive as possible. The Prime Minister has announced
£5 billion for buses and cycling to deliver the strategy
and provide vital investment for the sector.

[HCWS154]
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Petition

Tuesday 6 July 2021

OBSERVATIONS

HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE

South Tyneside Hospital

The petition of residents of the constituency of South
Shields,

Declares that the downgrading of South Tyneside
Hospital announced in the “alliance” between South
Tyneside NHS Foundation Trust (STFT) and City
Hospitals Sunderland (CHS) with loss of acute services
will be a disaster for the people of South Tyneside and
the people of Sunderland; further that the removal of
all acute services to Sunderland will make the Sunderland
A&E unsustainable and will mean that people from
South Tyneside will have to travel to Sunderland or
Newcastle; further that the immediate threat of this
“alliance” is the loss of acute stroke and maternity
services; further that the decision to downgrade South
Tyneside Hospital demonstrates that the Government’s
direction with the NHS is to reduce its funding and
damage it through its fragmentation into purchasers
and providers, closure of acute hospitals and A&E
Departments, cut-backs and the takeover of the most
profitable services by private health companies; further
that the Government has a duty to provide a comprehensive
health service across England to all communities; and
further that access to healthcare is a right of all in a
modern society and we demand that it be guaranteed.

The petitioners therefore request that the House of
Commons urge the Government to work with NHS
England, South Tyneside NHS Foundation Trust, South
Tyneside Clinical Commissioning Group and South
Tyneside Health & Well-being Board to stop any plans
to close acute services at South Tyneside District Hospital
and to safeguard its Accident and Emergency Service.

And the petitioners remain, etc.—[Presented by
Mrs Emma Lewell-Buck , Official Report, 9 June 2021;
Vol. 696, c. 1063.]

[P002667]

ObservationsfromtheMinisterforHealth(EdwardArgar):

There are no plans to move all acute services away
from South Tyneside District Hospital.

The “Path to Excellence”programme of reconfiguration
of services at South Tyneside is a five-year programme
across South Tyneside and Sunderland to optimise the
services available across the region.

Due to Covid-19 the five-year programme was paused
to support staff to prioritise the pandemic response, but
the CCG is now looking to resume this reconfiguration
process.

NHS England will share more detailed plans later
this year, which will then go out to consultation. This
initial focus is on improving surgical services, including
at the accident and emergency department, to make
sure more people have timely access to operations and
reducing the significant backlog of patients now waiting
for treatment.

The changes already made to improve stroke and
maternity services have had good feedback following
consultation with patients. The final stages of the urgent
paediatric care improvements are taking place this summer.
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Ministerial Correction

Tuesday 6 July 2021

EDUCATION

Catch-up Premium

The following is an extract from the Opposition day
debate on 15 June 2021.

Vicky Ford: Many Members have spoken of the
record funding that is going into our schools, and
before this virus hit, we committed to the biggest school
funding boost in over a decade. That means that the
whole schools budget will be over £52 billion this year.

[Official Report, 15 June 2021, Vol. 697, c. 180.]

Letter of correction from the Under-Secretary of State
for Education, the hon. Member for Chelmsford (Vicky
Ford).

An error has been identified in my response to the
debate.

The correct response should have been:

Vicky Ford: Many Members have spoken of the
record funding that is going into our schools, and
before this virus hit, we committed to the biggest school
funding boost in over a decade. That means that the
whole schools budget will be over £52 billion in 2022-23.
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