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House of Commons

Wednesday 10 January 2024
The House met at half-past Eleven o’clock
PRAYERS

[MR SPEAKER in the Chair]
Oral Answers to Questions

SCIENCE, INNOVATION AND TECHNOLOGY

The Secretary of State was asked—

Research and Development: Private Investment

1. Julie Marson (Hertford and Stortford) (Con): What
recent discussions she has had with Cabinet colleagues
on trends in the level of private investment in research
and development in the last 12 months. [900779]

13. Dr James Davies (Vale of Clwyd) (Con): What
recent discussions she has had with Cabinet colleagues
on trends in the level of private investment in research
and development in the last 12 months. [900793]

The Minister for Science, Research and Innovation
(Andrew Griffith): This Government have a fantastic
track record of mobilising private investment in research
and innovation, alongside delivering the largest ever
public spending, which will reach £20 billion a year next
financial year. In November, the global investment summit
saw commitments to invest almost £30 billion in the
UK, including the decision by Flagship Pioneering, one
of the world’s leading life science investors, to have its
first international base in the UK.

Julie Marson: Hertford and Stortford lies at the heart
of the innovation corridor, so private investment is very
important to businesses in my constituency. Does the
Minister have any assessment of the likely impact of the
Mansion House reforms on that trend and the great
track record of private investment?

Andrew Griffith: Like its Member of Parliament,
Hertford and Stortford is indeed innovative. The Mansion
House reforms, which in my previous role I helped the
Chancellor to deliver, will unlock an estimated £50 billion
of investment to scale up high-growth companies across
the whole United Kingdom, including in my hon. Friend’s
constituency. That sits alongside our £250 million initiative
for long-term investment for technology and science—
LIFTS—which will focus particularly on British pensioners
investing in long-term growth opportunities in tech and
the life sciences. When it comes to British innovation,
this Government are all in, and I hope that in 2024
financial institutions will be too.

Dr Davies: In October, the Government announced
the £60 million regional innovation fund to boost university
support for regional economic growth. Wales was allocated
£3.4 million through the Barnett formula. However,
disappointingly, there is no evidence of that money

having been spent on its intended purpose in Wales.
What assistance can the Minister provide to encourage
the Welsh Government to invest Wales’s proportion of
the regional innovation fund in boosting the Welsh
economy?

Andrew Griffith: As my hon. Friend said, the recently
announced regional innovation fund is providing £60 million
of funding across the United Kingdom to harness the
strength of our universities. It is intensely disappointing
that the Labour Government in Wales have not seen fit
to spend that in the same way. Ultimately, that is a
decision for the Labour Government, and I am sure
that the electorate will hold them to account for that.

Daniel Zeichner (Cambridge) (Lab): Private investment
will need to ratchet up significantly if it is to offset the
loss to the research sector that we are seeing as international
student applications plummet as a result of Government
policy. What are the Minister and his colleagues doing
to offset that decline in resources?

Andrew Griffith: Once again, it is an enormous shame
that the hon. Member for the wonderful cluster of
Cambridgeshire is so keen to talk down the United
Kingdom at every opportunity. This Government are
mobilising more public funding for research and
development than ever before, and mobilising private
investment capital on the back of that—£2 for every
£1 that the Government put in.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): Yesterday I was
talking to a Minister in the Lobby, and he referred to
how impressed he was by the Northern Ireland workforce.
I am equally impressed, as the Member for Strangford.
When it comes to research and development across the
United Kingdom, what is Northern Ireland getting to
help our workforce grow, to train our people and to
make us an integral part of this United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland?

Andrew Griffith: Having visited Northern Ireland,
I am aware of just how innovative and highly skilled it
is, and how much opportunity and headroom there is. It
is very important to me, as the Minister for Science and
Research, that Northern Ireland punches above its weight.
I would be delighted to visit Northern Ireland to meet
businesses, entrepreneurs and innovators there.

Digital Phone Network: Vulnerable Customers

2. James Wild (North West Norfolk) (Con): What
steps her Department is taking to help ensure that
vulnerable customers are supported when their phone
lines are transitioned to the digital network. [900780]

The Secretary of State for Science, Innovation and
Technology (Michelle Donelan): On 14 December,
I convened the UK’s leading telecom providers to discuss
the next steps to protect vulnerable households when
providers upgrade phone lines. As a result, telecom
providers have now signed a charter, committing to
concrete measures to protect vulnerable houscholds.
This is a positive step by industry to make sure that
safety continues to be at the heart of the nationwide
switchover.
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James Wild: A concern about the new digital network
for vulnerable people in North West Norfolk who rely
on personal alarms in emergencies is loss of service
in a power cut. Will my right hon. Friend ensure that
those welcome new protections deliver robust back-up
plans in such circumstances, and that they are clearly
communicated to customers?

Michelle Donelan: I absolutely agree that the power
resilience of our digital infrastructure is key to keeping
people connected. As part of signing up to the voluntary
charter, the main communication providers have promised
to work towards providing more powerful back-up solutions
that go beyond Ofcom’s minimum requirements. I have
had multiple conversations with Ofcom on this matter.
Itis now consulting, with the aim of further strengthening
the UK’s resilience on power cuts.

Tonia Antoniazzi (Gower) (Lab): Rural connectivity
remains a huge problem in my constituency. As the
Secretary of State said, the charter has been introduced.
However, it was introduced over a year into the process,
when things had already gone wrong. What is she going
to do to rectify that?

Michelle Donelan: 1 would like to correct the hon.
Member. The decision on the public switched telephone
network was made by business, because of the problems
with the existing copper lines and the fact that that, too,
poses significant challenges. What we have done is take
proactive steps by convening industry to ensure that
they are going further than their existing commitments,
and we have involved the regulator at every step.

Rural Connectivity

3. Eddie Hughes (Walsall North) (Con): What steps
her Department is taking to improve rural connectivity.
[900781]

4. Mark Menzies (Fylde) (Con): What steps her
Department is taking to improve rural connectivity.
[900782]

9. David Duguid (Banff and Buchan) (Con): What
steps her Department is taking to improve rural connectivity.
[900788]

The Minister for Data and Digital Infrastructure (Julia
Lopez): Great digital connectivity is now absolutely
vital to people’s life chances and we do not want rural
areas to be left behind. That is why we are putting
£2 billion into gigabit, so that it is in every corner of the
country. We are putting cash into satellites for the
hardest to reach bits. We have a plan for mobile operators
to get much more phone coverage. The best bit, of
course, is that we have a new rural connectivity champion,
in my hon. Friend the Member for Barrow and Furness
(Simon Fell), to get the countryside connected.

Eddie Hughes: 1 am delighted to hear everything the
Minister has to say, but what further advice can she give
to a colleague keen to champion specific rural communities
facing challenges with poor digital connectivity?

Julia Lopez: First, I want to reassure my hon. Friend
that a lot of work is being done on gigabit and mobile
reception for rural areas. There is a regional procurement
under way that covers his constituency and a neighbouring
one, but I also recommend that constituents elect great
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MPs who can hold me and Building Digital UK to
account in the surgeries we hold in Parliament—they
already have such an MP in him. He is clearly doing
something right, because Walsall North has 92% gigabit-
capable coverage, compared with a national average of
79%. All I would say to Tamworth is: take note.

Mark Menzies: My hon. Friend will be aware of the
difficulty in securing a Project Gigabit contract for
Lancashire. Once signed, a contract will help isolated
premises and rural communities get a much-needed
superfast connection. Last month, I spoke with BDUK
about progress on the procurement process. What steps
is she taking to ensure that timescales do not slip and
that we can see installation under way for the second
half of this year, as currently planned?

Julia Lopez: I thank my hon. Friend for holding me
to account and I very much share his sense of urgency.
His constituency has 86% gigabit-capable coverage, so
it is above the average, but none the less I understand
the frustration that people have when their premises are
not covered. I reassure him that I raised this matter with
BDUK yesterday. I want to get going as fast as possible.
We expect that procurement to be sorted in the summer.

David Duguid: I welcome my hon. Friend back to her
place. She will know what is coming, based on the
multiple conversations that she and I, and various digital
Ministers over the years, have had on the woeful delivery
of rural broadband in Scotland, which is the responsibility
of the Scottish Government. The Reaching 100% scheme
was supposed to bring faster internet to 60,000 properties
across the north and north-east by the end of 2021, but
so far it has delivered only a little over 9,000, with over
50,000 still to go and zero R100 North contract delivery
in the Banffshire and Buchan Coast constituency. Since
my hon. Friend has returned to her post, what discussions
has she had with the Scottish Government about dealing
with the pause implemented on BDUK and Scottish
Government—

Mr Speaker: Order. I call the Minister.

Julia Lopez: I appreciate my hon. Friend’s work in
this area. He is a tremendous champion for his constituency.
He will be aware that I spoke to the Scottish Government
before I went on maternity leave. I asked for an update
on that work yesterday when I spoke to BDUK.
I understand that progress is being made. I am anxious
to get that sorted because Scotland is missing out and
falling behind other parts of the UK. That is not good
enough and I want to help him to do everything he can
to get this moving.

Chris Elmore (Ogmore) (Lab): I have raised with the
Minister over and over again the subject of the village
of Bryncethin in my constituency, where three streets
still do not have connectivity. BT Broadband has now
come in to do the work, which it says it will complete in
2026. That is just not acceptable. Will the Minister
point out to BT Broadband again that the position
needs to be rectified quickly, and that the work on those
three streets should not take two years?

Julia Lopez: As the hon. Gentleman will know, things
are changing in Wales because the Welsh Government
are starting to take some of the contracts in-house.
That work is under way, but I am happy to look into
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that specific issue with Openreach on his behalf, because
I appreciate the frustration felt by his constituents.
Those Welsh Government contracts are being taken
in-house because we think we will be better placed to
deliver them.

Alan Brown (Kilmarnock and Loudoun) (SNP): When
it comes to rural connectivity, nothing can be more
important than connectivity for the emergency services.
Does the Minister agree that it is a disgrace that the
emergency services network upgrade programme is seven
years late and now has a budget of more than £11 billion,
which is nearly 10 times its original budget?

Julia Lopez: The hon. Gentleman is right to highlight
the vital importance of ensuring that the emergency
services network is up and running and that it is robust,
particularly in rural areas. I am not aware of the specific
issues in his constituency—I am happy to look into
them—but as far as I am aware, the programme is on
track.

Helen Morgan (North Shropshire) (LD): The shared
rural network is key to improving mobile coverage in
rural areas, but the maps showing the partial notspots
certainly do not reflect the lived experience of my
constituents. What will the Minister do to improve the
data that companies use for deciding where to put their
improved services?

Julia Lopez: That is an important issue, and we have
raised it with Ofcom because we share the hon. Lady’s
concern that the data is not good enough and is not
being reflected in constituents’ actual experiences. [ am
very alive to this problem and want it to be put right.

Innovation in Technology

5. Sir Edward Leigh (Gainsborough) (Con): What
steps her Department is taking to support innovation in
the technology sector. [900783]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Science,
Innovation and Technology (Saqib Bhatti): The science
and technology framework is our clear plan for supporting
innovation through our five critical technologies that
underpin the future of the UK economy. We have
already committed significant investment to those
technologies, including £2.5 billion for quantum, £2 billion
for engineering biology and £1 billion for semiconductors.
We are also driving innovation through initiatives such
as regulatory sandboxes, focusing on future skills and
establishing a new digital markets regime to promote
more dynamic competition in digital markets.

Sir Edward Leigh: We have seen in recent years how
much innovative technology can do to track down
criminals, and we have seen, for instance, the use of
drones in the war in Ukraine. What some of us cannot
understand is why we and the French cannot use more
of this innovative technology to track down the criminal
gangs who are herding people on beaches and putting
their lives at risk. Why can we not devote more resources
to catching these people with new technology?

Saqib Bhatti: I thank my hon. and gallant Friend for
his question. I can confirm that my colleagues in the
Home Office are absolutely committed to breaking the
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business system of these callous and illegal criminal
gangs. A key part of that is technological innovation,
and a range of technologies are being used.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Secretary of State.

Peter Kyle (Hove) (Lab): Businesses I speak to are
excited about the innovation that artificial intelligence
offers, but deeply frustrated by the Government’s
uncertainty over regulation. The original White Paper
was delayed for a whole year. When it finally landed,
Ministers told Parliament that a response to the consultation
would happen in 2023, but we are now in 2024. Will
businesses have to wait for an election to be given the
certainty they need, or will the Secretary of State and
her ministerial team commit to publishing the response
this month?

Saqib Bhatti: Businesses have made it clear that they
want us to ensure that we understand the risks or Al,
but also the balance between those risks and the
opportunities that Al presents. We have already committed
to publishing the response to the consultation in due
course.

Mr Speaker: I call the SNP spokesperson.

Carol Monaghan (Glasgow North West) (SNP): The
proposed sale of the Rosalind Franklin Institute, a
critical piece of national infrastructure, will be hugely
damaging to innovation in biomedical science. I appreciate
that the Science Minister will be meeting me later today
to discuss the issue, but can the Minister explain how
this sale sits with the UK Government’s plan to be a
science superpower?

Saqib Bhatti: I hope that my colleague the Science
Minister will be able to address the hon. Lady’s concerns
at that meeting.

Artificial Intelligence: Skills Training

6. Mrs Emma Lewell-Buck (South Shields) (Lab):
What steps she is taking to increase access to Al skills
training. [900784]

The Secretary of State for Science, Innovation and
Technology (Michelle Donelan): The Government have
funded a broad package of Al skills initiatives through
the education pipeline, to address the skills gap and to
support citizens and businesses to take advantage of the
wealth of opportunities that Al technologies provide.
We have funded a new AI master’s conversion course
and published draft guidance to help training providers
develop business-relevant Al skills training.

Mrs Lewell-Buck: The defence Al strategy acknowledged
an Al skills gap across the whole of defence and promised
to work with industry to provide expertise in Al and
develop a skills framework. That was two years ago.
Where is it?

Michelle Donelan: The hon. Member does not quite
grasp the magnitude of what we have done on this
agenda. We have invested £290 million in it since 2018.
We also recently published guidance to support businesses
to adopt AI. We will continue to prioritise that area.
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Mr Speaker: I call the Chair of the Science and
Technology Committee.

Greg Clark (Tunbridge Wells) (Con): Just before
Christmas, the EU institutions declared that they had
agreed to a new EU Al Act. What assessment has the
Secretary of State made of that? How does her intended
approach in the UK differ?

Michelle Donelan: I welcome my right hon. Friend’s
work in this space. The EU has taken a slightly different
tack from us. We want to foster innovation in Al, seize
the opportunities for our public services and ensure that
the jobs are located here in the UK. That is why we have
our domestic track—we will produce a White Paper
shortly—and also why we introduced an international
track and convened the entire world for the first ever
global Al safety summit. We are certainly leading in
this area.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Minister.

Matt Rodda (Reading East) (Lab): It is vital that
Britain grasps the opportunity of Al to grow our economy
and to modernise vital public services. That relies on
having a supply of highly trained staff. However, the
Government are failing in that. Their Al scholarship
scheme is floundering, with Ministers finding only 21% of
the funding they promised. Why has the Department
failed? When will the Secretary of State authorise an
urgent review of this vital policy area?

Michelle Donelan: Perhaps the hon. Member missed
my answer to the previous question, so I will indulge
him by repeating it. Since 2018, we have dedicated
£290 million to Al skills. That does not sound like a
Government who are failing on that agenda.

Researchers from Overseas

7. Richard Foord (Tiverton and Honiton) (LD): Whether
she is taking steps with Cabinet colleagues to help
retain researchers from overseas who are working in
the UK. [900785]

12. Layla Moran (Oxford West and Abingdon) (LD):
What steps she is taking with Cabinet colleagues to
encourage overseas researchers and innovators to come
to the UK. [900792]

The Minister for Science, Research and Innovation
(Andrew Griffith): 1 hope that the hon. Members and
their party will join me in celebrating just what a
fantastic place the UK is for international researchers
to work and live. We have one of the strongest science
bases, the world’s leading universities and research
institutions, and the largest ever public research and
development budget. With our association with Horizon
from the beginning of the year, we are central to global
research collaboration.

Richard Foord: This year, the Migration Advisory
Committee will review the graduate immigration route.
International research students who are currently doing
PhDs in the UK are attracted to coming here because of
the ability to stay on and work after completing their
PhD. Will the Minister engage with the Home Office to
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confirm that research students who arrive in the UK
this year will continue to be entitled to a period of
post-study work?

Andrew Griffith: In keeping the UK an open and
welcoming place to do international research, in order
to deliver the Prime Minister’s vision of being a science
superpower, my colleagues and I regularly meet Home
Office colleagues. The facts belie the hon. Gentleman’s
question: 41% of postgraduate research in the UK
today is being conducted by researchers who have come
from overseas.

Layla Moran: The Government’s recent spousal visa
policy to increase the salary threshold is forcing academics
and innovators to leave. I give the Minister the example
of a British constituent of mine who is graduating from
Oxford with a PhD, which is funded by UK Research
and Innovation. His American wife, who is graduating
from Bangor with a PhD, cannot live with him because
the job he has been offered is paid well below the salary
threshold. Why are the Government using taxpayers’
money to educate people to become highly qualified
researchers if their immigration policy then forces them
to leave?

Andrew Griffith: A fair immigration policy is absolutely
part of an open Britain. It is right that those who come
here from overseas and live cheek by jowl with those
who clean their labs, drive their local buses and empty
their bins do their fair share in contributing to the UK
economy.

Sir Oliver Heald (North East Hertfordshire) (Con):
Does my hon. Friend agree that one of the reasons—
[Interruption. |

Mr Speaker: Order. When a Member is asking a
question, other Members should wait or be seated.

Sir Oliver Heald: Does my hon. Friend agree that one
of the great strengths of our rejoining Horizon and the
other European programmes is that our expert researchers
and top professors will lead research teams that attract
researchers from across the world, including the EU?
That is one way to retain researchers here.

Andrew Griffith: My right hon. and learned Friend
makes an apposite point. I would ask all Members of
this House to go back to their constituencies and talk to
local firms, innovators, clusters and universities to make
sure the UK punches above its weight in the Horizon
programme.

Cherilyn Mackrory (Truro and Falmouth) (Con): In
my constituency, Phytome is a fantastic independent
researcher of agro-pharmaceuticals. I invite the Minister
to visit the firm one day. What more is he doing to
ensure that we can attract the very best talent from
around the world into life sciences, even in Cornwall.

Andrew Griffith: I would be delighted to visit the
innovative firm in my hon. Friend’s constituency. She
will know about the global talent visa, which has seen a
76% rise in visas issued over the last year alone, welcoming
the world’s best scientists to Britain’s science and technology
superpower.
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Topical Questions

T1. [900844] Peter Dowd (Bootle) (Lab): If she will make
a statement on her departmental responsibilities.

The Secretary of State for Science, Innovation and
Technology (Michelle Donelan): This year, my ministerial
team and I will be laser-focused on delivery. We will
back the science and tech businesses that are growing
the economy, creating new jobs and improving lives
across our country. We want to make sure that British
people have the skills they need to take advantage of
those jobs, and we also want to support innovative
start-ups across our country to scale up here and stay in
the UK. We want to use regulation as a tool for innovation,
by designing a transparent set of rules that encourage
our entrepreneurs to be bold, and we want to ensure
that the British people truly feel the benefits.

Peter Dowd: In advance of the Budget, what discussions
has the Minister had with the Treasury regarding crucial
funding for the development and uptake of human-specific
technologies, as opposed to using 3 million animals for
experimentation and research in the UK?

The Minister for Science, Research and Innovation
(Andrew Griffith): The day cannot come quickly enough
when we are able to end the practice of animal testing.
That day is not now, but this Government are committed
to doing everything we can to bring forward and support
the development of replacement technologies. The hon.
Gentleman has my commitment that we will do that at
the right pace.

T4. [900848] David Duguid (Banff and Buchan) (Con):
Will the Minister join me in congratulating SaxaVord
on gaining its spaceport licence from the Civil Aviation
Authority? Does he agree that the site in Shetland will
serve as a critical vertical launch site not just for the UK
but for the rest of Europe and beyond, and as such is
deserving of full UK Government support?

Andrew Griffith: Yes, I congratulate SaxaVord on
achieving the necessary licences to pursue vertical launches
from Scotland. I hope to see the success of that launch,
as well as rocket boosters under the UK space programme
in 2024.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Minister.

Chris Evans (Islwyn) (Lab/Co-op): A recent study has
shown that, through digitisation, the UK’s small businesses
can generate £77.3 billion in additional revenue and
create 885,000 new jobs in this country. However, around
four in 10 small businesses do not see new technology as
relevant to their company and do not see tech investment
as offering good value for money, citing a lack of skills
and knowledge. What is being done to ensure that small
businesses are not left behind in the technological
revolution?

Michelle Donelan: We work very closely with the
Department for Business and Trade on this agenda, and
we work with the Department for Education on skills in
general. We have fantastic programmes such as Innovate
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UK, which is helping to support businesses with the
uptake of artificial intelligence. We recently produced
additional guidance, too.

George Freeman (Mid Norfolk) (Con): I welcome my
hon. Friend the Minister for Science, Research and
Innovation to one of the great offices of state, and
I thank the Secretary of State for supporting the science
and technology superpower mission. Does she agree
that, as the Prime Minister plans a rightly robust response
to the Post Office saga, we need to learn important
lessons about technology procurement to make sure
that Whitehall never again repeats this appalling misjustice?
[Interruption. ]

Michelle Donelan: You will see from the loud cheer
the popularity of the former Minister, Mr Speaker, and
let me take the opportunity to thank him for his hard
work and dedication to the science, innovation and
technology agenda. He worked very hard on the science
and technology framework, an important pillar of which,
as he knows, is procurement, and I absolutely agree
with the sentiments he echoed.

PRIME MINISTER

The Prime Minister was asked—

Engagements

Q1. [900829] Lee Anderson (Ashfield) (Con): If he will
list his official engagements for Wednesday 10 January.

The Prime Minister (Rishi Sunak): This morning,
I had meetings with ministerial colleagues and others.
In addition to my duties in this House, I shall have
further such meetings later today.

Lee Anderson: Happy new year to you, Mr Speaker.
Now then, the Horizon Post Office scandal saw hundreds
of innocent people sent to prison—people like a former
constituent of mine who went to jail for three years.
During this scandal, the leader of the Liberal Democrats
was the Minister in charge of the Post Office. This is the
same Liberal Democrat leader who in the past has
called for the resignation of over 30 prominent people
in this country who have made mistakes in their jobs. So
does the Prime Minister agree that the leader of the Lib
Dems should take his own advice and start by clearing
his desk, clearing his diary and clearing off?

The Prime Minister: This is one of the greatest
miscarriages of justice in our nation’s history. People
who worked hard to serve their communities had their
lives and reputations destroyed, through absolutely no
fault of their own. The victims must get justice and
compensation. Sir Wyn Williams’ inquiry is undertaking
crucial work to expose what went wrong, and we have
paid almost £150 million in compensation, to more
than 2,500 victims. But today I can announce that we
will introduce new primary legislation to make sure that
those convicted as a result of the Horizon scandal are
swiftly exonerated and compensated. We will also introduce
a new up-front payment of £75,000 for the vital GLO—
group litigation order—group of postmasters. May I also
thank my hon. Friend the Member for Thirsk and
Malton (Kevin Hollinrake) for all his hard work on this
issue? He will set out more details to the House shortly.
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We will make sure that the truth comes to light, we right
the wrongs of the past and the victims get the justice
they deserve.

Mr Speaker: I call the Leader of the Opposition.

Keir Starmer (Holborn and St Pancras) (Lab): I heard
what the Prime Minister just said about the Post Office
scandal. It is a huge injustice; people lost their lives,
their liberty and their livelihood, and they have been
waiting far too long for the truth, for justice and for
compensation. So I am glad that the Prime Minister is
putting forward a proposal. We will look at the details,
and it is the job of all of us to make sure that it delivers
the justice that is so needed.

Back in 2022, when Boris Johnson claimed he would
send asylum seekers to Rwanda, one ambitious Tory
MP had reservations. He agreed with Labour that it
would not work, it was a waste of money and it was the
latest in a long line of gimmicks. Does the Prime
Minister know what happened to that MP?

The Prime Minister: What the right hon. and learned
Gentleman refers to is a document that he has not seen
and I have not seen, and that has been reported second
hand in a bunch of media newspapers. What I can tell
him is that I am absolutely clear that we need to stop the
boats—that is what this Government and that MP are
going to deliver.

Keir Starmer: I notice that the Prime Minister did not
deny it. I am not surprised, with £400 million of taxpayer
money down the drain, no one sent to Rwanda and
small boats still coming. It is hardly a surprise that he
wanted to scrap the scheme when he was trying to sneak
in as Tory leader, but he has been caught red-handed
opposing the very thing that he has now made his
flagship policy. Which Member should we listen to: the
one before us today or the one who used to believe in
something?

The Prime Minister: I have always been crystal clear:
you do need to have an effective deterrence to finally
solve this problem. In fact, the National Crime Agency
agrees that you need

“an effective removals and deterrence agreement.”

That is why, after becoming Prime Minister, I negotiated
a new deal with Albania, thanks to which we have seen
a 93% drop in illegal arrivals from Albania. That is how
Australia stopped the boats. That is why Italy, Germany
and Austria are all looking at similar schemes. He is the
only one who is opposed to a proper deterrent, not
because it does not work but because he does not
actually believe in controlling migration. Every single
time, he picks the people smugglers over the British
people.

Keir Starmer: We should smash the gangs, process
the claims and end hotel use: that is our plan, but,
unlike the Prime Minister, I believe in it. [Interruption. |

Mr Speaker: Order. I have got to hear the questions.
I do not want interruptions. This is a very important
topic and I take it seriously. I hope Members also wish
to start taking it seriously.
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Keir Starmer: Last year, the Prime Minister started
the year saying he was Mr Steady. Then, at his conference,
he was Mr Change. Now he has flipped back to Mr More-
of-the-Same. It does not matter how many relaunches
and flip-flops he does—he will always be Mr Nobody.
Here is the tragedy of his leadership: he spends the
whole time trying to convince people not to believe their
own eyes, pretending that debt is falling, the economy is
going gangbusters and the NHS is in great shape. When
he finally finds something he was right about—the
Rwanda gimmick—he cannot even take credit for it.
When is he going to stop pretending that up is down
and black is white, and admit that whether it is on the
economy, immigration or the NHS, he has failed?

The Prime Minister: Well, let us just go through his
checklist. He talked about the backlog: 112,000 decisions
made last year, a higher number than in any year in
these past two decades. He talked about hotels: the
first 50 are being closed and there are more to come. He
talked about the numbers: they were down by over a
third last year, which is the first time that has happened.
And then he talked about smashing the gangs. If he
does care about smashing the gangs, why does he not
own up to the fact that when it came to the Nationality
and Borders Act 2022, he blocked, delayed and voted
against the powers in that Act? That Act has allowed us
to arrest hundreds and hundreds of people connected
with that illegal trade, who have been sentenced to
hundreds of years in prison. He opposed that because
he chooses the criminal gangs over the British people
every time. [Hon. MEMBERS: “More!]

Mr Speaker: Order. I don’t think we are having more.

Keir Starmer: We can all see what has happened here.
Just like he knows that debt is not falling and taxes are
going up, he knows the Rwanda gimmick will not work,
but he cannot be honest about it because he is too
scared of his own MPs. Does he not wish that he had
stuck to his guns, rather than allow himself to be taken
hostage by his own party?

The Prime Minister: We are debating this because we
have taken a stand and we are delivering the toughest
migration plan ever, to end the legal challenges and
actually get flights off the ground. Let us be clear: he
does not have a single practical idea about how to stop
the boats, because he does not actually care about
controlling migration. This is a person who described
all immigration law as “racist”. He thinks limits on
economic migration are “economic vandalism”. The
issue did not feature once in his five missions and he did
not mention it once in his conference speech. The truth
is he is pro-free movement, he is anti-border control and
he can never be trusted to stop the boats.

Keir Starmer: I think we should smash the gangs and
I spent five years of my life doing exactly that. The
Prime Minister’s party has lost control of the borders.
While he is tending to the Tory party, the country is left
without government—a collapse in dentistry, leaving
people literally pulling out their own teeth; flood defences
completely exposed; and hundreds of thousands of
children still out of school. His Government appear
blissfully uninterested in what is going on outside the
walls of Westminster. Does he realise how ludicrous it
looks when he spends his time boasting while Britain
is breaking?
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The Prime Minister: I am glad that the Leader of the
Opposition has brought up our schools; there is nothing
more important than ensuring that our children get a
world-class education. That is why I am pleased that, in
spite of Labour opposing every reform we have made,
our children are now the best readers in the western
world. But he is right that attendance is important. That
is why we are investing millions of pounds more to
provide support for absent pupils. We have launched a
national campaign just this week. We have doubled the
number of attendance hubs to support more than 1,000 at
the most vulnerable schools. I am surprised to hear him
raise that topic, because, from longer lockdowns to
voting against our minimum service laws, his priority
has always been keeping our children out of school. It is
always the same with him: there is no plan. It is just
peddling one thing to his union friends and another
thing to the British people.

Keir Starmer: New year, new nonsense. Every week,
the Prime Minister stands here and tells the country
that they should be thanking him, not questioning him.
If you point out that the view on the ground is very
different to that from his private jet, he says that you are
talking the country down. He just does not get it. He
does not get what a cost of living crisis feels like. He
does not know any schools where kids no longer turn
up, and he does not understand what it is like to wait for
a hospital appointment. Does the country not deserve
so much better than a Prime Minister who simply does
not get Britain?

The Prime Minister: Last week, we had yet another
half-hour speech from the right hon. and learned
Gentleman, and—what a surprise—it did not contain a
single new idea. We have had four years of him as
Labour leader and it is still all slogan and no plan. Just
this weekend, we are delivering on our plan to cut
people’s taxes; he does not have a plan. We have a plan
to stop the boats; he does not have a plan. And we have
a plan to get people off welfare and into work; he does
not have a single idea. It is crystal clear: stick with us to
deliver the long-term change that the country needs; do
not go back to square one with him. [HoN. MEMBERS:
“More!”]

Chris Clarkson (Heywood and Middleton) (Con) rose—
Hon. Members: More!

Mr Speaker: Let the hon. Member ask the question
before shouting for more.

Q7. [900836] Chris Clarkson: They just know that it is
going to be fantastic, Mr Speaker. A happy new year to
you anyway.

It is almost spring, when a young man’s fancy turns
to tax. In Scotland, the nationalists have decided to
increase taxes on hard-working people. In Wales, businesses
are being clobbered by a 5% increase on rates. Does my
right hon. Friend agree that there is only one party in
this Chamber that can be trusted to cut taxes for
hard-working people across the country, and that is the
Conservative party?

The Prime Minister: My hon. Friend is absolutely
right. Just this weekend, we are cutting taxes for an
average person in work by £450. In Wales, where Labour
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is in charge, the Welsh Government are raising them,
with businesses there now seeing double the rate of
business rates this year. It is the same in Scotland under
the SNP. It is the new high-tax capital of the United
Kingdom because of the SNP’s tax-hiking decisions.
Mr Speaker, while we have a plan to cut your taxes,
Labour and the SNP are going to raise them.

Mr Speaker: I call the leader of the SNP.

Stephen Flynn (Aberdeen South) (SNP): The Horizon
system was introduced by Tony Blair, the former Labour
party leader and of course now a Knight of the Garter.
The Horizon system was defended by the current leader
of the Liberal Democrats, himself a Knight Bachelor.
The Horizon system scandal was overseen by a former
Conservative Prime Minister who now hides in the
House of Lords as a baron. The reality is that sub-
postmasters never stood a chance against the Westminster
establishment, did they?

The Prime Minister: As I have said, this is actually
one of the greatest miscarriages of justice in our country’s
history. All our thoughts are with those who have
worked so hard for their communities and have seen
their lives and reputations destroyed. As the hon. Gentleman
pointed out, this scandal has unfolded over decades,
with multiple people clearly at fault. Since the High
Court case in 2019, this Government have established a
statutory inquiry led by Sir Wyn Williams to uncover
what went wrong, established an independent advisory
board and established three different compensation schemes
paying out £150 million to more than 2,500 people, with
now almost two thirds having received final compensation.
But we must go further and faster, which is why we have
made new announcements today.

Stephen Flynn: I do not think that the Prime Minister
quite gets it. This is not just a plague on all their houses;
it is a plague on this House itself, because injustice goes
far beyond the sub-postmasters—just ask the Women
Against State Pension Inequality Campaign, the victims
of the Equitable Life scandal, the victims of the infected
blood scandal, or the families of the victims of Grenfell
or Hillsborough. The reality is that when the public
come knocking on the doors of this Chamber seeking
justice, the Government only ever answer when they
have no options left. The Leader of the Opposition said
last week that the public are right to be angry at
Westminster. They are angry at Westminster because
they know that this place never really changes, does it,
Prime Minister?

The Prime Minister: [ am sad that the hon. Gentleman
is trying to politicise something that has happened over
multiple decades, with multiple people at fault. The key
thing is that after the 2019 High Court case the Government
acted to establish an independent inquiry and independent
compensation schemes, and as I said, we have paid out
compensation to 2,500 people. Rather than trying to
politicise it, we should be focusing on the people affected
and making sure that they get the answers, justice and
compensation that they deserve. That is what we are
delivering.

Q8. [900837] Caroline Ansell (Eastbourne) (Con): I made
a promise to a grandad in my constituency, after he told
me that he had not dared to speak up when his grandson
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came home saying, “Today, we were learning if we were
in the wrong body.” Draft schools guidance to support
gender-questioning children was published just before
Christmas and is out to public consultation, but given
that we have all seen many individuals very publicly
cancelled—Ilosing their jobs, reputation and relationships
for simply supporting biological reality or championing
fairness, women’s safety or child protection—how will
honest and open engagement be managed through this
very important and sensitive consultation process?

The Prime Minister: I thank my hon. Friend for her
important question. She is right about the safety and
wellbeing of children being paramount in our thoughts.
That is at the heart of the guidance that we have
published for consultation. Parents fundamentally must
be involved in decisions about their children’s lives, and
their involvement is a key part of the guidance. She is
right that there is a consultation process. That is an
opportunity for everyone to engage with the guidance.
I also agree that those championing safety or talking
about the importance of biological sex should absolutely
have the freedom to express those views. She will see
those views expressed in the guidance too.

Stephen Farry (North Down) (Alliance): I thank the
Prime Minister for the £3.3 billion financial package
that is now available to any restored Northern Ireland
Executive; however, we still need a discussion around
the long-term financial framework before the next spending
review. At present, Northern Ireland’s public services
are in a huge crisis, especially health, with urgent public
sector pay pressures that must be addressed. Last month,
the Secretary of State said that the negotiations with
the Democratic Unionist party over the Windsor framework
had concluded. Does the Prime Minister recognise the
real dangers of continued drift in Northern Ireland,
and the urgent need for Northern Ireland to have a
Government?

The Prime Minister: I thank the hon. Gentleman for
his question. Our focus has always been on delivering
for the people of Northern Ireland, who rightly expect
and deserve their locally elected decision-makers to
address the issues that matter to them. We have held
talks with the DUP and believe that significant progress
has been made, and that there is now a very good basis
for the Executive to be restored. I thank him for his
comments about the £3 billion financial package. With
that, there is a real chance to restore the Executive,
resolve pay for public sector workers rapidly, and get
Northern Ireland and its public services moving again.

Q9. (900838] James Grundy (Leigh) (Con): The Atherleigh
Way bypass in Leigh was first proposed over 60 years
ago, but to this day remains unfinished. I recently met
representatives of Wigan Council, Warrington Borough
Council and St Helens Borough Council, as well as the
Mayor of Greater Manchester, and I am pleased to say
that an agreement in principle has been reached to
bring forward proposals to complete the bypass. Will
the Prime Minister also throw his support behind this
vital project for my constituents in Leigh?

The Prime Minister: I commend my hon. Friend for
all his work bringing local authorities and the mayor
together to drive this important project forward. I know
that the Rail Minister is meeting my hon. Friend to
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discuss this proposal and ensure that we can deliver
things like this. As part of Network North, there will be
significant new funding announced for local highway
improvements. I would encourage my hon. Friend to
work with stakeholders to progress this important scheme
and ensure that they can bid for that funding when it
becomes available.

Q2. 1900830] Alex Norris (Nottingham North) (Lab/Co-
op): Can I ask the Prime Minister very simply, for the
public record, whether he personally met Mr Akhil
Tripathi in April last year prior to Mr Tripathi giving
him £38,000 for the hire of a private jet?

The Prime Minister: All my declarations are made in
the usual way according to the usual processes.

Q11. (900840] Daniel Kawczynski (Shrewsbury and
Atcham) (Con): The Prime Minister knows that I set
up and chair the caucus of 35 Conservative Members
of Parliament who have Britain’s longest river flowing
through their constituencies—the River Severn. We
have submitted a business case to the Chancellor for
£500 million to finally tame the River Severn, and
I know that his officials are currently looking at those
proposals. To tame the River Severn would lead to a
gross-value-added uplift in the west midlands of over
£150 billion. The Prime Minister has seen this week the
horrendous damage and misery caused in Shropshire
and all the way along the River Severn by the river
flooding yet again. We really need to see in the spring
Budget further assistance for communities such as
mine finally to deal with these annual floods.

The Prime Minister: I start by saying that my thoughts
are with all those affected by the devastating impact of
Storm Henk and the flooding that we have seen over the
past week or two, including those in my hon. Friend’s
constituency. Action is already being undertaken under
our six-year, £5.2 billion investment programme to better
protect land across the River Severn catchment arca
and elsewhere, but I know the Minister responsible for
flooding met my hon. Friend, along with the Environment
Agency, in his constituency just before Christmas to
discuss the specific plans he mentions. I know the
Chancellor has received and started reviewing them.
I assure my hon. Friend that the Environment Agency is
working closely with other partners to explore his plans
in more detail.

Q3. 1900831] Rushanara Ali (Bethnal Green and Bow)
(Lab): Since the outbreak of war in Gaza, over
23,000 Palestinians have been Kkilled, including
10,000 children, and forced displacement is causing a
humanitarian catastrophe. There is intensifying
fighting between Hezbollah and Israel, a crisis in
shipping security in the Red sea, and the engulfing of
neighbouring countries into a regional -conflict.
De-escalation will occur only when hostilities cease in
Gaza. The Foreign Secretary said yesterday that he was
“worried” Israel may have broken international law,
and the International Court of Justice is opening
hearings in The Hague this week in relation to
suspected breaches of obligations under the Geneva
convention. Will the Prime Minister make public the
legal advice that our Government requested and
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received on suspected breaches of international law by
Israel and the implications for UK policy, including
relevant arms exports?

The Prime Minister: We continue to call for international
humanitarian law to be respected and for civilians to be
protected. That is what our current legal assessment
says is happening: that, as the Foreign Secretary outlined
yesterday, Israel plans to act within international
humanitarian law and has the ability to do so. But we
are deeply concerned about the impact on the civilian
population in Gaza. That is why we have trebled the
amount of aid that we provide to the region, and just
recently we sent our first maritime shipment of aid to
Egypt. A UK military ship delivered over 80 tonnes of
new blankets and life-saving medical equipment for
Gaza, and we are working with Jordan to find more
land routes. We will continue to do everything we can to
support the vulnerable people who are being impacted
by what is happening on the ground.

Q13.900842] Steve Tuckwell (Uxbridge and South
Ruislip) (Con): In my constituency, the new Hillingdon
hospital has full planning permission and full funding
and enabling works are well under way. Does the Prime
Minister agree that this new state-of-the-art hospital
will uplift the health benefits for the residents of Uxbridge
and South Ruislip, and will he join me in visiting the
project site at a time when his diary allows?

The Prime Minister: My hon. Friend has been a
fantastic campaigner for the new Hillingdon hospital
and I agree that it will provide fantastic care to him and
his constituents. I am pleased that planning permission
and funding have now been granted for the site and that
work is progressing. I will look at my diary, but in the
meantime I can tell him that my right hon. Friend the
Health Secretary will be very happy to visit the project
and see the significant progress for herself.

Q4. [900832] Alistair Strathern (Mid Bedfordshire) (Lab):
Last year, my constituents had to wait months for an
election to be finally confirmed, with uncertainty repeatedly
prolonged, seemingly out of self-interest. This year,
I did not expect the Prime Minister to be turning to my
predecessor of all people for strategic inspiration but, if
we are going to be waiting, I hope we can work together
for a group in my constituency who really deserve
support. Will the Prime Minister meet some fantastic
kinship carers in Mid Bedfordshire to talk through how
we can progress the strategy to make it go further and
faster and, crucially, why Bedfordshire might be a fantastic
place for one of the proposed pilot areas?

The Prime Minister: I pay tribute to all kinship carers
for the incredible work they do. I would be happy to
review the plans the hon. Gentleman mentions and
make sure Ministers have a look at them too. I pay
tribute to all those in his constituency and elsewhere
who are doing a terrific job; in Government, as he
knows, we are looking at ways we can support them
further and we will continue to do so.

Dame Maria Miller (Basingstoke) (Con): The Prime
Minister knows that in Basingstoke we also need a new
hospital. That is why he has given £900 million for our
hospital trust to make that happen. Does he agree that
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that is a once-in-a-lifetime investment and must not just
modernise the NHS healthcare that is provided, but
support his plan to double medical training places by
2031? We are also ready to build our hospital a bit
quicker, if that helps.

The Prime Minister: I am pleased that through our
new hospitals programme Hampshire Hospitals NHS
foundation trust will receive significant investment that
will ensure that excellent care is available for my right
hon. Friend and all her constituents. I think the trust
started its consultation last year and the results are due
at the end of March. We look forward to making sure
we can deliver the project as quickly as possible, as part
of the record capital investment in the NHS to deliver
faster, better care to patients everywhere.

Q5. (900834] Bill Esterson (Sefton Central) (Lab): Reports
suggest that the Prime Minister’s family investment
company, Catamaran Ventures, is being wound up and
that his wife is exiting her interests in her childcare
company, Koru Kids. Will the Prime Minister keep his
promise to the Liaison Committee, which includes a
number of Conservative MPs, and confirm whether he
has forgotten to register any of his financial interests?
Will he also publish all details of Catamaran Ventures’
investments?

The Prime Minister: [ take very seriously my
responsibilities to register and declare all my relevant
interests. All of them have been declared in accordance
with the ministerial code and it is the role of the
independent adviser to advise on what it is necessary to
publish within that list, including in the case of Ministers’
family members. When specific questions are asked in
sessions such as the Liaison Committee, as I have been
in dialogue with the Committee, declarations are made
on top of that, which I have made. As I have said from
the Dispatch Box, my wife has been an investor in
British companies over the past years, but that is now
something that she has ceased to do going forward.

Anna Firth (Southend West) (Con): New, very large
shellfish beds have been discovered in the Thames estuary,
including those of razor clams and Manila clams, which
are both highly prized around the world. Will my right
hon. Friend join me in congratulating local fisherman
Mr Paul Gilson on his proactive work, and will he come
to Leigh-on-Sea to meet my local fishermen, so we can
discuss how to maximise this brilliant Brexit bonus for
Essex fishermen?

The Prime Minister: I join my hon. Friend in welcoming
this fantastic discovery. We have been capitalising on
the benefits of Brexit since we left the European Union
and we are making sure that we can transform opportunity
in the UK, particularly in fishing communities. I know
my right hon. Friend the Minister for Food, Farming
and Fisheries will be happy to meet her to discuss what
more that could mean, and I hope I also have the
opportunity to come and see her and see this incredible
discovery for myself.

Q6.900835] Mrs Paulette Hamilton (Birmingham,
Erdington) (Lab): I was a nurse in our NHS for 25 years.
It is an offence to my colleagues and our patients when
the Prime Minister pretends that he has a grip on NHS
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waiting times. Despite his big pledge to cut waiting lists,
they have grown by half a million patients in the last
year alone. He can blame striking all he likes, but after
14 years of the Tories, who can possibly say that the
NHS is better off?

The Prime Minister: I thank the hon. Lady for her
decades of service in the NHS, and commend all the
work of our fantastic hard-working nurses in the NHS.
I am pleased that we have delivered early on our manifesto
pledge to have 50,000 more nurses in the NHS, together
with record numbers of doctors, elective surgical hubs
and community diagnostic centres, all of which means
that we are now treating more people in the NHS than
we have ever done before. One thing that is hampering
progress on tackling the waiting lists is obviously industrial
action, so I hope that the hon. Lady will join the million
NHS workers, including nurses, midwives, therapists,
paramedics, consultants and specialty doctors, all of
whom have reached a fair and reasonable pay settlement
with the Government, and urge the junior doctors to do
the same.

Mr Speaker: I call Andrew Percy.

Andrew Percy (Brigg and Goole) (Con): Thank you,
Mr Speaker.

“I believe that not all Jewish people are bad.”

“Palestinians are dying whilst the Zionists are laughing their
lives away.”

“How do you send letters believing the western media on how

Hamas is a terrorist group? For all I know the only terrorist group
is the Zionists.”
Those are not my words, but words produced by pupils
as young as 11 in schools in this country, one of whom
signed off their letter saying that they sought “vengeance”,
although that word was crossed out. Pro-Palestinian
activists were invited to another school in the north-west
of England to educate pupils on the history of Palestine,
and displayed slides to those students that denied the
existence of the state of Israel. We know that other
schools have allowed absences for people to attend
protests, where, of course, there have been many examples
of antisemitism. This is completely unacceptable. Will
the Prime Minister look at what is going on in our
schools and hold an independent review of how we can
do more in our curriculum to educate about the perils
of antisemitism?

The Prime Minister: I thank my hon. Friend for
raising what is a deeply concerning issue. As I have said
before, there is no place for antisemitism or the glorification
of terrorism in Britain, especially not in our classrooms.
That is why we welcomed the recent report from
Lord Mann, the Government’s independent adviser on
antisemitism, and in particular his recommendation on
how schools can tackle antisemitism. We will continue
to work together with Lord Mann on this vital issue.
I look forward to hearing further suggestions from my
hon. Friend, too.

Q10. [900839] Hannah Bardell (Livingston) (SNP): When
my best friend and constituent Dr Laura Williams lost
her husband suddenly at 35, she was left alone with
three children under the age of five. Nothing could have
prepared her for that grief and loss. I have witnessed at
first hand what a remarkable job she has done to carry
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on and stay afloat, but that has been made much harder
by the fact that bereavement support payments have
been cut to just 18 months—an allowance that is primarily
for children who lose a parent. Will the Prime Minister
be kind enough to meet Dr Laura and me to hear at
first hand her experience of losing her husband, and to
see what can be done for those who, like her, are
bereaved with young children to support?

The Prime Minister: I am very sorry to hear about the
hon. Lady’s constituent and her tragic loss. I would be
very happy to meet her at the earliest opportunity.

Mr Speaker: 1 call Dame Jackie Doyle-Price—
congratulations.

Dame Jackie Doyle-Price (Thurrock) (Con): Thank
you, Mr Speaker.

Passengers have been crossing the Thames between
Tilbury and Gravesend in my constituency since 1307,
but the ferry service today is currently under threat
because of the withdrawal of local authority funding.
With so many people using that ferry service to come to
work in Tilbury docks, and given the upcoming expansion
of the Thames freeport, will my right hon. Friend
encourage the local authorities to do all they can to
ensure that we take full advantage of the opportunities
through a new contract for the service, and perhaps
expand the service as a way of getting more people to
work in the new jobs that are being created?

The Prime Minister: My hon. Friend is right to
highlight that the Tilbury to Gravesend ferry service
forms an important part of the local transport services
provided by local authorities. Obviously, those funding
decisions are for the relevant councils, but I encourage
them to consider the importance of cross-river transport
in their local community, which she highlights, as part
of their upcoming local transport plan.

Q12. 19008411 Stuart C. McDonald (Cumbernauld, Kilsyth
and Kirkintilloch East) (SNP): Has the Prime Minister
seen the utterly damning new UNICEF report showing
that in the decade to 2021, child income poverty rose
way faster in the UK than in any of the other
39 countries analysed? Scrapping the benefits cap,
scrapping the two-child limit and rolling out the
Scottish child payment UK-wide could reverse a
decade of utter failure, so why will he—or indeed the
so-called official Opposition—not commit to those
potentially transformative, but affordable, policies?

The Prime Minister: I point out to the hon. Gentleman
that since 2010 the number of people living in poverty
has actually reduced by 1.7 million, including hundreds
of thousands of children, but the best way to make sure
that children do not grow up in poverty—which no one
wants to see—is to make sure that their parents are in
work, and then to make sure that they can keep as much
of their hard-earned money as possible. That is why
I urge the SNP to think again about its plans to make
Scotland the highest-taxed part of the United Kingdom
for an average worker.

Philip Davies (Shipley) (Con): My constituents know
only too well the disaster of living under a Labour
regime. Just before Christmas, the Labour council in
Bradford announced that it was bankrupt, and then
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spent the first three hours of the subsequent council
meeting debating Gaza and Israel rather than the perilous
financial situation it was in. Will the Prime Minister
support my campaign and that of my hon. Friend the
Member for Keighley (Robbie Moore) to get our
constituencies out of Bradford Council’s control? It is
more urgent than ever. Will he also make sure that the
Government deliver a swimming pool in Bingley, which
is something that was run down and then closed down
as part of the mismanagement of Bradford Council?

The Prime Minister: My hon. Friend makes an excellent
point: whether it is local councils in his area, in Nottingham
or indeed in Birmingham, we see a track record of
Labour mismanagement of finances in local areas. We
all know, as my hon. Friend points out, that when that
happens—when Labour is in power—it is working people
who pay the price. That is why we have to stick to our
plan.

Social Energy Tariffs

Q14. 1900843] Marion Fellows (Motherwell and Wishaw)
(SNP): If he will launch a consultation on the potential
merits of introducing social energy tariffs for disabled
people and low-income households.

The Prime Minister: We are providing extensive financial
support worth over £100 billion—or £3,500 per household
on average—between 2022 and 2025 to help everyone
with their energy bills.

Marion Fellows: Last month, Marie Curie told me
that terminally ill people who want to die at home have
been forced into hospitals to die because they cannot
afford to heat their homes sufficiently. Will the Prime
Minister meet me, Marie Curie and other organisations,
including energy companies that are fully supportive of
a social energy tariff, and try to find a way forward?

The Prime Minister: I will make sure that the hon.
Lady gets the meeting she needs with the appropriate
Minister. We are working very closely with Ofgem to
make sure that the most vulnerable households are
protected—especially this winter—and, crucially, we
are developing the priority services register that vulnerable
households, including those that are disabled or face
particular needs, can sign up to for free to receive extra
help with their energy supplier, but as I said, T will
ensure that the relevant Minister meets with Marie
Curie and the hon. Lady.
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Engagements

Katherine Fletcher (South Ribble) (Con): Prioritising
connecting towns in the north of England is a big part
of Network North, so you will be pleased that I have a
suggestion, Mr Speaker. Direct trains between Preston
and Liverpool do not exist because passengers have to
get off because there are buffers at Ormskirk. Science,
technology and new multi-modal battery trains are
going to allow that to be an accessible possibility, and
then get Midge Hall station in Leyland reopened; does
my right hon. Friend agree that that is a great idea and
we should crack on with it?

The Prime Minister: Network North will significantly
improve connectivity across the north, including through
£3 billion to connect up all the major towns and cities of
the north and £12 million to improve connectivity between
Manchester and Liverpool. My hon. Friend is a fantastic
champion for the region and I know that she and my
hon. Friend the Member for Southport (Damien Moore)
recently discussed Midge Hall station with the Transport
Secretary, who is looking at options. We are keen to use
every penny that will be saved from our decision on HS2
to reinvest back in the north, in local communities, and
my hon. Friend’s idea sounds fantastic.

Dr Rosena Allin-Khan (Tooting) (Lab): Every parent’s
worst nightmare is watching their children starve and
suffer, yet in Gaza living hell is being realised, with
innocent children eating weeds and 1,000 children having
lost one or more legs, with many of them having to have
them amputated without anaesthesia or pain relief.
I am sure the Prime Minister will agree that this is
inhumane, so will he please publicly call for unhindered
access for food and medicine to reach Gaza, and tell
Israel to stop attacking healthcare facilities?

The Prime Minister: As I have said previously, we are
deeply concerned about the devastating impact of the
fighting in Gaza on the civilian population, and particularly,
of course, children. Too many people have lost their
lives already and there is a desperate need for increased
humanitarian support to Gaza. I have stressed those
points repeatedly to Prime Minister Netanyahu, and we
are doing our bit to get more aid in. As I have said, we
have trebled our aid commitment. Earlier this month,
we sent in the first maritime shipment of aid into Egypt,
which will help, and we are working with the United
Nations to deliver a new humanitarian land corridor
from Jordan into Gaza. I agree with the hon. Lady that
we want to see more aid going into Gaza to help the
most vulnerable people, and we should be proud in this
House that the United Kingdom is playing a leading
role in making that happen.



301 10 JANUARY 2024

Post Office Horizon Scandal

12.41 pm

Sir David Davis (Haltemprice and Howden) (Con)
(Urgent Question): To ask the Secretary of State for
Business and Trade if she will make a statement on
compensation and outstanding matters relating to the
Post Office Horizon scandal.

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business
and Trade (Kevin Hollinrake): As the Prime Minister
indicated a few minutes ago, I will inform the House
about the further steps the Government are taking to
address the Horizon scandal.

The Government are taking measures to speed up the
flow of compensation. We have already set a target of
issuing initial offers for 90% of group litigation order
cases within 40 days of receiving a completed application.
I announced in November that we would be introducing
a £600,000 up-front offer for claims with overturned
convictions, which people could choose to take rather
than going through the detailed assessment process.
This has already made a real difference. Before my
announcement, only five of the relevant people had
reached full and final settlements; I can now report
that, with the help of the minimum payments, we have
finalised 30 cases. This has obviously speeded matters
along for those who have taken this up-front offer. It
has also helped those who have chosen individual
assessment, because resources can be concentrated on
those cases.

I can announce today that we are taking similar
measures in respect of the group litigation order scheme.
We will now make people in that scheme an up-front
offer of £75,000, which will save them having to go
through a full assessment. However, as with overturned
convictions, if they believe they are entitled to more,
they are welcome to continue with the full assessment.
Not only will this allow the Department to focus its
resources on the larger cases, but it will allow claimants’
lawyers to do the same. The pace at which we can get
claims into the scheme is the key constraint on how
quickly we can settle them. The up-front offer is smaller
for the GLO scheme than for the overturned convictions
because the claims tend to be smaller. We estimate that
perhaps a third of GLO claimants may want to consider
this route. I am sure the House will welcome this
measure.

When I made my statement on Monday, I heard
Members from all parts of the House share my desire to
ensure justice for postmasters who have been convicted
of offences as part of the scandal. The whole House is
united on this, and in the light of last week’s excellent
ITV series, I believe the whole nation is united on it,
too. We have all been moved by the stories of postmasters
who have been unjustly convicted and the terrible effects
over the period of two decades on their finances, health
and relationships. Indeed, we have seen whole lives
ruined by this brutal and arbitrary exercise of power.

Hundreds of convictions remain extant. Some of
those convictions will have relied on evidence from the
discredited Horizon system; others will have been the
result of appalling failures of the Post Office’s investigation
and prosecution functions. The evidence already emerging
from Sir Wyn Williams’s inquiry has shown not only
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incompetence, but malevolence in many of their actions.
This evidence was not available to the courts when they
made their decisions on individual cases. So far, 95 out
of more than 900 convictions have been overturned. We
know that postmasters have been reluctant to apply to
have their convictions overturned—many of them have
decided that they have been through enough and cannot
face further engagement with authority. Many fear having
their hopes raised, only for them to be dashed yet again.

The Horizon compensation advisory board has
recommended that we should overturn all the convictions
of the postmasters who were prosecuted in the Horizon
scandal. I think its motivation for doing so is absolutely
right, and we will work with it to speed up the process.
May I put on the record my thanks to Lord Arbuthnot,
who is in the Gallery today, and the right hon. Member
for North Durham (Mr Jones) for their work on the
campaign generally and on that advisory board?

Following the recommendation would involve
unprecedented action by Parliament to overturn specific
verdicts of the courts. The Government completely
recognise the importance of an independent court system
and judiciary, so the recommendation raises important
issues of constitutional principle. This is therefore not a
decision we can take lightly. It also creates the risks of a
different sort of injustice.

I am sure that a great many people were wrongly
convicted in the scandal, but I cannot tell the House
that all of those prosecuted were innocent or even that
it was 90%, or 80%, or 70%. Without retrying every
case, we cannot know. The risk is that instead of unjust
convictions, we end up with unjust acquittals, and we
just would not know how many. The only way we could
tell would be to put all cases through the courts, further
dragging out the distress for many innocent people.

Mr Speaker: Order. This is a very important issue, SO
I will allow the Minister to continue, but that means the
time of the Opposition spokesperson will also increase,
as does Sir David’s. It is too important an issue to
curtail the Minister, but officials ought to be aware that
when they provide speeches, they are for three minutes.
However, I want the Minister finish his speech, because
the issue is far too important.

Kevin Hollinrake: I apologise, Mr Speaker, for the
length of this response to the urgent question, but the
matter is, as you say, of vital importance.

We have been faced with a dilemma: either accept the
present problem of many people carrying the unjustified
slur of conviction, or accept that an unknown number
of people who have genuinely stolen from their post
office will be exonerated and perhaps even compensated.
I can therefore announce that we intend to bring forward
legislation as soon as we can to overturn the convictions
of all those convicted in England or Wales on the basis
of Post Office evidence given during the Horizon scandal.
The Government will in the coming days consider whether
to include the small number of cases that have already
been considered by the appeal courts and had convictions
upheld.

We recognise that this is an exceptional step, but
these are exceptional circumstances. As the House knows,
people with convictions that have been overturned are
offered a choice between having their compensation
individually assessed or settling on an up-front offer of
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£600,000. As far as possible, we want to avoid guilty
people walking away with hundreds of thousands of
pounds of public money, but we cannot make the
provision of compensation subject to a detailed examination
of guilt. We have concluded that to ask the court to do
that again would be unfair to individuals.

We cannot turn this into an administrative exercise.
All we ask is that as part of their claims for compensation,
postmasters sign a statement to the effect that they did
not commit the crimes of which they are accused.
Anyone subsequently found to have signed such a statement
untruthfully will be putting themselves at risk of prosecution
for fraud. I do not pretend to the House that that is a
foolproof device, but it is a proportionate one that
respects the ordeal that these people have already suffered.
It means that an honest postmaster will have his or her
conviction overturned and, just by signing one document,
can secure compensation.

No one should take our decision as a criticism of the
judiciary. The original decisions were taken in good
faith in the understanding that prosecutions were properly
conducted and that assertions about the robustness of
the Horizon system were true. But, as I said earlier,
these are exceptional circumstances and we need to act
quickly and decisively. Time is one thing that we and the
convicted postmasters do not have. Our arrangement
will apply to all those convicted in England and Wales
based on Post Office investigations, including those
prosecuted by other bodies who relied on the product of
those investigations; the fruit of a poisoned tree.

We have plenty more work to do on the solution. We
need to prepare the legislation, and I want to discuss
our solution with the advisory board, which I am
meeting later this afternoon. Some prosecutions have
been undertaken in Scotland and Northern Ireland,
where justice is devolved. We are, of course, engaging
with the Scottish and Northern Irish Administrations
in respect of wrongful convictions in their jurisdictions.
We will do those things as quickly as we can and keep
the House informed.

The House will have heard that we are well aware of
the imperfections of the solution. I am sure that that
will attract some critics, but when they criticise I invite
them to say what they would do otherwise. Would they
leave many people suffering under the burden of unjust
convictions for many years—perhaps forever—with no
access to compensation, or would they create some
administrative process for deciding innocence, which
would be more onerous for the victims? I very much
hope that the whole House will stand with the Government
to deliver rapid justice to convicted postmasters who
have been waiting much, much too long.

Mr Speaker: [ will extend the time. It was so important
to get all of that on the record. I believe that the
Minister wanted to make a statement but was overruled.
At least we have certainly had that statement now.

Sir David Davis: As the Minister said, earlier this
week many of us across the Chamber called for this
appalling injustice to be solved in months, not years. It
looks as though the Government have responded correctly
to that call, ensuring swift justice. But there are undoubtedly
difficult constitutional and legal issues involved, as he
laid out in detail.
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Some of the victims that I have spoken to say they
need an individual exoneration rather than a grand
pardon because they are understandably concerned about
being bracketed with the very small number of people
who will actually not be innocent. Will the Minister
undertake to continue looking into this matter and
address the quite proper concerns of the legitimate
victims?

I would also welcome further elaboration on
compensation. Fujitsu, which has played a central role
in the scandal, is still at the heart of Government IT
systems. Will Fujitsu will be required to meet some of
the costs of the undoubtedly enormously expensive
compensation that we are paying out? Finally, will the
Government accelerate the investigations to convict
those who are really guilty of causing the scandal by
perverting the course of justice?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank my right hon. Friend for
the urgent question and for his collaboration with us on
these matters. We have looked carefully at the issue of
individual exonerations and did not see any way possible
to do that without an exhaustive and time-consuming
administrative process, which would add further burdens
to those that people have already suffered.

The other issue is getting people to come forward
again, which has been one of the major problems in
getting people to appeal their convictions. We see the
solution that we have adopted as very much the lesser of
two evils. Nevertheless, we are keen to discuss mitigations
and safeguards with other Members of the House. I set
out one earlier on—the requirement to sign a statement
of innocence—and I am keen to work with him to look
at other mechanisms that we can use to ensure that
those people who get their convictions overturned and
access compensation are actually innocent of the charges.

My right hon. Friend made the important point
about Fujitsu, which has been raised many times. As he
knows, part of what the Government did was to put in
place a statutory inquiry, chaired by Sir Wyn Williams.
It is due to complete by the end of the year, and,
hopefully, it will report soon after. At that point in time,
we will be able to assess more clearly who is actually
responsible. Many people may have already formed a
view on that, but we think it right that we follow a
process to identify individuals or organisations who are
responsible for the scandal. Of course, we would expect
those organisations to financially contribute. There are
financial and legal measures that we can take.

As regards individuals, it may be that there is sufficient
evidence for the authorities to take forward individual
prosecutions, and I think many in the House would
welcome that.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Secretary of State.

Jonathan Reynolds (Stalybridge and Hyde) (Lab/Co-op):
Thank you, Mr Speaker, for granting the urgent question;
I congratulate the right hon. Member for Haltemprice
and Howden (Sir David Davis) on securing it. This issue
has rightly left the public outraged at the scale and
shocking details of this injustice. As I said on Monday,
Labour believes the Horizon scandal to be one of the
greatest miscarriages of justice in British history, where
people lost their livelihoods, liberty and their lives;
then, when trying to find justice, they were delayed at
every turn.
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It is unconscionable that, despite the landmark legal
rulings, several years on people have still not been able
to access the compensation that they are entitled to. We
are all united in this House in wanting the sub-postmasters
to be exonerated in full—it is important to say exoneration
and not a pardon, because a pardon implies guilt that is
forgiven—and for them to receive compensation with
urgency. We recognise that that is not straightforward
and the result may be imperfect, but this is an unprecedented
scandal that requires an unprecedented response. The
alternative of not acting is even less desirable. Labour
stands ready to work with the Government to deliver a
solution that achieves that long-awaited justice and
compensation at pace.

May I thank the Minister for the ongoing conversations
we have been having on this matter? Can he guarantee
that compensation payments will immediately follow
any exonerations under the terms of the compensation
schemes as they stand today? Could he indicate a timescale
for that? I know he appreciates that victims cannot
continue to wait years for payments.

Given what the Minister said about the implications
of a blanket exoneration, we will need to consider what
safeguards might be necessary, to ensure that, as best as
possible, public money does not flow into the pockets of
those who are not entitled to it. He mentioned that
people may be asked to sign a statement. Will that be
drawn up consistently with the work of the advisory
board?

Crucially, we discussed on Monday the cases that
have now been identified from the pre-Horizon pilot
scheme, which are identical to those coming out of
Horizon. Will those cases be covered by any proposals
that the Government bring forward? Any plan that does
not cover all convictions will rightly not command the
full support of the House.

As the sub-postmasters—they must surely get the
credit for these extraordinary measures—have repeatedly
said, what matters now is getting compensation to
people swiftly. The whole House is united in its
determination to deliver the justice, truth and compensation
that has been denied and delayed time and time again.

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Gentleman for his
response to my remarks. I appreciate his offer to work
with us and to stand with us to deliver compensation
and the overturning of convictions. The first step will be
legislation; again, we are happy to work with him on
that. That may take some weeks to deliver, but the
sooner, the better. The introduction and passing of that
legislation will be a matter for both Houses, but our
intention is to get on with that very quickly.

From there, it should be a simple process: a statement
needs to be signed, as the hon. Gentleman and I both
referred to. We will work with the advisory board to
ensure that the statement is appropriate. Following the
signing of that statement, if people choose the detailed
assessment route, that will be more complex because it
will look at not just financial loss but personal impacts,
such as on health or on other livelihoods, and consequential
losses. If people choose the fixed sum award route of
£600,000, that process can be very quick, which is one
of the reasons why we have managed to complete 30 full
and final settlements already, many using the fixed sum
route.
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The hon. Gentleman raised the issue of people using
the pilot version of Horizon, of which we are cognisant.
Every postmaster around the country has been written
to and should be aware that the compensation scheme is
available. We believe that these schemes cover that pilot
period for Horizon. I am very happy to work with him
and the right hon. Member for North Durham (Mr Jones)
to ensure that the people they have identified have
already been contacted. The good news is that, following
the excellent ITV dramatisation, we have seen a good
number of new cases come to light. We are keen for
people to come forward, whether they have suffered
convictions or financial detriment through shortfalls.
We are keen to ensure that those people get access to
compensation as quickly as possible.

Paul Scully (Sutton and Cheam) (Con): I thank the
Minister and the Lord Chancellor for their work. It has
been longer in the making than the drama series, but
they met their promise over two days by coming up with
the first stage of the solution. Too many victims want
nothing to do with the British justice system, the Post
Office or Government. They have had enough. Does my
hon. Friend agree that there is no perfect solution? The
best we can aim for is one that is fast and provides
life-changing money to restore these people’s lives as
best we can.

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank my hon. Friend for his
question and for the sterling work he did as my predecessor
in this job. Many people recognise the incredible work
he did following the outcome of the court case with the
compensation schemes that he instigated. He is right
that there is no perfect solution, but we have worked
across Government to try to find the best possible one.
If we want a fast solution that, as he said, provides
life-changing compensation to people who have been
deprived of that in recent years, we believe that this is
the best one.

Mr Speaker: 1 call the Scottish National party
spokesperson.

Marion Fellows (Motherwell and Wishaw) (SNP):
I thank the right hon. Member for Haltemprice and
Howden (Sir David Davis) for securing this very important
urgent question. I am sorry that it was not a statement,
because then I would have had prior sight of what the
Minister was going to say.

When we stood here on Tuesday, I asked how long
“some time” would be, and I am glad that things are
progressing quickly, although with a note of caution—I
totally understand the hesitation to introduce any kind
of blanket Bill or whatever. We need to move things
forward and keep up the momentum from the ITV series
in the press, here and everywhere.

We also still need to listen to the victims. Only this
morning, some of the postmasters said that we should
all stop referring to compensation, but refer instead to
financial redress. This is not compensation but money
due to them, and we need to get it to them as quickly as
possible. The hon. Member for Sutton and Cheam
(Paul Scully) said that some people do not want to go
anywhere near justice or the Post Office. We must
encourage people to come forward. I am meeting
constituents who were involved who have not officially
approached me yet, and I am sure that many others
across the House will be in exactly the same position.
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Scottish law is different, as the Minister is well aware.
The Cabinet Secretary for Justice made a statement
yesterday, and said that the Scottish Government were
looking at Fujitsu contracts, which is really important.
I cannot speak for the Scottish Government, but I know
there will be no hesitation in moving things forward. As
chair of the all-party parliamentary group on post
offices, I will write to the Crown Office and Procurator
Fiscal Service in Scotland.

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Lady for her
question and, once again, for her work in the all-party
parliamentary group for post offices. I am sorry that
I was not able to share a statement with her, and I
appreciate her welcoming what we have done today.

I am very happy to term this “redress”; it is only
about putting people back where they would have been,
and trying to make good what has happened to them.
I understand what she says about compensation, but
this is there to compensate people financially for losses
and impacts on their lives.

I could not agree more that, as well as delivering
compensation more quickly and fairly, the No. 1 thing
we would like to happen is for more people to come
forward. A simplified process that does not require
postmasters themselves to file an appeal will mean that
this is done more quickly. The routes to compensation
have been simplified, and we very much hope that
people will come forward. That seems to be our experience
right now. We will continue to engage with the devolved
Administrations to ensure that they have everything
they need, as they may want to adopt similar measures.

Duncan Baker (North Norfolk) (Con): I welcome this
legislation, and I thank the Minister for the amount of
work he has done at such great speed. We are still at a
midway point in the journey. There are still criminal
prosecutions to come. One question that has never been
answered is just how much money was taken unlawfully
from thousands of innocent men and women. The Post
Office took that money, and we have never known that
figure. Even the most basic accountant knows that it
will run into hundreds of millions of pounds. Could the
Minister force the Post Office to publish the grand scale
of the money it stole from people?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank my hon. Friend for contributing
to these important debates in the House once again. He
brings first-hand experience, as the only postmaster
serving in the House. He is quite right to say that money
was taken, and someone must have noticed it. One
would think that the finance departments or auditors
would have noticed it, as it would have appeared in
some kind of suspense account and was presumably
transferred out at some point. I will endeavour to find
out the number, as I do not have it. We do know that
prior to Horizon being installed in the post office
network, there were around five prosecutions a year.
That suddenly jumped to about 60 a year. We know that
there were significant numbers of prosecutions, and the
fact that there are around 3,500 postmasters in the
various compensation schemes illustrates the scale of
the problem. I will endeavour to find out a number for
him.

Mr Kevan Jones (North Durham) (Lab): I thank the
right hon. Member for Haltemprice and Howden (Sir David
Davis) for securing this UQ. I know the Minister wanted
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to make a statement but was overruled by No. 10 so that
the Prime Minister got the glory of making the
announcement. A serious point is that had we not got
this UQ, there would have been no debate today, which
is a disgrace.

The Minister knows that the advisory board has been
tied in a Gordian knot for quite a few months, which is
why we wrote our letter to the Justice Secretary before
Christmas. He is right that this will be messy whichever
way we do it, but it needs to be done, because people are
still out there with convictions that need overturning.
I welcome the advisory board having discussions later
this afternoon and in the next few weeks on how things
should take place, but I urge the Minister—I know he
will—to engage with all political parties in this House.
If we can get all parties’ support for the proposal, that
will make it a lot stronger.

The point raised by my hon. Friend the Member for
Stalybridge and Hyde (Jonathan Reynolds) about the
pre-Horizon schemes is important. I welcome the changes
to the compensation, as they will speed things up for
some victims, but in the case of those who have died
whose convictions are overturned, will their estates be
able to access compensation?

Kevin Hollinrake: Once again, I thank the right hon.
Gentleman for all his work on this campaign over many
years and for his work on the advisory board, which has
been an essential part of seeking a resolution. I will of
course continue to work cross-party, as I have done all
the way through on this matter, from the Back Benches
and now from the Front Bench. I appreciate the support
and engagement we have had from all political parties
in this area, both Front Benchers and Back Benchers.

Yes, we are cognisant of the pre-Horizon pilot scheme,
and we will keep working to make sure the people
involved are included in compensation. Yes, if people
have sadly passed away—over 60 have passed away
waiting for compensation and justice—the compensation
will go to their estate and therefore to their family. That
is an assurance I can give him.

Priti Patel (Witham) (Con): The Minister has announced
that approximately one third of the 555 individuals
involved in the group litigation will benefit from the
up-front payment of £75,000. What other support will
there be for those in that group litigation who suffered
losses way in excess of that £75,000?7 How will the
Government assess not just the financial losses but the
reputational damage they suffered, the health impacts
and the family breakdowns that many endured? How
will it work in practice? As the Minister outlined, time is
pressing. This is very difficult and there is no one-size-fits-all
answer, but individuals need recompense sooner rather
than later and to feel that justice for this institutional
state failure will actually act in their favour.

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank my right hon. Friend for
her question and for the number of times she has raised
this particular issue and set out her thoughts, which
have proved very useful. We think that 30% of people
from the group litigation order scheme have chosen the
£75,000 fixed sum award route. Clearly, that is an estimate.
We at least have some evidence from the other scheme
on how effective that is.
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If people choose not to go down that route, and if
they believe their losses are in excess of that, they can go
down the full assessment route. We are trying to make
that as rapid as possible. It is a process of alternative
dispute resolution. Potentially, things can happen very
quickly, but if that cannot be agreed then it goes to an
independent panel for assessment. There is independence
at every part of the process. People going down that
route can get interim payments if they are needed, so
that they do not suffer financial hardship. We are keen
to make sure not only that people get a fair amount, but
that it is also seen to be fair. Independence is an essential
part of that process.

Christine Jardine (Edinburgh West) (LD): I thank the
right hon. Member for Haltemprice and Howden (Sir David
Davis) for securing the urgent question, and I thank the
Minister for the swiftness with which he has acted, and
particularly for his recognition of the need to talk to the
devolved Administrations and of the fact that the situation
in Scotland is slightly different, as the Post Office was
not able to prosecute there and that was done through
the official Crown services. With that in mind, and
given the need he expressed to encourage people to
come forward—in Scotland, it is very much more difficult
to gauge how many people were affected—it is not just
enough for us to say, “Please come forward.” We need a
proactive campaign to encourage people to come forward
and reassure them that they will not face the same sort
of delays that the victims of Hillsborough and the
infected blood scandal have faced, but that this will be
acted on swiftly.

Kevin Hollinrake: 1 thank the hon. Lady for her
remarks. Although they were prosecuted under different
authorities in Scotland and Northern Ireland, the cases
were generally prepared by the Post Office itself, so I do
not think we have any greater confidence about the
status of those convictions than we have in those in the
rest of the UK. We are therefore very keen to engage
with the Scottish Administration on what we are doing.
Hopefully, there will be a consistent scheme across
the UK.

I agree entirely with the hon. Lady that we need to be
proactive in our message to people about coming forward,
and in our message from the House that we are working
together and that this process is now much more
streamlined. It will not even necessarily require sub-
postmasters to make an application for their conviction
to be overturned. That will happen much more quickly,
and any access routes we have now for compensation
will be made swifter and more rapid. I think those
things alone will mean more people come forward. As
I said, we have seen a good number of new people come
forward. Hudgell, one of the solicitors involved in
claims for some of the victims, have had, I think,
130 new people contact them on the basis of the TV
programme and possibly because of the new actions we
are taking to make sure compensation is more smoothly
and easily available.

Sir Robert Neill (Bromley and Chislehurst) (Con):
The Minister, and indeed all of us in this House, will
recognise the desire to get the swiftest possible redress
for the victims of this appalling injustice, but does he
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also accept that legislating to overturn convictions that
were imposed by our independent courts is constitutionally
quite exceptional? Therefore, in justifying that, will he
set out in full what consideration was given to the
practicality of going down the normal route of referring
those convictions to the Court of Appeal before the
legislative route was decided upon? What discussions
were there with the senior judiciary about its practicality?
Given the novel and constitutional nature of the legislation,
will he seriously consider committing to the Committee
stage of any Bill being taken on the Floor of the House
and, because it is novel and constitutional, will he
consider that it is appropriate for a draft Bill to be given
swift pre-legislative scrutiny?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank my hon. Friend for his
question and for his willingness to work with us. He and
I have discussed the matter in the past few days, and
I appreciate his expertise and advice. Yes, absolutely;
this is a very significant step and not one that we would
take lightly. We fully respect the independence of the
courts. We set out very clearly the reasons why this is
different—that is important. We are setting a precedent,
but it is clear why we are doing so. The involvement of
private prosecutions is very relevant, and that also
relates to work that he has done on the Justice Committee.
My right hon. Friend the Secretary of State for Justice
has engaged with the people he refers to in the judiciary,
to ensure that they understood what we were doing and
why we were doing it. Those conversations were constructive,
rather than resisted, but I am very happy to take up my
hon. Friend’s offer to continue that engagement and to
discuss the draft Bill with him.

Mr Speaker: I call the Chair of the Business and
Trade Committee.

Liam Byrne (Birmingham, Hodge Hill) (Lab): I thank
the right hon. Member for Haltemprice and Howden
(Sir David Davis) for securing the urgent question. I am
very much looking forward to cross-examining the Minister
when he comes before the Business and Trade Committee
next Tuesday, when we will be hearing evidence from
Mr Bates and his colleagues. We will also be putting
questions to Fujitsu. Can I push the Minister on the
point I made on Monday night? Three years after the
landmark case, 85% of convictions have not been
overturned, only 4% of the cases have resulted in a full
and final settlement, and we have heard evidence from
victims this week already that even when settlements
have been made, the cash has not yet been handed over.
Can I ask the Minister again what his target is? What is
his goal, approximate or otherwise? When will those
wrongfully prosecuted have their full and final settlement
delivered, in cash?

Kevin Hollinrake: I am very much looking forward to
appearing before the right hon. Gentleman’s Select
Committee and hearing some challenging questions,
which I would welcome. To be clear, 64% of all those
affected by the scandal have received full and final
compensation. He talks about the smaller cohort who
have come forward in relation to convictions. Only
95 have had convictions overturned. In order to try to
expedite the payment of compensation to those people,
we have introduced the fixed-sum award route, which is
proving very successful. I am not aware of his point
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about people not actually receiving the cash, but [ am
very happy to engage with him on that, because there is
every intention that once a decision has been taken to
go down the fixed-sum award route, the sum is paid
pretty much instantly. I am very happy to find out what
exactly is happening in those cases. Where people have
gone down a full assessment route, that is understandably
more complex, as various considerations about loss,
financial forensic information, health and reputational
loss—a key facet in most of these cases—will be taken
into account.

The right hon. Gentleman asked for a date. We have
always intended to deliver all the compensation by
August this year, and that is still the case. We would like
to do it more rapidly, and for many people we will do it
more rapidly, but not everything within the timescales is
in our gift, because people are required to go down a
full assessment route in order to compile a claim to
which we can then respond. However, we have set
ourselves some criteria relating to time and service
levels to enable us to respond to claims in a timely
fashion.

Sir Oliver Heald (North East Hertfordshire) (Con):
I thank the Minister for engaging with the concept of
trying something innovative in order to move this process
on. I think it right for the senior judiciary to be consulted,
but I also think it is probably the only way to make the
process move speedily. I also thank him for meeting me
to discuss my constituent Mrs Jasvinder Barang, whom
I have been talking about for a long time. She was one
of the first to have a conviction overturned, more than
three years ago, but she is still waiting for her full,
individually assessed compensation. Can anything more
be done to enable her case finally to be dealt with, such
as providing extra legal resources or assessors, and can
the Minister give me any sort of timescale?

Kevin Hollinrake: It was a pleasure to meet my right
hon. and learned Friend yesterday, and on other occasions,
to talk about Mrs Jasvinder Barang. As he is aware,
people whose convictions have been overturned can
choose between two routes: the individual assessment
of claim or the fixed-sum award, the latter being a much
more rapid route because individual assessments can be
complicated. While I cannot speak about the point that
a specific case has reached, I will be happy to return to
my right hon. and learned Friend on the issue.

One of the benefits of the fixed-sum award route is
that those who choose it do not need either the resources
required for their own legal representation or the resources
to be used on our side, or the Post Office side, for the
assessment of claims. I am happy to continue to work
with my right hon. and learned Friend and with the
advisory board to try to make the whole process more
streamlined and more rapid, which is a challenge that
we will go on trying to meet whenever we can.

Andrew Bridgen (North West Leicestershire) (Ind):
I welcome the announcement that all convictions of
sub-postmasters based on the flawed Horizon evidence
will be overturned, but given that the material facts of
these cases have not changed—and many have been
known for over a decade—may I ask why the Minister
thinks it has taken the airing of a TV docu-drama and
the public outcry associated with it to force the Government,
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and indeed the whole House, to belatedly do the right
thing for innocent victims of a huge miscarriage of
justice? What does that say about our democracy and
about our judicial system, and can the Minister think of
any other issues that might benefit from the same level
of media scrutiny?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Gentleman for his
work; he has been a constant campaigner on behalf of
his constituents, and has contributed to every debate
I have seen on this issue. However, I think his challenge
is a little unfair. As he knows, I worked on the issue as a
Back Bencher, and as a Minister I have made it my No.1
priority for the past 15 months. This is not something
that we have just picked up, and he can see how much
we have done.

Of course, during this process we have learnt things,
and things have happened that we did not expect. We
did not expect it to be so difficult for people to overturn
convictions after the overturning of the first convictions,
and we did not expect it to be so difficult to assess the
damages and losses. We have tried at every point to
accelerate compensation. We introduced the fixed-sum
award last November, long before the TV series was
broadcast, and before then there were measures involving
tax treatments. We also started to look at different ways
of overturning convictions long before the TV series
was aired. So it is not the case that the series, excellent
though it is, has resulted in these changes.

I think it is fair to say that the whole House and the
whole country were shocked by what they saw on television,
and that has made it easier to push certain developments
forward more quickly, but I believe that we would have
arrived at this position in any event. Nevertheless, I am
glad we are here today moving things forward at this
pace.

Sir Robert Buckland (South Swindon) (Con): I warmly
welcome the statements from the Prime Minister and
from my hon. Friend. I thank my hon. Friend for his
hard work, and I am also grateful for the work of other
Ministers, such as my hon. Friend the Member for
Sutton and Cheam (Paul Scully), in pursuing and dealing
with this injustice.

The key point to bear in mind is that, owing to the
number of people who have refused to come forward,
Parliament has an obligation to act. In the case of
existing appeals, the matter can be dealt with by the
Court of Appeal in respect of the quashing of any
convictions, pursuant to an Act of Parliament, but the
key challenge lies in all the people who are not in the
court system. Will my hon. Friend work with me and
others to ensure that the system he envisages—I think
he is talking about statutory declarations, which would
perhaps come under section 5 of the Perjury Act 1911—is
got right in order to avoid further disincentives for
innocent people to clear their names and, in the words
of judges up and down the country, “walk from the
court without a stain on their character™?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank my right hon. and learned
Friend for his work and for his advice over recent days.
As he has said while we have been trying to resolve this
issue, there is no perfect solution and there are going to
be compromises. We are keen to reach out to the people
he has identified who have not entered the system
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because they are deterred by the processes that they
would have to go through in order to gain access to
compensation. I am keen to continue to work with him
on all the measures that we will need to put in place over
the next few weeks to ensure that we get this right, and
get it right first time.

Sir George Howarth (Knowsley) (Lab): I join others
in thanking the Minister for his statement, during the
course of which he acknowledged that people would
worry about the possibility that good intentions would
not be backed by action. To counter that, would he
consider publishing some target dates by which both
the legal and the administrative matters ought to be
concluded, so that people might gain some reassurance
that this is not going to drag on for a very long time like,
for instance, the Hillsborough and contaminated blood
scandals?

Kevin Hollinrake: We hope to complete all the legal
and administrative aspects of the compensation payments
by August, while Sir Wyn Williams’s inquiry is due to
conclude by the end of the year. We should see the
conclusions of that inquiry very rapidly and hope to
publish them as soon as possible, given that it is a
statutory inquiry. Following that, the authorities may
well decide that there are grounds for prosecution. We
are certainly taking a keen interest in who else might
pick up the cost of the compensation, which is significant
and is currently being borne by the taxpayer. Where we
can identify others who are responsible, we are keen for
them to pay for their wrongdoing.

Mr Mark Francois (Rayleigh and Wickford) (Con):
I commend the Minister, the Justice Secretary and those
who have advised them for having to exercise the judgment
of Solomon but, none the less, coming up with a
practical and, importantly, rapid solution.

Fujitsu is a multimillion-dollar company with numerous
Government contracts, including a number with the
Ministry of Defence. It has persistently, for years, been
reluctant to admit to the weakness in its system. Does
the Minister agree that Fujitsu now has a moral duty, if
not a directly legal one, to put right that wrong? Should
we not review all its Government contracts, and if it will
not do the right thing—which it should—should we not
consider suspending them?

Kevin Hollinrake: We do see this solution as being
practical and rapid, as my right hon. Friend has described
it. As for his point about Fujitsu, which he has often
raised, he is right to say that it has significant Government
contracts with, among others, the Ministry of Defence
and, I believe, His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs. It is
right that we let the process take its course, and that the
inquiry looks at who was responsible for what between
the Post Office and Fujitsu, and who told who to do
what. It is therefore right to have a process whereby we
set criteria and parameters for who can access Government
contracts. We should have those conversations when we
have identified exactly who was responsible. We will not
be able to do that for some months, but we are keen to
do it as soon as possible.
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Ian Paisley (North Antrim) (DUP): This was an
appalling travesty, which impacted the lives of so many
innocent people in all four corners of this kingdom.
Our hearts go out to them, and I welcome the swift
action that the Government are now taking to resolve
the problem. I hope it goes some way towards helping
those people through a terrible time.

Will the Minister assure me that he will not allow any
delay in implementing the proposals in Northern Ireland?
Excuses are made all the time, for example, that there is
no devolved Assembly in Northern Ireland. No devolved
Minister had a role in this, therefore there is no role for
them with regard to the victims. Will the Minister sort
things out for them as quickly as possible?

Kevin Hollinrake: That is exactly our intention. We
are keen to make the scheme UK wide so that everybody
knows exactly where they stand. As I have said, despite
the fact that the legal system is different in Northern
Ireland, the assembly of the vast majority of cases was
done by the Post Office, so the same issues apply. We do
not want any delay. We are keen to engage with the
Northern Ireland authorities as quickly as possible.

Dame Maria Miller (Basingstoke) (Con): I welcome
the announcement. The evidence is clear that hundreds
of victims have lost trust in the criminal justice system,
so we need an exceptional process that ensures that
every miscarriage of justice can be put right. However,
the scandal involves more than financial redress. There
are reports that the Post Office insisted on non-disclosure
agreements, which silenced victims. In particular, the
family of former postmaster Martin Griffiths felt forced
to sign a settlement with the Post Office, with a non-
disclosure agreement, which hid events around Martin
taking his own life for almost a decade. Will my hon.
Friend urgently reconsider calls that I and others have
made to ban the use of non-disclosure agreements in all
severance agreements? I am glad to see the Minister of
State, Ministry of Justice, my right hon. Friend the
Member for Charnwood (Edward Argar) on the Front
Bench. I think that both Ministers share my concern
and want action.

Kevin Hollinrake: That is a well-timed question, given
that my right hon. Friend the Justice Minister is sitting
next to me. My right hon. Friend the Member for
Basingstoke (Dame Maria Miller) is right to say that
this is an exceptional process. As she knows, non-disclosure
agreements cannot prevent somebody from going to the
police—

Dame Maria Miller: That was not my point.

Kevin Hollinrake: That was not the point my right
hon. Friend was making. I understand her point. She
wants to ensure that non-disclosure agreements are not
used for the purpose she described or for other purposes,
such as sexual harassment and bullying. She is running
a fantastic campaign and we have heard what she has
said. We will continue to work with her.

Karl Turner (Kingston upon Hull East) (Lab): Thank
you, Mr Speaker, for granting the urgent question.

I thank the Minister for the heavy lifting he has done
in the 15 months he has held his post. I also commend
the Lord Chancellor for his work behind the scenes. He
will have taken advice and guidance from the Lady
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Chief Justice. Will the Minister say what her guidance
was? It is an exceptional process, which we all support,
but we would like to know what her guidance was.

In 2006, I was instructed as a defence lawyer. We
must never again get ourselves into a situation whereby
an organisation such as the Post Office brings private
prosecutions, and is the complainant, the criminal
investigator and, indeed, the prosecutor. Will the Minister
make a statement about when the Government intend
to prevent the Post Office from prosecuting any matter
ever again?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Gentleman for his
work. I am aware of his involvement on behalf of his
constituents. I also put on record my thanks to my right
hon. and learned Friend the Lord Chancellor—and,
indeed, the Prime Minister—who cleared his diary on
several occasions to deal with these issues. Conversations
took place with the Lady Chief Justice, but I am not at
liberty to reveal their content. I was not at the meeting
anyway, but we do not tend to publish legal advice. As
the hon. Gentleman knows, there are quite a few lawyers
in both Houses. They do not necessarily share the same
position on legal matters, and I have no doubt that legal
opinions will be made clear. However, this case is
exceptional. It is an exceptional situation, so we have
done the exceptional.

We want to ensure that this never happens again, and
the hon. Gentleman is right that private prosecutions
played a part. He asked for a statement and I am sure
that my right hon. and learned Friend the Lord Chancellor
will make one at some point. My right hon. and learned
Friend has expressed an interest in, and some concerns
about, private prosecutions in the UK, as has the Justice
Committee. I am therefore sure that he will come back
to the House on that at some point.

George Freeman (Mid Norfolk) (Con): I thank the
Minister, the Lord Chancellor and the Prime Minister
for gripping the matter as quickly as they have. I know
that the Minister and the Lord Chancellor were advocates
on this matter when they were Back Benchers. I also pay
tribute to my hon. Friend the Member for Sutton and
Cheam (Paul Scully), who gripped the matter after his
election in 2015 and in his role as a Minister.

I was never Minister for the Post Office, but I remember
being asked, as a Minister in the Department, to cover
for an absent Minister. I refused to just read out the
speech I had been given and asked for a day of proper
briefings from officials. When I asked to meet Paula
Vennells, I was told that she refused to meet me without
her lawyer.

The saga raises important issues about scrutiny,
accountability and responsibility in public office and
public administration. They are difficult questions that
the House must tackle. Will the Prime Minister, the
Deputy Prime Minister, the Lord Chancellor and the
Cabinet Office therefore look at the wider lessons from
this appalling scandal about the failures of accountability
and scrutiny in our system of government, and about
this House’s ultimate responsibility to the people of this
country to ensure that the Government serve the people,
not the other way round?

On the point that my hon. Friend the Member for
North Norfolk (Duncan Baker) made, how much money
was stolen from the postmasters? Will the Minister
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consider some sort of corporate fraud action to get the
money back? The money was taken off them and us,
and we should get it back from the company that
took it.

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank my hon. Friend for his
remarks and his question. I am pleased that Paula
Vennells has handed back her CBE. It was absolutely
the right thing to do. As part of the inquiry, at some
point we will of course identify who was responsible—
individuals and organisations. In terms of corporate
fraud, the beneficiary to some extent was the Post
Office. Of course, the Post Office had to be funded by
the Government to make the payments, so it is difficult
to see how we would get the money back from the Post
Office. There are other organisations, such as Fujitsu.
I have talked about that previously, and we will look at
that once the inquiry has concluded.

On scrutiny, many Ministers and officials will ask
themselves questions about what happened. It is our job
to ask the key questions at the right time and not
necessarily to take the first answer we are given. We
should push back and ensure that we get to the bottom
of the issue. There is no question but that there were
failures. I will not identify who failed, but many people
will be asking themselves serious questions. The inquiry
may well identify where we could have done things
better.

Liz Saville Roberts (Dwyfor Meirionnydd) (PC): Former
Plaid Cymru councillor Noel Thomas’s 16-year quest
for justice has had enormous repercussions for him and
his family. He faced imprisonment, bankruptcy and the
loss of his home. He describes his nine months in prison
as “hell on earth”. Noel’s story has also had repercussions
throughout north-west Wales. I know of people who
will not work on post office counters. That has meant
that some communities have lost their post offices. Not
only have individuals suffered agony, but communities
have lost essential facilities. What assessment has the
Minister made of the loss of post offices following the
scandal, and the effect on communities, particularly
rural communities?

Kevin Hollinrake: On behalf of the Government and
the Post Office, I apologise for what happened to
Mr Thomas, who obviously featured very heavily in the
programme. It was such a moving story, and anybody
watching would have been moved to tears by what
happened to him and others.

Individual sub-postmasters lost their reputation, and
they can get compensation for that, but the right hon.
Lady is right to say that the post office network itself
may have suffered some loss of reputation. I still believe
that our post office network is hugely valued, and that
citizens and constituents hold it in very high regard. To
make sure that we have suitable post office provision
around the country, the key thing is to ensure that post
offices are financially viable and sustainable. We are
working very hard on that. For example, we are encouraging
the Post Office to take a firmer line in negotiations on
the banking framework, which is a significant revenue
opportunity for the network, and on parcel hubs. We
see a bright future for the network, but it is vital that
we draw a line under this scandal before we secure
that future.
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Dean Russell (Watford) (Con): I pay tribute to the
Minister for his work to bring this to the Chamber with
such speed. My first question is on mental health. The
victims of the Post Office’s awful Horizon scandal-—and
they were victims—have been traumatised. We have
heard awful stories of individuals who sadly took their
life through suicide, and I am sure many others likely
came close to that. I want to make sure that the
compensation schemes take into account the distress
and mental health pressures these people experienced
over many, many years, and still experience today.

My second question looks to the future. How do we
stop this happening again? I am very conscious of the
big increase in the use of artificial intelligence. It is
possible to go back to the Horizon system and see
where these, in some cases, malicious incidents took
place but, with artificial intelligence, it will be much
harder to do that. Can the Minister assure me that
checks will be made in any Government systems, especially
those using artificial intelligence, to ensure that humans
are not unjustly blamed for artificial intelligence errors
that could lead to a similar scandal in future?

Kevin Hollinrake: My hon. Friend is one of my
predecessors, and I thank him for the job he did. His
tenure was all too short, but he did a great job. I know
he raised this matter when he looked after this part of
the brief.

We are discussing mental health support for individuals
and, potentially, families with the advisory board. The
compensation schemes very much take mental health
into account, and assessing those impacts is one of the
reasons why it takes a while to make sure people receive
proper redress.

My hon. Friend raises an interesting point about Al,
in which I know he is keenly interested. We should look
carefully at the use of Al in prosecutions, and [ am sure
my right hon. and learned Friend the Lord Chancellor
is doing so.

Clive Efford (Eltham) (Lab): I commend the Minister
again for his excellent work. This is an unprecedented
situation that requires the solution he suggests. May
I ask him again about “no public interest” cases, including
my constituent’s case? The situation has changed since
I asked him about it on Monday, and new cases have
come forward. The Post Office must have a list somewhere.
It must know who was held to be in breach by the
Horizon accounting system.

There may be people out there who are frightened to
come forward because they have signed non-disclosure
agreements. Is it possible for us to tell the Post Office,
“Come on, cough up. Let us know who has not been
contacted”? Letters could then be written to those
people, perhaps by the advisory board, to invite and
encourage them to come forward. We need to give them
the confidence to do so, because they might be frightened
about being approached by the Post Office. I am sure
that anyone who signs one of the agreements that the
Minister mentioned will want an assurance that they
will never again be pursued by the Post Office.

Kevin Hollinrake: The hon. Gentleman has been
a regular contributor on this issue. We are keen to
include “no public interest” cases within the scope.
They are currently treated slightly differently in terms
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of compensation. Not everybody has the same route to
compensation, but the advisory board has been very
keen to make sure that there is a single way forward for
people who have suffered from convictions.

Some people are nervous about coming forward.
Various bodies, including the Criminal Cases Review
Commission, have written to people with convictions.
There is work to ensure that anybody who might have
suffered as a result of this scandal is properly communicated
with by someone they trust. [ am very happy to talk to
the hon. Gentleman and the advisory board about
whether we have done enough and whether we could do
more.

Bob Blackman (Harrow East) (Con): Hundreds of
individuals have been wrongly convicted of crimes they
did not commit. I commend my hon. Friend for his
work. In his statement, he mentioned the malevolence
that took place during these prosecutions. How is it
right that individuals who gave false evidence are potentially
still in post? Why are Post Office managers still in post
when they knew what was happening? Should they not
be brought to account and lose their livelihoods and
pensions, rather than those who were wrongly convicted?

Kevin Hollinrake: The short answer is yes; people who
are guilty of offences—ones that can be prosecuted—should
be brought to account. All kinds of different routes
might be available to make sure they suffer as a result of
their actions. We are keen to make sure that happens.

We think the inquiry is the right route to expose the
evidence. Of course, our prosecutors can look at the
evidence before the inquiry at any point. Anybody can
see what is happening in the inquiry. We hope that the
inquiry identifies those responsible, and that suitable
action is taken against those people and organisations.

Nick Smith (Blacnau Gwent) (Lab): What a sorry tale
this is. I am glad that a solution to his scandal has been
brought forward today, but the Post Office is owned by
the UK Government, who have a shareholder—usually
a senior civil servant—on the board. What did those
Government shareholders tell Ministers about this issue
over the years? Does the Minister think this arrangement
provided sufficient scrutiny of the Post Office for Parliament
and the sub-postmasters?

Kevin Hollinrake: It is fair to say that the answer is no,
because this scandal has occurred and there must have
been a systemic failure in the relationship, either in the
Post Office or in different parts of Government. We
currently do not know where it failed, but we are all
keen to see the outcome of the inquiry, which should
conclude by the end of this year. A report will follow,
and we are all keen to see its conclusions. We can then
identify who is responsible and decide what might be
done.

The Department for Business and Trade has learned
lessons from what happened, and I think there is now a
much better oversight and governance relationship between
the Department and the Post Office. That is too late for
many people, of course, but it is not too late to find the
answers that the hon. Gentleman is looking for.

Mr David Jones (Clwyd West) (Con): The entire
House will welcome today’s announcement. The
Government have made exactly the correct decision,
given the balance of mischief. Can my hon. Friend say
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whether the convictions to be quashed under the process
he has announced today will include not only those
prosecuted by the Post Office itself but those prosecuted
by the Crown Prosecution Service? On the latter, will
the Ministry of Justice review the decision-making process
prior to the decision to prosecute?

Kevin Hollinrake: Yes, absolutely, we believe that the
overturning of convictions would happen in respect of
cases prosecuted by the Crown Prosecution Service too,
not least because, as we understand it, the files were
compiled by the Post Office, based on its evidence. That
would seem right and proper if the evidence was not
correct, and we know that to have been the case because
of what has happened with Horizon and because of the
behaviour of some individuals in the Post Office team—
those responsible for investigations. Clearly, there was
inappropriate behaviour. The answer to my right hon.
Friend’s question is yes, and it is only right that we look
at what happened. As I say, the Lord Chancellor is
looking at the whole issue of private prosecutions and
how those cases were put together and prosecuted.

Vicky Foxcroft (Lewisham, Deptford) (Lab): Many
Members across the House have mentioned the ITV
drama and it may interest them to know that the
director of “Mr Bates vs The Post Office” is in the
Gallery. He has been watching Prime Minister’s questions
and this urgent question closely, hoping for some positive
news. It is welcome that we have had some positive
news, but he has a few questions for me to ask the
Minister. He really wants to know: what are the timeframes
for overturning the convictions? I know that we have
heard some answers on that, but a bit more detail would
be helpful. When will people finally receive the full
compensation they deserve? When will those responsible
finally be held to account?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Lady for her
question. I was not aware that the director is with us
today, but may I just put on record the fantastic job that
he has done in bringing this to the public consciousness
and raising consciousness of this matter within this
House? One thing that that has resulted in is today’s
statement; we would probably have got here at some
point in any case, but it is good to be here today, earlier
than we would have been had that dramatisation not
been aired.

The hon. Lady is right to challenge us on the timeframes.
The timeframe for passing legislation in this House is
always somewhat uncertain, because that is not all
within the Government’s gift, as legislation passes through
both Houses. We are keen to legislate as quickly as
possible, but it is likely to take a matter of weeks,
because there is some work we need to do to make sure
that that legislation is in the right place. As for timescales
for full and final compensation across all schemes, we
are hoping to do that by August. Again, we are not in
charge of all those timescales, because the process requires
people who want to go through the full assessment
route to compile and submit their claim. We will then be
able to respond to it as quickly as possible. As for the
answers she is looking for, which we all want to see, the
inquiry is due to conclude by the end of the year and we
would expect it to report shortly after—that should give
us those answers.
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Robin Millar (Aberconwy) (Con): I am grateful to the
Prime Minister for his announcement and I welcome
this response from the Minister. I know that a lot of
work has gone into this issue, but the energy and
attention he brings is well received across the House.
This is the right thing to do.

Notwithstanding the remarks of my hon. Friend the
Member for Bromley and Chislehurst (Sir Robert Neill),
it occurs to me that important information has emerged
in evidence during the process of prosecutions so far.
The Minister, if I understood his response correctly,
referred to “malevolence” in behaviour. Will he ensure
that whatever process unfolds will contain a mechanism
by which information that would be useful for consideration
in further action will be gathered and collated, given
that people will not necessarily have the mechanism of a
court case and a legal testing of their situation?

Kevin Hollinrake: I am keen to engage with my hon.
Friend to make sure that we get what he needs. Malevolence
is the right word in this respect and it is important that
we learn the lessons from that, in terms of both private
prosecutions and the wider inquiry. We are very keen to
do that, but of course I am happy to engage with him to
make sure that we address any lessons he thinks we need
to learn. This is not just a lessons-learned exercise; we
want to hold people to account, but there are also
lessons we can learn. It is important that we learn them,
and I am happy to talk to him about what he thinks we
should do, in addition to what we have set out already.

Joanna Cherry (Edinburgh South West) (SNP): No
one, particularly nobody in public life, should get away
with perjury, perverting the course of justice or attempting
or conspiring to do that. I am therefore glad to hear the
Minister say today, as he did in response to me earlier
this week, that the question of further prosecutions
arising out of this scandal should be carefully looked at.

On financial redress, does the Minister agree that it is
important that those who have been convicted should
get legal advice? If, as I suspect, those prosecutions were
malicious ones, the damages to which those people are
entitled could be very hefty and they would be unwise
to accept an offer from the Minister, generous as it
might be, before they had received legal advice about
what they would be entitled to if they could prove that
the prosecutions were malicious.

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. and learned Lady
again for her remarks. Yes, I would like to see prosecutions
flow from this. The inquiry will help with that of course,
and other investigations by prosecution authorities will
be ongoing. Legal advice is hugely important and the
compensation schemes we are running do provide legal
advice to individuals thinking of taking an offer. That
should be carefully considered before people choose
one route or another. We are trying to make sure that
the choice is as easy as possible, and that where people
have made that choice the compensation is delivered as
quickly as possible.

Virginia Crosbie (Ynys Moén) (Con): Noel Thomas,
one of my constituents, was a former sub-postmaster
who was wrongly convicted. His conviction for false
accounting in 2006 was overturned by the Court of
Appeal in 2021. How is my hon. Friend ensuring that
sub-postmasters such as Noel Thomas, across the UK,
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are heard, supported, recompensed, recognised and,
most importantly, exonerated? Will the Minister meet
Noel Thomas, should he wish that to happen?

Kevin Hollinrake: I would be delighted to meet Noel
Thomas. A key part of the excellent dramatisation
“Mr Bates vs The Post Office” and of “Mr Bates vs The
Post Office: The Real Story”, which sits behind it and
which people can also watch, features Mr Thomas. His
story was incredibly moving and anybody who saw it
would be moved by it, so of course I will meet him. I am
keen to ensure that he gets not only the apology he
deserves, but the redress he deserves, and I am sure we
can discuss that when we meet. The Government are
keen to make sure that the compensation schemes work
as effectively as possible, to make sure that Mr Thomas
gets the compensation he needs and he is able to move
on with his life.

Barbara Keeley (Worsley and Eccles South) (Lab):
Following the excellent ITV drama, whose makers
I congratulate, there is a clear belief, expressed by my
constituents, that sub-postmasters and sub-postmistresses
must have their names cleared and be fully compensated.
There is also a view that those responsible for this
appalling miscarriage of justice should be held to account,
which is what we need to see unfolding in the next
months. One of my constituents has said:

“The whole affair has made me ashamed of the Post Office
hierarchy, the Government and the UK legal system.”

What are the Minister and the Government going to do
to restore public trust? Will he expand on the timescale
of action to ensure that justice and the fullest redress is
given to all those affected?

Kevin Hollinrake: Having dealt with a number of
different redress schemes over the years, including those
following some of the banking scandals, my experience
with victims—the same applies in respect of the Post
Office—is that they want two things: compensation and
people being held to account. That is not least because,
if people are held to account the chances of the same
thing happening again might be reduced, as everyone
would know that they will be held to account. That acts
as a deterrent, in addition to its being something that
people want to see to make sure that justice is served. Of
course, the Government are not in charge of prosecutions,
which are done by the various people in charge of
prosecutions—the police and the CPS. I am sure they
are looking closely at the evidence that is already out
there and will look at the further evidence that comes to
light through the inquiry. It is due to complete by the
end of the year and hopes to report soon after. That
deals with the inquiry side of things. As for compensation,
we are keen to deliver all compensation by August, but
we hope to do so sooner.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I thank the Minister
for the clear commitment and perseverance he has
shown. He took this on and he clearly wants to have a
result. For the many families who have an empty seat at
the table, the compensation does not come close to
cutting it, as we say in Northern Ireland—they all want
justice. What justice can be delivered in terms of software
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producer Fujitsu, whose software is still being used by
Government agencies, to ensure that there is accountability
and some form of restitution?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Gentleman for his
constant contributions on this subject and many others.
It has been a pleasure to do this role, to take on this
huge issue, which he and I both spoke about as Back
Benchers, and to make the progress we have seen today.
We are helping people whose lives have been devastated,
so it is my pleasure to do this work. I thank Members
from the Opposition parties for their support to that
end, and I thank the officials who have done a tremendous
jobin trying to ensure that we get justice and compensation
as quickly as possible.

Yes, we should identify those responsible and hold
them to account, be they organisations, like Fujitsu, or
individuals. The significant compensation bill is currently
funded by the taxpayer, so it seems only right and
reasonable that any organisations or companies responsible
for the scandal will also contribute towards that
compensation.

Holly Lynch (Halifax) (Lab): In my constituency,
Mr Robinson ran the Illingworth Road post office.
When he had the Horizon software installed and could
not get the figures to add up he began, out of desperation,
and unable to get the Post Office to understand, to
move money between the DWP and Horizon software.
He was then prosecuted by the Department for Work
and Pensions. He did not benefit from any of the money
it was alleged that he had stolen, but he has not been
eligible for compensation for the £43,000 he was forced
to pay back, or for the time he spent in prison, all
because of the flawed software. If I write to the Minister
with the details of Mr Robinson’s case, will he look at
it and provide advice on how we can finally clear
Mr Robinson’s name?

Kevin Hollinrake: I am keen to work with the hon.
Lady on that. We are aware of CPS and DWP cases,
and I would be keen to find out exactly what happened
in that case. It is our intention that anybody who
suffered a conviction because of Horizon is properly
compensated, so I can give her that assurance. The case
she raises illustrates some of the complexities around
isolating exactly what was responsible for somebody’s
conviction. When we considered solutions, we looked at
how people tried to compensate for a loss suffered in
one part of their business, resulting in a conviction in
another part of the business. That is how we arrived at
the solution to comprehensively overturn convictions.

Daisy Cooper (St Albans) (LD): We all want to see
swift financial redress and justice, and many Members
from across the House have talked about accountability.
Paula Vennells has, quite rightly, handed back her CBE,
but many sub-postmasters are asking why she was given
it in the first place and why she was given a role as a
director of the Cabinet Office. Will the Minister explain
why in 2019, after the High Court judgment was handed
down exposing her full involvement in the Horizon
scandal, she remained in post as a director of the
Cabinet Office and was not sacked? If he is unable to
explain that today, will he write to me with an explanation
of what conversations were had at the time?
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Kevin Hollinrake: The hon. Lady asks some fair questions
and I am happy to take them away. It was right and
proper that the former CEO, Paula Vennells, handed
back her CBE. I am a former CEO myself, and people
cannot expect to be honoured for services to an organisation
when that organisation failed so many of its key people.
The points the hon. Lady raises relate to a time prior to
my being in Government and I do not know the answer
to her question. With hindsight, many people would see
that appointment as a mistake, but I am happy to take
her points away.

Yasmin Qureshi (Bolton South East) (Lab): I welcome
the Minister’s response to the urgent question. Several
of my constituents have been affected by this scandal.
One of them has written to me to say that when they
successfully appealed as part of the group action in
2019, they were told their costs would be deducted from
the compensation, which therefore left a very small
amount of money as compensation. I tabled a question
and talked to a Minister about this three years ago, but
I had, effectively, no response. Will the Minister give an
assurance that those people will now be properly
compensated and not have their costs deducted?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Lady for her work
on this issue. She is right to say that the 555 sub-postmasters
in the group litigation were offered a £57 million settlement,
£46 million of which was taken by their legal representatives,
leaving £11 million, which worked out at around
£20,000 each. As a Back Backbencher, I was keen to
ensure that there was a scheme for those people rather
than only for people who had not taken part in that
action.

The group litigation order scheme was brought forward
by the Government and we have already settled 21 cases,
in which people have received full and final compensation.
People can also get interim payments through that
scheme and, as I announced today, rather than going
down the route to full assessment they can choose a
fixed-sum award of £75,000. That scheme is available to
the hon. Lady’s constituent and they can take advantage
of it.

Jonathan Edwards (Carmarthen East and Dinefwr)
(Ind): The public outcry as a result of the ITV drama
clearly indicates the huge support for our sub-postmasters
among the public. As part of righting the wrong of the
Horizon scandal, is it not time to look at the remuneration
of current sub-postmasters, including the option of
directly employing them, if they so wish, as opposed to
the independent contracting system we have at the
moment, so that their income reflects their huge
contribution to our communities?

Kevin Hollinrake: 1 absolutely agree with the hon.
Gentleman that we have to improve the remuneration
of sub-postmasters and the businesses they run. We
want to ensure we have a viable network going forward.
We have 11,700 branches around the country. We have
set a minimum number of 11,500, and a minimum of
99% of our population has to be within three miles of a
post office, so we have already set access criteria. We are
keen to ensure that the network is viable going forward;
the hon. Gentleman offers one solution to that.

The Government already offer significant financing
for the Post Office—about £2.5 billion over the last
10 years—in addition to other financial commitments
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we have made for other matters, such as rebuilding the
IT system. We feel that the post office network has a
bright future, particularly in areas such as access to
cash, the banking framework and parcel hubs, and we
see the remuneration opportunity improving in future
years.

Michael Shanks (Rutherglen and Hamilton West)
(Lab): On Monday, I asked the Minister how we can
ensure that any system is the same across the whole of
the UK. In the past few days, before today’s announcement,
what discussions has he had with the Lord Advocate in
Scotland about the decisions? Has he given any
consideration to legislative consent motions so that this
Parliament could legislate to ensure that the same system
is in place across the whole of the UK—something the
Scottish Government are reportedly minded to consider?
If that is not the case and the Scottish Parliament takes
a different approach, how will the Minister ensure that
the compensation regime is the same across the whole
of the UK, so that people who may not have their
convictions changed in Scotland in the same way still
have access to the same compensation?

Kevin Hollinrake: I am very keen to make sure it is a
UK-wide scheme, both in terms of compensation and
people’s access to it. We have already had conversations
with the Scottish Administration—I think they happened
yesterday evening—so that they fully understand our
intentions. Clearly, these matters are devolved in Scotland,
so there are different routes to make sure that there is
one scheme across the UK. I am keen to continue those
conversations and make it as easy as possible for postmasters
to overturn convictions or access compensation.

Patricia Gibson (North Ayrshire and Arran) (SNP):
We all welcome the fact that, at long last, postmasters
can finally expect full justice and restitution for the
devastation that they and their families have suffered.
However, does the Minister share my concern that,
notwithstanding restitution and justice for postmasters,
the Post Office, once a most trusted brand and institution,
has been forever and irreparably tarnished by those who
presided over this scandal having prosecuted and persecuted
so many decent people who were serving their communities?

Kevin Hollinrake: 1 do not quite agree with that.
Clearly, it has not been the Post Office’s finest hour by a
long chalk, but the Post Office brand itself is revered
around the country. The reputation of Post Office Ltd—the
central organisation—has been tarnished, and we are
keen to move on and help the Post Office to rebuild that
relationship. It has, for example, recruited 100 area
managers to try to improve its relationship with sub-
postmasters, which I think is helping. But there is work
to do to improve the relationship between the centre
and the network. As a constituency MP, my experience
is that my constituents very much appreciate, value and
revere the post offices in their community.

Kate Osborne (Jarrow) (Lab): I thank the Minister
for some of the detail around today’s announcement
regarding the convictions; it will come as a relief to
many.

As highlighted by the ITV show, the 555 worked
tirelessly for justice, and that, of course, opened the
door for so many others, but they feel they are being
penalised for taking this litigation forward, with
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[Kate Osborne]

compensation still not being paid to so many. As well as
others, the Post Office needs to be held responsible for
the part it has played in this scandal at every stage,
including the lies and the blocking of justice, yet it is the
Post Office and the Government’s expensive lawyers
who are currently litigating every case. I have to ask
whether that is right.

Will the Minister look to remove the Post Office from
all the roles that it currently plays in relation to
compensation decisions and, instead, put in place a
more independent arm’s length body that will deliver
full and fair compensation to all?

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Member for her
work. We have engaged with her on this issue regularly,
and she works very hard on behalf of her constituents.
We are keen to make the compensation available more
quickly. As announced today, her constituents, if they
were a part of the 555—the GLO—will have access to
the fixed-sum award of £75,000, which is a much quicker
route. But if they go down the full assessment route,
which they have every right to do, we have committed
that, once a claim is submitted, the dispute resolution
process will respond to that claim within 40 days in
90% of cases.

The hon. Member is wrong to talk about the cases
being litigated against; the process is done by dispute
resolution with my Department, not with the Post
Office. If that cannot be agreed, it is sent to an independent
panel, which will then recommend what award should
be given. The Post Office is not involved and independence
is at the very heart of this process, so I believe that her
constituents will get full and fair outcomes, but we want
to make sure that is done as quickly as possible, and we
are working on that on a daily basis.

Richard Foord (Tiverton and Honiton) (LD): Russell
Ward-Best from Ottery St Mary was accused of stealing
£17,000. He avoided prosecution by resigning, and another
sub-postmaster I represent paid the alleged shortfall to
avoid prosecution. Russell Ward-Best was declared bankrupt
and died before he was found innocent and cleared. Will
the Minister comment on financial redress for all sub-
postmasters and their families, including those who
were not prosecuted?

Kevin Hollinrake: I am very sorry to hear what happened
to Mr Ward-Best. His family should be able to get
compensation through the historic shortfall scheme.
That scheme is there to put Mr Ward-Best, if he were
still with us, back to where he would have been had this
detriment not occurred, and that can take into account
things such as bankruptcy. That money would then be
paid to his estate, which would then flow through to his
family. The same compensation is available, despite
Mr Ward-Best very sadly no longer being with us.

Alison Thewliss (Glasgow Central) (SNP): One sinister
feature of this scandal has been how the Post Office has
tried to intimidate and scare people into compliance.
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While researching this, I read that those receiving an
historic shortfall scheme offer had been erroneously
told by the Post Office that they were not allowed to
talk about the terms of their compensation. The Post
Office had no right to do that, but there will be a legacy
of people who will be scared to talk out about this, or
cause a fuss, because they believe that they are not
allowed to do so.

Can the Minister put something on the record to give
reassurance to those people who have been deliberately
and maliciously misled by the Post Office into silence?
The Post Office should not be able to do that, and those
affected should be able to have their story told and to
get justice.

Kevin Hollinrake: I thank the hon. Lady for her point.
I am not aware of the particular case to which she
refers, but it is certainly our position that we want to
work closely with people who have been through that
scheme. The advisory board originally just covered the
group litigation order claims. We then expanded its
remit to cover all three schemes, so that it could ensure
that they provided fair outcomes to all those involved.
We wanted to give a level of consistency across the
three schemes. The hon. Lady may want to contact
Lord Arbuthnot or the right hon. Member for North
Durham (Mr Jones) to discuss her concerns. I am happy
to discuss the matter with the advisory board to see
what might need to be done.

Wera Hobhouse (Bath) (LD): We can never right the
original wrong or undo all the suffering; all we can do is
make sure that the misery is not ongoing. For those who
do not look for a grand pardon, what rights of appeal
exist other than a request to the Criminal Cases Review
Commission?

Kevin Hollinrake: The hon. Lady is right to say that
no amount of final compensation can ever make good
what has happened to many of these people, whether it
1s loss of home, loss of business, loss of livelihood, loss
of reputation or loss of life. No amount of money can
ever compensate for that, but we are keen to make sure
that, wherever we can, people do get compensated
across all those different areas. Compensation schemes
provide for pecuniary and non-pecuniary losses, which
are some of the things that, sadly, have happened to
people in their personal lives. That is exactly what we
have set out today. We are keen to make sure that, if
people are overturning convictions, there is no requirement
to go to the CCRC to do that. It is something that we
can do through legislation in this place, and we will be
setting out exactly how we will deliver that in the
coming weeks.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing): I thank
the Minister for again coming to the House and answering
so thoroughly a great many questions. It is very obvious
that the House is concerned about this matter.



327 10 JANUARY 2024

Points of Order

2.18 pm

Martin Docherty-Hughes (West Dunbartonshire) (SNP):
On a point of order, Madam Deputy Speaker. Jagtar
Singh Johal, my constituent, is entering his seventh year
in arbitrary detention in India. In that time, he, his
family and I have lost count of the number of Foreign
Secretaries who have run the Department. Having said
that, in recent weeks I have never seen such an utter
disregard for what is most likely the most important
consular case on the Foreign Secretary’s desk.

Yesterday at the Foreign Affairs Committee, in response
to my hon. Friend the Member for Argyll and Bute
(Brendan O’Hara)—I have informed him that I would
be mentioning him—the Foreign Secretary seemed to
intimate a willingness to meet me and my constituents,
the family of Jagtar Singh Johal. It is clear to me that,
given his response, the Foreign Secretary may not have
been aware of my letter dated 14 November 2023, which
sought to have a meeting. To date, I have had no formal
response, although unsurprisingly, before Prime Minister’s
questions, the family and I had a holding response from
the Department, which stated that
“replies...requesting a meeting with the Foreign Secretary are
being processed”.

I have no doubt that after two months I may eventually
get a formal response from the Foreign Secretary.

Given the nature of the case, which you have heard
me raise on many occasions, Madam Deputy Speaker,
and in which there may be a death penalty charge, you
will understand that speed is of the essence. I am
therefore looking for clarity on the following issues. Is it
normal for a senior Minister of State to take so long to
correspond with a Member of Parliament when time is
critical? Do the conventions of this House extend to
Ministers in the other place? Given that the Defence
Secretary stated yesterday that
“the relationship between the UK and India is not transactional,
instead both countries are natural partners with many commonalities
and shared goals”,
what confidence can I and other Members of Parliament
have that the Government will represent our constituents
held in India equally in comparison with others? Finally,
given that the Foreign Secretary seems to have intimated
that it is no longer their intention to attend the Foreign
Affairs Committee every six weeks, as was stated to the
House, will Mr Speaker demand that the Foreign Secretary
be brought to the Floor of the House to answer questions
from Members of the House of Commons?

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing): I thank
the hon. Gentleman for his point of order. As he says,
we have all heard him raise this matter many times.
I appreciate the urgency of Mr Jagtar Singh Johal’s
situation, given that the death penalty is a possibility.
The hon. Gentleman raises some important points that
are indeed points for the Chair. I can answer one
question quickly and simply: Mr Speaker has said many
times that he expects Ministers to answer correspondence
from Members of Parliament in a timely fashion. For
the hon. Gentleman to have gone two months without
acknowledgment of, or answer to, his letter is clearly
not acceptable.
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The hon. Gentleman asks about the accountability of
a Minister who is not a Member of this House. That is a
rather more difficult situation. He asks whether Mr Speaker
can in some way summon the Foreign Secretary to this
House. Under current regulations, no, he cannot, but it
is normal for Ministers who are Members of the House
of Lords to find different ways to demonstrate their
accountability to the elected representatives of the people.
Of course, questions can be asked in the other place,
but that is not at all the same as a question being asked
on behalf of a constituent by their Member of Parliament.

The hon. Gentleman mentions the Foreign Affairs
Committee. It was my understanding that the Foreign
Secretary had undertaken to appear regularly before
that Committee; that would certainly be a way in which
ministerial accountability could be demonstrated and
undertaken. The exact status of the situation, I cannot
answer for. It is not a matter for the Chair, but the hon.
Gentleman has rightly raised important points. I know
that Mr Speaker will be concerned about accountability,
which is a matter for the Chair. I will ensure that he is
aware of the points that the hon. Gentleman has raised,
and I am certain that those on the Treasury Bench will
convey to Foreign Office Ministers the concerns that
have been expressed.

Sir David Davis (Haltemprice and Howden) (Con):
Further to that point of order, Madam Deputy Speaker.
I, too, have campaigned on behalf of Mr Johal, and I,
too, have been dissatisfied with the response of the
Foreign Office—over years, not just over the last few
weeks. In conveying the concerns of the hon. Member
for West Dunbartonshire (Martin Docherty-Hughes) to
Mr Speaker, would you also say that they are not
confined to him, or indeed to the SNP? They are felt
across the House.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing): I thank
the right hon. Gentleman for clarifying the situation. It
is obvious that the entire House is concerned about this
matter, and about the general matter of accountability.
I will ensure that Mr Speaker is aware of that.

Martin Docherty-Hughes: Further to that point of
order, Madam Deputy Speaker. Thank you very much
for your response to my initial point of order. You
raised the fact that it is not yet possible to bring the
Foreign Secretary to the Floor of the House. Would a
change to Standing Orders allow the Speaker to bring
the Foreign Secretary to this elected Chamber to be
held accountable?

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Eleanor Laing):
I understand the point that the hon. Gentleman is
making, which I know is of some concern. It is not
entirely a matter for the Chair, but [ understand that the
Procedure Committee is considering the whole position
of the accountability of Ministers who are Members of
the House of Lords. I am certain that the hon. Gentleman
will make the Chair of the Procedure Committee aware
of his concerns. | have every confidence that the right
hon. Member for Haltemprice and Howden (Sir David
Davis) will also do so, as will 1.
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Motion for leave to bring in a Bill (Standing Order
No. 23)

2.26 pm

Joanna Cherry (Edinburgh South West) (SNP): I beg
to move,

That leave be given to bring in a Bill to amend the Scotland
Act 1998 to grant to the Scottish Parliament legislative competence
in respect of the role and functions of the Scottish Law Officers;
and for connected purposes.

My Bill is designed to give the Scottish Parliament
the power to amend the role of Scotland’s Law Officers,
including dividing the role of the Lord Advocate into
two separate jobs: one as head of Scotland’s prosecution
service, and the other as a Minister of the Scottish
Government and its chief legal adviser. The present
Lord Advocate performs both roles, and both legal
scholars and politicians are becoming increasingly
concerned that that may give rise to a conflict of interest,
or at the very least a perception of a conflict of interest.
I wish to stress that no criticism of the current or
previous Lord Advocate, or indeed of the current SNP
Government, should be inferred, because the dual role
of the Lord Advocate is a historical anachronism that
predates devolution.

The dual role was rubber-stamped by the devolution
settlement, and to date no Conservative or Labour
Government have attempted reform. I believe that reform
is long overdue. The Scottish National party manifesto
for the 2021 Holyrood election promised to consult on
separating the roles of the Lord Advocate, and the
Scottish Government have committed to review the role
of the Lord Advocate by the end of the current Parliament,
the initial phase of which is to be informed by expert
research. I understand that a report on the expert
research is to be published soon; however, because of
reservations in the Scotland Act 1998 it is not open to
the Scottish Parliament to create either a new Law
Officer or a new public prosecutor. That is why my Bill
is necessary.

Given that both criminal and civil justice are devolved
matters, it is only right that the Scottish Parliament
should decide how best to reform the role of the
Lord Advocate. Furthermore, it is the Scottish Parliament
that will be furnished with the necessary expert research
that has been commissioned by the Scottish Government.
If we are to take at face value assurances from the
United Kingdom Government that they do not wish to
undermine the devolution settlement, and that they
respect the powers that have been devolved, I believe
that they should leave it to Scotland’s Parliament to
carry out the task of reforming the role of Scotland’s
Law Officers.

The Lord Advocate is the senior of the two Scottish
Law Officers. The other is the Solicitor General. The
Lord Advocate is both a Minister in the Scottish
Government and the holder of a historic office—the
role of Lord Advocate goes back many hundreds of
years—that now has a range of functions associated
with the maintenance of the rule of law and the proper
administration of justice.

The Lord Advocate is head of the systems of criminal

prosecution and investigation of deaths. She is also
principal legal adviser to the Scottish Government. She
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represents the Scottish Government in civil proceedings
and the public interest in a range of statutory and
common-law civil and constitutional functions.

The Scotland Act states that, in relation to criminal
prosecutions and the investigation of deaths, the
Lord Advocate must act independently of other Ministers
and, indeed, any other person, and I believe that the
Lord Advocates have acted independently. The former
First Minister, the right hon. Alex Salmond, took steps
to underline that independence by depoliticising the
appointment process and providing that the Law Officers
should not routinely attend Cabinet meetings. There
was a downside to this: it deprived the Scottish Government
of the benefit of advice from a lawyer who shares their
political persuasion. Such advice was previously available
to other Governments and is something from which the
UK Government benefit.

The Lord Advocate is appointed by the King on the
recommendation of the First Minister, with the agreement
of the Scottish Parliament. Unlike other Ministers, she
cannot be removed from office by the First Minister
without the approval of the Parliament. The Lord Advocate
has an important role in ensuring that legislation passed
by the Scottish Parliament is within its legislative
competence, and she has powers under the Scotland
Act in relation to the resolution of legal questions
about the devolved powers of Ministers and the Parliament.
We saw that in action recently during the referral to the
United Kingdom Supreme Court on the question of
whether the Scottish Parliament had the power to hold
a second independence referendum.

Accountability to the Scottish Parliament is an important
aspect of the Lord Advocate’s constitutional role. She
may, but need not, be a Member of the Scottish Parliament
and, if not an MSP, she is entitled to participate in the
proceedings of the Parliament but may not vote. She
can therefore be questioned by MSPs about the exercise
of her functions, although she is not required to answer
questions or produce documents in relation to the operation
of the criminal prosecution system in specific cases.

There is a tension in the principle that the Lord Advocate
should be both independent in her capacity as chief
prosecutor, but also politically accountable as a Law
Officer. The Venice Commission of the Council of
Europe, which advises member states on rule of law
issues, recommends that member states take steps to
ensure that their state prosecution systems are seen to
act independently of Parliament and Government. For
the record, I think the Scottish state prosecution system
operates independently of Parliament and Government,
but because the two roles are held by the one person,
there is always the perception that that might not be
the case.

Elsewhere in the UK and in the Republic of Ireland,
the two roles are held by different people, which avoids
any possible conflict of interest or the perception of
one. In England, there is an Attorney General, who is a
member of the Government of the day, and, quite
separately, a Director of Public Prosecutions, who is
appointed by a public appointment process completely
independent of Government. Of course, there is the
third office of the Lord Chancellor, who performs some
constitutional functions. The experts advising the Scottish
Government might want to think about something akin
to that third role for some of the Lord Advocate’s
functions under the Scotland Act.
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Concern about potential conflicts in the role of the
Lord Advocate has increased in recent times because of
some high-profile cases, including the Scottish Government’s
handling of complaints against Alex Salmond, the malicious
scandal in relation to prosecutions over the takeover of
Rangers football club, and the police investigation into
SNP finances. It is important to understand that similar
concerns have been raised in the past. In the early days
of the devolved Scottish Parliament when Labour was
the Government, in the wake of the resignation of a
Labour-appointed Lord Advocate, there was a big debate
about the potential conflict of interest prompted by
concerns around the Lockerbie prosecution, the growing
importance of the European convention on human
rights under devolution, and the Lord Advocate’s then
role in some judicial appointments. There was considerable
disquiet back in 2000 that the Lord Advocate was
performing the role of politician, prosecutor and judge-
maker.

Since 2002, the appointment of judges in Scotland
has been the responsibility of an independent panel.
The Lord Advocate has no involvement in that, so her
role does not really pose—as some people sometimes
say—a problem for the constitutional principle of the
separation of powers. This is not an issue of the separation
of powers between Executive, legislature and judiciary,
because the Lord Advocate does not have anything to
do with the judiciary.

To come back to present times, the report of the
Scottish Parliament’s inquiry into the Scottish Government’s
handling of harassment complaints found that events
around those issues had shown a
“long-standing tension in the Lord Advocate’s dual roles,”

and said that “public perceptions” were important. It is
important that the role of chief prosecutor in any state
be free from all suspicion of political interference. I stress
that I am not saying that there has been political
interference; [ want to protect the role from the suspicion
that there might be.

It is also important that Scottish Governments of
whatever political hue have the benefit of a legal adviser
who shares their political views while still giving independent
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advice. That, after all, is what the UK Government,
Welsh Government and Irish Governments enjoy. Their
Law Officers are usually parliamentarians from the
same party as the Government of the day.

As 1 said, the Scottish Government have accepted
that there is a case for separating the two roles of the
Lord Advocate. I am delighted that both the Secretary
of State for Scotland, who is in his place, and his
shadow, the hon. Member for Edinburgh South (Ian
Murray), who explained to me why he could not be in
his place for this Bill, agree that there is a case for
separating the two roles. My Bill has support from the
Liberal Democrats, the Alba party and a distinguished
Conservative Back Bencher, as well as SNP colleagues.
I hope that the existence of cross-party support means
that this private Member’s Bill has a chance of becoming
law, leaving the final decision on the role of Scotland’s
Law Officers where it should be: with the Scottish
Parliament.

Question put and agreed to.
Ordered,

That Joanna Cherry, Chris Stephens, Douglas Chapman,
Patricia Gibson, Carol Monaghan, Marion Fellows,
Ronnie Cowan, Kenny MacAskill, Mr Alistair Carmichael,
Wendy Chamberlain, Christine Jardine and Sir David
Davis present the Bill.

Joanna Cherry accordingly presented the Bill.

Bill read the First time; to be read a Second time on
Friday 22 March, and to be printed (Bill 76).

FINANCE BILL (PROGRAMME) (NO. 2)

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 83A(7) ),

That the Order of 13 December 2023 (Finance Bill: Programme)
be varied as follows:

In paragraph (5) of that Order, for “Thursday 18 January”
substitute “Tuesday 30 January”.—( Robert Largan.)

Question agreed to.
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Finance Bill

(Clauses 1 and 2, schedule 1, clause 21, schedule 12,
clauses 25, 27 and 31 to 34, schedule 13 and new clauses
relating to those clauses and schedules)

Considered in Committee
[DamE ELEANOR LAING in the Chair]

Clause 1

PERMANENT FULL EXPENSING ETC FOR EXPENDITURE
ON PLANT OR MACHINERY

Question proposed, That the clause stand part of the
Bill.

The Chairman of Ways and Means (Dame Eleanor
Laing): With this it will be convenient to consider the
following:

Clause 2 stand part.
Schedule 1.

New clause 1—Review of reliefs for research and
development—

“(1) The Chancellor of the Exchequer must, within three
months of this Act being passed, publish a review of the
implementation costs of the measures in section 2 incurred by—

(a) HMRC, and
(b) businesses.

(2) The review under subsection (1) must include details of the

implementation costs of all measures related to credit or relief

for research and development that have been introduced since
December 2019.”

This new clause would require the Chancellor to publish a review
setting out the total implementation costs of all changes to research
and development reliefs in the current Parliament.

New clause 3—Assessment of impact of Act on business
investment and economic growth—

“Within six months of the passage of this Act, the Chancellor

of the Exchequer must carry out an assessment of the impact of
section 2 and Schedule 1 of this Act on business investment and
economic growth, and lay a report of that assessment before
both Houses of Parliament.”
This new clause would require the government to produce an
assessment of the impact of the Bill’s new regime for research and
development carried out by companies. This assessment would need
to examine the impact on business investment and economic
growth.

2.38 pm

The Financial Secretary to the Treasury (Nigel
Huddleston): This Government’s aim is to grow the
economy for the good of everyone by removing barriers
to private sector investment and delivering a tax system
that is supportive of business. At the spring Budget
2023, the Chancellor set out his approach for a highly
competitive tax regime. By announcing a package of
generous tax incentives, combined with a rate of corporation
tax that remains the lowest in the G7, this Government
have ensured that the UK continues to be one of the
best places in the world for businesses to grow and
invest.

The Bill marks our next step in making the UK one
of the most competitive tax systems among major
economies by enhancing the support that the corporation
tax system provides to businesses that drive growth by
making long-term investments. It meets the Government’s
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commitment to introduce permanent full expensing, as
announced at the autumn statement, solidifying our
international competitiveness and creating the certainty
that businesses have told us they need in order to
confidently invest. The Bill will also drive UK business
innovation by merging the existing research and
development expenditure credit scheme with the small
and medium enterprise scheme. Merging those schemes
will simplify and improve the system for supporting
cutting-edge research and development.

Turning first to clause 1, at spring Budget 2023, the
Government introduced two new temporary first-year
capital allowances for qualifying expenditure on plant
or machinery. The first was a 100% first-year allowance
for so-called main rate expenditure, known as full expensing,
which allows companies to write off the full cost of
plant and machinery in the year that the cost is incurred.
The second was a 50% first-year allowance for expenditure
on special-rate assets such as lighting systems, thermal
insulation and long-life assets, allowing companies to
write off half the cost of an asset in the year that it is
incurred, with the remaining balance written down at
6% in every year afterwards.

The Chancellor was clear that his long-term ambition
was to make those new reliefs permanent once the fiscal
and economic conditions allowed, and at the autumn
statement he confirmed that he was able to do just that.
Clause 1 delivers that ambition, making both full expensing
and the 50% first-year allowance permanent by removing
the end date of 31 March 2026. That means that companies
will be able to permanently benefit from full expensing.
It solidifies our position as joint top of the rankings of
OECD countries with regard to plant and machinery
capital allowances, and means we are the only major
economy with permanent full expensing.

The change will give companies the certainty they
need to make long-term investments, and responds to
calls from the CBI, Make UK, Energy UK and 200 other
business groups and leaders, and from companies including
BT Openreach, Siemens and Bosch, which have said
that making the policy permanent would be the single
most transformational thing the Government could do
for business investment and growth. According to the
Office for Budget Responsibility, it will generate almost
£3 billion of additional business investment each year
and £14 billion over the course of the next five years.
The forecast is that GDP will be 0.1% higher by the end
of the forecast period and slightly below 0.2% higher in
the long term as a result.

Richard Fuller (North East Bedfordshire) (Con):
I applaud the Government’s initiative to make full
expensing permanent, but of course we know there will
be a general election within the next 12 months. Has my
hon. Friend heard from the Opposition whether, if they
were to be in Government, they would maintain it?

Nigel Huddleston: My hon. Friend is incredibly
knowledgeable about this area through some of his
previous business and ministerial experience, and that is
a question I am intrigued to hear answered by the
Opposition shortly. I believe it is vitally important,
because the whole point is to give businesses the confidence
to invest in the long term, and certainty is key to the
investment decisions being made.
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Richard Fuller: Further to that point, does my hon.
Friend not think, as I do, that it is an aspect of a
responsible Opposition to be clear, right now as we are
debating this in this House, what they would do were
they to be in Government?

Nigel Huddleston: I think my hon. Friend is kicking
off what is likely to be a long debate over the course of
the next year, but an important one for our constituents
and businesses. The economy will play a pivotal part in
discussions this year. It is very clear what we are doing:
we are implementing vital changes, asked for by business
and in response to business, to provide that business
certainty and an environment in which they and therefore
our constituents can thrive. I do not think any of us
want to put that at risk. However, without the clarification
and confidence from the Opposition about what they
might do, these issues will be raised and the uncertainty
can persist. We on the Government side of the House
are committed to this, and my hon. Friend is right to
make that clear.

Nigel Mills (Amber Valley) (Con): I think the Minister
just read out that the assessment is that this measure
will create £3 billion additional investment per year. Is
that right? If I remember the Green Book correctly
from the autumn statement, the annual cost of this
measure was £11 billion, which I think equates to
£55 billion of extra capital expenditure. Is he saying
that £52 billion of that £55 billion is just bringing
forward investment that would have happened later,
and £3 billion is new, or have I somehow got my
numbers wrong and this will generate a load of investment
that would not otherwise have happened?

2.45 pm

Nigel Huddleston: My hon. Friend is right to point
out the timing element with both full expensing and
R&D; I will come on to R&D in a moment, because
I think that is the £55 billion figure he mentions, but
these measures, particularly the full expensing, will of
course have a long-term impact over a long period of
time. The cost is up-fronted, but the benefit is over a
long period, and anyone who has worked in business
understands that. He is right to point out the anomaly,
and it is a very important point because a lot of people
probably would not understand it, but the fact that the
OBR has highlighted the incremental impact on the
economy overall shows that there is a clear and transparent
net benefit. The timing of the impact changes, but we
are talking about additional investment right away,
because we will be giving businesses the confidence to
be able to make those decisions and invest immediately.

Matt Rodda (Reading East) (Lab): I appreciate the
Minister’s comments so far. Can he confirm how many
times policy has changed in this important area since
2019? While he is making some further points today, it
seems that Government policy has changed quite erratically,
and that in itself is difficult for businesses to respond to
when they are looking for certainty in planning for the
long-term.

Nigel Huddleston: I agree that certainty for business
is pivotal, but with both full expensing and R&D the
Government, the Chancellor and others have been
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indicating the direction of travel for some time and
therefore giving increased certainty. As I have said, it
was mentioned a while ago that we intended to pursue
the policy of full expensing when the economic
circumstances allowed, and now they do. R&D, which
I will come to in a minute, has been discussed for quite a
long time and is the result of extensive co-operation
with industry.

It is also the reality, though, that Government policy
needs to change in response to the nature of a changing
economy and to things such as digital, the cloud and so
on. When it comes to other investments, we need to
make sure that new and emerging policy areas are
covered as well. We have seen today, as we saw in the
autumn statement, a very clear direction of travel from
the Conservative side of the Chamber, which is about
incentivising businesses and cutting taxes. Permanent
full expensing also simplifies the capital allowances
regime overall, as companies can claim the full cost in
year one, reducing the need to claim writing-down
allowances year on year.

Turning to clause 2 and schedule 1, the Government
have also announced the closure of the R&D tax relief
review launched in 2021—the point I was just making
to the hon. Member for Reading East (Matt Rodda)—
alongside a set of changes to simplify and improve the
system. Clause 2 makes changes to merge the current
R&D expenditure credit and SME schemes for expenditure
in accounting periods beginning on or after 1 April
2024, simplifying the system and providing greater support
for UK companies to drive innovation.

The merged scheme will have an above-the-line
mechanism similar to the R&D expenditure credit, with
a rate of 20%. That will make the benefit more visible
and easier for companies to factor into their investment
decisions. Additionally, small and medium enterprise
lossmakers will now be able to carry forward their
losses rather than having to surrender them, which will
give a total benefit of up to £45 per £100 of R&D
expenditure.

There will also be a reduction in the rate at which the
merged scheme credit is taxed for lossmakers, from
25% to 19%. That is worth around £120 million per
annum to non-intensive lossmakers and will increase
the up-front cash benefit for lossmakers. Subcontracting
rules in the merged scheme will allow the company
taking the decision to do R&D to claim relief on
contracted-out R&D. That approach is based on the
current SME scheme, which was identified as the best
option in the consultation we delivered, and has been
refined further following engagement with industry last
summer.

Subsidy rules will also be removed, allowing SMEs to
claim relief for work for which they receive a grant of a
subsidy. This represents an increase in generosity for
SMEs as well as being a major tax simplification.

The Government are also legislating for enhanced
support for loss-making R&D-intensive SMEs. That
was announced at spring Budget 2023 and will benefit
23,000 SMEs a year by providing further support to the
most R&D-intensive SMEs while merging the current
schemes. The Government are promoting the conditions
for enterprise to succeed. Companies claiming the existing
SME tax relief will be eligible for a higher payable
credit rate of 14.5% if they meet the definition for
R&D intensity.
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At the summer statement, the Government announced
several improvements being made to that enhanced
support. The R&D intensity threshold is being lowered
to 30% from 40% from April 2024, meaning that around
5,000 more companies will benefit from the support.
A one-year grace period is being introduced, providing
greater certainty by ensuring that companies that
dip under the 30% threshold will continue receiving
relief for one year. The same subcontracting rules
as the merged scheme will apply to this enhanced
support, further helping to simplify the system with one
set of rules that both SMEs and larger companies will
follow.

Overall, R&D reliefs will support an estimated £55 billion
of business R&D expenditure in 2028-29—a 25% increase
from £44 billion in 2021-22. Expenditure on R&D
reliefs is forecast to increase in every year of the scorecard
period. We will also restrict nominations and assignments
for R&D relief payment. That measure ensures that
genuine businesses get the payment for their R&D
claim directly, rather than receiving it through an agent,
and is designed to benefit genuine claimants and reduce
non-compliance.

Subject to limited exceptions, no R&D tax credit
payments will be made to nominee bank accounts, and
any R&D tax credit payments must be paid directly to
the company that claims for the R&D, so claimants will
now receive their payments directly, giving them more
control. That will ensure that the person claiming the
relief has better oversight of the claim and receives the
money into their account quicker. Claimants will also
be clearer on exactly how much money is being charged
by their agents, rather than just receiving a net amount
after fees have been deducted. That builds on previously
announced measures and policy changes to help to
ensure greater company control over R&D claims.

The Government are committed to making the UK
the best place in the world to do business. Full expensing
and R&D tax relief support businesses to grow and
invest, which will boost productivity and economic
growth. That remains the key way to raise everybody’s
living standards and to fund high-quality public services
throughout the UK. I commend clauses 1 and 2 and
schedule 1 to the Committee.

James Murray (Ealing North) (Lab/Co-op): Let me
start by briefly considering the context in which we are
debating clauses 1 and 2. As we know, the Bill follows
the Chancellor’s statement on 22 November last year, in
which he claimed that he was delivering an “autumn
statement for growth”. As the Committee may remember,
the Office for Budget Responsibility confirmed on the
same day that growth forecasts had been cut by more
than half for the coming year, cut again for the year
after that, and cut yet again for the year after that.
Independent analysts confirmed that, even after all the
changes the Government had announced, personal taxes
would still rise. In fact, personal taxes are now set to rise
by £1,200 per household by 2028-29, with the tax burden
on track to be the highest since the second world war.
Despite people across the country paying so much in
tax, public services are collapsing, the NHS is on its
knees, and more and more families are struggling to
make ends meet.
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That was the context in which we considered the Bill
on Second Reading just before Christmas: 13 years of
Conservative economic failure had left people across
Britain worse off. The only thing to have changed since
then is that we now face 14 years of Conservative
economic failure. It may be a new year, but those in the
governing party face the same cold truth: nothing they
can say or do now can repair the damage that they have
done to our economy.

People in businesses across Britain deserve so much
better. As a foundation of better management of the
economy, our country needs and deserves stability, certainty
and a long-term plan. It is for that reason that, although
we welcome the fact that clause 1 makes full expensing
permanent, which we have long called for, it simply
cannot make up for the years of uncertainty that businesses
have faced. Businesses need stability and predictability
to help them plan for growth, and their long-term
planning has been held back because the Government
have been chopping and changing business taxes and
reliefs year after year, with no evidence of anything
resembling a long-term strategy.

Richard Fuller: I was very pleased to hear the shadow
Minister say that the Opposition welcome the full expensing.
That helps, but maybe he can go further to clarify. In
new clause 6, tabled in his name, the Opposition are
calling for a review of all business taxes and reliefs,
which would include full expensing. He will know, as
will the hon. Member for Mid Bedfordshire (Alistair
Strathern) who is sitting behind him, that there is a
particular potential investment decision in our county.
Will the shadow Minister make it explicit that the
Labour party’s intention is to include in its manifesto
for the next election a commitment to maintaining full
expensing?

James Murray: As I have said, we have long been
calling for full expensing, and we welcome the fact that
it is being made permanent. I do not mean to sound
jokey in my response—I am deadly serious when I say
this—but if the hon. Gentleman wants to know what a
Labour Government would do if we got into office,
there is one way to see that eventuality come about: we
could have a general election sooner rather than later,
instead of dragging things on throughout the course
of 2024.

Frankly, the country needs to move on from the
current Government. Just look at their record on capital
allowances since the last general election. The hon.
Member for North East Bedfordshire (Richard Fuller)
spoke about certainty and the need for stability, but let
us look at the changes that have happened to capital
allowances over the past four or five years. As I mentioned
on Second Reading, back at the beginning of this
Parliament, the annual investment had been raised to
£1 million on a temporary basis. That temporary basis
was extended by the Finance Act 2021, extended again
by the Finance Act 2022, and then made permanent by
the Finance (No. 2) Act 2023. Meanwhile, over the
course of this Parliament, the super-deduction came
and went entirely. Last year, full expensing for expenditure
on plant or machinery was introduced but only on a
temporary basis for three years.

Now, of course, Treasury Ministers are amending

what their predecessors announced last year by making
full expensing permanent. Although we welcome that
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policy, I wonder how long it will last. Frankly, I wonder
how long any policy can be expected to last under this
Government, when they are led—in the loosest possible
sense of that word—by such a weak Prime Minister. If
we accept clause 1 at face value, we welcome its principle
of making full expensing permanent, as that is something
that we have long called for. I will focus the rest of my
questions on some of the specifics of the Government’s
approach.

As ever, I am grateful to the excellent team at the
Chartered Institute of Taxation for all their thoughts
on the detail of what the Government have proposed in
this clause and others. I know that one matter of interest
to the chartered institute was the fact that, at the
autumn statement, the Government said that they would
publish a technical consultation on leased assets. I would
be grateful if the Minister told us when that will be
published.

Furthermore, both the Chartered Institute of Taxation
and the Association of Taxation Technicians—to which
I am also grateful for its thoughts on the detail of the
Bill—have queried which companies and assets are
eligible for full expensing. I would be grateful if the
Minister clarified which assets are outside the scope of
full expensing, and whether the Treasury will publish a
detailed list of what does and does not count as plant
and machinery. I would also be grateful if he told us
how many firms will not be eligible for full expensing
because they are partnerships. I know that many who
take an interest in this matter would welcome clarity
on that.

In clause 2, the Government propose changes to the
system of tax credits for research and development. As
with their approach to business taxation and capital
allowances, the Government have failed to deliver any
sense of stability when it comes to R&D tax credits,
despite certainty and predictability being so crucial to
businesses that are making investment decisions. That
much is clear when looking at the list of changes that we
have debated in Finance Bills over the course of the
current Parliament alone: the Finance Act 2020 changed
the rate of R&D expenditure credit; the Finance Act 2021
changed how much R&D tax relief small and medium-sized
enterprises could claim; the Finance Act 2023 again
changed the rates of R&D tax relief; the Finance (No. 2)
Act 2023 changed further how the relief operates; and
now, the Finance Bill before us changes the system of
reliefs yet again. We accept, of course, that some change
is necessary and important to enable legislation to
function well, but that does not seem to be what we have
seen. What we have seen is a Government incapable of
providing stability, predictability, and the long-term
plan that businesses need to invest and grow. It is clear
that after 14 years in office, the Conservatives are incapable
of providing that crucial foundation for our economic
success.

Matt Rodda: My hon. Friend is making an excellent
point, which comes to the nub of the argument: the
Government are not capable of providing business with
the certainty it needs. That is such a tragedy, because so
many wonderful emerging industries in the UK which
have incredible potential need that certainty, as indeed
do other businesses.
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James Murray: My hon. Friend is absolutely right. So
many businesses in the UK that are keen to invest, grow,
and make people across Britain better off are being held
back by the lack of stability and certainty from this
Government. I cannot help but notice that the Government
recognise the symptoms of the problem—that a lack of
stability and certainty is indeed a problem for economic
growth—Dbut they are simply unable to provide a response
to that problem, and provide the long-term plan that
Britain so desperately needs.

We know that so much chopping and changing without

any clear long-term plan has had a cost for our economy,
by undermining prospects for investment, innovation
and growth. Indeed, the Institute of Chartered Accountants
in England and Wales has shared with us the view of its
members that there is a lack of confidence when claiming
R&D tax relief within the UK, and their belief that
“this has arisen due to the various changes made to the rules in
quick succession over the past few years.”
We also know, of course, that having so many changes
one after the other has a direct impact on taxpayers as
well as businesses, as the public finances bear the costs
for all the impacts on His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs
in terms of IT systems and staffing. Our analysis of
HMRC policy papers suggests that the changes made
and proposed within the current Parliament have had a
cumulative impact on operational costs for HMRC of
more than £60 million. That sum is likely to include a
substantial waste of taxpayer money as a result of so
many piecemeal changes rather than coherent and lasting
reform.

In order to be clear and transparent on the costs of
all the Government changes to R&D tax credits, we
have tabled new clause 1. The new clause would require
the Chancellor to publish a review setting out the total
implementation costs of all changes to research and
development reliefs in the current Parliament. I hope
Ministers will accept that straightforward new clause,
but if not, I look forward to Government Members
who would be interested in such transparency joining us
in supporting it. Furthermore, if Ministers are not
prepared to vote for the new clause or accept it, I would
be grateful if they could at least commit to writing to
me with the figures that our new clause requests.

Turning to the substantive impacts of clause 2, we
should be clear about what the clause does. In the
autumn statement, the Chancellor said that the Government
were
“creating a new, simplified R&D tax relief that combines the
existing R&D expenditure credit and small and medium-sized
enterprise schemes.”—[Official Report, 22 November 2023; Vol. 741,
c. 325]

We have heard similar words from the Minister in this
debate. In reality, though, the Government’s plans still
effectively maintain two separate schemes: although
they seek to merge the two existing schemes, they continue
to provide additional support for R&D-intensive SMEs
through the existing SME scheme, rather than its forming
part of the new merged scheme. Although we recognise
that R&D-intensive SMEs may need extra support, the
Chartered Institute of Taxation has pointed out that
the Government’s plans are

“less a merger than the shifting of most SMEs into a revised
scheme based on an ‘RDEC’ approach, with the SME scheme
remaining for a smaller group of R&D intensive SMEs.”
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The Association of Taxation Technicians has pointed
out the impact this may have, saying that
“the introduction of new rules to define R&D intensive SMEs
and the possibility of companies moving in and out of the two
regimes as their expenditure profile changes will arguably result in
an overall increase in the complexity of the R&D relief regime,
rather than simplification.”
As I said, we recognise that R&D-intensive SMEs may
need additional support, but I would be grateful if the
Minister could explain why the Government have chosen
to continue operating a separate scheme to provide that
support, rather than delivering it as part of the new
merged scheme.

Alongside understanding the Government’s intention
regarding the design of the new regime, I would also
like to question the Minister about the timescales for
implementing the measures in clause 2. In the policy
documents associated with the autumn statement, it
was clear that the new regime would apply from April
2024 onward. In the Bill, however, schedule 1, which
clause 2 introduces, makes clear that the changes will
apply from an “appointed day”—a day to be appointed
by the Treasury in regulations. I would be grateful if the
Minister could confirm in his reply what that appointed
day will be. Is it 1 April 2024, or will it be a later date?

As April is less than three months away, if the appointed
day does indeed fall within that month, is the Minister
confident that that leaves enough time for proper
consultation, and for any new systems and processes to
be put in place by businesses, agents, software providers
and HMRC? If, instead, the appointed day is later than
April 2024, those affected need to know what is happening.
I hope the Minister will be able to provide clarity on
that question today; otherwise, sadly, this seems to be
yet another example of continued uncertainty for businesses
from this Government.

Finally, we know that the Government are concerned
about the level of non-compliance with the R&D tax
credit schemes. In their policy paper published in November
about the merging of the current schemes, they wrote:

“Further action may be needed to reduce the unacceptably
high levels of non-compliance in the R&D reliefs, and HMRC
will be publishing a compliance action plan in due course.”
Tackling non-compliance is of course very important,
so I would be grateful if the Minister could confirm in
his reply when HMRC will be publishing the promised
compliance action plan.

I am also very aware from meetings I have had with
smaller businesses that they often face a great deal of
confusion over the guidelines associated with R&D tax
credits. Whereas larger businesses will typically have the
resources and institutional capacity to navigate those
rules, I am concerned that smaller businesses often do
not, and may find themselves having to pay for expensive
consultants to help them understand them.

HMRC could have a role to play in supporting small
firms with clarity about the guidelines on R&D tax
credits, as well as, of course, in its role in tackling
genuine fraud. Indeed, the Startup Coalition—an
organisation that advocates for policies to support innovative
firms in the UK—has highlighted the need for HMRC
to improve, and has called for improved
“transparency around adjudicating whether activity is R&D to
provide certainty for firms.”

10 JANUARY 2024

Finance Bill 342

The ICAEW has made similar points, stressing the need
for guidance and education and making clear that

“the new rules will significantly affect all sizes of companies
including those smaller entities with limited professional tax
resource.”

I therefore urge the Minister to make sure that any plan
for improving compliance with the rules also focuses on
making the rules easier to comply with wherever possible,
and on working with small, innovative firms to help
give them the certainty they need to thrive.

To conclude, Labour will not be opposing either of
the clauses, but I urge Treasury Ministers to accept our
new clause 1 and, when they reply, to respond to the
specific points that I have raised. More widely, it is clear
from their approach to capital allowances and R&D tax
reliefs that the Conservatives are incapable of providing
stability and a long-term approach. Their failure is
letting down businesses across our country who stand
ready to play their part in growing the economy and
making people across Britain better off.

Maggie Throup (Erewash) (Con): I am delighted to
be able to speak in Committee on the Finance Bill,
which I believe emphasises the Conservative principles
of encouraging entrepreneurs, free enterprise and
innovation. Many in this Chamber will know that I do
not have a traditional finance background, but I did run
my own business for 19 years, which I think qualifies me
to identify when fiscal measures are really going to help
business. That is what I see in the Bill, especially clauses 1
and 2, which I will speak to today.

First, I will take the opportunity to speak in favour of
clause 1, which will support UK business by making
full expensing permanent. In the spring Budget 2023,
the Chancellor introduced major reforms to the system
of capital allowance by replacing the super-deduction
system with three years of full expensing. The new
measure, which was initially put in place until 1 April
2026, allows companies to claim the full cost of their
expenditure on plant or machinery against tax when the
business investment is made. That measure was well
received by businesses across the UK, as my hon. Friend
the Minister has already stated; he quoted a number of
large plcs, but the measure has also allowed a number of
Erewash-based businesses to benefit and prosper.

Dales Fabrications Ltd previously claimed a super-
deduction, the predecessor of full expensing, on a very
significant piece of machinery. It sounds quite complicated
to me, but it is a 4-metre press break with lots of
bespoke options. The benefits of the super-deduction
were of such significance that the business purchased
additional and highly beneficial tooling concurrently
with the machine. The now chairman of the business
said to me:

“In reality, we would have inevitably deferred that additional
tooling purchase without the super deduction, thus meaning we
wouldn’t have had 100 per cent of the benefits of our new
machinery from day one and would have been effectively denied
access to some types of work that went beyond typical industry-
standard sizes.”

The owner of another business, Millitec, said:

“Super deductions are really good and a real incentive for us to
invest.”

The successor of the super-deduction, which means
being able to expense fully the cost of plant and machinery
on a permanent basis, as proposed in clause 1, will
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undoubtedly continue to be a huge incentive for businesses
across the UK to invest in their futures and in UK plc.
I know from speaking to my local businesses that they
really welcome this, and see it as one way to be able to
expand and grow their business. However, I have a
question for my hon. Friend the Minister. The terminology
of plant and machinery is very broad, so when he
responds could he provide some clarity for my Erewash
businesses about what is defined as plant and machinery,
to help them understand what is in scope? For example,
does it extend to IT equipment? I think that having a
better understanding of the terminology will really help
businesses of all sizes to take full advantage of what is
on offer.

The contents of clause 1 shows that the Government
are on the side of business. Ahead of the autumn
statement last year, 200 businesses—including AstraZeneca,
which was so instrumental in the covid vaccine roll-
out, and Toyota, a major employer of many of my
constituents—wrote a joint letter to my right hon. Friend
the Chancellor asking for the 1 April 2026 expiry date
to be removed, so making full expensing permanent.
Today, by supporting clause 1 and making full expensing
permanent, we are backing businesses and helping them
to succeed. It also shows that the Government are
listening to businesses and making sure they are putting
in place measures that will really help them grow their
business.

Clause 1 will provide businesses with the biggest tax
cut in modern history, worth over £10 billion a year,
making the UK capital allowances regime one of the
most generous in the world. Since the introduction of
temporary full expensing in April 2023, the UK has
become an appealing place to invest. The UK has had
the second highest investment growth in the G7 and
three times that of the US. Making full expensing
permanent can only perpetuate that growth. Will my
hon. Friend say when he winds up whether plans are in
place to extend full expensing to plant and machinery
that is either leased or hired? Those two options are
often the only affordable ones for businesses with big
ambition, but limited capital.

Let me turn to clause 2 and schedule 1. The Bill will
simplify research and development rules by merging the
small and medium-sized enterprises and the R&D
expenditure credit schemes. Whether it is trialling and
distributing the successful covid vaccines, which helped
us defeat covid-19, or testing and developing new
innovations that will enable us to meet our net zero
targets, R&D businesses play a vital role in growing our
economy. At the spring Budget 2023, my right hon.
Friend the Chancellor announced enhanced support for
R&D-intensive SMEs worth around £500 million per
year, a consultation on the potential merged R&D tax
relief scheme and support for those loss-making R&D
businesses. As a result, the measures in this Bill show
the Government’s unwavering support for R&D businesses.

Specifically, clause 2 and schedule 1 will help reduce
bureaucracy and ensure that taxpayers’ money is spent
as effectively as possible by simplifying the R&D tax
system. That will stop many businesses having to navigate
the complex transition between the two existing schemes.
It is anticipated that the reduction of the intensity
threshold in the R&D-intensive businesses scheme from
40% to 30% from April this year will allow around
5,000 extra SMEs to qualify for an enhanced rate of
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relief. A one-year grace period will also be introduced,
providing certainty for companies dipping under the
30% threshold that they will continue to receive relief
for one year. This is a vital measure for so many
R&D-focused businesses, which inherently have peaks
and troughs of activity. Taken together, these changes
will provide £280 million-worth of additional relief per
year by 2028-29 to help drive innovation in the UK.

3.15 pm

As a former biomedical scientist and someone who
continues to take a keen interest in the area, I know that
the measures in clause 2 and schedule 1 will undoubtedly
benefit the bioscience sector. The Government are adopting
an interesting position on subcontracting. The Bill will
allow the decision maker to claim for subcontracted
R&D work. Will the Minister confirm that proposed
new section 1133(3) will mean that if a company is
contracted to do work that is not research and development
but then decides to carry out some related R&D work,
it will be entitled to claim relief for it? Will he also
confirm that the new measures will allow a business that
contracts out to a research organisation qualifying activities,
such as a clinical trial, to claim for the costs of the
contract? If this is the case, I am sure that R&D
subcontracting will increase collaboration and knowledge
sharing, which are crucial for economic growth.

I have no doubt that the measures announced in the
Bill will be the ignition that accelerates the UK’s economy
and leads us to a brighter future. I will support the Bill
throughout today.

The Chairman of Ways and Means (Dame Eleanor
Laing): I call the SNP spokesperson.

Drew Hendry (Inverness, Nairn, Badenoch and
Strathspey) (SNP): I am only going to make some brief
remarks on the two clauses. The UK Government are
clearly scrambling to fix an economic mess of their own
making, and the Bill is full of such measures.

On clause 1, during the autumn statement I welcomed
this move, but it does little to deal with the damage to
business that has been caused by the big grey elephant
in the room that none of the parties wishes to mention,
which is Brexit. Far from the ideal of removing red tape
and decreasing bureaucracy, as we have heard thrown
about in this Chamber, it has actually led to more red
tape and more difficulties for business. This is just one
of the measures the Government should be taking,
among many others they must consider in future. I hope
to come to those later in the debate.

The “years of uncertainty” that the hon. Member for
Ealing North (James Murray) mentioned have indeed
been years of uncertainty caused by this Government,
but they have definitely been impacted by the Brexit
that Labour now supports, along with the Liberal
Democrats. People are struggling with a cost of living
crisis, and it is affecting domestic sales too, so they need
other fixes. Again, I will have some questions about that
later.

Clause 2 and schedule 1—I hope this will be helpful
for the Minister—are like trying to make a jigsaw puzzle
with no box, no picture and just some random bits and
pieces to try to plug together to make something out of.
Productivity does not work without the skills required
in research and development. We do not get the advance



345 Finance Bill

[Drew Hendry]

or the boost we need without that and, once again, the
spectre of Brexit means that we have a skills shortage
across the nations of the UK. That is particularly
affecting Scotland, which needs its own immigration
rules. It is something we would ask to have powers over,
short of our call—it would of course be the absolute
best result—for Scotland to have independence so it can
make these decisions itself.

Nigel Mills: It is a pleasure to speak in this debate.
I want to direct my remarks to clause 1, on permanent
full expensing for the purchase of plant and machinery,
which I discussed during the autumn statement and on
Second Reading.

This is actually quite a radical and expensive policy.
We have, probably for longer than all our lifetimes,
given companies relief for capital expenditure using
capital allowances. That was originally quite a generous
25% in the first year—I suspect that most plant and
machinery had a longer life than that when the rules
were produced. We have chosen to do that for all these
years, rather than just letting a business deduct its own
accounting calculation of depreciation, because we did
not want the manipulation of tax deductions by businesses
doing their tax returns. We chose to do it this way.

The tool that Governments of all colours for decades
have had when the economy hits trouble is to give
first-year allowances and various enhancements. I remember
a40% first-year allowance and a 50% first-year allowance.
We have had full expensing up to £1 million, as the
shadow Minister referred to. That has been the way of
incentivising investment in a period of economic recovery
for probably as long back as there has been a toolkit.

Now we have landed on permanent full expensing, so
businesses get full relief on plant and machinery spend
in the first year. What are the Government expecting to
happen differently here? Are we expecting capital investment
by businesses of more than £1 million a year that
otherwise would not be economically viable and would
never have happened? Are we expecting investment to
be brought forward and to take place earlier than it
otherwise would have? That would be entirely welcome
and would probably modernise businesses, protect jobs
and give them a chance to grow in a way that they
perhaps would not have had, which is not a bad policy
aim at all. Or are we just giving business an earlier tax
relief than they otherwise would have had, whereby
they bank that and are happy but it does not change
behaviour?

It is hard to get behind the numbers on this measure
in the Green Book. As I said earlier, the estimate at the
end of the five-year period, and probably the first full
year that making this permanent will make a difference,
is a tax cost of £10.9 billion just for this measure. If we
run the numbers, bearing in mind that businesses will
already have had 25% tax relief on that same expenditure
in that year, that means we expect a £55 billion higher
claim to get tax relief in that financial year than otherwise
would have happened. However, the Minister said that
only £3 billion of that is estimated by the OBR to be
additional investment that would not otherwise have
taken place at some point. It suggests that we have a lot
of investment being brought forward with a lot of more
generous tax relief that would have happened anyway.
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Will the Minister explain what the Government are
aiming to achieve and what is being forecast? Is the
OBR being unduly cautious? That would enable us to
understand how we judge whether the measure has been
successful.

Are we expecting to see whole loads of investment in
plant and machinery that never would have been viable
before, or are we expecting to see it brought forward? If
what we are getting is brought forward, at some time the
cost should start to taper down, because this is not a
new tax relief that businesses would not have already
had; it is just an acceleration of tax relief and businesses
will pay more tax in all subsequent years, because they
are not getting the relief they used to get. The measure
could cost £11 billion in the first year and gradually that
would level down and in the fullness of time there
would be no more annual cost, in effect. Can the
Minister clarify that?

It is not immediately clear how the Government plan
to assess whether the measure has worked or is working.
I assume that from electronic corporate tax returns we
can track down to the pound the amount of investment
claimed for full expense relief every year. We could have
a report within six months of the end of a calendar year
on how much of these 100% allowances has been claimed
and compare that with the total amount claimed for
capital allowances in whichever preceding years we like.
We could see whether full expensing was driving behaviour
change. Will the Minister talk us through what he
expects to happen and how he will assess whether this
has been an effective way of boosting productivity and
increasing investment for £11 billion a year? It is probably
one of the most sizeable line entries we have seen in a
Finance Bill in my 14 years here. Normally we expect
the big number to be a tax cut for individuals, and this
measure is significant.

As we are making this measure a permanent feature
of our tax system, it shines a light on what we are trying
to get from our corporation tax system. There will not
be any kind of compliance saving. The Minister made a
brave attempt at saying there might, but effectively all
that will change is that the number that a business
currently puts in its additions to its writing down allowance
pool will now be put in the 100% first-year claim box. It
is the same number in a different box; that is the only
compliance change we have here. It throws into question
some previous policy decisions we have made, because
for a business to get full benefit from this, it needs to be
paying enough tax to use the full relief in that first year.

If a business cannot use the full relief, the incentives
are not as powerful as they would otherwise be, because
then the option is effectively to carry that excess deduction
forward, but we introduced rules a few years ago that
are strict on how many losses a business can use in a
year. If we really think that giving people the earliest
possible cash tax benefit for capital investment drives
investment, we should probably take away that restriction
on using losses, so that businesses can get the benefit as
early as possible and not have it spread over a number
of years going forward. Will the Minister explain whether
the Government will look at that and make sure we are
not accidentally undoing some of the benefit we are
seeking to get?

My second question is: what do we do with the legacy
writing down allowance pool that relates to plant and
machinery expenditure for God knows how many past
years? On a reducing balance basis of 25%, it takes
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many, many years to get full tax relief for expenditure,
so every business will have a large pot of money that it
has not yet had tax benefit for. Are we expecting them
to run that down at 25% reducing balance a year and
still be doing so in 23 years’ time, by which point no one
will have any idea what on earth that balance ever was?
Or should we say, “That is a bit of a nonsense. Why do
we not just let you take the whole balance at 20% a year
over the next five years and finish that problem off,
because we do not need to be focusing on that?”? We
could find any number we like there, but it would draw a
line under that past expenditure in a way that genuinely
simplifies things.

We then have the question of, “What do we do with
capital expenditure on items that are not plant and
machinery?” The tax relief we give on structures and
buildings is not generous, but if we are trying to drive
an increase in productivity and large businesses to invest
in new gigafactories to build batteries for electric cars or
for electricity storage or whatever, do we not want to
incentivise them to build the factory building as well,
rather than either giving them no relief or giving it over
a long time? If we are spending £11 billion a year to
encourage investment in plant and machinery, should
we not spend a little money on trying to encourage
other things that are key for industrial investment to
take place, by being a bit more generous on buildings
and structures? Has the Minister any thoughts on that?

The Government did a capital allowances review only
a year or two ago, which did not look at permanent full
expensing as one of the options, but it would be interesting
to see whether they have had any further thoughts on
that. We are now asking every business to go through
and track every item of capital that they spend and treat
it differently in their tax return from how they treat it in
their accounting records. Then we have all manner of
different laws depending on whether it is a long-life
asset, a short-life asset, a car or an environmentally
friendly car—I could go on. For the amount now at
stake, and given that we have given full relief for plant
and machinery, which is the biggest amount, do we
really need all that cost and complexity? Or should we
just say for all those other items, “You can just have
your accounting calculation”? Okay, businesses might
take it a bit quicker than we would like, but in actual
fact the cost of that is not all that material in the grand
scheme of things.

We could move to a system where the only adjustment
someone has to make to their tax return is to claim a
very generous tax relief on plant and machinery, and
they would not have to touch anything else. That would
be a more coherent corporation tax regime, now that we
have spent all this money incentivising plant and machinery.
It would then genuinely be a compliance saving for a
business in that situation.

I support the measure and truly hope that it works,
but, as a significant amount is being spent, it would be
helpful to understand what we are trying to achieve and
how we will know whether we have been successful.
I hope that the Government will move on to think about
how we can slightly recast our tax system so that it makes
sense, having made this radical and generous change.

Nigel Huddleston: I thank hon. Members for their
contributions. I will take a few moments to respond to
quite a few questions raised during the debate. First,
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I reassure hon. Members that further guidance will be
provided on these schemes. Of course, we do not want
all the schemes just to exist; we want them to be used so
that they have a real-world impact. More information
will therefore be coming out about a variety of areas
over a period of time.

I gently remind the hon. Member for Ealing North
(James Murray), who yet again took the opportunity to
talk the UK economy down—the Opposition always
do—that every single Labour Government have ended
with unemployment higher than what they inherited
from the Conservatives. I think the public are well
aware of that pattern.

I turn to the many questions raised. I thank my hon.
Friends the Members for Amber Valley (Nigel Mills)
and for Erewash (Maggie Throup), and indeed Opposition
Members for their contributions. On timing, the
Government have been clear since the merged scheme
consultation was published in January last year that the
intended implementation date for the scheme is April
2024. Importantly, in response to that consultation and
in recognition of comments, the merged scheme will
apply to accounting periods starting on or after 1 April
2024 rather than to expenditure incurred from that date.
Again, we will provide further guidance on that.

3.30 pm

On leasing and hiring, which was raised by my hon.
Friend the Member for Erewash and the hon. Member
for Ealing North, the Government committed at the
spring Budget to engaging with stakeholders with a
view to extending the scope of expensing to include
assets for leasing and hiring. As the autumn statement
confirmed, that will continue to be considered. We will
launch a technical consultation on draft legislation
shortly—in early 2024.

Several hon. Members asked about the perfectly valid
and important point of what specifically will be included.
I have a whole list of what is defined as plant and
machinery—as I said, I reassure hon. Members that
further guidance will be provided: it includes things
such as computers, printers, office equipment, vehicles,
vans, lorries, tractors, forklift trucks, tools, ladders and
drills, and equipment such as excavators, compactors,
bulldozers and so on. That is quite a comprehensive list,
but more information will be provided.

My hon. Friend the Member for Amber Valley raised
an important point about buildings. Of course, while
they are not included in full expensing, businesses can
instead receive relief through the separate structures
and buildings allowance that the Government introduced
in 2018.

On fraud, which was raised by the hon. Member for
Ealing North, over the last three years HMRC has
significantly increased the number of people working
on R&D compliance to over 500. We have also announced
policy measures to counter non-compliance in R&D
schemes and will follow-up with a more detailed compliance
action plan outlining of how HMRC will reduce error
and fraud. That will be released in due course.

Debbie Abrahams (Oldham East and Saddleworth)
(Lab): Following on from the comments of the hon.
Member for Amber Valley (Nigel Mills) about the
impact of the schemes and given the Federation of
Small Businesses’ request for some publication about
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the impact of these tax reliefs on R&D levels, will the
Minister also publish a report on their impact on different
regions and subregions?

Nigel Huddleston: All taxes are kept under review, as
are their impacts, so some of the calls for further
analysis are not necessary because we do that as a
matter of course. It is important to stress that many
external studies have found that when full expensing has
been introduced in other countries, it has been very
effective in supporting investment. Of course, the OBR
forecasts predict a boost of £3 billion each year. The
analysis of the impact of the super-deduction is already
taking place, but companies have 12 months from the
end of their accounting period to amend their tax
returns, so HMRC will not have complete data on the
impact of the super-deduction until 2024. However, we
will provide further analysis in due course.

My hon. Friend the Member for Erewash mentioned
a whole range of real-world impacts from these measures
and the previous measures, including the super-deduction,
as well as, importantly, the annual investment allowance
of £1 million, which affects the 99% of smaller businesses
that can effectively benefit from full expensing. In the
autumn statement, we announced full expensing for
larger businesses: the top 1%, who conduct about 80% of
full investment.

I am aware of time, but will cover a couple of other
key points that were raised. My hon. Friend the Member
for Erewash raised subcontracting. Again, we engaged
extensively with stakeholders on this issue over the
summer, and the Government have developed an approach
that will allow the person taking the decision to do
R&D to claim that relief. That was the preferred result
of the consultation. However, an exception will apply in
the important area that she mentioned of companies
doing R&D—such as in a clinical trial—in the UK for
another company that is ineligible for relief because, for
example, it is an overseas customer. That is to make sure
that the impact is there for everyone to benefit from.
The hon. Member for Ealing North also mentioned
partnerships; a corporate partner is eligible for full
expensing, but an unincorporated partner is not. Again,
the annual investment allowance of £1 million covers
the investment needs of almost all unincorporated
partnerships.

The hon. Member keeps harping on about taxes
rising. | strongly advise him to look at his December
payslip and compare it to the one he will get shortly.
Maybe he will have the decency to come to me and tell
me whether his tax is lower or higher. Each fiscal event
needs to be taken separately. At the last one, the autumn
statement, we cut taxes—national insurance is down 2p.
[Interruption. ] 1f the hon. Member does not believe
me, I pose this challenge to him: if his payslip shows
that his taxes are lower, perhaps he will do me the
courtesy of coming to me and apologising, or give the
difference to a charity, to put his money where his
mouth is.

We do not believe that new clause 1 is necessary
because the information has already been published in
the tax impact and information notes alongside each
change, which give a clear explanation of the policy
objectives, along with details of the implementation
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costs for both HMRC and businesses. Therefore, the
new clause is not necessary. I urge the House to reject it,
and I commend clauses 1 and 2 and schedule 1 to the
Committee.

Question put and agreed to.
Clause 1 accordingly ordered to stand part of the Bill.

Clause 2 ordered to stand part of the Bill.

Schedule 1 agreed to.

New Clause 1

REVIEW OF RELIEFS FOR RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT

“(1) The Chancellor of the Exchequer must, within three months
of this Act being passed, publish a review of the implementation
costs of the measures in section 2 incurred by—

(a) HMRC, and
(b) businesses.

(2) The review under subsection (1) must include details of the
implementation costs of all measures related to credit or relief
for research and development that have been introduced since
December 2019.”—(James Murray)

Brought up and read the First time.
Question put, That the clause be read a Second time.

The Committee divided: Ayes 224, Noes 294.

Division No. 36]

[3.37 pm
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Maclean, Rachel

Mak, Alan

Malthouse, rh Kit

Mangnall, Anthony

Mann, Scott

Marson, Julie

Maynard, Paul

McCartney, Jason
Menzies, Mark
Mercer, rh Johnny
Merriman, Huw
Metcalfe, Stephen
Millar, Robin

Miller, rh Dame Maria
Milling, rh Dame Amanda
Mills, Nigel

Mitchell, rh Mr Andrew
Mohindra, Mr Gagan
Moore, Damien
Morris, Anne Marie
Morris, David
Morris, James
Morrissey, Joy
Mortimer, Jill
Morton, rh 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
Opperman, Guy
Patel, rh Priti
Pawsey, Mark
Penning, rh Sir Mike
Penrose, John
Percy, Andrew

Philp, rh Chris

Pow, Rebecca
Pritchard, rh Mark
Pursglove, Tom
Quin, rh Sir Jeremy
Quince, Will
Randall, Tom
Redwood, rh John
Rees-Mogg, rh Sir Jacob
Richards, Nicola
Richardson, Angela
Rowley, Lee
Russell, Dean
Sambrook, Gary
Saxby, Selaine
Scully, Paul

Seely, Bob

Selous, Andrew
Shannon, Jim
Sharma, rh Sir Alok
Shelbrooke, rh Sir Alec
Simmonds, David
Smith, rh Chloe
Smith, Greg

Smith, Henry

Smith, Royston
Solloway, Amanda
Spencer, Dr Ben
Spencer, rh Mark
Stafford, Alexander
Stephenson, rh Andrew
Stevenson, Jane
Stevenson, John
Stewart, lain
Streeter, Sir Gary
Stride, rh Mel
Stuart, rh Graham
Sturdy, Julian
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Walker, Mr Robin
Warman, Matt

Watling, Giles

Whately, Helen
Wheeler, Mrs Heather
Whittaker, rh Craig
Whittingdale, rh Sir John
Wiggin, Sir Bill

Wild, James
Williamson, rh Sir Gavin
Wilson, rh Sammy
Wragg, Mr William
Wright, rh Sir Jeremy
Young, Jacob

Sunderland, James
Swayne, rh Sir Desmond
Syms, Sir Robert
Thomas, Derek

Throup, Maggie
Timpson, Edward
Tolhurst, rh Kelly
Tomlinson, Justin
Tomlinson, Michael
Tracey, Craig

Trevelyan, rh Anne-Marie
Trott, rh Laura

Tuckwell, Steve
Tugendhat, rh Tom

Vickers, Martin Tellers for the Noes:
Villiers, rh Theresa Mike Wood and
Walker, Sir Charles Suzanne Webb

Question accordingly negatived.

Clause 21

ENSURING CONSISTENCY OF PARTS 3 AND 4 OF
F(No.2)A 2023 withH OECD RULES ETC

Question proposed, That the clause stand part of the
Bill.

The First Deputy Chairman of Ways and Means (Dame
Rosie Winterton): With this it will be convenient to
discuss the following:

Schedule 12.
Clauses 31 and 32 stand part.
Schedule 13.
Clauses 33 and 34 stand part.

New clause 2—Review of measures to tackle evasion
and avoidance—

“(1) The Chancellor of the Exchequer must, within three
months of this Act being passed, publish a review of the
measures in sections 31 to 33 to tackle evasion and avoidance.

(2) The review under subsection (1) must include details of—

(a) the average sentence handed down in each of the last
five years for the offences listed in section 31;

(b) the range of sentences handed down in each of the last
five years for the offences listed in section 31;

(c) the number of stop notices issued in each of the last
five years to which the measures in section 33 would
apply; and

(d) the estimated impact on revenue collected in each of
the next five financial years resulting from the
introduction of the measures in sections 31 to 33.”

This new clause would require the Chancellor to publish details of
the sentences given and stop notices issued in each of the last five
years to tackle evasion and avoidance, as well as the revenue
expected to be generated from the measures to tackle evasion and
avoidance in this Act in each of the next five years.

New clause 4—Assessment of impact of Act on
multinational profit shifting and tax competition between
Jurisdictions—

“(1) Within six months of the passage of this Act, the Chancellor
of the Exchequer must carry out an assessment of the impact of
section 21 and Schedule 12 of this Act on multinational profit
shifting and tax competition between jurisdictions, and lay a
report of that assessment before both Houses of Parliament.

(2) The report must consider the efficacy of the measures
contained in section 21 and Schedule 12 in achieving the policy
objective of combatting base erosion and profit shifting.”
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This new clause would require the government to produce an
assessment of the impact of the Bill's “Pillar Two” measures, in
order to ascertain whether these measures have been successful in
achieving their policy aims.

New clause 5—7Tax compliance reporting—

“(1) Within six months of the passage of this Act, the
Chancellor of the Exchequer must carry out an assessment of
the impact of sections 31 to 34 and Schedule 13 of this Act.

(2) The report must consider the capacity and ability of HMRC

to enforce compliance with the measures contained in sections 31
to 34 and Schedule 13 of this Act, including setting out staffing
arrangements within HMRC’s Customer Compliance Group for
undertaking enforcement work relating to sections 31 to 34 and
Schedule 13 of this Act.”
This new clause would require the government to produce an
assessment of the impact of the Bill’s tax evasion and avoidance
measures. The assessment would need to examine whether the
capacity and ability of HMRC was sufficient to properly enforce
those measures.

New clause 7—Review of effectiveness of section 31
measures in preventing fraud involving taxpayers’ money—

“(1) The Chancellor of the Exchequer must, within three
months of this Act being passed, conduct a review of the
effectiveness of the provisions of section 31 in preventing fraud
involving taxpayers’ money.

(2) The review must evaluate the effectiveness of the provisions
of section 31 in preventing fraud involving taxpayers’ money
through comparison with the effectiveness of—

(a) other measures that seek to prevent fraud involving
taxpayers’ money, and

(b) the approach taken in other countries.”

This new clause would require the Chancellor to review the
effectiveness of measures in this Act to prevent fraud involving
taxpayers’ money, and to compare them with other measures that
seek to prevent fraud involving taxpayers’ money and the approach
taken in other countries.

The Exchequer Secretary to the Treasury (Gareth
Davies): Clauses 21 and 31 to 34 and schedules 12
and 13 cover technical changes to pillar 2 of the
international tax agreement—doubling the maximum
sentence for the most egregious forms of tax fraud—the
introduction of new powers to tackle the promotion of
tax avoidance, and action against fraud in the construction
industry scheme.

The UK'’s tax gap is currently at an all-time low, at
4.8% of total tax liabilities. That is due to strong
Government action to tackle all forms of non-compliance
in the tax system, but we are never complacent. That is
why we have introduced more than 200 measures since
2010, including 40 since 2021, to reduce the tax gap
even further. The Government are taking action to
ensure that individuals and companies pay the taxes
that are due in the UK. We want to deter individuals
from committing fraud in the first place. That is why we
are doubling the maximum sentence for tax fraud.

The Government are also taking action against tax
avoidance by introducing a new criminal offence of the
promotion of tax avoidance and by expediting the
disqualification of directors of companies that promote
tax avoidance. The measures are designed to protect tax
revenues, which are important for funding our vital
public services.

It is also important to protect tax revenues from
companies shifting profits offshore. That is why the UK
implemented pillar 2 on 31 December 2023. We are
updating existing legislation with technical amendments
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today to ensure that UK legislation is consistent with
newly agreed guidance, to address further stakeholder
comments to clarify terms, and to avoid unintended
consequences.

Clause 31 strengthens our enforcement powers when
it comes to tax offences. It doubles the maximum prison
term, from seven years to 14 years, for individuals
convicted of the most egregious cases of tax fraud. This
applies to all taxes and duties administered by HMRC.
It also increases the maximum penalty for counterfeiting
from 10 years to 14 years. These measures demonstrate,
I hope, the Government’s intent to crack down on tax
fraud and to deter criminal actions that damage the
public purse.

Clauses 32 and 33 and schedule 13 seek to target the
promotion of tax avoidance, in order to protect taxpayers
and reduce the damage inflicted on the public finances.
Recent powers such as HMRC’s power to name promoters
and their schemes, and its power to issue stop notices,
are effectively disrupting promoters’ activities. None the
less, a small number of promoters persist in attempting
to sidestep the rules, so clause 32 and schedule 13 enable
HMRC to act swiftly to seek the disqualification of
directors and other individuals who control or exercise
influence over companies involved in the promotion of
tax avoidance. They enable the removal of those individuals
from the avoidance market and will deter others from
becoming directors of companies that promote avoidance.

In the Finance Act 2021, the Government introduced
rules that allow HMRC to issue stop notices that require
promoters to stop promoting specified tax avoidance
schemes. Stop notices are an important deterrent tool,
as failing to comply with a stop notice can lead to
a substantial civil penalty. Clause 33 increases the
consequences of failing to comply by introducing a new
criminal offence, which will apply to promoters who
continue to promote an avoidance scheme after receiving
a stop notice. Creating a criminal offence signals the
severity of this issue and reinforces the importance of
complying with a stop notice.

Finally, clause 34 tackles serious non-compliance in
the construction industry. The construction industry
scheme requires contractors to withhold tax unless a
subcontractor holds gross payment status. Most gross
payment status holders are legitimate and compliant
construction businesses but, in recent years, gross payment
status has been used by organised crime organisations
to facilitate fraud. This allows unscrupulous actors to
compete unfairly against legitimate businesses. Clause 34
therefore strengthens the tests for gross payment status
by adding VAT to the taxes with which subcontractors
must demonstrate compliance. This measure is predicted
to raise around £300 million over the next five years.

Each of these clauses helps to protect vital tax revenue
used to fund our public services. They seek to deter
taxpayers from knowingly defrauding the Government
and encourage them to act against the promotion of tax
avoidance. I therefore ask that clause 21, clauses 31
to 34 and schedules 12 and 13 stand part of the Bill.

The First Deputy Chairman of Ways and Means (Dame
Rosie Winterton): I call the shadow Minister.

James Murray: I rise to speak to the new clauses in
my name and that my hon. Friend the Member for
Hampstead and Kilburn (Tulip Siddiq).
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Clause 21 and schedule 12 relate to the implementation
of pillar 2 of the OECD/G20 inclusive framework on
base erosion and profit shifting. Labour supports this
clause and schedule as they are intended to modify the
existing multinational and domestic top-up taxes introduced
in the Finance (No. 2) Act 2023, to make sure these new
taxes work as intended. We have long supported the
global deal on the taxation of large multinationals, as
we want to see it working as effectively as possible.

We know that the OECD guidance on implementing
the deal is coming out in tranches, so it is important
that UK legislation is updated to reflect that. We recognise
that, as with any global deal of this scale, its details are
complicated and its implementation will take time, yet
we have been clear throughout its development that we
support the principle of a global agreement as a crucial
step in making the tax system fairer, thereby helping to
make sure that British businesses that pay their fair
share of taxes are not undermined.

Indeed, nearly three years ago, in April 2021, I first
set out in the Commons our support for a global deal to
make that tax system fairer, to make sure that a level
playing field is there for British businesses and to stop
the international race to the bottom on tax for large
multinationals. The Treasury Ministers at the time appeared
at first lukewarm in backing plans emerging from the
United States for a global deal. Eventually, however, the
then Chancellor, now the Prime Minister, began to
support the deal in public. We were glad that the
current Prime Minister seemed to have come round,
but I am not sure all his Back Benchers have. For
instance, I wonder whether the hon. Member for North
East Bedfordshire (Richard Fuller) would agree with
the Prime Minister when he said:

“We now have a clear path to a fairer tax system, where large
global players pay their fair share wherever they do business.”
We agree with the Prime Minister on that point, but
I just wonder whether everyone on the Conservative
Benches does. I am reading some of their faces and
I think the answer is clear. Could it be that the Prime
Minister lacks support from prominent Back Benchers
within his own party on a policy he is now championing?
Surely not. But Treasury Ministers should rest assured
that if their Back Benchers pull any tricks on clause 21,
they will have our support for it to pass.

4 pm

Of course, clause 21 relates to pillar 2 of the OECD
deal, which seeks to make sure that large multinationals
pay a minimum rate of 15% corporate tax in every
country in which they operate. There is, of course, also
pillar 1, which involves partially reallocating taxing
rights over the profits of large multinationals to the
jurisdictions where consumers are located. We know
that the implementation of pillar 2 is going ahead, as
this Bill makes clear, but pillar 1 appears to have slowed.
So I would be grateful if the Minister provided an
update to the House of progress toward the implementation
of pillar 1. We know, for instance, that there is still work
to be done to reach the necessary agreement between all
major economies, so perhaps he would confirm whether
the Government are still committed to pillar 1 being
implemented. If so, what steps has he taken since taking
up his role to help make that happen?
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Clause 21 relates to making sure that large multinationals
pay their fair share of taxes, but clauses 31 to 34 deal
with wider questions of tax avoidance and evasion. We
believe the Government should make sure that there are
always tough prison terms and powerful deterrents for
those who commit fraudulent tax evasion and other
serious tax offences, and that those punishments should
be well publicised and effectively enforced. Likewise,
Labour believes there is a strong case for tougher
punishments for those who commit fraud against public
services, Government and the public purse. Other countries
have stronger laws and sanctions than the UK has for
such offences, which mean that judges can hand down
tougher punishments to criminals who have ripped off
the taxpayer, such as by wilfully defrauding the country
through public contracts or business support. Our new
clause 7 would require the Government to be open and
honest about what they are doing to prevent fraud
involving taxpayers’ money, in terms of the measures in
this Bill, other measures more widely and in comparison
with the practices overseas. Those who defraud the
taxpayer are stealing from the country and it weakens
our public services. We want to see fraudsters and
organised crime gangs met with the full force of the law.
As a country, we should have the most effective possible
measures in place to prevent fraud involving taxpayers’
money. Our amendment today will be the first step in
making sure that that is the case, and I urge all MPs to
join us in voting for it.

In the legislation before us, we see the Conservatives
trying to act tough by raising the maximum prison term
for tax offences from seven to 14 years, but the Government’s
own figures reveal that average sentences for tax fraud
are just two years—once again, they cannot hide from
their record. They have failed to take tax fraud seriously,
and any changes they make after 14 years in office are
far too little, far too late. It is clear from an HMRC
report looking at the approach taken by its fraud
investigation service towards tax compliance and serious
fraud in 2022-23 that the average length of custodial
sentencing was 24 months. We believe that the public
deserve more information on how sentencing is working
under the current Government, so our new clause 2
requires data to be published setting out the average
sentence, and the range of sentences, handed down in
each of the last five years for the offences that clause 31
applies to. I urge Ministers to accept our new clause 2,
but if they are not willing to do so, will they write to me
with details of all the information that it requests?
Whatever that data may show, it seems clear from the
data that is already available that under the Conservatives
sentences appear to be nowhere near the existing seven-year
maximum, and so 14 years seems even more distant a
prospect. Whatever the Government may say about
sentencing, our courts system is already hamstrung by
being neglected and facing the highest backlog on record—
65,000 cases in the Crown courts and over 350,000 in
the magistrates courts. We will not oppose clause 31,
but this debate has made clear the depth of the
Conservatives’ failure on law and order, and just what a
mess they have created.

Clause 32 and schedule 13 would enable HMRC to
bring disqualification action against directors of companies
involved in promoting tax avoidance. We support the
principle behind the clause and will not oppose it.
However, as the Chartered Institute of Taxation and, in
particular, the Low Incomes Tax Reform Group have
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helpfully pointed out, there are questions about making
sure these powers are targeted and used correctly. These
questions arise because of cases where the true promoters
of tax avoidance schemes recruit others, often vulnerable
or naive individuals, to be directors of the company
involved, thereby shielding themselves from any action.
To be effective, the legislation needs to respond to that
situation. On the one hand, the law needs to be able to
pursue those ultimately responsible, whether they are
formal directors or not. On the other hand, there needs
to be a degree of discretion about the punishment of
those recruited to be sham directors when they may be
vulnerable people.

On the first of those points, I understand that the
Government are aware that those ultimately behind an
avoidance scheme may not be directors themselves and
the legislation seems to recognise that. As the Low
Incomes Tax Reform Group pointed out, the original
draft legislation referred to directors, shadow directors
and managers, which they felt covered the full range of
people who may be behind tax avoidance schemes.
However, while the legislation includes references to
shadow directors, the category of managers is no longer
mentioned. In his response, will the Minister explain the
rationale behind removing the reference to managers
and consider whether that needs to be reconsidered?

On those recruited to be sham directors, the Low
Incomes Tax Reform Group has given powerful examples
of where young or vulnerable people can be recruited
without understanding what they are getting into. While
ignorance is not an excuse, it is reasonable for HMRC
to ensure that the consequences for vulnerable individuals
who have unwittingly got involved are not unreasonably
harsh.

Furthermore, this is about not only protecting vulnerable
people but ensuring the sham directors do not end up
taking the fall for those behind the scheme, thereby
letting the latter off being punished and leaving them
free to exploit a new round of vulnerable recruits. In his
response, will the Minister explain what processes and
checks HMRC will be putting in place to identify
vulnerable people, thereby making sure that any action
against sham directors is appropriate for the individuals
concerned?

We know that there is a wider issue of bad faith
actors setting up shell companies with fake directors,
and then using those shell companies for a range of
purposes, including the practice of sitting behind dodgy
American-themed candy stores to avoid paying business
rates. We have been calling for tougher identity-verification
requirements for new companies. In the case of business
rates, this would strengthen councils’ ability to take
enforcement action against those who do not pay their
bills. I realise it is beyond the scope of this debate, but
will the Minister write to me with details of what
conversations he has had with the Secretary of State for
Business and Trade about using powers in the Economic
Crime (Transparency and Enforcement) Act 2022 to
specify identity verification requirements for new companies
with Companies House?

Clause 33 introduces a new strict liability criminal
offence for failing to comply with a stop notice issued
by HMRC in relation to a tax avoidance scheme. In
practice, this clause will escalate the punishment for
failing to comply with a stop notice from its current
position, which is penalties of up to £100,000 or £1 million
in certain circumstances, to instead meaning that the
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promoter has committed a criminal offence if they fail
to comply with a stop notice without a reasonable
excuse.

We welcome firm action being taken against those
promoting tax avoidance schemes. However, the Chartered
Institute of Taxation has made it clear to HMRC that it
is concerned that the decision to issue a stop notice, and
thereby determine that a criminal act may have been
committed, will rest entirely with HMRC with no external
oversight. To make sure that appropriate safeguards are
in place, I understand the Chartered Institute has proposed
that failure to comply with a stop notice should be a
criminal offence only if judicial approval for the issue of
the notice has been obtained first. Alternatively, at the
very least, the Chartered Institute of Taxation has
made it clear that HMRC’s internal governance overseeing
the issuing of stop notices must work effectively. Similarly,
the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and
Wales has proposed a number of safeguards, which
I understand the Government have said that they will
not consider. The ICAEW has also suggested that such
stop notices should be issued only through a decision
taken at a higher level of seniority within HMRC than
at present.

I understand that HMRC has said that it does not
support any of the range of safeguards proposed by
these representative bodies, but has said that it will be
sharing a clear picture of its governance process in due
course. I would be grateful if the Minister confirmed
when that will happen, and what checks and balances
he expects this governance process to enshrine.

Finally, I will address clause 34, which relates to the
construction industry scheme and gross payment status.
Under the construction industry scheme, we know that
contractors make deductions from payments to
subcontractors and pass that money on to HMRC as an
advance payment against the subcontractors’ tax liabilities.
We know that a subcontractor can avoid this money
being withheld by applying for gross payment status.
Clause 34 limits those subcontractors who can hold this
status by excluding any who fail to meet VAT obligations
and who are involved in various categories of tax fraud.
We welcome the principle of this measure in setting out
to penalise subcontractors who do not follow the rules
on tax. However, we recognise the concern, which was
again raised by the Chartered Institute of Taxation,
that it could have a disproportionate effect on the
cashflow and reputation of subcontractors if they were
to lose gross payment status as a result of minor VAT
compliance failures.

We therefore welcome the fact that, as we understand
it, draft regulations have been published to attempt to
address this point. I would welcome the Minister’s
further reassurances today that the Treasury will engage
with the industry, including the Chartered Institute of
Taxation, to make sure that the regulations are effective.

As I have made clear, we will not be opposing the
clauses being considered in this debate, but I look
forward to the Minister’s response to the detailed questions
that I have raised in relation to them.

Richard Fuller: I wish to raise just a couple of points.
Let me turn to the issues of pillar 2 and the moving
forward of the Government’s policy on that in clause 21
and schedule 12. Obviously, that relates to changing the
decision maker on the taxation rates for multinationals
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operating in this country from the British Government,
elected by the British people, to the determinations of
an international organisation through treaty.

As we move forward, it is important to be aware of
the changing context. Hon. Members, particularly those
from the Conservative Benches, have raised in the past
the issue of who else is coming along to this particular
minimum tax global party. We already know that China,
one of the major economic actors in the world, is not
part of the OECD, will not be complying with us and
will not be part of these regulations. First, I am interested
in any updates the Minister may have on those views
about China. Secondly, it is clear that there will be an
election in the United States later this year and that
there is a significant difference in opinion between the
Republican party and the Democrats about whether
they will enact the US’s part in the taxation policies of
pillars 1 and 2—particularly in pillar 2. Given that there
is a reasonable chance—some say it is better than a
50:50 chance—that there may be a change in Administration
in November and the United States could then withdraw
from participation in the OECD process, can the Minister,
in his summing up, give some reassurance to those
Conservative Members who, although always supportive
of the Prime Minister, may just want to make sure that
we have clarity on what we would do in the eventuality
that neither of the two major economies in the world—the
United States and China—are taking part in this particular
global minimum tax from multinationals.

I would also be interested to hear from the Minister—
perhaps not from the Dispatch Box today, but separately
with the taxation Minister—where the definition of
certain words is moving in the Treasury and HMRC
when it comes to tax avoidance and tax evasion. I recall
that, many years ago, the difference was that tax evasion
was illegal and that tax avoidance, while perhaps not
what the HMRC wanted to happen, was legal. We see in
the Finance Bill references to tax avoidance that imply
that it is illegal. I worry that there is insufficient clarity,
from HMRC’s perspective, on the difference between
tax evasion, which is illegal, and tax avoidance, which is
legal but perhaps not desirable. Perhaps the Minister
could give some clarity on that.

All those on the Treasury Bench will be aware of the
persistence of the concerns about the loan charge and
other aspects of tax avoidance schemes, which HMRC
has gone to court over, winning in certain actions and
then deciding to apply blanket solutions to cases where
there has never been a finding of fact in a court regarding
the particular schemes. My specific question—I hope
that this is within scope, Dame Rosie; you will tell me if
it is not—is why we have not brought HMRC'’s approach
on tackling the loan charge to a conclusion. People have
been pursued for far too long in an area that is far too
grey. It would be interesting if the Minister had an
update on that.

4.15 pm

Lastly, I commend the shadow Minister, the hon.
Member for Ealing North (James Murray). I did not
like his speech on the first group, but I thought that his
speech on the present group was very good and very
reasonable. He made a very important point, which
I am sure the Government will want to look at, on
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failure to comply with stop notices, and the requirement—
proposed, I think he said, by a third party—for some
sort of judicial approval before a notice is issued. At the
moment, the Bill basically says that HMRC, undefined,
can issue such notices. That really is quite a significant
further expansion of HMRC’s responsibilities. The shadow
Minister referred to a good point: more protection is
needed for those who might be caught by such notices.
I am sure that those on the Government Front Bench
always listen to points made on both sides of the House,
but I thought that I would commend that point from
the shadow Minister.

Sarah Olney (Richmond Park) (LD): I will speak to
new clauses 4 and 5, tabled in my name. I reiterate that
the Liberal Democrats do not support the Bill, which is
a deception from the Government after years of tax
hikes on hard-working families. It arises from an autumn
statement that contributed to a record fall in living
standards by maintaining the Government’s stealth tax
on working families through the freezing of income tax
thresholds. Some of the measures under consideration
today may have worthy aims, but that wider context
must be noted.

New clause 5, tabled in my name, would require the
Government to produce an assessment of the impact of
the Bill’s tax evasion and avoidance measures. That
assessment would specifically need to include a review
of whether the staffing of the compliance functions of
HMRC is sufficient to implement the new measures.
That follows the revelation to me in answer to a
parliamentary question last year that almost 2,300 HMRC
tax compliance staff are still working on matters relating
to our exit from the European Union and covid-19
schemes. That means that thousands of staff who would
usually be working on recovering taxes or dealing with
other issues are instead being redeployed to manage the
Government’s mishandling of the pandemic and the
Brexit deal.

It is alarming to see civil servants being moved from
one crisis to another—an indication of a Government
in non-stop firefighting mode. We have known for a
long time that HMRC is an organisation beset by
understaffing issues. Last year, the Institute of Chartered
Accountants in England and Wales said that such chronic
understaffing is not only causing unacceptable delays to
businesses and families but hindering activity and actively
hurting our economy. With that knowledge, can we
have faith that HMRC will be properly equipped to put
the measures in the Bill into action?

While the measures in clauses 31 to 34 and schedule 13
may have worthy aims of combating tax avoidance and
fraud, the knowledge of those shortcomings makes
it very difficult to have confidence in the capacity of
HMRC, and in particular its compliance functions, to
administer the measures effectively. I therefore urge the
Government to accept new clause 5, and support the
Liberal Democrats in ensuring that HMRC is fully
equipped with sufficient staff to tackle tax avoidance
properly.

New clause 4, also in my name, concerns the Bill’s
pillar 2 measures, in clause 21 and schedule 12. It would
require the Government to produce an assessment of
the impact of those measures, examining whether they
have been successful in achieving their policy aims. As
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Liberal Democrats, we strongly believe in the need for a
fair international system that tackles corporate tax avoidance
and evasion for the benefit of all countries. We welcome
the pioneering work that has taken place under the
auspices of the OECD for the formation of a fairer
international tax system. The measures in clause 21
arise from that process and enable the UK’s adoption of
the income inclusion rule and domestic minimum top-up
tax rule. As such, they are to be welcomed; however,
issues remain.

Most crucially, we believe that the global minimum
corporation tax rate set at 15% under the deal remains
too low. Liberal Democrats have called on the Government
to help negotiate an increase to 21%, as originally
proposed by the US under President Biden. Organisations
such as Oxfam have highlighted that the 15% minimum
rate still leaves many developing countries at a disadvantage,
as they will continue to face unfair competition from
tax havens. It is extremely disappointing to see the
Government’s failure to back a rate of 21%, despite
having raised UK corporation tax to 25%. The significant
progress that has been made should not be obstructed
or diluted, but if we are serious about pursuing the goal
of a fairer global tax system, we must also take the time
to ensure that the best path is being followed.

Nigel Mills: I understand the intent of what the hon.
Member says. Could she explain how the review could
be done within six months of the Act being passed,
given that no business will have filed a tax return with
any adjustments in until well after that period? Indeed,
half the world probably will not have introduced the
measure by that stage. Would that not be a bit of a
premature assessment? Would we not risk that assessment
showing no progress and then strengthening the arguments
of those who would like to repeal it? It would probably
be quite a bad assessment to do at that stage.

Sarah Olney: [ welcome the hon. Member’s intervention,
and—dare I say it—I completely agree with him. Of
course, one is constrained by what one can amend in
legislation, but I would like to see that as the start of an
ongoing process of review. Let us be honest, it is an
innovative proposal, not just because it requires an
international co-operative effort, but because that very
effort is innovative. It is therefore something that we as
a sovereign Parliament should be keeping very much
under review as the work continues.

I briefly note that the Finance Bill has implications
for theatre tax relief, which plays a crucial role in
enabling the development of new theatre productions in
the UK. UK Theatre and the Society of London Theatre
have raised concerns with the Treasury about those
implications, which could damage how that essential
relief operates. I therefore urge Ministers to liaise with
those groups and particularly to provide assurance that
international touring will not be hampered due to the
Bill’s definition of UK expenditure. That is certainly an
area that would benefit from scrutiny in Public Bill
Committee.

Although the Liberal Democrats support certain
measures in the Bill, such as the extension of full
expensing, the Bill as a whole does not have our support,
arising, as it does, from an unjust and deceptive autumn
statement. I urge hon. Members to support the amendments
tabled in my name, in particular new clause 5, which
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would hold the Government to account to ensure that
HMRC is properly resourced to allow it to implement
the measures in the Bill.

Gareth Davies: I thank hon. Members from across
the House for their contributions. I will speak relatively
briefly but will try to address some of the points raised.
I will deal last with the new clauses, and in the meantime
address some of the questions from the hon. Member
for Ealing North (James Murray) from the official
Opposition. He asked about pillar 1 and the progress
being made. This Government fully support pillar 1 and
are keen to maintain momentum on its progress as soon
as possible. He should take comfort from the recent
publication of the substantially agreed text of the
multilateral convention. That demonstrates progress,
but as I say, we are not complacent on that and are keen
to see further progress as soon as possible.

The hon. Gentleman very reasonably asked for more
information on sentencing and the action taken by
HMRC. I will give him some data. Last year, there were
240 prosecutions. Within that, there were 218 convictions,
and 130 of those were custodial sentences and 110 were
suspended sentences. That equates to a 90% success rate
for HMRC. The hon. Gentleman is right that the average
length of a custodial sentence is 24 months. We want to
extend a maximum sentence for two reasons: first, to
make it clear that we consider fraud and all fraudulent
activity some of the most serious crime possible because
of its impact on public finances; and secondly, because
if the maximum sentence increases, we expect all sentences
to rise, as sentences are judged relative to the maximum
sentence. However, I stress that it is the Sentencing
Council that issues the guidance to judges and it is
ultimately judges and the courts who rightly decide
what sentences are given to those found guilty.

The hon. Gentleman asked about safeguards for stop
notices, and he is right to highlight that that is an
important measure for HMRC. I can tell him there have
already been 20 stop notices issued since HMRC started
issuing them just a year ago, but there are robust
governance processes and safeguards in place, including
review and appeal rights. However, any criminal sentences
are decided by the courts and it is the Sentencing
Council that will decide on that. I will look carefully at
the other questions he has raised and ask for a written
response. If we have that data, I commit to writing to
him with that information.

My hon. Friend the Member for North East Bedfordshire
(Richard Fuller) has rightly and consistently raised his
questions and concerns on pillar 2. I can tell him that
the UK is implementing pillar 2 in time and alongside
EU member states, Japan and Canada, which I think he
would agree are all peers. He asked about China. China
has not announced implementation plans for pillar 2,
but it is a member of the inclusive framework of countries
that are in negotiations right now on pillar 2 and we are
monitoring that very carefully, as he would expect. The
US Administration have always supported both pillars 1
and 2 and have been one of the strongest advocates for
them; as he will know, in 2017, the United States
introduced its own domestic version of pillar 2, requiring
those companies with foreign income to pay a minimum
level of taxation.

The punchline, to answer my hon. Friend’s ultimate
question, is that already the agreement has been put in
place to ensure that, by 2025, 90% of multinationals
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will be in play, so we are confident in the robustness of
that agreement. He asked about the loan charge; I do
not believe that is in scope for this debate, but the
Financial Secretary to the Treasury will follow up with
him and engage with him and the loan charge and
taxpayer fairness all-party parliamentary group in due
course.

I will briefly address the new clauses that have been
laid down. I will deal with new clauses 2, 5 and 7
together, as they all relate to tax avoidance and evasion,
and then I will address new clause 4. New clause 2
would require the Chancellor to provide a report on the
average sentence and range of sentences given to offences
being amended in clause 31, the number of stop notices
issued that clause 33 would apply to and the impact of
those clauses on tax revenues. New clause 5 would
require the Chancellor to carry out an assessment of
the impact of clauses 31 to 34 and schedule 13 on
HMRC'’s compliance activities and new clause 7 would
require the Chancellor to review the effectiveness of the
provisions of clause 31 in combating fraud involving
taxpayers money.

Let me say straight out of the gate that I agree it is
important that we regularly review and evaluate policy.
However, the new clauses are unnecessary, as HMRC
already publishes detailed information about its compliance
and performance on a regular basis. As I have said, the
UK tax gap is already at an all-time low of 4.8% and
will remain low and stable, given the measures that we
are implementing. Every year, HMRC publishes
information on the number of custodial sentences received
for tax compliance offences and the average sentence
length in HMRC’s annual report and accounts. The
2023-24 annual report and accounts will be published
this summer, providing a full overview of HMRC’s
performance. As most of that information is already
publicly available in routine HMRC publications, the
assessments legislated for by the new clauses are unnecessary,
in our humble view.

New clause 4 would require the Government to report
an assessment of the technical changes to pillar 2 introduced
in clause 21 and schedule 12. It would consider the
efficacy of the technical changes and their impact on
multinational profit shifting and tax competition between
jurisdictions. The Government consider that such a
report is not necessary because the amendments in the
Bill are technical changes to enhance the pillar 2 legislation
that received Royal Assent just last year. Those amendments
simply help to ensure that the policy objectives of the
legislation are met fairly and effectively, reflecting both
new international guidance and stakeholder comments.
Ultimately, it is about avoiding unintended consequences
in legislation that has already been passed. Of course,
the Government will monitor pillar 2’s overall impact as
businesses begin to respond to its implementation around
the world—130 countries are privy to it.

I hope to have reassured Members that the additions
in new clauses 2, 4, 5 and 7 are not necessary. For the
reasons that I have set out, I urge the Committee to
reject them. I commend clauses 21 and 31 to 34, and
schedules 12 and 13, to the Committee.

Question put and agreed to.

Clause 21 accordingly ordered to stand part of the Bill.
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Schedule 12 agreed to.
Clauses 31 and 32 ordered to stand part of the Bill.
Schedule 13 agreed to.
Clauses 33 and 34 ordered to stand part of the Bill.

New Clause 2

REVIEW OF MEASURES TO TACKLE EVASION AND
AVOIDANCE

“(1) The Chancellor of the Exchequer must, within three
months of this Act being passed, publish a review of the
measures in sections 31 to 33 to tackle evasion and avoidance.

(2) The review under subsection (1) must include details of—

(a) the average sentence handed down in each of the last
five years for the offences listed in section 31;

(b) the range of sentences handed down in each of the last
five years for the offences listed in section 31;

(c) the number of stop notices issued in each of the last
five years to which the measures in section 33 would
apply; and

(d) the estimated impact on revenue collected in each of
the next five financial years resulting from the introduction
of the measures in sections 31 to 33.”—(James Murray.)

This new clause would require the Chancellor to publish details of
the sentences given and stop notices issued in each of the last five
years to tackle evasion and avoidance, as well as the revenue
expected to be generated from the measures to tackle evasion and

avoidance in this Act in each of the next five years.
Brought up and read the First time.
Question put, That the clause be read a Second time.

The Committee divided: Ayes 228, Noes 298.

Division No. 37]
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AYES

Abbott, rh Ms Diane (Proxy
vote cast by Bell Ribeiro-
Addy)

Abrahams, Debbie

Ali, Rushanara

Ali, Tahir

Allin-Khan, Dr Rosena

Amesbury, Mike

Anderson, Fleur

Antoniazzi, Tonia

Ashworth, rh Jonathan

Bardell, Hannah

Barker, Paula

Beckett, rh Margaret

Begum, Apsana

Benn, rh Hilary

Betts, Mr Clive

Black, Mhairi

Blackford, rh lan

Blake, Olivia

Blomfield, Paul

Bradshaw, rh Mr Ben

Brennan, Kevin

Brock, Deidre

Brown, Alan

Brown, rh Mr Nicholas

Buck, Ms Karen

Burgon, Richard

Butler, Dawn (Proxy vote cast
by Florence Eshalomi)

Byrne, lan

Byrne, rh Liam

Cadbury, Ruth

Callaghan, Amy (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)

Campbell, rh Sir Alan

Carden, Dan

Carmichael, rh Mr Alistair

Chamberlain, Wendy

Chamepion, Sarah

Chapman, Douglas

Cherry, Joanna

Cooper, Daisy

Cooper, rh Yvette

Corbyn, rh Jeremy

Cowan, Ronnie

Crawley, Angela (Proxy vote
cast by Owen Thompson)

Creasy, Stella

Cruddas, Jon

Cryer, John

Cummins, Judith

Daby, Janet

Dalton, Ashley

David, Wayne

Davies-Jones, Alex

De Cordova, Marsha

Debbonaire, Thangam

Dhesi, Mr Tanmanjeet Singh

Dixon, Samantha

Docherty-Hughes, Martin

Dodds, Anneliese

Dorans, Allan (Proxy vote cast
by Marion Fellows)

Doughty, Stephen

Dowd, Peter
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Dyke, Sarah

Eagle, Dame Angela
Eagle, rh Maria
Eastwood, Colum
Edwards, Jonathan
Edwards, Sarah
Efford, Clive

Elliott, Julie

Elmore, Chris
Eshalomi, Florence
Esterson, Bill
Evans, Chris
Farron, Tim

Fellows, Marion
Fletcher, Colleen
Flynn, Stephen
Foord, Richard
Fovargue, Yvonne
Foxcroft, Vicky

Foy, Mary Kelly
Furniss, Gill
Gardiner, Barry
Gibson, Patricia
Grady, Patrick
Grant, Peter

Green, Sarah
Greenwood, Margaret
Griffith, Dame Nia
Haigh, Louise
Hamilton, Fabian
Hamilton, Mrs Paulette
Hanna, Claire
Hardy, Emma
Harris, Carolyn
Hayes, Helen
Healey, rh John
Hendrick, Sir Mark
Hendry, Drew

Hillier, Dame Meg
Hobhouse, Wera
Hollern, Kate
Hopkins, Rachel
Hosie, rh Stewart
Howarth, rh Sir George
Huqg, Dr Rupa
Hussain, Imran
Jardine, Christine
Jarvis, Dan
Johnson, rh Dame Diana
Jones, Gerald
Jones, rh Mr Kevan
Jones, Ruth

Jones, Sarah

Kane, Mike

Keeley, Barbara
Kendall, Liz

Khan, Afzal

Kinnock, Stephen
Lake, Ben

Lavery, lan
Leadbeater, Kim
Lewell-Buck, Mrs Emma
Lightwood, Simon
Linden, David

Lloyd, Tony

Lucas, Caroline
Lynch, Holly
MacAskill, Kenny
MacNeil, Angus Brendan
Madders, Justin
Mahmood, Mr Khalid
Mahmood, Shabana
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Malhotra, Seema
Maskell, Rachael
Mather, Keir
Mc Nally, John
McCarthy, Kerry
McDonagh, Dame Siobhain
McDonald, Stewart Malcolm
McDonald, Stuart C.
McDonnell, rh John
McFadden, rh Mr Pat
McKinnell, Catherine
McMahon, Jim
Mearns, lan
Mishra, Navendu
Monaghan, Carol
Moran, Layla
Morden, Jessica
Morgan, Helen
Morgan, Stephen
Morris, Grahame
Murray, lan
Murray, James
Newlands, Gavin
Nichols, Charlotte
Nicolson, John (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)
Norris, Alex
O’Hara, Brendan
Olney, Sarah
Onwurah, Chi
Oppong-Asare, Abena
Osamor, Kate
Osborne, Kate
Oswald, Kirsten
Owatemi, Taiwo (Proxy vote
cast by Chris Elmore)
Owen, Sarah
Peacock, Stephanie
Pennycook, Matthew
Phillips, Jess
Powell, Lucy
Qaisar, Ms Anum
Qureshi, Yasmin
Rayner, rh Angela
Rees, Christina
Reeves, Ellie
Reeves, rh Rachel
Reynolds, Jonathan
Ribeiro-Addy, Bell
Rimmer, Ms Marie
Rodda, Matt
Russell-Moyle, Lloyd
Saville Roberts, rh Liz
Shah, Naz
Shanks, Michael
Sharma, Mr Virendra
Sheerman, Mr Barry
Sheppard, Tommy
Siddiq, Tulip
Slaughter, Andy
Smith, Alyn
Smith, Cat
Smith, Jeff
Smith, Nick
Sobel, Alex
Spellar, rh John
Stephens, Chris
Stevens, Jo
Stone, Jamie
Strathern, Alistair
Stringer, Graham
Sultana, Zarah
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Tami, rh Mark
Tarry, Sam
Thewliss, Alison
Thomas, Gareth

Thomas-Symonds, rh Nick

Thompson, Owen
Thomson, Richard
Thornberry, rh Emily
Timms, rh Sir Stephen
Trickett, Jon

Turner, Karl

Twigg, Derek

Twist, Liz

Vaz, rh Valerie
Webbe, Claudia

Afolami, Bim
Aiken, Nickie
Aldous, Peter

Allan, Lucy (Proxy vote cast

by Mr Marcus Jones)
Anderson, Lee

Anderson, Stuart (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Andrew, rh Stuart
Ansell, Caroline
Argar, rh Edward
Atherton, Sarah
Atkins, rh Victoria
Bacon, Gareth
Bacon, Mr Richard
Badenoch, rh Kemi
Bailey, Shaun
Baillie, Siobhan
Baker, Duncan
Baker, rh Mr Steve
Baldwin, Harriett
Barclay, rh Steve
Baynes, Simon

Bell, Aaron
Beresford, Sir Paul
Berry, rh Sir Jake
Bhatti, Saqib
Blackman, Bob
Bottomley, Sir Peter
Bowie, Andrew
Bradley, rh Dame Karen
Brady, rh Sir Graham
Braverman, rh Suella
Brereton, Jack
Bridgen, Andrew
Brine, Steve
Bristow, Paul
Browne, Anthony
Bruce, Fiona
Buchan, Felicity
Buckland, rh Sir Robert
Burghart, Alex
Butler, Rob

Cairns, rh Alun
Carter, Andy
Cartlidge, James
Cash, Sir William
Cates, Miriam
Caulfield, Maria
Chalk, rh Alex
Chishti, Rehman
Churchill, Jo

Clark, rh Greg
Clarke, rh Sir Simon
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West, Catherine

Western, Matt

Whitehead, Dr Alan

Whitford, Dr Philippa (Proxy
vote cast by Marion
Fellows)

Whittome, Nadia

Wilson, Munira

Winter, Beth

Wishart, Pete

Yasin, Mohammad

Zeichner, Daniel

Tellers for the Ayes:
Andrew Western and
Mary Glindon

NOES

Clarke, Theo
Clarke-Smith, Brendan
Clarkson, Chris
Cleverly, rh James
Clifton-Brown, Sir Geoffrey
Coffey, rh Dr Thérese
Colburn, Elliot

Collins, Damian
Costa, Alberto

Courts, Robert
Coutinho, rh Claire
Cox, rh Sir Geoffrey
Crabb, rh Stephen
Crosbie, Virginia
Crouch, Tracey

Daly, James

Davies, rh David T. C.
Davies, Gareth
Davies, Dr James
Davies, Mims

Davies, Philip

Davis, rh Sir David
Davison, Dehenna
Dinenage, Dame Caroline
Djanogly, Mr Jonathan
Donelan, rh Michelle
Double, Steve
Doyle-Price, Dame Jackie
Drax, Richard
Drummond, Mrs Flick
Duncan Smith, rh Sir lain
Dunne, rh Philip
Eastwood, Mark

Ellis, rh Sir 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

Firth, Anna

Fletcher, Katherine
Fletcher, Mark

Ford, rh Vicky

Foster, Kevin

Fox, rh Sir Liam
Frazer, rh Lucy
Freeman, George
Freer, Mike

French, Mr Louie
Fuller, Richard
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Fysh, Mr Marcus

Garnier, Mark

Gibb, rh Nick

Gibson, Peter

Gideon, Jo

Glen, rh John

Goodwill, rh Sir
Robert

Gove, rh Michael

Graham, Richard

Grant, Mrs Helen (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Grayling, rh Chris

Green, Chris

Green, rh Damian

Griffith, Andrew

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

Heald, rh Sir Oliver

Heappey, rh James

Henry, Darren

Higginbotham, Antony

Hinds, rh Damian

Hoare, Simon

Holden, rh Mr Richard

Hollinrake, Kevin

Hollobone, Mr Philip

Holmes, Paul

Howell, John (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Howell, Paul

Huddleston, Nigel

Hudson, Dr Neil

Hughes, Eddie

Hunt, Jane (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Hunt, Tom

Jack, rh Mr Alister

Javid, rh Sir Sajid

Jayawardena, rh Mr Ranil

Jenkin, Sir Bernard

Jenkinson, Mark

Jenrick, rh Robert

Johnson, Dr Caroline

Johnson, Gareth

Johnston, David

Jones, Andrew

Jones, rh Mr David

Jones, Fay

Jones, rh Mr Marcus

Kawczynski, Daniel

Kearns, Alicia

Keegan, rh Gillian

Knight, rh Sir Greg

Kniveton, Kate (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Kruger, Danny

Lamont, John

Largan, Robert

Leadsom, rh Dame Andrea

Leigh, rh Sir Edward

Levy, lan

Lewer, Andrew
Lewis, rh Sir Brandon
Lewis, rh Sir Julian
Loder, Chris
Lopez, Julia
Lopresti, Jack
Lord, Mr Jonathan
Loughton, Tim
Mackinlay, Craig (Proxy vote

cast by John Redwood)
Mackrory, Cherilyn
Maclean, Rachel
Mak, Alan
Malthouse, rh Kit
Mangnall, Anthony
Mann, Scott
Marson, Julie
May, rh Mrs Theresa
Maynard, Paul
McCartney, Jason
McVey, rh Esther
Menzies, Mark
Mercer, rh Johnny
Merriman, Huw
Metcalfe, Stephen
Millar, Robin
Miller, rh Dame Maria
Milling, rh Dame

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, rh 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
Opperman, Guy
Patel, rh Priti
Pawsey, Mark
Penning, rh Sir

Mike
Penrose, John
Percy, Andrew
Philp, rh Chris
Pow, Rebecca
Prentis, rh Victoria
Pritchard, rh Mark
Pursglove, Tom
Quin, rh Sir Jeremy
Quince, Will
Randall, Tom
Redwood, rh John
Rees-Mogg, rh Sir Jacob
Richards, Nicola
Richardson, Angela
Rowley, Lee
Russell, Dean
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Sambrook, Gary
Saxby, Selaine

Scully, Paul

Seely, Bob

Selous, Andrew
Shannon, Jim

Shapps, rh Grant
Sharma, rh Sir Alok
Shelbrooke, rh Sir Alec
Simmonds, David
Smith, rh Chloe

Smith, Greg

Smith, Henry

Smith, Royston
Solloway, Amanda
Spencer, Dr Ben
Stafford, Alexander
Stephenson, rh Andrew
Stevenson, Jane
Stevenson, John
Stewart, lain

Streeter, Sir Gary
Stride, rh Mel

Stuart, rh Graham
Sturdy, Julian
Sunderland, James
Swayne, rh Sir Desmond
Syms, Sir Robert
Thomas, Derek
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Throup, Maggie
Timpson, Edward
Tolhurst, rh Kelly
Tomlinson, Michael
Tracey, Craig
Trevelyan, rh Anne-Marie
Trott, rh Laura
Tuckwell, Steve
Vickers, Martin
Villiers, rh Theresa
Walker, Sir Charles
Walker, Mr Robin
Warman, Matt
Watling, Giles
Whately, Helen
Wheeler, Mrs Heather
Whittaker, rh Craig
Whittingdale, rh Sir
John
Wiggin, Sir Bill
Wild, James
Williams, rh Craig
Williamson, rh Sir Gavin
Wragg, Mr William
Wright, rh Sir Jeremy
Young, Jacob

Tellers for the Noes:

Mike Wood and
Suzanne Webb

Question accordingly negatived.

New Clause 5

Tax ComPLIANCE REPORTING

(1) Within six months of the passage of this Act, the
Chancellor of the Exchequer must carry out an assessment of
the impact of sections 31 to 34 and Schedule 13 of this Act.

(2) The report must consider the capacity and ability of
HMRC to enforce compliance with the measures contained
in sections 31 to 34 and Schedule 13 of this Act, including
setting out staffing arrangements within HMRC’s Customer
Compliance Group for undertaking enforcement work relating
to sections 31 to 34 and Schedule 13 of this Act.”—(Sarah

Olney.)

This new clause would require the government to produce an
assessment of the impact of the Bill’s tax evasion and avoidance
measures. The assessment would need to examine whether the
capacity and ability of HMRC was sufficient to properly enforce

those measures.

Brought up, and read the First time.
Question put, That the clause be read a Second time.

The Committee divided: Ayes 18, Noes 300.

Division No. 38]

Carmichael, rh Mr Alistair

Chamberlain, Wendy
Cooper, Daisy
Dyke, Sarah
Edwards, Jonathan
Farron, Tim

Green, Sarah
Hanna, Claire
Hobhouse, Wera
Jardine, Christine
Lake, Ben

Lucas, Caroline
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AYES

MacNeil, Angus Brendan
Maskell, Rachael
Moran, Layla

Morgan, Helen

Olney, Sarah

Saville Roberts, rh Liz
Wilson, Munira

Tellers for the Ayes:
Jamie Stone and
Richard Foord
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NOES

Afolami, Bim

Aiken, Nickie

Aldous, Peter

Allan, Lucy (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Anderson, Lee

Anderson, Stuart (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Andrew, rh Stuart

Ansell, Caroline

Argar, rh Edward

Atherton, Sarah

Atkins, rh Victoria

Bacon, Gareth

Bacon, Mr Richard

Bailey, Shaun

Baillie, Siobhan

Baker, Duncan

Baker, rh Mr Steve

Baldwin, Harriett

Barclay, rh Steve

Baynes, Simon

Bell, Aaron

Beresford, Sir Paul

Berry, rh Sir Jake

Bhatti, Saqib

Blackman, Bob

Bottomley, Sir Peter

Bowie, Andrew

Bradley, rh Dame Karen

Brady, rh Sir Graham

Braverman, rh Suella

Brereton, Jack

Bridgen, Andrew

Brine, Steve

Bristow, Paul

Browne, Anthony

Bruce, Fiona

Buchan, Felicity

Buckland, rh Sir Robert

Burghart, Alex

Butler, Rob

Cairns, rh Alun

Carter, Andy

Cartlidge, James

Cash, Sir William

Cates, Miriam

Caulfield, Maria

Chalk, rh Alex

Chishti, Rehman

Chope, Sir Christopher

Churchill, Jo

Clark, rh Greg

Clarke, rh Sir Simon

Clarke, Theo

Clarke-Smith, Brendan

Clarkson, Chris

Cleverly, rh James

Clifton-Brown, Sir Geoffrey

Coffey, rh Dr Thérese

Colburn, Elliot

Collins, Damian

Costa, Alberto

Courts, Robert

Coutinho, rh Claire

Cox, rh Sir Geoffrey

Crabb, rh Stephen

Crosbie, Virginia

Crouch, Tracey

Daly, James

Davies, rh David T. C.

Davies, Gareth

Davies, Dr James

Davies, Mims

Davies, Philip

Davis, rh Sir David

Davison, Dehenna

Dinenage, Dame Caroline

Djanogly, Mr Jonathan

Donelan, rh Michelle

Double, Steve

Doyle-Price, Dame Jackie

Drax, Richard

Drummond, Mrs Flick

Duguid, David

Duncan Smith, rh Sir lain

Dunne, rh Philip

Eastwood, Mark

Ellis, rh Sir 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

Firth, Anna

Fletcher, Katherine

Fletcher, Mark

Ford, rh Vicky

Foster, Kevin

Fox, rh Sir Liam

Frazer, rh Lucy

Freeman, George

Freer, Mike

French, Mr Louie

Fuller, Richard

Fysh, Mr Marcus

Garnier, Mark

Gibb, rh Nick

Gibson, Peter

Gideon, Jo

Glen, rh John

Goodwill, rh Sir Robert

Grant, Mrs Helen (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Grayling, rh Chris

Green, Chris

Green, rh Damian

Griffith, Andrew

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

Heald, rh Sir Oliver

Heappey, rh James

Henry, Darren

Higginbotham, Antony

Hinds, rh Damian

Hoare, Simon

Holden, rh Mr Richard

Hollinrake, Kevin
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Hollobone, Mr Philip

Holmes, Paul

Howell, John (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Howell, Paul

Huddleston, Nigel

Hudson, Dr Neil

Hughes, Eddie

Hunt, Jane (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Hunt, Tom

Jack, rh Mr Alister

Javid, rh Sir Sajid

Jayawardena, rh Mr Ranil

Jenkin, Sir Bernard

Jenkinson, Mark

Jenrick, rh Robert

Johnson, Dr Caroline

Johnson, Gareth

Johnston, David

Jones, Andrew

Jones, rh Mr David

Jones, Fay

Jones, rh Mr Marcus

Kawczynski, Daniel

Kearns, Alicia

Keegan, rh Gillian

Knight, rh Sir Greg

Kniveton, Kate (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Kruger, Danny

Lamont, John

Largan, Robert

Leadsom, rh Dame Andrea

Leigh, rh Sir Edward

Levy, lan

Lewer, Andrew

Lewis, rh Sir Brandon

Lewis, rh Sir Julian

Loder, Chris

Lopez, Julia

Lopresti, Jack

Lord, Mr Jonathan

Loughton, Tim

Mackinlay, Craig (Proxy vote
cast by John Redwood)

Mackrory, Cherilyn

Maclean, Rachel

Mak, Alan

Malthouse, rh Kit

Mangnall, Anthony

Mann, Scott

Marson, Julie

May, rh Mrs Theresa

Maynard, Paul

McCartney, Jason

McVey, rh Esther

Menzies, Mark

Mercer, rh Johnny

Merriman, Huw

Metcalfe, Stephen

Millar, Robin

Miller, rh Dame Maria

Milling, rh Dame Amanda

Mills, Nigel

Mitchell, rh Mr Andrew

Mohindra, Mr Gagan

Moore, Damien

Moore, Robbie

Mordaunt, rh Penny

Morris, Anne Marie

Morris, David
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Morris, James
Morrissey, Joy
Mortimer, Jill
Morton, rh 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
Opperman, Guy
Patel, rh Priti
Pawsey, Mark
Penning, rh Sir Mike
Penrose, John
Percy, Andrew
Philp, rh Chris
Pow, Rebecca
Prentis, rh Victoria
Pritchard, rh Mark
Pursglove, Tom
Quin, rh Sir Jeremy
Quince, Will
Randall, Tom
Redwood, rh John
Rees-Mogg, rh Sir Jacob
Richards, Nicola
Richardson, Angela
Rowley, Lee
Russell, Dean
Sambrook, Gary
Saxby, Selaine
Scully, Paul

Seely, Bob

Selous, Andrew
Shannon, Jim
Shapps, rh Grant
Sharma, rh Sir Alok
Shelbrooke, rh Sir Alec
Simmonds, David
Smith, rh Chloe
Smith, Greg

Smith, Henry
Smith, Royston
Solloway, Amanda
Spencer, Dr Ben
Spencer, rh Mark
Stafford, Alexander
Stephenson, rh Andrew
Stevenson, Jane
Stevenson, John
Stewart, lain
Streeter, Sir Gary
Stride, rh Mel
Stuart, rh Graham
Sturdy, Julian
Sunderland, James
Swayne, rh Sir Desmond
Syms, Sir Robert
Thomas, Derek
Throup, Maggie
Timpson, Edward
Tolhurst, rh Kelly
Tomlinson, Justin
Tomlinson, Michael
Tracey, Craig
Trevelyan, rh Anne-Marie
Trott, rh Laura
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Tuckwell, Steve
Tugendhat, rh Tom
Vickers, Martin
Villiers, rh Theresa
Walker, Sir Charles
Walker, Mr Robin
Warman, Matt
Watling, Giles
Whately, Helen
Wheeler, Mrs Heather
Whittaker, rh Craig

Whittingdale, rh Sir John
Wiggin, Sir Bill

Wild, James

Williams, rh Craig
Williamson, rh Sir Gavin
Wragg, Mr William
Wright, rh Sir Jeremy
Young, Jacob

Tellers for the Noes:

Mike Wood and
Suzanne Webb

Question accordingly negatived.

New Clause 7

REVIEW OF EFFECTIVENESS OF SECTION 31 MEASURES
IN PREVENTING FRAUD INVOLVING TAXPAYERS’ MONEY
“(1) The Chancellor of the Exchequer must, within three

months of this Act being passed, conduct a review of the
effectiveness of the provisions of section 31 in preventing fraud

involving taxpayers’ money.

(2) The review must evaluate the effectiveness of the provisions
of section 31 in preventing fraud involving taxpayers’ money
through comparison with the effectiveness of—

(a) other measures that seek to prevent fraud involving
taxpayers’ money, and
(b) the approach taken in other countries.”—(James

Murray.)

This new clause would require the Chancellor to review the
effectiveness of measures in this Act to prevent fraud involving
taxpayers’ money, and to compare them with other measures that
seek to prevent fraud involving taxpayers’ money and the approach

taken in other countries.

Brought up and read the First time.
Question put, That the clause be read a Second time.

The Committee divided: Ayes 222, Noes 301.

Division No. 39]

Abbott, rh Ms Diane (Proxy
vote cast by Bell
Ribeiro-Addy)

Abrahams, Debbie

Ali, Rushanara

Ali, Tahir

Allin-Khan, Dr Rosena

Amesbury, Mike

Anderson, Fleur

Antoniazzi, Tonia

Ashworth, rh Jonathan

Bardell, Hannah

Barker, Paula

Beckett, rh Margaret

Begum, Apsana

Benn, rh Hilary

Betts, Mr Clive

Black, Mhairi

Blackford, rh lan

Blake, Olivia

Blomfield, Paul

Bonnar, Steven

Bradshaw, rh Mr Ben

Brennan, Kevin

Brock, Deidre

Brown, Alan

Brown, rh Mr Nicholas

Buck, Ms Karen
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AYES

Burgon, Richard

Butler, Dawn (Proxy vote cast
by Florence Eshalomi)

Byrne, lan

Byrne, rh Liam

Cadbury, Ruth

Callaghan, Amy (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)

Carden, Dan

Carmichael, rh Mr Alistair

Chamberlain, Wendy

Champion, Sarah

Chapman, Douglas

Cherry, Joanna

Cooper, Daisy

Cooper, rh Yvette

Cowan, Ronnie

Crawley, Angela (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)

Creasy, Stella

Cruddas, Jon

Cryer, John

Cummins, Judith

Daby, Janet

Dalton, Ashley

David, Wayne

Davies-Jones, Alex

De Cordova, Marsha
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Debbonaire, Thangam

Dhesi, Mr Tanmanjeet Singh

Dixon, Samantha

Docherty-Hughes, Martin

Dodds, Anneliese

Dorans, Allan (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)

Doughty, Stephen

Dowd, Peter

Dyke, Sarah

Eagle, Dame Angela

Eagle, rh Maria

Eastwood, Colum

Edwards, Jonathan

Edwards, Sarah

Efford, Clive

Elliott, Julie

Elmore, Chris

Eshalomi, Florence

Esterson, Bill

Evans, Chris

Fellows, Marion

Fletcher, Colleen

Flynn, Stephen

Foord, Richard

Fovargue, Yvonne

Foxcroft, Vicky

Foy, Mary Kelly

Furniss, Gill

Gardiner, Barry

Gibson, Patricia

Grady, Patrick

Grant, Peter

Green, Sarah

Greenwood, Margaret

Griffith, Dame Nia

Haigh, Louise

Hamilton, Fabian

Hamilton, Mrs Paulette

Hanna, Claire

Hardy, Emma

Harris, Carolyn

Hayes, Helen

Healey, rh John

Hendrick, Sir Mark

Hendry, Drew

Hillier, Dame Meg

Hobhouse, Wera

Hollern, Kate

Hopkins, Rachel

Howarth, rh Sir George

Huq, Dr Rupa

Hussain, Imran

Jardine, Christine

Jarvis, Dan

Johnson, rh Dame Diana

Jones, Gerald

Jones, Ruth

Jones, Sarah

Kane, Mike

Keeley, Barbara

Kendall, Liz

Khan, Afzal

Kinnock, Stephen

Lake, Ben

Lavery, lan

Leadbeater, Kim

Lewell-Buck, Mrs Emma

Lightwood, Simon

Linden, David

Lloyd, Tony

Lucas, Caroline
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Lynch, Holly
MacAskill, Kenny
MacNeil, Angus Brendan
Madders, Justin
Mahmood, Mr Khalid
Mahmood, Shabana
Malhotra, Seema
Maskell, Rachael
Mather, Keir
Mc Nally, John
McCarthy, Kerry
McDonagh, Dame Siobhain
McDonald, Stewart Malcolm
McDonald, Stuart C.
McDonnell, rh John
McFadden, rh Mr Pat
McKinnell, Catherine
McMahon, Jim
Mearns, lan
Mishra, Navendu
Monaghan, Carol
Moran, Layla
Morden, Jessica
Morgan, Helen
Morgan, Stephen
Morris, Grahame
Murray, lan
Murray, James
Newlands, Gavin
Nichols, Charlotte
Nicolson, John (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)
Norris, Alex
O’Hara, Brendan
Olney, Sarah
Onwurah, Chi
Oppong-Asare, Abena
Osamor, Kate
Osborne, Kate
Oswald, Kirsten
Owatemi, Taiwo (Proxy vote
cast by Chris Elmore)
Owen, Sarah
Peacock, Stephanie
Pennycook, Matthew
Phillips, Jess
Powell, Lucy
Qaisar, Ms Anum
Qureshi, Yasmin
Rayner, rh Angela
Rees, Christina
Reeves, Ellie
Reeves, rh Rachel
Reynolds, Jonathan
Ribeiro-Addy, Bell
Rimmer, Ms Marie
Rodda, Matt
Russell-Moyle, Lloyd
Saville Roberts, rh Liz
Shah, Naz
Shanks, Michael
Sharma, Mr Virendra
Sheerman, Mr Barry
Sheppard, Tommy
Siddig, Tulip
Slaughter, Andy
Smith, Alyn
Smith, Cat
Smith, Jeff
Smith, Nick
Sobel, Alex
Spellar, rh John
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Stephens, Chris
Stevens, Jo

Stone, Jamie
Strathern, Alistair
Stringer, Graham
Sultana, Zarah

Tami, rh Mark

Tarry, Sam

Thewliss, Alison
Thomas, Gareth
Thomas-Symonds, rh Nick
Thompson, Owen
Thomson, Richard
Thornberry, rh Emily
Timms, rh Sir Stephen
Trickett, Jon

Turner, Karl

Twigg, Derek

Twist, Liz

Vaz, rh Valerie

Webbe, Claudia

West, Catherine

Western, Matt

Whitehead, Dr Alan

Whitford, Dr Philippa (Proxy
vote cast by Marion
Fellows)

Whittome, Nadia

Wilson, Munira

Winter, Beth

Wishart, Pete

Yasin, Mohammad

Zeichner, Daniel

Tellers for the Ayes:
Andrew Western and
Mary Glindon

NOES

Afolami, Bim

Afriyie, Adam

Aldous, Peter

Allan, Lucy (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Anderson, Lee

Anderson, Stuart (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Andrew, rh Stuart

Ansell, Caroline

Argar, rh Edward

Atherton, Sarah

Atkins, rh Victoria

Bacon, Gareth

Bacon, Mr Richard

Bailey, Shaun

Baillie, Siobhan

Baker, Duncan

Baker, rh Mr Steve

Baldwin, Harriett

Barclay, rh Steve

Baynes, Simon

Bell, Aaron

Beresford, Sir Paul

Berry, rh Sir Jake

Bhatti, Saqib

Blackman, Bob

Bottomley, Sir Peter

Bowie, Andrew

Bradley, rh Dame Karen

Brady, rh Sir Graham

Braverman, rh Suella

Brereton, Jack

Bridgen, Andrew

Bristow, Paul

Browne, Anthony

Bruce, Fiona

Buchan, Felicity

Buckland, rh Sir Robert

Burghart, Alex

Butler, Rob

Cairns, rh Alun

Carter, Andy

Cartlidge, James

Cash, Sir William

Cates, Miriam

Caulfield, Maria

Chalk, rh Alex

Chishti, Rehman

Chope, Sir Christopher

Churchill, Jo

Clark, rh Greg

Clarke, rh Sir Simon
Clarke, Theo
Clarke-Smith, Brendan
Clarkson, Chris
Cleverly, rh James
Clifton-Brown, Sir Geoffrey
Coffey, rh Dr Thérese
Colburn, Elliot

Collins, Damian
Costa, Alberto

Courts, Robert
Coutinho, rh Claire
Cox, rh Sir Geoffrey
Crabb, rh Stephen
Crosbie, Virginia
Crouch, Tracey

Daly, James

Davies, rh David T. C.
Davies, Gareth
Davies, Dr James
Davies, Mims

Davies, Philip

Davis, rh Sir David
Davison, Dehenna
Dinenage, Dame Caroline
Dines, Miss Sarah
Djanogly, Mr Jonathan
Donelan, rh Michelle
Double, Steve
Doyle-Price, Dame Jackie
Drax, Richard
Drummond, Mrs Flick
Duguid, David
Duncan Smith, rh Sir lain
Dunne, rh Philip
Eastwood, Mark

Ellis, rh Sir 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

Firth, Anna

Fletcher, Katherine
Fletcher, Mark

Ford, rh Vicky
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Foster, Kevin

Fox, rh Sir Liam

Frazer, rh Lucy

Freeman, George

Freer, Mike

French, Mr Louie

Fuller, Richard

Fysh, Mr Marcus

Garnier, Mark

Gibb, rh Nick

Gibson, Peter

Gideon, Jo

Glen, rh John

Goodwill, rh Sir Robert

Gove, rh Michael

Graham, Richard

Grant, Mrs Helen (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Grayling, rh Chris

Green, Chris

Green, rh Damian

Griffith, Andrew

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, rh James

Henry, Darren

Higginbotham, Antony

Hinds, rh Damian

Hoare, Simon

Holden, rh Mr Richard

Hollinrake, Kevin

Hollobone, Mr Philip

Holmes, Paul

Howell, John (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Howell, Paul

Huddleston, Nigel

Hudson, Dr Neil

Hughes, Eddie

Hunt, Jane (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Hunt, Tom

Jack, rh Mr Alister

Javid, rh Sir Sajid

Jayawardena, rh Mr Ranil

Jenkin, Sir Bernard

Jenkinson, Mark

Jenrick, rh Robert

Johnson, Dr Caroline

Johnson, Gareth

Johnston, David

Jones, Andrew

Jones, rh Mr David

Jones, Fay

Jones, rh Mr Marcus

Kawczynski, Daniel

Kearns, Alicia

Keegan, rh Gillian

Knight, rh Sir Greg
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Kniveton, Kate (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Kruger, Danny

Lamont, John

Largan, Robert

Leadsom, rh Dame Andrea

Leigh, rh Sir Edward

Levy, lan

Lewer, Andrew

Lewis, rh Sir Brandon

Lewis, rh Sir Julian

Loder, Chris

Lopez, Julia

Lopresti, Jack

Lord, Mr Jonathan

Loughton, Tim

Mackinlay, Craig (Proxy vote
cast by John Redwood)

Mackrory, Cherilyn

Maclean, Rachel

Mak, Alan

Malthouse, rh Kit

Mangnall, Anthony

Mann, Scott

Marson, Julie

May, rh Mrs Theresa

Maynard, Paul

McCartney, Jason

McVey, rh Esther

Menzies, Mark

Mercer, rh Johnny

Merriman, Huw

Metcalfe, Stephen

Millar, Robin

Miller, rh Dame Maria

Milling, rh Dame Amanda

Mills, Nigel

Mitchell, rh Mr Andrew

Mohindra, Mr Gagan

Moore, Robbie

Mordaunt, rh Penny

Morris, Anne Marie

Morris, David

Morris, James

Morrissey, Joy

Mortimer, Jill

Morton, rh 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

Opperman, Guy

Patel, rh Priti

Pawsey, Mark

Penning, rh Sir Mike

Penrose, John

Percy, Andrew

Philp, rh Chris

Pow, Rebecca

Prentis, rh Victoria

Pritchard, rh Mark

Pursglove, Tom

Quin, rh Sir Jeremy

Quince, Will

Randall, Tom

Redwood, rh John
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Rees-Mogg, rh Sir Jacob
Richardson, Angela
Rowley, Lee

Russell, Dean
Sambrook, Gary
Saxby, Selaine

Scully, Paul

Seely, Bob

Selous, Andrew
Shannon, Jim

Shapps, rh Grant
Sharma, rh Sir Alok
Shelbrooke, rh Sir Alec
Simmonds, David
Smith, rh Chloe

Smith, Greg

Smith, Henry

Smith, Royston
Solloway, Amanda
Spencer, Dr Ben
Spencer, rh Mark
Stafford, Alexander
Stephenson, rh Andrew
Stevenson, Jane
Stevenson, John
Stewart, lain

Streeter, Sir Gary
Stride, rh Mel

Stuart, rh Graham
Sturdy, Julian
Sunderland, James
Swayne, rh Sir Desmond
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Syms, Sir Robert
Thomas, Derek

Throup, Maggie
Timpson, Edward
Tolhurst, rh Kelly
Tomlinson, Justin
Tomlinson, Michael
Tracey, Craig
Trevelyan, rh Anne-Marie
Trott, rh Laura
Tuckwell, Steve
Tugendhat, rh Tom
Vickers, Martin

Villiers, rh Theresa
Walker, Sir Charles
Walker, Mr Robin
Warman, Matt

Watling, Giles

Whately, Helen
Wheeler, Mrs Heather
Whittaker, rh Craig
Whittingdale, rh Sir John
Wiggin, Sir Bill

Wild, James

Williams, rh Craig
Williamson, rh Sir Gavin
Wragg, Mr William
Wright, rh Sir Jeremy
Young, Jacob

Tellers for the Noes:

Mike Wood and
Suzanne Webb

Question accordingly negatived.

Clause 25

10 JANUARY 2024

REBATE ON HEAVY OIL AND CERTAIN BIOBLENDS USED
FOR HEATING

Question proposed, That the clause stand part of the
Bill.

The First Deputy Chairman of Ways and Means
(Dame Rosie Winterton): With this it will be convenient
to discuss clause 27 stand part.

Nigel Huddleston: 1 will take clause 27 first. The
changes that it makes clarify how VAT and excise
legislation should be interpreted in the light of changes
made by the Retained EU (Revocation and Reform)
Act 2023, which came into effect on 1 January. The Act
ends the supremacy and special status afforded to retained
EU law in the UK. As we made clear when it was
introduced, the Government are taking a bespoke approach
to UK VAT and excise law. In line with the 2023 Act,
clause 27 confirms that, for VAT and excise, it will no
longer be possible for any part of any UK Act of
Parliament or domestic subordinate legislation to be
quashed or disapplied on the basis that it is incompatible
with EU law. In other words, it will no longer be
possible for businesses to rely on EU law where it is in
conflict with domestic law. The measure also provides
that UK VAT and excise law continues to be interpreted
as Parliament intended, drawing on rights and principles
that currently apply in interpreting UK law.
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This legislation, which was subject to a Provisional
Collection of Taxes Act 1968 resolution from 1 January,
ensures the stability of the VAT and excise regimes and
provides legal certainty for businesses following the
changes in the Retained EU Law (Revocation and
Reform) Act 2023 taking effect. It mitigates the risk of
relitigating the settled interpretation of UK law, protecting
billions of pounds of Exchequer revenue.

VAT and excise duty from alcohol, tobacco and
hydrocarbon oil raise over £200 billion of revenue a
year. VAT is a litigious area, with the existing framework
and precedents protecting large amounts of revenue.
For example, £5 billion of tax revenue was protected in
just five VAT cases with the support of such precedents.
VAT operates in real time, with VAT invoices and the
associated money being passed between businesses and
other businesses or consumers on the basis of the law in
place at that time, which means legal certainty is key.
Businesses rely on this to ensure that their tax affairs are
correct, and HMRC relies on it to collect tax.

EU principles and rights will therefore continue to
apply solely as aids to interpreting UK legislation. Any
potential change in interpretation would create uncertainty
for business. It could open up loopholes to be exploited
by those looking to avoid paying their fair share, risking
billions of pounds of Exchequer funds.

I move on to clause 25. At Budget 2020, to help meet
our climate change and air quality targets, the Government
announced that we would remove the entitlement to use
rebated fuels from most sectors. Rebated fuels, such as
red diesel and certain heavy oils, incur a lower rate of
fuel duty, in contrast to the petrol and diesel used by
cars and other road vehicles, which incur the full rate of
fuel duty. As part of these reforms, the Government
decided to continue to allow rebated heavy oils, other
than red diesel and bio-blends made with red diesel, to
be used for all heating uses, due to the concern that
removing the entitlement to use these fuels for this
purpose would significantly increase the heating bills of
the households and businesses that use them, especially
in areas off the gas grid.

However, as enacted, the Hydrocarbon Oil Duties
Act 1979 prevents machines and appliances from using
certain rebated heavy oils for commercial heating. That
includes fuel oil used in some commercial heating
applications, including in furnaces. As the Government’s
intention was to continue to allow the use of rebated
fuel for heating, HMRC has exercised its discretion on
collection and management powers to allow the use on
this basis. The assumption was that the existing legislation
would be changed at the earliest opportunity, which is
what we are doing now. Clause 25 amends the 1979 Act,
giving clarity to the dozen or so businesses affected by
this anomaly, in line with the Government’s announced
policy position. I make it clear that no consumers have
been disadvantaged by this error.

These changes are necessary to provide legal certainty
for business and to ensure that the relevant regimes
operate as intended. I therefore commend clauses 25
and 27 to the Committee.

The First Deputy Chairman of Ways and Means
(Dame Rosie Winterton): I call the shadow Minister.
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Tulip Siddiq (Hampstead and Kilburn) (Lab): I rise
to speak to the clauses relating to VAT and excise,
beginning with clause 25, which restores the full tax
rebate for machines and appliances that use non-gas
heavy oils and bio-blends for commercial heating purposes.
The Government have said that this is to correct an
anomaly brought about by the April 2022 changes to
the Hydrocarbon Oil Duties Act 1979, which mean that
machines using kerosene have benefited from a full
rebate while those using other types of heavy oil were made
ineligible for lower duty rates when used for heating.

The Government have said that their April 2022 tax
changes were intended to reduce the use of gas fuels
and to make progress against the UK’s climate
commitments. However, perversely, under the current
system companies receive a tax penalty for using next-
generation renewable fuels such as hydrotreated vegetable
oil for heating, instead of kerosene, despite the fact that
HVO produces nearly 90% less greenhouse gas emissions.
I therefore support clause 25, which seeks to correct
that unintended error and restore equivalent tax treatment
for the use of non-gas heavy fuels for commercial
heating. However, let us be clear: the correction will
have a limited impact on businesses across the UK
facing rocketing heating bills as the cold starts to bite
this winter.

We also know that it is often the scandalous lack of
grid connections that forces many businesses, particularly
in rural areas of Scotland, to operate their machines off
grid, using heavy oils and biofuels. Changing tax incentives,
although significant, will not deliver the overhaul our
energy system needs to become a clean energy superpower.
After 13 years of mismanagement, our energy grid is on
its knees, with new developments forced to wait up to
15 years for a new connection and more than £200 billion
of privately funded energy projects stuck in limbo.

Labour will prioritise reforming the grid, overseeing
the largest upgrade to our national transmission
infrastructure in a generation and accelerating connections
for those who are forced off grid. We cannot afford to
keep dragging our feet any longer. The Government
claim they are serious about delivering the transition
and boosting the use of clean energy sources, but the
neglect of our grid infrastructure has been shocking.
We know that the significant increase in both clean
power generation and clean industry that the UK will
need to reach net zero will require four times as much
grid infrastructure in the next seven years as has been
built in the past 30. Although the Opposition do not
oppose clause 25, which is a welcome correction, ensuring
that tax incentives for non-gas heavy fuels remain consistent
is the bare minimum we should be expecting from the
Government on this vital issue.

I move on to clause 27, which seeks to clarify UK
primacy on VAT and excise law following the passage of
the Retained EU Law (Revocation and Reform) Bill.
The Government’s draft legislation seeks to ensure that
in relation to VAT and excise law it will no longer be
possible for any UK Act of Parliament or domestic
subordinate legislation to be quashed or disapplied on
the basis that it was incompatible with retained EU law.
The Government state that this measure will
“ensure the stability of the VAT and excise regime”,

providing legal certainty for businesses. Labour,
unsurprisingly, supports the objective of this legislation;
ensuring that firms have clarity over how the VAT and

10 JANUARY 2024

Finance Bill 380

excise regimes should be interpreted following the UK’s
departure from the EU is crucial to retaining business
confidence. However, following the Government’s public
consultation, which concluded in November, it remains
entirely unclear whether the measure achieves its stated
objective of reducing the complexity for businesses of
interpreting the VAT regime.

In its consultation response, the Chartered Institute
of Taxation highlighted a number of concerns about
the proposals, pointing out that the significant complexity
in interpreting this draft legislation risks undermining
the certainty it seeks to deliver. Specifically, the CIOT
points out that the distinction drawn in the legislation
between disapplication and the quashing of UK law as
a result of EU law, and interpretation,

“might in practice be insufficient to achieve the desired result”.

Consultation feedback also pointed out that the measures
in clause 27 do not make it clear how far higher courts
are intended to be bound by prior case law from the
Court of Justice of the EU, thus creating uncertainty
for businesses and advisers.

Although taking a “bespoke UK approach” to VAT
and excise legislation is welcome in principle, the draft
legislation also fails to address the fact that the removal
of the reliance on EU provisions will create significant
gaps in UK legislation where our domestic rule book
did not fully transpose EU directives. It is not just tax
experts that have sought to draw attention to this issue
through the Government’s consultation; the industry
body for the banking and finance sector, UK Finance,
has warned over and over again that the draft legislation

“does not appear to adequately address”
the complexity of the VAT landscape

“thereby sustaining a high degree of uncertainty for industry and
the prospect of settled interpretations of VAT law being disturbed.”

The trade body pointed out that although EU VAT
law includes a clear VAT exemption for intermediary
services in connection with bank accounts, the exemption
has not been implemented in UK law. With business no
longer able to rely on the direct effect of EU law,
material changes to VAT exemptions in the financial
services sector will come into effect. That is just one
example from my own shadow brief, but it highlights
the additional uncertainty that this “clarifying” draft
legislation has already created for business. Despite the
clear message from tax experts and industry in the
consultation, it seems that the proposals are at best
problematic. It is of particular concern that the Government
seem to have ignored that feedback and ploughed on,
with not a single amendment made to the draft legislation.

Detailed guidance is needed to address the significant
issues that have already been raised regarding clause 27
and to ensure it meets its objectives. Labour will not
oppose the measure as we remain supportive of it in
principle, but urgent clarity is needed as it will come
into effect from the beginning of this year. The shock
that a Government measure designed to provide “legal
certainty and stability” has raised more questions than
answers has slightly worn off for those of us obliged to
follow the circus on the Government Benches on a daily
basis.

To conclude, we will not oppose the two clauses, but
the detail of the proposals continues to raise questions
about the competence of the Government. From being
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able to afford low-carbon fuel and avoid crippling heating
bills to having certainty over the VAT regime, UK
businesses deserve far better. After 13 years of leadership,
we need a Government who can provide the confidence
that businesses desperately need, using the clean energy
sources of the future to drive growth and investment
across the country.

Sir Mike Penning (Hemel Hempstead) (Con): It is a
pleasure to have sat through the Committee stage of the
Bill and to hear the Government talk about the advantages
we have from Brexit. I am pleased to hear that the
Government have looked, and continue to look, extensively
at the taxation system—in particular at the interpretation
of VAT, as mentioned in this clause.

One interpretation of VAT in this country massively
affects people who are visually impaired and those who
cannot read, perhaps because of dyslexia: there is no
VAT on books, but the Treasury apply VAT to audiobooks.
If that interpretation of VAT is to be taken as far as it
possibly can, I am disappointed that disabled people are
not being protected within the structure of the Bill, in
the way that they have been for many years.

Years ago, when I was disabilities Minister, I was told
that VAT changes could not happen because we were in
the EU. We are no longer in the EU and we can set our
VAT rates as we would like. It would be fundamentally
good if the Government came forward with an
interpretation of VAT that said that people who rely on
audiobooks, through no fault of their own, do not have
to be penalised by VAT. I am not talking only about the
visually impaired—I declare an interest: I am dyslexic
and rely on audiobooks, although not completely. People
who do not read Braille are being punished as well.

The Government continue to look at new taxation
rules and new ways of making sure that people do not
get around the taxation system, and it is clear that they
are looking at the implementation of VAT. What better
spring present for those who rely on audiobooks than
for the Minister to say that he will meet me, talk about
the issue further and perhaps look at the early-day
motion in my name?

Drew Hendry: The technical changes in clauses 25
and 27 open up a lot of questions. I agree with the
Labour Front Bench spokespeople that there are many
questions on operation that still have to be answered,
but there are wider questions about both these clauses,
inspired by their context. Before I get to them, I want to
point out that this Finance Bill is a stark reminder that
the Westminster Government never reflect the values of
the people of Scotland. We need independence so that
we can build a fair and dynamic economy that works
for everyone. People are suffering through the bitterest
cost of living crisis. The provisions set out in the Finance
Bill are nowhere near enough to help households in
Scotland, which have been left paying the price for
disastrous decisions by Westminster Governments—not
least the harm of Brexit. There is no help for families
struggling with rocketing food prices, and no help for
mortgage payers, many of whom are now seeing huge
increases in their fixed-rate deals.
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The cold is biting right now. A week ago, this Westminster
Government oversaw not the hoped-for help of the
£400 energy bill rebate that we in the SNP called for, but
another 5% hike, courtesy of the price cap increase.

Although clause 25 is righting a small wrong, people
living off the gas grid deserve a lot more help than is
being offered with this measure. They should have had
the comfort of being included in regulation under Ofgem,
as imperfect as that organisation is. Indeed, I introduced
a ten-minute rule Bill in this House to ask for that, yet
people living off grid are still suffering from a wild west
approach to pricing in how they heat their homes. That
affects many people across my constituency and other
large rural areas. They simply do not have a choice
when prices surge. This is a tiny measure being taken
today, and more should have been done.

I mentioned the £400 support that we called for, but a
social tariff should also have been considered. There
should have been reductions, not increases, in the price
cap to help people at this juncture. Energy policy, as we
know, is fully reserved to Westminster, and it is the
Chancellor who decides whether people can afford to
put the heat on. Well, a lot of folk cannot afford to
do so.

In my constituency, and across the highlands and
islands, we produce six times more clean, cheap, renewable
energy than is needed by the people living there. The
massive bulk of that production is exported to other
parts of the nations of the UK, yet, in return, we get to
pay higher standing charges and higher unit prices in a
climate that demands that we use more to make life
bearable. We suffer the highest fuel poverty. Electricity
charges in the highlands are around 30% higher than
they are here in London, according to Ofgem. How is
that fair?

The Chancellor offered £1,000 a year off energy bills
for those living near planned new power lines and
generating equipment. The question we now ask is:
what about those already living next to and among
generating equipment? Why should they not be included
and compensated in the same way? After the long years
of this energy injustice, it must now be time to right that
wrong. The Chancellor must establish a highland energy
rebate, and, again, speed is of the essence. All of this
and more should be done, but the fact is that this place
does not act on Scotland’s needs. We have the energy,
but we do not have the power. We should have that
through independence.

On clause 27, as highlighted in the explanatory notes
to the Bill and in the Minister’s comments, we know
that the Chancellor will raise more than £200 billion
pounds a year in VAT and excise duty alone, a significant
amount of that on the back of Scotland’s food, whisky
and oil production. The Conservatives'—and now Labour’s
and the Liberal Democrats™—Brexit was supposed to
release the means to support business. Instead, all Brexit
has brought is red tape and heartache. We see the results
of that today in this debate. So let us see the Government
step forward. I am not expecting them to fulfil the wild
promises of Brexit—there is no possibility of that—but
let us see whether they can live up to a tiny amount in
the form of a VAT cut for the tourism and hospitality
sector and some support for disabled people. I agree
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with the right hon. Member for Hemel Hempstead
(Sir Mike Penning) that there should be more attention
paid to that.

The UK Government’s attempt to sell the tax measures
set out in the statement as a giveaway for working
people is beyond belief. The Office for Budget Responsibility
has been clear that the Chancellor’s decision to freeze
income tax will create 3.2 million extra taxpayers by
2028, with 2.6 million people more in higher tax bands.
This is a Tory-made cost of living crisis. The reality is
that households in Scotland are paying the price for the
UK Government’s mismanagement of the economy,
with an especially devastating impact on vulnerable
people.

The stark difference between the UK Government’s
autumn statement, and consequently the Bill, and the
Scottish Government’s Budget, which prioritises ensuring
that everyone in Scotland can have a decent standard of
living, is a timely reminder of why we need to get our
own governance. In December, a report by UNICEF
found that the UK’s child poverty rates were among the
highest in the world’s richest countries. The report
compared well-off countries’ efforts to reduce child
poverty, and the UK ranked as one of the worst-performing,
coming 37th out of the 39 nations of the EU and the
OECD.

We also know that the cost of living crisis is
disproportionately impacting disabled people. Again,
the call for a VAT cut is valid, but there was nothing in
the Chancellor’s autumn statement or the Bill that will
do anything to make it easier for those with disabilities
to get through this cost of living crisis. Indeed, the
Government seem committed to making the lives of
those with disabilities more difficult through a renewed
focus on ramping up the use of cruel benefit sanctions.
In October last year, research by Scope found that
nearly one in three disabled people face debt. James
Taylor, executive director of strategy at Scope, noted:

“When disabled people are being pushed into debt and can’t
afford to eat, stay warm or shower, it’s clear the system is broken.
These figures lay bare the fact disabled people are being hit
hardest in this crisis.”

It is utterly shameful that the UK Government have
failed to introduce measures in the autumn statement or
the Bill that would improve the lives of millions of
people who are facing poverty, and in some cases actual
destitution. The fundamental problems with the autumn
statement and the Bill are what was omitted from it.

Patrick Grady (Glasgow North) (SNP): Is this not
the problem? If we do not invest in people’s health and
wellbeing, in the long term it will cost the NHS, social
services and the Department for Work and Pensions
even more to support people as they continue to spiral
down. Does that not contrast with the preventive approach
that the Scottish Government take, with such innovations
as the baby box and the child payment?

Drew Hendry: My hon. Friend is right: the on-costs
of not doing so lead to further problems, and to higher
costs not only to the public purse but to the mental and
physical wellbeing of those who are impacted by the
cost of living crisis.

These major fiscal events serve as a tangible example
of the total mismatch between the values of the UK
Government and the people of Scotland. The things
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that the UK Government choose to spend money on
and the tax measures that they have chosen to leave out
of the Bill, such as abolishing non-dom status, are a
clear reminder of that. It is abhorrent that at the same
time as announcing cruel measures to force ill and
disabled people into work, the UK Government did not
include any provisions on making the tax system fairer.
There are countless examples of the UK Government
wasting money and then attempting to claw back the
funds by targeting groups who are the least well off. The
return to draconian measures forced on ill and disabled
people is just the latest example. The stark difference
between the Bill and the Scottish Government’s Budget,
which prioritises ensuring that everyone in Scotland can
have a decent standard of living, is a timely reminder of
why we need independence.

The SNP believes that building a strong economy
starts with giving people a decent standard of living,
and our most recent Budget reflected that, as my hon.
Friend the Member for Glasgow North (Patrick Grady)
mentioned. The Scottish Government’s Budget reflects
the people of Scotland’s shared values and speaks to the
kind of Scotland that we want to be. It is important to
remember that the Scottish Government have achieved
that against the backdrop of their very limited ability to
raise additional revenue through taxes, and having to
work largely with a fixed budget. Despite those very
difficult circumstances, the Scottish Government have
once again shown their commitment to protecting the
NHS from strikes, as well as investing in it and shielding
the most vulnerable people, as far as possible, from the
impact of regressive Westminster policies.

While the Tories have just delivered a 3% real-terms
cut to England’s NHS in their autumn statement, the
Scottish Government announced an increase to the
frontline NHS budget in real terms. They also remain
committed to helping those most impacted by the cost
of living crisis. In their Budget last month, the Scottish
Government increased the game-changing Scottish child
payment in line with inflation to £26.70 a week, giving
more support to the more than 323,000 under-16s who
receive it. They maintained their commitment to invest
£1 billion over the course of this Parliament to tackle
the poverty-related attainment gap, with £200 million to
be distributed in 2024-25. They are committed to funding
the £12-per-hour real living wage for adult and child
social care, and early learning and childcare workers in
the private, voluntary and independent sectors that
deliver funded provision. They have helped households
through the cost of living crisis by making available an
additional £144 million of funding to councils that
agree to fully fund a council tax freeze in 2024-25—the
funding equivalent of supporting a 5% increase. Those
are just the latest measures the Scottish Government
have taken to promote equality.

The Scottish Government have of course introduced
landmark policies to ensure that everyone in Scotland
has access to a decent standard of living. If Westminster
was in charge, Scotland would lose things like free
university tuition, free school meals, free period products,
free bus travel for under-22s and free childcare for three
and four-year-olds, as well as eligible two-year-olds. All
that is possible because the Scottish Government take a
different approach to a Budget than this place, and we
need to ensure that we can do that in a much more
effective way through the powers of independence.
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Nigel Huddleston: I think some hon. Members may
have tried to expand the debate strictly beyond the
scope of the measures we are debating; for understandable
reasons, [ will stick strictly to the clauses.

My right hon. Friend the Member for Hemel Hempstead
(Sir Mike Penning) made some important points about
ensuring that we take full advantage of the benefits of
leaving the European Union. Of course, we have already
made progress in that area by removing, replacing and
improving retained EU law, including revoking all direct
EU regulations in relation to customs duty, introducing
a UK tariff and domestic customs regime, introducing
VAT relief for women’s period products and for the
installation of energy-saving materials, and so on. On
the points he made regarding potential future changes
to VAT, we of course always keep tax under review. He
will forgive me for not making tax policy at the Dispatch
Box this evening, tempted as I am; that is the purpose of
key fiscal events. I will absolutely commit to meeting my
right hon. Friend, as I am always willing to listen and
hear comments.

Comments were made about encouraging the use of
greener fuels. The Government encourage the use of
renewable fuels through the renewable transport fuel
obligation, which incentivises the use of low-carbon
fuels and reduces emissions from fuels supplied for use
in transport and non-road mobile machinery. On the
point about the Court of Justice, the European Union
(Withdrawal) Act 2018 provides that Court of Justice of
the European Union judgments issued since the end of
the implementation period are not binding on UK
courts. On the point about codifying everything, trying
to codify all interpretative effects into black and white
UK law would of course be a huge endeavour and
would require a complete review of all that legislation,
taking many years and still leaving significant tax revenue
at risk.

Question put and agreed to.

Clause 25 accordingly ordered to stand part of the Bill.
Clause 27 ordered to stand part of the Bill.

The Deputy Speaker resumed the Chair.

Bill (Clauses 1 and 2, schedule 1, clause 21, schedule 12,
clauses 25, 27 and 31 to 34, and schedule 13) reported,
without amendment, and ordered to lie on the Tuable.
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Economic Activity of Public Bodies
(Overseas Matters) Bill
Third Reading
King’s consent signified.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): I must inform
the House that the reasoned amendment in the name of
Keir Starmer has been selected.

5.45 pm

The Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Housing and
Communities (Michael Gove): I beg to move, That the
Bill be now read the Third time.

I am grateful for the opportunity to move the Third
Reading of this Bill. As the House will know, this Bill
was introduced before the King’s Speech, in the last
parliamentary Session; it is a carry-over Bill. I begin by
thanking all those who took part in the consideration of
this Bill on Second Reading, in Committee and on
Report.

Inevitably, following on from its introduction, debate
around the Bill has occurred in the dark shadow of the
events of 7 October and the continuing conflict in Israel
and Gaza. That is why I want to stress, as I sought to do
on Report, my gratitude for the thoughtful way in
which every Member of this House has contributed to
debate on this Bill. While there is, I know, a difference
of opinion about the appropriateness of the measures
we are bringing forward, everyone in this House is
committed to ensuring that we act against antisemitism,
everyone in this House is committed to ensuring that we
can see a peaceful solution to the conflict in the middle
east, and everyone in this House is committed to a
two-state solution as the means by which we can bring
peace to that troubled region.

The Bill upholds a principle that was originally outlined
in our 2019 general election manifesto. During the
course of consideration of the Bill we have heard from a
number of organisations, both in Committee and in
broader public debate about the Bill, all affirming its
timeliness and importance in dealing with the continuing
and growing threat of antisemitism, and upholding the
importance of making sure that the UK Government
speak with one voice, in a united way, on behalf of all of
us, on foreign policy, as a reserved matter for the
Government.

In that context, it is important to deal with one or
two entirely understandable and legitimate concerns
that have been raised about the interplay between the
Bill itself and UK Government foreign policy. I know
some particular concerns have been raised about clause 3(7).
I assure colleagues that the clause does not contravene
in any way our foreign policy or inhibit in any way the
UK Government’s taking action if we believe there is
activity in the Occupied Palestinian Territories that
requires to be called out.

We continue to raise, as the Foreign Secretary has
recently, issues of illegal settler activity, and Lord Cameron
has been clear with the Israeli Government that the UK
Government are in profound disagreement with some
of those actions and some of that activity. I will come
on to that in just a second. I should say that the clause
does not prevent the Government establishing sanctions
or using travel bans against those who have been linked
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to blatant human right abuses. It is simply the aim of
this legislation to prevent public bodies from adopting
their own foreign policy, as such decisions should ultimately
be the remit of the Government and this House.

Several hon. Members rose—

Michael Gove: I know, given the nature of the debate
on this Bill, that a number of colleagues would like to
intervene; I will try to answer questions briefly, because
I know a number of colleagues would like to take part
in the debate.

Richard Fuller (North East Bedfordshire) (Con):
Hypotheticals are not always helpful, but I beg my right
hon. Friend’s indulgence in this hypothetical on that
particular point about the interaction between clause 3(7)
and UK foreign policy. UK foreign policy is clear that
illegal Israeli settlements in the occupied territories are
against international law. This Bill would provide that,
if a pension fund were given an investment policy for
expanding, say, an infrastructure fund proposal in the
occupied territories, it would have no moral basis for
refusing to invest, although that investment would be
expanding Israeli policies contrary to UK foreign policy.
Can the Secretary of State explain how to unpack that
so that what he has just said is what I believe is true?

Michael Gove: It is specifically the case that public
bodies, including the local government pension scheme
and local authorities, should not be taking decisions
that conflict with UK Government foreign policy, and
we are absolutely clear that it would conflict with UK
Government foreign policy if they were to engage in
freelance activity of that kind. However, it is perfectly
open to any representative, including any elected
representative, to express their personal disapproval of
the activities of the Israeli Government or any organisation
that operates within the settlements.

Richard Burgon (Leeds East) (Lab): I have been listening
carefully to what the Secretary of State is saying on that
point, but last year, the Government stated:

“The UK has a clear position on Israeli settlements in the

Occupied Palestinian Territories: they are illegal under international
law”.—][Official Report, 23 March 2023; Vol. 730, c. 412.]
To speak plainly, is not the Secretary of State ashamed
that, through this clampdown on the democratic right
to boycott, his Government are restricting the rights of
those who want to take peaceful action against violations
of international law, and are in effect siding with those
breaking international law?

Michael Gove: With respect to the hon. Gentleman,
who has taken a close personal interest in the conflict—
I appreciate the sincerity with which he raises that point—
absolutely not. There is a clear intention in the Bill,
which is to deal specifically with the boycott, divestment
and sanctions campaign and its attempts to use the
legitimacy of local government and other intermediate
institutions to undermine the UK Government’s foreign
policy. The UK Government, of whichever colour, must
speak with one voice on behalf of the whole United
Kingdom when it comes to foreign policy matters. As I
am sure the hon. Gentleman will agree, the Minister of
State, Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office,
my right hon. Friend the Member for Sutton Coldfield
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(Mr Mitchell), and the Foreign Secretary have, from
this Dispatch Box and in the other place, been clear
with the Israeli Government when they think that it is
appropriate to criticise their actions and indeed those of
individuals operating within the settlements, but there is
an important distinction to be drawn between criticism
of the Israeli Government, criticism of the acts of
particular individuals and the nature of the BDS campaign
itself.

Iam grateful to Opposition Front Benchers—although
we have our disagreements—and to Labour Friends of
Israel for making it clear that the BDS movement itself
is explicitly and regrettably antisemitic. It deliberately
sets out to argue that the state of Israel as a home for
the Jewish people should not exist.

Tom Hunt (Ipswich) (Con): I agree with the comments
that the Secretary of State has just made. Israel is pretty
much the only country that is targeted in this way
despite the fact there are a number of appalling regimes
around the world. On local authorities, does he agree
that a lot of councillors should focus on their core job
of running local services instead of virtue-signalling
and clumsily weighing in on complex international issues?

Michael Gove: Not for the first time, I entirely agree
with my hon. Friend. He summed up in that intervention
two of the critical points in the Bill. First, local government
has many important functions. Intervening in foreign
policy in a way that can exacerbate community tensions
is emphatically not one of them. Secondly, there has
been a unique focus on the state of Israel. Of course,
there are criticisms that can and should be mounted
against the state of Israel, its Government and their
activities. However, the BDS campaign singles out Israel
for special treatment. We have not seen attempts by
local government to criticise, for example, the actions of
Bashar al-Assad in Syria or a variety of other regimes
that have been targeting innocent Muslim lives.

Again, one point that was made clearly by the now
sadly departed former Chief Rabbi, Lord Sacks, was
that antisemitism is a virus that mutates over time. In
the past, it was directed towards Judaism as a faith.
Then it mutated to be directed towards the Jewish
people through direct racism. Now antisemitism finds
an expression through an attempt to deny the Jewish
people the same right of self-determination and the
same right to a homeland that we extend to all peoples.

Support for the Bill from Jewish organisations in this
country—the Jewish Leadership Council, the Board of
Deputies of British Jews and so on—has been clear, but
perhaps the most telling are the words of the Community
Security Trust, which is there to physically protect Jewish
people and communities. The CST is scrupulous in not
offering any commentary on matters in Israel and the
middle east or on foreign policy—it eschews doing so
because it recognises the diversity of views within the
Jewish community on some of those questions—but it
has said that BDS

“has a chilling impact on Jews, a modern reminder of anti-Jewish
boycotts. It also serves to legitimise the shunning of Jews from
‘decent’ society. And having been shunned...that’s a half way
house to all manner of more abusive and physical outcomes.”

When we have seen a 537% increase in antisemitic incidents,
I think it important to bear those words in mind.
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Stephen Crabb (Preseli Pembrokeshire) (Con): My
right hon. Friend is making some extremely important
points about the nature of the BDS movement. Is it not
the case that, as he says, there have been very few
examples of councils looking to use the levers available
to them to protest against other international issues? Is
that not because the whole BDS movement—in fact,
the label “BDS”—has been entirely constructed as a
weapon against the state of Israel? When we look at the
origins of the movement, we see, unfortunately, that it is
riddled from top to bottom with antisemitism.

Michael Gove: I am afraid that my right hon. Friend
is absolutely correct. Again, to be more than fair, many
prominent Labour voices have made precisely that point:
the BDS campaign, those who created it and those who
run it are very clear that they are singling out Israel.
They want to see an end to Israel as a Jewish state.

I am very conscious of the fact that a number of right
hon. and hon. Members wish to contribute to the
debate. I also want to emphasise again that a horror and
revulsion of antisemitism and prejudice of all kinds is
shared across this House, as is a determination to see
peace in the middle east. We have rehearsed the arguments,
with great contributions in Committee and on Report,
and I believe that this Bill is a targeted and proportionate
approach to dealing with a unique evil. I hope that we
will be able to support the Bill, but as I say, dissenting
voices in this House must always be heard with respect.
With that, I commend the Bill to the House.

Several hon. Members rose—

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): Order. As
everybody knows, the debate will come to a conclusion
at 6.45 pm. A number of people are trying to catch my
eye, so I am thinking that speeches should last not much
longer than three minutes, to be frank, depending on
the contributions of the Front Benchers.

5.56 pm

Angela Rayner (Ashton-under-Lyne) (Lab): I beg to
move an amendment, to leave out from “That” to the
end of the Question and add:

“this House, while opposing any discrimination or prejudice in
the economic activities of public bodies, believing that all such
bodies must act without bias or selectivity when making ethical
decisions on procurement and investment and recognising the
impact selective and biased campaigns have had on the Jewish
community in particular, declines to give a Third Reading to the
Economic Activity of Public Bodies (Oversecas Matters) Bill
because it does not effectively address the problem it rightly seeks
to solve, is incompatible with international law and UN Security
Council Resolutions, risks undermining support for groups around
the world facing persecution, includes needlessly broad and sweeping
draconian powers while placing unprecedented restrictions on
public bodies to express a view on current and proposed policy
and represents a major departure from the UK Government’s
long-established diplomatic position on the Occupied Palestinian
Territories and Golan Heights, in a way that undermines the
UKs future credibility and capacity to support diplomatic negotiations
towards a just and lasting peace in Israel and Palestine based on a
two-state solution, at a time when consistent support for that
objective is more important than ever.”

Let me start by making clear that the Labour party
completely opposes a policy of boycott, divestment and
sanctions against Israel. It is in everyone’s interest that
we find a way forward to address a genuine problem.
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Never has that been as important as it is now, at a time
of heightened tensions, fear and distress both at home
and abroad.

As such, throughout the passage of this Bill, we have
always tried to seek consensus. We do not think it
is wrong for public bodies to take ethical investment
and procurement decisions. In fact, there is a long
tradition of councils and other bodies taking stances on
such questions. However, there is a difference between
applying consistent ethical principles and legitimate
criticism of foreign Governments, and what some have
tried to do by targeting just one individual state—for
example, the world’s only Jewish state—or, worse, using
the cover of these issues to whip up prejudice or
discrimination. That is completely wrong. For the Labour
party, that will never change, and I thank the Secretary
of State for acknowledging that we share common
ground on those fundamental principles. On that basis,
I had hoped that by now we would have a Bill that
reflects that common ground.

However, unfortunately, our efforts for consensus
have been met with blanket refusal. Four times we have
come to this House with an alternative approach, and
four times Ministers have led Government Members in
voting down every single one of those proposals, seeking
not to unite the House but to divide it in every sense.
We did not want to be in this position, where the House
is being told to approve such a deeply flawed piece
of legislation, but regrettably that is where we have
ended up, because the Bill before us is indeed deeply
flawed.

The Bill contains sweeping new powers that create
more uncertainty and run counter to our international
obligations: provisions that would ban public bodies
from making procurement decisions based on a country’s
use of forced labour; a completely unprecedented clause
that makes it illegal for public bodies, many of them
directly elected, to express their view on policy; a new
power for the Secretary of State himself to call in and
interrogate those he suspects fall foul of the Bill; and, at
its heart, a measure that is incompatible with both the
Government’s own long-standing foreign policy and
international law, flying in the face of the UK’s obligations.
That is why I respectfully dispute what the Secretary of
State said in his opening remarks. Explicitly equating
Israel with the Occupied Palestinian Territories and the
Golan Heights is an unprecedented step. To my knowledge,
this wording has never appeared in British statute before,
and it seriously undermines our country’s long-standing,
consistent and cross-party support for a two-state solution,
so I could not be more disappointed.

There are moments when all sides of this House
come together to resolve the deep-seated issues facing
our communities, and this could have been one of them.
Instead, the Government have refused to listen, so as
the Bill is read a Third time, we have had to put forward
a reasoned amendment as a final plea to the Secretary
of State to reconsider. We all know that this is a highly
unusual procedure, so I want to make it clear why we
have deemed it necessary. We recognise that there is a
problem to solve and we want to solve it too, but if this
Bill means a protracted legal battle in the courts, creates
more uncertainty than it addresses or, worse, simply
fuels yet more division, it will have achieved nothing. It
could, in fact, make matters worse.
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I have no doubt that this Bill will be scrutinised and
challenged if sent to our colleagues in the other place. I
can only hope that we find further opportunities to
forge a consensus, but the Bill before the House is
simply not fit to send to them. The greatest shame is
that, in this challenging time, we had the chance to
speak with one voice against discrimination and division,
and for unity at home and lasting peace abroad, and it is
in that spirit that I urge the whole House to support our
amendment.

Several hon. Members rose—

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): Order. There
are eight Members standing, so let us start with a limit
of four minutes.

6.2 pm

Kit Malthouse (North West Hampshire) (Con): Again,
as I said on Second Reading and on Report, I speak
with a heavy heart and in some dismay, but I tell those
on my Front Bench that I will be voting against the Bill
this evening.

This Bill obviously comes at a dreadful time, as we
mourn the deaths of so many Israelis in heinous
circumstances on 7 October and the deaths of so many
Palestinians subsequently, many of whom still lie under
the rubble. The fact that we in this House would seek to
legislate against non-violent protest in such an illiberal
and draconian way seems to me tragic at this particular
point in time.

As the Secretary of State knows, there are broadly
three areas in which I and other colleagues attempted to
amend the Bill and have concerns. The first area is, as
the shadow Secretary of State pointed out, the separate
identification in the Bill of Israel, and its conflation
with the occupied territories and the Golan Heights. We
believe that contravenes our undertakings at the United
Nations and, indeed, in international law, which of
course means that the Bill will spend a lot of time in the
courts, if it eventually sees the light of day. At the same
time, that is a cause of great dismay to our allies in the
Arab world, who of course we need at the moment
more than ever to join us in seeking peace in the
dreadful conflict taking place in the middle east. That
we should undermine our own status as fair dealers, as
it were, in that part of the world seems to me an
unforced error.

The second area of serious concern is obviously the
impact on free speech. Again as the shadow Secretary
of State pointed out, it seems to me incredible that we
are putting elected officials and others in a position
where if they just stand up in certain circumstances and
say they disagree with the law, they will be committing a
criminal act. It seems to me an incredibly illiberal and
backward step that we would strike a blow against
pluralism in that way. The Bill could stand without
those restrictions on free speech, and as the Secretary of
State will know, we attempted to amend it to remove
them, but that attempt was rebuffed.

The third area is the sheer scale of the Bill’s impact
and the number of organisations that will be drawn into
it. It is not just the local government pension fund, of
which I am a member, but also every university in the
land and private sector companies that perform a public
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service of some kind and are contractors to the Government
that will be drawn in. That is important because, as the
Secretary of State will know, this subject is very litigious.
There are lawyers sympathetic to Israel and those
sympathetic to Palestine. From the Secretary of State’s
speech, it seems that the Bill is aimed squarely at that
particular conflict in this world. Lawyers on both sides
will gear up, and an industry will arise to attack, defend,
analyse and scrutinise every decision, and all these
bodies will have to take significant internal legal advice
to deal with it as well. Subjecting them all to this
enormous burden seems to me disproportionate to the
problem that the Government are trying to address.

Finally, my greatest concern is for the impact on
British Jewry. As the Secretary of State has said, he is
trying to bring this Bill in to deal with the growth in
antisemitism in the United Kingdom, but my view is
that the Bill will play entirely into the hands of the
antisemites. I imagine that this Bill will be manna to
those rotten social media groups and WhatsApp groups
that espouse conspiracy theories about Israel and the
Jewish community. They will see this, as Jonathan
Freedland—

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): Order. I call
the SNP spokesperson, with no time limit.

6.6 pm

Chris Stephens (Glasgow South West) (SNP): It is a
real pleasure to follow the right hon. Member for North
West Hampshire (Kit Malthouse). I hope that other
Members listened to his contribution and what he had
to say, because I share his concerns about using domestic
legislation in this Bill to deviate from Foreign Office
policy. That is the clear concern that many of us have.

In an exchange with the hon. Member for Caerphilly
(Wayne David) when we explored this matter in Committee,
we talked about what the actual foreign policy is. The
Bill, as it is currently constructed, clearly conflates Israel,
the Occupied Palestinian Territories and the Golan
Heights, yet the UK Government’s guidance on overseas
business risk states:

“The UK has a clear position on Israeli settlements: The West
Bank, including East Jerusalem, Gaza and the Golan Heights
have been occupied by Israel since 1967. Settlements are illegal
under international law, constitute an obstacle to peace and
threaten a two-state solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”

The concern we have is that the Bill is less than subtle
as a change, if not to direct policy then certainly in
emphasis. Equating Israel and the occupied territories
is unique in any legislation, let alone in a statement, and
it questions the UK’s long-established, cross-party support
for a two-state solution based on 1967 borders.

As a party, we believe that the Bill is also an assault
on Westminster’s devolution settlements, not just for
the Scottish Parliament but for the Welsh Senedd. The
legislation undermines devolution and restricts the ability
of public bodies to make their own moral judgment on
matters of human rights and climate consciousness.

I heard the Secretary of State argue that public
bodies should not deviate from foreign policy. As we
have discovered in this debate and in all the debates we
have had, in 1981, City of Glasgow District Council—a
Labour-led local authority—gave Nelson Mandela the
freedom of the city of Glasgow. It also encouraged the
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boycotting of South African goods and services, but
Foreign Office policy at the time was not to support
sanctions on the apartheid South African regime, so the
question again is: could Glasgow District Council in
1981 have awarded Nelson Mandela the freedom of the
city of Glasgow, and would it have been allowed to
encourage the boycott of South African goods and
services, under this Bill? If the Bill had been in place
then, the answer to that question would be no.

Tommy Sheppard (Edinburgh East) (SNP): My hon.
Friend is doing a great job of putting on record the
SNP’s opposition to this foul piece of legislation. Does
he think it is particularly distasteful and grotesque that
the Bill is coming at this time and that the UK Government’s
only legislative response to what is happening in the
middle east is to try to bring forward proposals to stifle
criticism of Israel, when it is clear and there is so much
evidence that Israel stands facing charges of breaching
international law and breaching the Geneva convention?
Surely most right-minded people in this country who
believe in decency and fairness will think that this is the
wrong thing at the wrong time.

Chris Stephens: I thank my hon. Friend for that
intervention. I think many Members have a concern
about whether it is appropriate to proceed with the Bill
at this moment in time. Other Members may wish to
state that when they get the opportunity to speak.

The Bill extends to devolved Governments and local
authorities in the devolved nations; because procurement
and investment by public bodies are not reserved matters,
it would appear to breach the Sewel convention if the
devolved legislatures do not agree. I note that the Scottish
Parliament has not provided legislative consent to the Bill.

We are also concerned that public bodies will not be
able to make decisions about environmental protections.
For example, Friends of the Earth has said that the
Bill will

“prevent public bodies from divesting from fossil fuel, as well as
diverting their money away from inadvertently funding human rights
abuses abroad, such as modern slavery in corporate supply chains.”

Labour rights would also not be allowed to be considered.
Poor workers’ rights are not restricted to any one region
of the world—we see them from China to Colombia,
from Bangladesh to Angola, from Cambodia to Qatar
and from Mexico to Romania—and, according to the
World Economic Forum, the abuse of workers’ rights
around the world reached a record high in 2022. I
believe that when public bodies make funding arrangements
for procurement or anything else, they should be allowed
to consider labour rights. Our concern is that the Bill
does not allow that to happen.

I want to make it clear—as I have at every stage of
the Bill—that the Scottish National party is concerned
that antisemitism is on the rise around the world. We
must not look away, and we must call it out whenever
we see it. Antisemitism is a truly global and iniquitous
poison. The Bill does not address the very epidemic of
rising antisemitism that the Government claim they
want to tackle. We are also concerned that the Government
have ignored the evidence and concerns that many
organisations have put forward about the Bill. The Balfour
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Project, the trade union Unison—of which I am proud
to be a member—the Union of Jewish Students and
Jews for Justice for Palestinians have all provided good
evidence on their concerns about the Bill, but I am
afraid they have not been taken on board by the
Government when we have considered these matters.

The Government have rejected sensible amendments.
Some of us have real concerns about clause 3 and very
real concerns about clause 4. I never thought I would
ever say it, and I am having to say again that I seek the
removal of clause 4. The Government rejected amendments
to protect devolution and other public bodies, and
amendments to ensure compatibility with human rights.
The changing of foreign policy, the impinging on the
rights of devolved institutions and other public bodies,
the ignoring of the evidence and the rejecting of sensible
amendments are the key reasons why the Bill does not
deserve a Third Reading.

Several hon. Members rose—

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): Order. There
will be a three-minute limit until the end of the debate.

6.13 pm

Theresa Villiers (Chipping Barnet) (Con): I support
the Bill and urge others to do so as well. But I also want
to emphasise that I very much respect the views of those
who have concerns about how it will operate in practice,
and I know that all Members of the House, whatever
their views on the Bill, remain committed to a peaceful
settlement and a negotiated two-state solution.

I have just returned from a visit to Israel, which will
appear in the next publication of the Register of Members’
Financial Interests, and I believe strongly that we should
be backing Israel, not boycotting it. It has had to take
military action to defend itself from a vile and repulsive
terrorist attack in which more than 1,000 people lost
their lives.

Last week I visited an exhibition in Tel Aviv about
the Nova music festival, where hundreds of young
people were gunned down. The displays of shoes, clothes
and bags were chillingly reminiscent of Yad Vashem
and the piles of belongings taken from Jewish people on
arrival at the death camps. We can be in no doubt that
the BDS movement is divisive and damaging: it rejects a
two-state solution and consistently opposes efforts to
bring Israelis and Palestinians together. As the Government
have stated again this evening, BDS activities drive
antisemitism. I am especially concerned about the impact
of Israel boycotts on campus, where anti-Israel hatred
so often morphs into racist treatment of Jewish students.
It is entirely unacceptable for Jewish students to feel
unable to be open about their faith or identity for fear
of reprisals and harassment.

Furthermore, foreign policy is the responsibility of
Government. It is, and always has been, a reserved
power. There is no need or justification for universities,
local authorities or other public bodies to run their own
foreign policy. If sanctions or boycotts need to be
imposed, that is a decision to be made in this House at a
national level.

In conclusion, this important Bill, at a very difficult
time, tackles a very serious problem. I commend it to
the House and I hope my colleagues will back it.
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6.16 pm

Layla Moran (Oxford West and Abingdon) (LD): It
is with a heavy heart, again, that I am participating in
today’s debate. Throughout December, alongside the
Pope and the Archbishop of Canterbury, I sought to
shed light on the suffering of Christians in Gaza city,
who include my own family. Let me express sincere
gratitude to Members across the House who have
approached me in the last few days to ask how they are.
Although the media attention mitigated the immediate
dangers, the plight of Gaza’s residents persists—Iliving
hand to mouth, drinking unclean water and wondering
how on earth the world is letting this happen. I am
equally concerned about the impact on the streets in the
UK. We are seeing a rise in antisemitism and anti-Muslim
hate, which is unacceptable and must be called out.

Liz Saville Roberts (Dwyfor Meirionnydd) (PC): 1,
too, extend my sympathies to the hon. Lady and her
family. My own council Cyngor Gwynedd called for an
immediate ceasefire last month. Echoing people’s concerns,
it condemned both Hamas violence and Israel’s
disproportionate attacks on civilians. The Senedd has
also called for a ceasefire. The Bill will restrict members
of Welsh democratic institutions from voicing their
views, and I am sure the hon. Lady agrees that such
restriction on free speech is a threat to our democracy
across the nations of the United Kingdom.

Layla Moran: 1 absolutely agree. The Bill does not
respect directly elected bodies and those representatives.
The issue is also about the timing. The death toll in
Gaza now exceeds 22,000, and over 100 Israeli hostages
remain. I do not put those numbers side by side to
compare, because every single individual lost or missing
is a tragedy. The humanitarian situation has reached
new depths. A doctor constituent of mine who is working
in Gaza said that he has seen preventable deaths due to
staff shortages, and the medical system has totally
collapsed. We now have injured with nowhere to go.

Tomorrow, the International Court of Justice will
consider South Africa’s case on Israel’s alleged violations
and obligations under the genocide convention. I am
sure I need not remind this House that it was precisely
local government-led interventions here in the UK—which
would be outlawed under the Bill—that pressured the
Thatcher Government to add their support to the people
of South Africa. Yesterday, the Foreign Secretary said
that he did not agree with the ICJ case and

“I do not think we should bandy around terms like genocide”.

South Africa is not bandying around terms. The ICJ is
precisely the court in which those allegations should be
looked at. The principle is simple: the UK should not
pre-judge the outcome of the legal case. It should back
the process and the court itself full-throatedly.

I end by simply saying that the Liberal Democrats
will continue to advocate for an immediate bilateral
ceasefire, securing hostage release, delivering aid and
working towards that precious two-state solution. Our
response to this war will be judged by history. In a
fractured world where democracies need to be strengthened
and the international rules-based order helped, the Bill
undermines local government, damages our global standing
and divides our streets. This place should be a place
where we unite, not divide people. Frankly, the Liberal
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Democrats believe that this debate should not be happening.
We stand with humanity and peace, and it is for that
reason that we will be voting against the Bill today.

6.20 pm

Sir Michael Ellis (Northampton North) (Con): The
Government’s introduction of the Bill is welcome and 1
support it. It was in a Conservative party manifesto
years ago, and we have a mandate and an obligation to
pass it. This legislation will finally stop public bodies
from wrongfully pursuing their own independent foreign
policy agenda, which have almost exclusively been the
result of divisive, antisemitic partisan campaigns pursued
by the antisemitic BDS movement. Of course, as has
already been mentioned, that is a movement whose
executive board, the BDS national committee, is a coalition
of proscribed terrorist groups, including Hamas. So 1
support the Bill.

The boycott movement has undeniably succeeded,
sadly, up to this point in its chilling and racist effects.
Who can forget the loathsome policy—frankly, it
was reminiscent of 20th century fascism—of West
Dunbartonshire Council in 2011, when its libraries
banned new book volumes printed or published in the
Jewish state? Yes, it banned Jewish books. Allied Universal,
the parent company of G4S, sold a business in Israel
following pressure from the movement. In a series of
councils across England, Scotland and Wales, including
Leicester City Council, Swansea City Council and Gwynedd
Council, motions were passed banning imports from
Israel. They are inherently discriminatory and a breach
of our World Trade Organisation obligations. Those
councils are an embarrassment to this country and they
should have been ashamed of their racism.

The supreme irony is that Palestinian and Israeli
businesses in the region condemn the movement. If
anyone takes the trouble to listen to the leaders of those
businesses, they are instead seeking bilateralism. Nearly
100,000 Palestinians are employed by Israeli companies.
Their workforces receive higher wages and enjoy greater
protections than elsewhere in the Palestinian economy
and its equivalents across the middle east. Regrettably,
the BDS movement strengthens extremists and weakens
moderates, which is why it has even opposed peaceful
coexistence projects, such as Heartbeat and OneVoice,
that bring Israelis and Palestinians together.

Speaking as a former Attorney General, I assure the
House that the ban will not apply to individuals or
private organisations where they are not carrying out
public functions. That is testimony to the Government’s
respect for freedom of speech.

Richard Graham (Gloucester) (Con): My right hon.
and learned Friend has confirmed that the Bill will not
apply to individuals, which is absolutely right and reassuring.
Does he agree that it is also vital that the Bill should not
be seen to interfere in any way with British Government
policy on the illegal activity by Israeli settlers in the
Occupied Palestinian Territories, or indeed the sanctions
that the Government have already applied against some
of them?

Sir Michael Ellis: I am grateful for that question and
I think the Secretary of State has answered it in the
affirmative. The Bill will not change the UK’s approach
to the middle east peace process or its position on
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settlements, and nor should it: whichever Government
happen to be in power, it is only right that this House
and the Executive of this country make those sorts of
decisions. It will, however, strengthen the Government’s
diplomatic hand by rightfully returning the powers that
have gradually been siphoned away by local authorities,
third-tier councils and the rest of it, encourage peaceful
coexistence and fulfil our manifesto commitment.

The Bill will push back against the malevolent anti-
western forces of Hamas. It is those that threaten our
way of life and dissolve our security. It is that movement
that has been abetting malicious international forces in
Tehran and in the Kremlin. It is for those reasons that
the House not only has a responsibility but a fundamental
duty to vote for the Bill today.

Several hon. Members rose—

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): Order. I shall
be calling the Secretary of State to wind up the debate
no later than 6.42 pm, and the Division will take place
at 6.45 pm.

6.24 pm

Claudia Webbe (Leicester East) (Ind): As we have
already heard, the Bill is largely an explicit reaction to
the success of Leicester City Council in defeating legal
attempts in 2018 to force it to end its boycott of goods
from illegal Israeli settlements until Israel complies with
international law and ends its illegal occupation. Arguably,
Leicester’s stance has been thoroughly vindicated by
events over the last few months, during which Israel has
launched what South Africa and many United Nations
bodies have called “genocidal acts” on Gaza, which
have also killed hundreds in the west bank and the
Occupied Palestinian Territories, while protecting Israeli
settlers as they beat and even kill Palestinians trying to
go about their peaceful lives.

While Leicester and other councils have been shown
to be doing the right thing, the Government have found
themselves yet again on the wrong side of the issue,
backing the oppressor against the oppressed and giving
the Israeli regime licence to kill tens of thousands.
Many of my constituents back the council’s actions and
bitterly oppose Israel’s war crimes against Palestinians,
and the illegal settlements whose proliferation has only
accelerated. The Bill would prevent Leicester and councils
like it from carrying out the will of the voters who elected
them, tying the hands of the principled and enforcing
the will of a Government who have shown that they
prize geopolitical and economic ends above the lives of
tens of thousands of innocent children, women, teachers,
doctors, aid workers and journalists. It is a Bill designed
to hobble democracy and decency. It subjugates local
British democracy to the actions and wishes of a foreign
occupying power. It is clearly also intended to circumvent
the will of the court, given that Leicester comprehensively
won its case against those trying to overturn its boycott.

The Conservatives appear to have little regard for
South Africa’s forensically compiled case against Israel,
which has invoked the Convention on the Prevention
and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide at the
International Court of Justice. Tomorrow that case will
begin to be heard at The Hague. A boycott, divestment
and sanctions campaign lasting almost three decades
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was a vital factor in the bringing down of South African
apartheid. South Africa knows all about the power of
such a peaceful but resolute campaign, and is uniquely
well placed to bring a case to the International Court of
Justice, invoking the genocide convention against Israel.
However, despite having only six weeks ago appended
their signature to Gambia’s genocide case at the
International Court of Justice against Myanmar, specifically
because of Myanmar’s treatment of children—

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The hon. Lady’s time
is up.

6.27 pm

David Simmonds (Ruislip, Northwood and Pinner)
(Con): There is about £70 billion of local government
spending in the UK, which is a very significant economic
factor. It is entirely right that, in a context where local
authorities have their remit within the Public Services
(Social Value) Act 2012 and the most advantageous
tender rules, introduced by the Department for Levelling
Up, Housing and Communities, they are able to ensure
that that money is spent in a way that fully expresses
their ambitions and the aspirations and views of their
local communities. Clearly we need to ensure—and this
is why I support the Bill so strongly—that we have
appropriate limits when there are risks that that will
stray into causing real, serious division and interfere
with what is more appropriately national policy.

During my time at the Local Government Association,
Iengaged in a good deal of effort working with the local
government friends of Israel group and observing the
massive amount of BDS lobbying of local councillors. |
must pay tribute to our local government counterparts.
Overwhelmingly, despite that pressure, they took the
view that this was not an appropriate course of action,
and that in fact they should ensure that the concerns
and aspirations of their residents were front and centre
rather than engaging with international campaigns that
were both beyond their remit and at risk of conflicting
with the more broadly expressed objectives of the country.

We should not forget—this is why what the Secretary
of State said about retaining the capacity for freedom
of speech is so important—that we have counterparts in
local government who are specifically elected on an
international platform. For example, many will recall
Justice for Kashmir, later the People’s Justice party,
which became a significant force in the politics of
Birmingham City Council. It was specifically elected on
an international law issue. Later, its members joined the
Liberal Democrats. Clearly, communities felt that the
issue was so important that they were prepared to elect
local councillors on that platform.

As a Member who represents a diverse constituency
and who has heard a lot from people on both sides of
this debate, [ want to finish by saying that the incredibly
bitter divisions that have arisen about the Bill and other
issues are not seen and felt by my constituents in
day-to-day life. When a local Muslim charity wanted a
base, it found one in St John’s church. When it wanted
to raise funds to purchase its own permanent base, the
local synagogue spoke out in support of that. There is a
real sense of solidarity among our communities, regardless
of faith or any other element of diversity in their
backgrounds. We need to ensure that BDS, which solely
targets the state of Israel, is restricted from inflicting
any further damage on our communities.
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6.30 pm

Andy Slaughter (Hammersmith) (Lab): This is a bad
Bill both in intent and in the methods that it adopts,
which are harmful to Britain’s reputation around the
world, to human rights, to the proper conduct of state
actors and corporations, to citizens’ freedom of speech
and to the actions of public and elected bodies. It has
nothing to recommend it. It aims to prevent any boycott
and to affect the right of public bodies, especially those
that are elected, to consider factors beyond commercial
procurement and investment decisions, such as ethical
factors, which are often also commercially sensible factors.
It neuters the exercise of choice by pension funds,
employees and citizens. It constricts the freedom of
expression of religious groups, trade unions and elected
councillors. It proscribes freedom of speech in a draconian
way, which sets an unfortunate precedent.

Matt Western (Warwick and Leamington) (Lab): Does
my hon. Friend share concerns that clause 4 may contradict
the Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act 2023
and go against the academic freedom that is enjoyed on
university campuses?

Andy Slaughter: I do not think it is lost on any hon.
Member that the Bill flatly contradicts the Government’s
rhetoric on freedom of speech in a most draconian way.

The so-called exceptions require actions to be unlawful
before action can be taken, but we know how difficult it
is for foreign states to have convictions against them in
that way. The Government produced no evidence, only
assertion, to support the provisions.

The Bill fails every test. It weakens human rights
protections for persecuted groups around the world,
from the Rohingya to the Uyghurs. It particularly fails
Israel and Palestine. It singles out Israel for special
treatment. In the words of Daniel Levy, the respected
commentator and former Israeli negotiator when talking
to MPs earlier today, the Bill demands a lower, not a
higher standard of Israel. It does not distinguish between
Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Singling
out Israel and conflating Israel and the OPT breaks the
consensus that both main parties have maintained under
successive Governments.

The subject of settlements often comes up. For example,
the right hon. Member for North West Hampshire
(Kit Malthouse) and I raised it in the urgent question
earlier this week. Why, at a time when Foreign Office
guidance advises against investment in settlements, when
the Government have rightly spoken out about settlements
being reintroduced in Gaza and rightly talked about
sanctions against violent settlers, do the Government
try to prevent, through the Bill, any action from being
taken against settlements that are illegal under international
law? A ban on settlement goods or investment in settlements
is not the same in any respect as a boycott. The Government
constantly dodge that issue, and they need to deal with
it. The signals that they are sending out are entirely
contradictory.

I hope that the Bill will be defeated. If it is not
defeated and the reasoned amendment is not accepted
tonight, I hope that we will return to the issue in the
other place and that the Bill will not see the light of day
before a general election. It certainly should not. It
would be a shameful legacy, even for this Government.
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6.35 pm

Nicola Richards (West Bromwich East) (Con): I thank
my right hon. Friend the Secretary of State for Levelling
Up, Housing and Communities for bringing forward
this landmark Bill. The Government should be applauded
for taking such strong action.

The Bill’s intention to promote community cohesion
should be endorsed by all Members of this House,
especially when antisemitism has sharply risen here in
the UK since 7 October, the day that saw the most
deaths of Jewish people since the holocaust, in a horrendous
massacre committed by the Hamas terrorist group. Jews
worldwide have suffered anti-Jewish hatred in response
to that slaughter.

Before Israel had even responded, before Israel and
its allies could even fathom the full extent of the utter
horror sown by Hamas, demonstrators filled the streets
of London to celebrate Hamas’s attack. Flags flown in
solidarity with our ally Israel were vandalised. In the
two months from 7 October to 13 December. the CST
recorded 2,098 antisemitic incidents here in the UK,
dwarfing the 800 incidents recorded in the first nine
months of 2023.

Jewish businesses have been targeted, as well as businesses
with any small connection to Jewish owners or the
Jewish state. Social media is rife with long lists of
companies to boycott, just because the BDS movement
does not like the people who run them. Intimidating
protests have taken place outside the likes of Zara and
McDonald’s. Young children have been taunted after
enjoying their Happy Meal at the fast food chain and,
in one incident, rodents were released into a McDonald’s
chain in Birmingham, in my neighbouring constituency.

Jewish students have been boycotted, with university
societies and Sunday league football clubs refusing to
play against Jewish players and societies. BDS targets
not only businesses but people. It is appalling that
publicly funded bodies would give succour to such
division and extremism.

Yesterday, I held a Westminster Hall debate on the
increase in antisemitic offences, and I was pleased to
hear colleagues’ commitment to stamping out anti-Jewish
hatred on the streets of the UK. That commitment to
reducing antisemitism will be helped by voting in favour
of this Bill today.

The BDS movement is antisemitic. The movement is
against peace and normalisation. It calls for the eradication
of Israel, the world’s only Jewish state. The Anti-Defamation
League reports that BDS campaigns frequently include
antisemitic tropes of Jewish power and dual loyalty, as
well as accusing the Jewish people and Israel of being
culpable for crises across the globe. BDS activity advanced
by public bodies has legitimised and driven antisemitism
in the UK. By exclusively targeting Israel and singling
out Jewish people in the UK, it has created divisions
that our society needs to be repaired.

This is our opportunity to reassure the Jewish community
and show them our support. BDS unfairly targets Jewish
businesses and people, as well as Palestinians who work
for Israeli companies—I have spoken about that before.
At a time when we strive for peace in the middle east,
BDS inflames tensions and rejects co-existence. I stand
in full support of this Bill and of the Jewish community
here in the UK and abroad.
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6.38 pm

Alison Thewliss (Glasgow Central) (SNP): I oppose
this anti-boycott Bill on several points. It is difficult to
see its timing as anything other than a cynical move by
the UK Government. The Secretary of State talks
about support for community cohesion and a peaceful
two-state solution, but this Bill does nothing to achieve
either. Instead, it will seriously curtail our civil liberties
and undermine devolution. If the volume of correspondence
I have received on this Bill is any indication, the people
of Glasgow, as ever, see right through the Tories.

My hon. Friend the Member for Glasgow South
West (Chris Stephens) mentioned the granting of the
freedom of the city of Glasgow to Nelson Mandela. In
1986, Glasgow District Council renamed St George’s
Place as Nelson Mandela Place as a mark of the city’s
solidarity with Nelson Mandela, who was still imprisoned
at the time. The point was that the South African
consulate was located on the street and was forced to
use an address bearing the name of South Africa’s most
high-profile political prisoner.

This act of international resistance would simply not
have been possible if this legislation had been in place
in 1986 as, at that time, the UK Government were still
refusing to condemn apartheid. Who would want to
speak with one voice when that was what the UK
Government were saying on Scotland’s behalf? Indeed,
even discussion of such an act would have been unlikely
to take place under clause 4’s gagging effect. According
to Liberty:

“In practice, a public body seeking to comply with the Bill is
likely to take steps to distance itself from anything which suggests
that it holds any political or moral views as to the conduct of
foreign states, for fear that it could be found to be in breach of the
ban or the related prohibition on statements.”

This legislation will undoubtedly alter the executive
competence of Scottish Ministers and should be opposed
by all of those who value devolution.

The provisions in this Bill are disproportionate and,
frankly, unnecessary. The Bill hands sweeping powers to
the Secretary of State and the Treasury to request
information from the devolved Administrations to assess
whether a breach of the boycott ban or gagging clause
has occurred and to impose a compliance notice. This is
a huge overstep. There are already significant protections
in Scottish procurement legislation for bidders from
countries where a relevant trade agreement exists. It is
not clear what problem the UK Government are trying
to fix with this Bill. Worse, the Bill makes it unlawful for
Scottish Ministers even to publish a statement that they
would have acted in a certain way if not curtailed by
these measures. The legislative consent memorandum
published by the Deputy First Minister describes this as
an “assault on democratic expression”.

As we head into an election year, the Prime Minister
is affirming that the legacy he and his predecessors will
leave behind will be one of a democracy in tatters, faith
in public institutions annihilated and our hard-won
rights stripped bare. It is increasingly the case that the
only hope left for people in Scotland to protect our
democratic freedoms is the hope of an independent
Scotland.

Mr Deputy Speaker (Mr Nigel Evans): I call Miriam
Cates, to speak until 6.42 pm.
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6.41 pm

Miriam Cates (Penistone and Stocksbridge) (Con): 1
support this legislation, but I find it very sad that we
need it. When I first heard about the holocaust as a
child at school, I was shocked. I was shocked at the
scale of the evil, the horror of what happened to the
Jews and the fact that it could have been allowed to
happen. As an adult, I have visited Yad Vashem, Auschwitz
and the forests in Poland where thousands upon thousands
of Jews, including children, were murdered in cold
blood by Nazi soldiers because they were Jews.

No one walks away from those sites in any doubt
about the potential consequences of antisemitism, but
one thing I was sure of before 7 October was that that
would never happen again. Surely the world—this country,
at least—is alive to the consequences of anti-Jewish
attitudes, to the importance of not tolerating antisemitism
and to the need for Israel, an Israel that has the same
right to exist and to defend itself as any other sovereign
nation. But now I am not so convinced that we have
learned the lessons of antisemitism. Polling shows shocking
levels of support for Hamas among young people here
and in the United States. That is being driven by social
media, but it is also being fostered—

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. With the leave of the
House, I call the Secretary of State.

6.42 pm

Michael Gove: Thank you very much, Mr Deputy
Speaker. I would like to thank everyone who has spoken
on Third Reading, including my hon. Friend the Member
for Penistone and Stocksbridge (Miriam Cates), who
was articulating the vital importance of recognising
where antisemitism begins and where it ends. I also wish
to thank those who spoke powerfully from a personal
point of view: my right hon. Friend the Member for
Chipping Barnet (Theresa Villiers), who has only recently
returned from Israel, of which she has been such a
strong friend and supporter, and the hon. Member for
Oxford West and Abingdon (Layla Moran). Our heart
goes out to not only her family, but all those suffering in
Gaza at the moment.

I wish briefly to address one misconception, which is
that this Bill acts as an effective restraint—a gagging
clause—on free speech. The hon. Member for
Hammersmith (Andy Slaughter) talked of faith groups
being silenced and so on. As the explanatory notes
make clear, individuals are in no way prohibited from
expressing their view, however disagreeable we might
find it, on the conflict in Israel and Gaza, or from
expressing a view, which I would abhor, that the state of
Israel should not exist. What is clear is that only public
authorities, not individuals, are governed by this Bill.
The hon. Member for Warwick and Leamington
(Matt Western) rightly drew attention to the importance
of freedom of speech, not least on campus and with
academic freedom at its heart. I can reassure him, and
he can be reassured, that whatever other misgivings he
has about this BIill, it is not a direct assault on the
principle of free speech. It is simply, clearly and tightly
drawn in order to ensure that public bodies, public
authorities, cannot abuse the position that has been
vested in them as corporate bodies to more broadly
undermine the foreign policy of the UK or, particularly
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in this case, as has been pointed out by a number of
hon. Members and indeed by the Opposition Front-Bench
team, to give succour to an explicitly antisemitic campaign.
Again, I stress there will be different opinions across the
House about the best way of securing Israel and of
securing freedom for the Palestinians. The fact that
debates are so intense in this House reflects the care and
passion that so many Members bring to that debate.

However, the Bill is explicitly about making sure that
citizens in the United Kingdom, who have been targeted
by explicitly antisemitic campaigns, get the protection
for which the organisations that stand up for them have
been asking. In the spirit of the Community Security
Trust, the Board of Deputies of British Jews and the
Jewish Leadership Council, I hope that as many Members

as possible—

Liz Saville Roberts (Dwyfor Meirionnydd) (PC): On
that point, will the Secretary of State give way?

Michael Gove: I will not as I have only seconds left. I
hope that as many Members as possible will feel that
they can support the legislation.

6.45 pm

More than one hour having elapsed since the commencement
of proceedings on the first motion, the Deputy Speaker
put the Questions necessary for the disposal of the business
to be concluded at that time ( Order, 25 October ). Question
put, That the amendment be made.

The House divided: Ayes 228, Noes 284.

Division No. 40]

[6.45 pm

AYES

Abbott, rh Ms Diane (Proxy
vote cast by Bell Ribeiro-
Addy)

Abrahams, Debbie

Ali, Rushanara

Ali, Tahir

Allin-Khan, Dr Rosena

Amesbury, Mike

Anderson, Fleur

Antoniazzi, Tonia

Ashworth, rh Jonathan

Bardell, Hannah

Barker, Paula

Beckett, rh Margaret

Begum, Apsana

Benn, rh Hilary

Betts, Mr Clive

Black, Mhairi

Blackford, rh lan

Blake, Olivia

Blomfield, Paul

Bonnar, Steven

Bradshaw, rh Mr Ben

Brennan, Kevin

Brock, Deidre

Brown, Alan

Brown, rh Mr Nicholas

Buck, Ms Karen

Burgon, Richard

Butler, Dawn (Proxy vote cast
by Florence Eshalomi)

Byrne, lan

Byrne, rh Liam

Cadbury, Ruth

Callaghan, Amy (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)

Campbell, rh Sir Alan

Carden, Dan

Carmichael, rh Mr Alistair

Chamberlain, Wendy

Champion, Sarah

Chapman, Douglas

Cherry, Joanna

Cooper, Daisy

Cooper, rh Yvette

Cowan, Ronnie

Crawley, Angela (Proxy vote
cast by Owen Thompson)

Creasy, Stella

Cruddas, Jon

Cryer, John

Cummins, Judith

Daby, Janet

Dalton, Ashley

David, Wayne

Davies-Jones, Alex

De Cordova, Marsha

Debbonaire, Thangam

Dhesi, Mr Tanmanjeet Singh

Dixon, Samantha

Docherty-Hughes, Martin

Dodds, Anneliese

Dorans, Allan (Proxy vote cast
by Marion Fellows)

Doughty, Stephen

Dowd, Peter

Dyke, Sarah

Eagle, Dame Angela
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Eagle, rh Maria
Eastwood, Colum
Edwards, Jonathan
Edwards, Sarah
Efford, Clive

Elliott, Julie

Elmore, Chris
Eshalomi, Florence
Esterson, Bill
Evans, Chris
Fellows, Marion
Fletcher, Colleen
Flynn, Stephen
Foord, Richard
Fovargue, Yvonne
Foxcroft, Vicky

Foy, Mary Kelly
Furniss, Gill
Gardiner, Barry
Gibson, Patricia
Grady, Patrick
Grant, Peter

Green, Sarah
Greenwood, Margaret
Griffith, Dame Nia
Haigh, Louise
Hamilton, Fabian
Hamilton, Mrs Paulette
Hanna, Claire
Hardy, Emma
Harris, Carolyn
Hayes, Helen
Healey, rh John
Hendrick, Sir Mark
Hendry, Drew
Hillier, Dame Meg
Hobhouse, Wera
Hollern, Kate
Hopkins, Rachel
Huq, Dr Rupa
Hussain, Imran
Jardine, Christine
Jarvis, Dan
Johnson, rh Dame Diana
Jones, Gerald
Jones, rh Mr Kevan
Jones, Ruth

Jones, Sarah

Kane, Mike

Keeley, Barbara
Kendall, Liz

Khan, Afzal
Kinnock, Stephen
Lake, Ben

Lammy, rh Mr David
Lavery, lan
Leadbeater, Kim
Lewell-Buck, Mrs Emma
Lightwood, Simon
Linden, David

Lord, Mr Jonathan
Lucas, Caroline
Lynch, Holly
MacAskill, Kenny
MacNeil, Angus Brendan
Madders, Justin
Mahmood, Mr Khalid
Mahmood, Shabana
Malhotra, Seema
Maskell, Rachael
Mather, Keir

Mc Nally, John

McCarthy, Kerry
McDonagh, Dame Siobhain
McDonald, Stewart Malcolm
McDonald, Stuart C.
McDonnell, rh John
McFadden, rh Mr Pat
McKinnell, Catherine
McLaughlin, Anne
McMahon, Jim
Mearns, lan
Mishra, Navendu
Monaghan, Carol
Moran, Layla
Morden, Jessica
Morgan, Helen
Morgan, Stephen
Morris, Grahame
Murray, lan
Murray, James
Newlands, Gavin
Nichols, Charlotte
Nicolson, John (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)
Norris, Alex
O’Hara, Brendan
Olney, Sarah
Onwurah, Chi
Oppong-Asare, Abena
Osamor, Kate
Osborne, Kate
Oswald, Kirsten
Owatemi, Taiwo (Proxy vote
cast by Chris Elmore)
Owen, Sarah
Peacock, Stephanie
Pennycook, Matthew
Phillips, Jess
Powell, Lucy
Qaisar, Ms Anum
Qureshi, Yasmin
Rayner, rh Angela
Rees, Christina
Reeves, Ellie
Reynolds, Jonathan
Ribeiro-Addy, Bell
Rimmer, Ms Marie
Rodda, Matt
Russell-Moyle, Lloyd
Saville Roberts, rh Liz
Shah, Naz
Shanks, Michael
Sharma, Mr Virendra
Sheerman, Mr Barry
Sheppard, Tommy
Siddiq, Tulip
Slaughter, Andy
Smith, Alyn
Smith, Cat
Smith, Jeff
Smith, Nick
Sobel, Alex
Spellar, rh John
Stephens, Chris
Stevens, Jo
Stone, Jamie
Strathern, Alistair
Stringer, Graham
Sultana, Zarah
Tami, rh Mark
Tarry, Sam
Thewliss, Alison
Thomas, Gareth
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Thomas-Symonds, rh Nick
Thompson, Owen
Thomson, Richard
Thornberry, rh Emily
Timms, rh Sir Stephen
Trickett, Jon

Turner, Karl

Twigg, Derek

Twist, Liz

Vaz, rh Valerie
Webbe, Claudia
West, Catherine
Western, Matt
Whitehead, Dr Alan

Whitford, Dr Philippa (Proxy
vote cast by Marion
Fellows)

Whittome, Nadia

Wilson, Munira

Winter, Beth

Wishart, Pete

Wragg, Mr William

Yasin, Mohammad

Zeichner, Daniel

Tellers for the Ayes:
Mary Glindon and
Andrew Western

NOES
Afolami, Bim Colburn, Elliot
Afriyie, Adam Collins, Damian
Aiken, Nickie Costa, Alberto

Aldous, Peter

Allan, Lucy (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Anderson, Lee

Anderson, Stuart (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Andrew, rh Stuart

Ansell, Caroline

Argar, rh Edward

Atherton, Sarah

Atkins, rh Victoria

Bacon, Gareth

Bacon, Mr Richard

Badenoch, rh Kemi

Bailey, Shaun

Baillie, Siobhan

Baker, Duncan

Baker, rh Mr Steve

Baldwin, Harriett

Barclay, rh Steve

Baynes, Simon

Bell, Aaron

Beresford, Sir Paul

Bhatti, Saqib

Blackman, Bob

Bottomley, Sir Peter

Bowie, Andrew

Bradley, rh Dame Karen

Brady, rh Sir Graham

Braverman, rh Suella

Brereton, Jack

Brine, Steve

Browne, Anthony

Bruce, Fiona

Buchan, Felicity

Burghart, Alex

Cairns, rh Alun

Carter, Andy

Cartlidge, James

Cash, Sir William

Cates, Miriam

Caulfield, Maria

Chope, Sir Christopher

Churchill, Jo

Clark, rh Greg

Clarke, rh Sir Simon

Clarke, Theo

Clarke-Smith, Brendan

Clarkson, Chris

Cleverly, rh James

Clifton-Brown, Sir Geoffrey

Coffey, rh Dr Thérese

Courts, Robert

Cox, rh Sir Geoffrey

Crabb, rh Stephen

Crosbie, Virginia

Crouch, Tracey

Daly, James

Davies, rh David T. C.

Davies, Gareth

Davies, Dr James

Davies, Mims

Davies, Philip

Davis, rh Sir David

Davison, Dehenna

Dines, Miss Sarah

Djanogly, Mr Jonathan

Donelan, rh Michelle

Double, Steve

Dowden, rh Oliver

Doyle-Price, Dame Jackie

Drax, Richard

Duguid, David

Duncan Smith, rh Sir lain

Eastwood, Mark

Ellis, rh Sir Michael

Elphicke, Mrs Natalie

Evans, Dr Luke

Evennett, rh Sir David

Everitt, Ben

Fabricant, Michael

Farris, Laura

Fell, Simon

Firth, Anna

Fletcher, Katherine

Fletcher, Mark

Foster, Kevin

Fox, rh Sir Liam

Francois, rh Mr Mark

Frazer, rh Lucy

Freeman, George

Freer, Mike

French, Mr Louie

Fysh, Mr Marcus

Garnier, Mark

Gibb, rh Nick

Gibson, Peter

Gideon, Jo

Glen, rh John

Goodwill, rh Sir Robert

Gove, rh Michael

Grant, Mrs Helen (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Grayling, rh Chris
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Green, Chris

Green, rh Damian

Griffith, Andrew

Grundy, James

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, rh James

Henry, Darren

Higginbotham, Antony

Hinds, rh Damian

Hoare, Simon

Holden, rh Mr Richard

Hollinrake, Kevin

Hollobone, Mr Philip

Holmes, Paul

Howell, John (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Howell, Paul

Huddleston, Nigel

Hudson, Dr Neil

Hughes, Eddie

Hunt, Jane (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Hunt, rh Jeremy

Hunt, Tom

Jack, rh Mr Alister

Javid, rh Sir Sajid

Jayawardena, rh Mr Ranil

Jenkin, Sir Bernard

Jenkinson, Mark

Jenrick, rh Robert

Johnson, Dr Caroline

Johnson, Gareth

Johnston, David

Jones, Andrew

Jones, Fay

Jones, rh Mr Marcus

Kawczynski, Daniel

Keegan, rh Gillian

Knight, rh Sir Greg

Kniveton, Kate (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Kruger, Danny

Lamont, John

Largan, Robert

Leadsom, rh Dame Andrea

Leigh, rh Sir Edward

Levy, lan

Lewer, Andrew

Lewis, rh Sir Brandon

Lewis, rh Sir Julian

Loder, Chris

Lopez, Julia

Lopresti, Jack

Mackinlay, Craig (Proxy vote
cast by John Redwood)

Mackrory, Cherilyn

Maclean, Rachel

Mak, Alan

Mangnall, Anthony

Mann, Scott

Marson, Julie

Maynard, Paul
McCartney, Jason
McVey, rh Esther
Menzies, Mark
Mercer, rh Johnny
Metcalfe, Stephen
Millar, Robin

Miller, rh Dame Maria
Milling, rh Dame 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, rh Wendy
Mullan, Dr Kieran
Mumby-Croft, Holly
Mundell, rh David
Murray, Mrs Sheryll
Murrison, rh Dr Andrew
Neill, Sir Robert
Nici, Lia

Norman, rh Jesse
O’Brien, Neil
Opperman, Guy
Patel, rh Priti
Pawsey, Mark
Penning, rh Sir Mike
Penrose, John
Percy, Andrew

Philp, rh Chris

Pow, Rebecca
Prentis, rh Victoria
Pritchard, rh Mark
Pursglove, Tom
Quin, rh Sir Jeremy
Quince, Will
Randall, Tom
Redwood, rh John
Rees-Mogg, rh Sir Jacob
Richards, Nicola
Richardson, Angela
Roberts, Mr Rob
Robertson, Mr Laurence
Rowley, Lee
Russell, Dean
Sambrook, Gary
Saxby, Selaine
Scully, Paul

Seely, Bob
Shannon, Jim
Shapps, rh Grant
Sharma, rh Sir Alok
Shelbrooke, rh Sir Alec
Simmonds, David
Smith, rh Chloe
Smith, Greg

Smith, Henry

Smith, rh Julian
Smith, Royston
Solloway, Amanda
Spencer, Dr Ben
Spencer, rh Mark
Stafford, Alexander
Stevenson, Jane
Stevenson, John
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Stewart, lain

Streeter, Sir Gary

Stride, rh Mel

Stuart, rh Graham
Sturdy, Julian

Sunak, rh Rishi
Sunderland, James
Swayne, rh Sir Desmond
Syms, Sir Robert
Thomas, Derek

Throup, Maggie
Timpson, Edward
Tomlinson, Justin
Tomlinson, Michael
Tracey, Craig

Trevelyan, rh Anne-Marie
Trott, rh Laura

Tuckwell, Steve
Tugendhat, rh Tom

Vickers, Martin

Villiers, rh Theresa
Walker, Sir Charles
Walker, Mr Robin
Warman, Matt

Watling, Giles

Whately, Helen
Wheeler, Mrs Heather
Whittaker, rh Craig
Whittingdale, rh Sir John
Wiggin, Sir Bill

Wild, James

Williams, rh Craig
Williamson, rh Sir Gavin
Young, Jacob

Zahawi, rh Nadhim

Tellers for the Noes:
Suzanne Webb and
Mike Wood

Question accordingly negatived.

Question put forthwith (Standing Order No. 62(2)),

That the Bill be now read the

Third time.

The House divided: Ayes 282, Noes 235.

Division No. 41]

Afolami, Bim

Afriyie, Adam

Aiken, Nickie

Aldous, Peter

Allan, Lucy (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Anderson, Lee

Anderson, Stuart (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Andrew, rh Stuart

Ansell, Caroline

Argar, rh Edward

Atherton, Sarah

Atkins, rh Victoria

Bacon, Gareth

Bacon, Mr Richard

Badenoch, rh Kemi

Bailey, Shaun

Baillie, Siobhan

Baker, Duncan

Baker, rh Mr Steve

Baldwin, Harriett

Barclay, rh Steve

Baynes, Simon

Bell, Aaron

Beresford, Sir Paul

Bhatti, Saqib

Blackman, Bob

Bottomley, Sir Peter

Bowie, Andrew

Bradley, rh Dame Karen

Brady, rh Sir Graham

Braverman, rh Suella

Brereton, Jack

Brine, Steve

Browne, Anthony

Bruce, Fiona

Buchan, Felicity

Burghart, Alex

Cairns, rh Alun

Carter, Andy

[6.59 pm

AYES

Cartlidge, James
Cash, Sir William
Cates, Miriam
Caulfield, Maria
Chope, Sir Christopher
Churchill, Jo

Clark, rh Greg

Clarke, rh Sir Simon
Clarke, Theo
Clarke-Smith, Brendan
Clarkson, Chris
Cleverly, rh James
Clifton-Brown, Sir Geoffrey
Coffey, rh Dr Thérese
Colburn, Elliot

Collins, Damian
Costa, Alberto

Courts, Robert

Cox, rh Sir Geoffrey
Crabb, rh Stephen
Crosbie, Virginia
Crouch, Tracey

Daly, James

Davies, rh David T. C.
Davies, Gareth
Davies, Dr James
Davies, Mims

Davies, Philip

Davis, rh Sir David
Davison, Dehenna
Dines, Miss Sarah
Djanogly, Mr Jonathan
Donelan, rh Michelle
Double, Steve
Dowden, rh Oliver
Doyle-Price, Dame Jackie
Drax, Richard

Duguid, David

Duncan Smith, rh Sir lain
Eastwood, Mark

Ellis, rh Sir Michael
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Elphicke, Mrs Natalie

Evans, Dr Luke

Evennett, rh Sir David

Everitt, Ben

Fabricant, Michael

Farris, Laura

Fell, Simon

Firth, Anna

Fletcher, Katherine

Fletcher, Mark

Foster, Kevin

Fox, rh Sir Liam

Francois, rh Mr Mark

Frazer, rh Lucy

Freeman, George

Freer, Mike

French, Mr Louie

Fysh, Mr Marcus

Garnier, Mark

Gibb, rh Nick

Gibson, Peter

Gideon, Jo

Glen, rh John

Goodwill, rh Sir Robert

Gove, rh Michael

Grant, Mrs Helen (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Grayling, rh Chris

Green, Chris

Green, rh Damian

Griffith, Andrew

Grundy, James

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, rh James

Henry, Darren

Higginbotham, Antony

Hinds, rh Damian

Hoare, Simon

Holden, rh Mr Richard

Hollinrake, Kevin

Hollobone, Mr Philip

Holmes, Paul

Howell, John (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Howell, Paul

Huddleston, Nigel

Hudson, Dr Neil

Hughes, Eddie

Hunt, Jane (Proxy vote cast
by Mr Marcus Jones)

Hunt, rh Jeremy

Hunt, Tom

Jack, rh Mr Alister

Javid, rh Sir Sajid

Jayawardena, rh Mr Ranil

Jenkin, Sir Bernard

Jenkinson, Mark

Jenrick, rh Robert

Johnson, Dr Caroline

Johnson, Gareth

Johnston, David

Jones, Andrew

Jones, Fay

Jones, rh Mr Marcus

Kawczynski, Daniel

Keegan, rh Gillian

Knight, rh Sir Greg

Kniveton, Kate (Proxy vote
cast by Mr Marcus Jones)

Kruger, Danny

Lamont, John

Largan, Robert

Leadsom, rh Dame Andrea

Leigh, rh Sir Edward

Levy, lan

Lewer, Andrew

Lewis, rh Sir Brandon

Lewis, rh Sir Julian

Loder, Chris

Lopez, Julia

Lopresti, Jack

Mackinlay, Craig (Proxy vote
cast by John Redwood)

Mackrory, Cherilyn

Maclean, Rachel

Mak, Alan

Mangnall, Anthony

Mann, Scott

Marson, Julie

Maynard, Paul

McCartney, Jason

McVey, rh Esther

Menzies, Mark

Mercer, rh Johnny

Merriman, Huw

Metcalfe, Stephen

Millar, Robin

Miller, rh Dame Maria

Milling, rh Dame 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, rh 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

Opperman, Guy

Patel, rh Priti

Pawsey, Mark

Penning, rh Sir Mike

Penrose, John

Percy, Andrew

Philp, rh Chris

Pow, Rebecca

Prentis, rh Victoria

Pritchard, rh Mark

Pursglove, Tom

Quin, rh Sir Jeremy
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Quince, Will
Randall, Tom
Redwood, rh John
Rees-Mogg, rh Sir Jacob
Richards, Nicola
Richardson, Angela
Roberts, Mr Rob
Robertson, Mr Laurence
Rowley, Lee
Russell, Dean
Sambrook, Gary
Scully, Paul

Seely, Bob
Shannon, Jim
Shapps, rh Grant
Sharma, rh Sir Alok
Shelbrooke, rh Sir Alec
Simmonds, David
Smith, rh Chloe
Smith, Greg

Smith, Henry
Smith, rh Julian
Smith, Royston
Solloway, Amanda
Spencer, Dr Ben
Spencer, rh Mark
Stafford, Alexander
Stevenson, Jane
Stevenson, John
Stewart, lain
Streeter, Sir Gary
Stride, rh Mel
Stuart, rh Graham

Abbott, rh Ms Diane (Proxy
vote cast by Bell Ribeiro-
Addy)

Abrahams, Debbie

Ali, Rushanara

Ali, Tahir

Allin-Khan, Dr Rosena

Amesbury, Mike

Anderson, Fleur

Antoniazzi, Tonia

Ashworth, rh Jonathan

Bardell, Hannah

Barker, Paula

Beckett, rh Margaret

Begum, Apsana

Benn, rh Hilary

Betts, Mr Clive

Black, Mhairi

Blackford, rh lan

Blake, Olivia

Blomfield, Paul

Bonnar, Steven

Bradshaw, rh Mr Ben

Brennan, Kevin

Bristow, Paul

Brock, Deidre

Brown, Alan

Brown, rh Mr Nicholas

Buck, Ms Karen

Burgon, Richard

Butler, Dawn (Proxy vote cast

by Florence Eshalomi)
Byrne, lan
Byrne, rh Liam
Cadbury, Ruth

Sturdy, Julian

Sunak, rh Rishi
Sunderland, James
Swayne, rh Sir Desmond
Syms, Sir Robert
Thomas, Derek

Throup, Maggie
Timpson, Edward
Tomlinson, Justin
Tomlinson, Michael
Trevelyan, rh Anne-Marie
Trott, rh Laura

Tuckwell, Steve
Tugendhat, rh Tom
Vickers, Martin

Villiers, rh Theresa
Walker, Sir Charles
Walker, Mr Robin
Warman, Matt

Watling, Giles

Whately, Helen
Wheeler, Mrs Heather
Whittaker, rh Craig
Whittingdale, rh Sir John
Wiggin, Sir Bill

Wild, James

Williams, rh Craig
Williamson, rh Sir Gavin
Young, Jacob

Zahawi, rh Nadhim

Tellers for the Ayes:
Suzanne Webb and
Mike Wood

NOES

Callaghan, Amy (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)

Campbell, rh Sir Alan

Carden, Dan

Carmichael, rh Mr Alistair

Chamberlain, Wendy

Champion, Sarah

Chapman, Douglas

Cherry, Joanna

Cooper, Daisy

Cooper, rh Yvette

Cowan, Ronnie

Crawley, Angela (Proxy vote
cast by Owen Thompson)

Creasy, Stella

Cruddas, Jon

Cryer, John

Cummins, Judith

Daby, Janet

Dalton, Ashley

David, Wayne

Davies-Jones, Alex

Day, Martyn

De Cordova, Marsha

Debbonaire, Thangam

Dhesi, Mr Tanmanjeet Singh

Dixon, Samantha

Docherty-Hughes, Martin

Dodds, Anneliese

Dorans, Allan (Proxy vote cast

by Marion Fellows)
Doughty, Stephen
Dowd, Peter
Drummond, Mrs Flick
Dyke, Sarah
Eagle, Dame Angela
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Eagle, rh Maria
Eastwood, Colum
Edwards, Jonathan
Edwards, Sarah
Efford, Clive
Elliott, Julie
Elmore, Chris
Eshalomi, Florence
Esterson, Bill
Eustice, rh George
Evans, Chris
Fellows, Marion
Fletcher, Colleen
Flynn, Stephen
Foord, Richard
Ford, rh Vicky
Fovargue, Yvonne
Foxcroft, Vicky
Foy, Mary Kelly
Furniss, Gill
Gardiner, Barry
Gibson, Patricia
Grady, Patrick
Grant, Peter
Green, Sarah

Greenwood, Margaret

Griffith, Dame Nia
Haigh, Louise
Hamilton, Fabian

Hamilton, Mrs Paulette

Hanna, Claire
Hardy, Emma
Harris, Carolyn
Hayes, Helen
Healey, rh John
Hendrick, Sir Mark
Hendry, Drew
Hillier, Dame Meg
Hobhouse, Wera
Hollern, Kate
Hopkins, Rachel
Hosie, rh Stewart
Huq, Dr Rupa
Hussain, Imran
Jardine, Christine
Jarvis, Dan

Johnson, rh Dame Diana

Jones, rh Mr David
Jones, Gerald
Jones, rh Mr Kevan
Jones, Ruth

Jones, Sarah
Kane, Mike
Kearns, Alicia
Keeley, Barbara
Kendall, Liz

Khan, Afzal
Kinnock, Stephen
Lake, Ben

Lammy, rh Mr David
Lavery, lan
Leadbeater, Kim

Lewell-Buck, Mrs Emma

Lightwood, Simon
Linden, David
Lucas, Caroline
Lynch, Holly
MacAskill, Kenny

MacNeil, Angus Brendan

Madders, Justin
Mahmood, Mr Khalid
Mahmood, Shabana

Malhotra, Seema
Malthouse, rh Kit
Maskell, Rachael
Mather, Keir
Mc Nally, John
McCarthy, Kerry
McDonagh, Dame Siobhain
McDonald, Stewart Malcolm
McDonald, Stuart C.
McDonnell, rh John
McFadden, rh Mr Pat
McKinnell, Catherine
McLaughlin, Anne
McMahon, Jim
Mearns, lan
Mishra, Navendu
Monaghan, Carol
Moran, Layla
Morden, Jessica
Morgan, Helen
Morgan, Stephen
Morris, Grahame
Murray, lan
Murray, James
Newlands, Gavin
Nichols, Charlotte
Nicolson, John (Proxy vote
cast by Marion Fellows)
Norris, Alex
O’Hara, Brendan
Olney, Sarah
Onwurah, Chi
Oppong-Asare, Abena
Osamor, Kate
Osborne, Kate
Oswald, Kirsten
Owatemi, Taiwo (Proxy vote
cast by Chris Elmore)
Owen, Sarah
Peacock, Stephanie
Pennycook, Matthew
Phillips, Jess
Powell, Lucy
Qaisar, Ms Anum
Qureshi, Yasmin
Rayner, rh Angela
Rees, Christina
Reeves, Ellie
Reynolds, Jonathan
Ribeiro-Addy, Bell
Rimmer, Ms Marie
Rodda, Matt
Russell-Moyle, Lloyd
Saville Roberts, rh Liz
Shah, Naz
Shanks, Michael
Sharma, Mr Virendra
Sheerman, Mr Barry
Sheppard, Tommy
Siddiq, Tulip
Slaughter, Andy
Smith, Alyn
Smith, Cat
Smith, Jeff
Smith, Nick
Sobel, Alex
Spellar, rh John
Stephens, Chris
Stevens, Jo
Stone, Jamie
Strathern, Alistair
Stringer, Graham
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West, Catherine

Western, Matt

Whitehead, Dr Alan

Whitford, Dr Philippa (Proxy
vote cast by Marion
Fellows)

Whittome, Nadia

Wilson, Munira

Winter, Beth

Wishart, Pete

Wragg, Mr William

Sultana, Zarah

Tami, rh Mark

Tarry, Sam

Thewliss, Alison
Thomas, Gareth
Thomas-Symonds, rh Nick
Thompson, Owen
Thomson, Richard
Thornberry, rh Emily
Timms, rh Sir Stephen
Trickett, Jon

Turner, Karl Yasin, Mohammad
Twigg, Derek Zeichner, Daniel

Twist, Liz Tellers for the Noes:
Vaz, rh Valerie Andrew Western and
Webbe, Claudia Mary Glindon

Question accordingly agreed to.
Bill read the Third time and passed.

Business without Debate

DELEGATED LEGISLATION

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6) ),

ELEcTRONIC COMMUNICATIONS

That the draft Online Safety (List of Overseas Regulators)
Regulations 2024, which were laid before this House on 28 November
2023, be approved.—( Mr Mohindra.)

Question agreed to.

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6) ),

TerMS AND CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT

That the draft National Minimum Wage (Amendment) (No. 2)
Regulations 2023, which were laid before this House on 13 September
2023, in the last Session of Parliament, be approved.—( Mr Mohindra.)

Question agreed to.
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Motion made, and Question proposed, That this House
do now adjourn.—( Mr Mohindra. )

7.13 pm

Holly Lynch (Halifax) (Lab): I sought to secure this
debate to be an advocate for the great work of the Inter
Faith Network, which feels more important and more
necessary than ever before, but also to be clear with the
Government that the network faces imminent closure if
they do not deliver on their July 2023 commitment to
continue to provide funding.

Here in the UK, we are a religiously diverse country.
The Inter Faith Network was founded in 1987 as a way
to advance public knowledge and mutual understanding
of the teachings, traditions and practices of the different
faith communities in Britain, including an awareness of
both their distinctive features and their common ground,
and to promote good relations between people of different
faiths in this country. I do not think anyone could find
fault with that.

Ruth Cadbury (Brentford and Isleworth) (Lab): I
thank my hon. Friend for securing this debate. I am a
big fan of Hounslow Friends of Faith because of the
work it has done to bring communities together—
particularly at times of heightened community tensions
that affect our communities—but also its other activities,
such as a public health video on suicide prevention.
Does my hon. Friend agree that the success of our local
Friends of Faith or equivalent organisations is only
possible because there is a robust national organisation
that supports them in their work?

Holly Lynch: T am really grateful to my hon. Friend
for that intervention. She is absolutely right, and I join
her in paying tribute to Hounslow Friends of Faith. She
has shared a really powerful example of where faith
communities can work together to deliver truly beneficial
projects and initiatives that go deep into communities,
perhaps in ways that other statutory agencies cannot.

Seema Malhotra (Feltham and Heston) (Lab/Co-op):
I thank my hon. Friend for allowing me to follow the
intervention made by my hon. Friend the Member for
Brentford and Isleworth (Ruth Cadbury). In the letter I
wrote to the Secretary of State on the funding issue in
May last year, I made the point that for almost four
decades the Inter Faith Network for the UK has been
dedicated to increasing understanding and co-operation
between peoples of different faiths.

Does my hon. Friend agree with Charanjit Singh,
chair of Hounslow Friends of Faith—making such a
contribution at times of tension when dialogue is most
needed, as has been outlined—that we need the Inter
Faith Network to be supported, so that the national
body can make sure that local organisations can do
their vital grassroots work?

Holly Lynch: I am once again grateful to my hon.
Friend. She has made a really powerful case for the
support that the national network provides to those
local community groups, which then facilitate and host
the dialogue that is not always easy, but is absolutely
vital. We are all so grateful for the role and the benefit it
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then has within our communities, and how it brings
people together at times when we most need that really
important work to be undertaken. She is absolutely
right.

The IFN’s member bodies include national faith
community representative bodies from the Buddhist,
Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim and Sikh faiths, such
as the Board of Deputies of British Jews, Hindu Council
UK, the Muslim Council of Britain and the Methodist
Council, to name just a handful.

Afzal Khan (Manchester, Gorton) (Lab): In my own
beautiful city of Manchester, incredible activities and
inter-faith work goes on. Two weeks ago, an article in
The Telegraph insinuated that the Secretary of State for
Levelling Up is concerned that the Muslim Council of
Britain is a member of the Inter Faith Network. The
Muslim Council of Britain upholds British values, and
champions mutual respect and tolerance by coming
together through inter-faith initiatives. It has long been
a trusted group consulted by many Members of this
House, although the Conservative Government have
consistently rejected Muslim civil society groups. Does
my hon. Friend agree that these attacks on the Inter
Faith Network and the Muslim Council of Britain are
disappointing, and take away from the important work
that they do?

Holly Lynch: Again, I am grateful to my hon. Friend.
He has provided another powerful example of how that
inter-faith work is so important in his part of the world,
Greater Manchester—we are already hearing examples
from right across the country. I know that the Inter
Faith Network is incredibly proud to host the Muslim
Council of Britain among its members. I know that my
hon. Friend does a great deal of work with the Muslim
Council of Britain; long may that continue, because it is
an incredibly important partner in that dialogue and
those conversations, and again, can carry some of those
messages deep into communities in a way that some
other organisations cannot. My hon. Friend has made
an incredibly powerful point.

As well as those I have mentioned, small but significant
faith communities are also represented, including the
Quakers, Baha’i, Spiritualists and Pagans. The IFN’s
members also include national and regional inter-faith
organisations, local inter-faith bodies, and educational
and academic bodies with an interest in multi-faith and
inter-faith issues, such as the University of Salford
Faith Centre and the Cambridge Interfaith Programme.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): First, I congratulate
the hon. Lady on bringing this forward. I spoke to her
beforehand; she has brought forward a subject that is
close to her heart, close to mine and, I believe, close to
the hearts of everyone in the Chamber.

As the hon. Lady will know, I chair the all-party
parliamentary group on international freedom of religion
or belief. We speak up for those with Christian faith,
those with other faiths and those with no faith, because
we encapsulate or try to encapsulate the very point that
the hon. Lady is putting forward. I am greatly supportive
of this issue.
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Does the hon. Lady believe that the appointment of
the special envoy for freedom of religion or belief was a
step in the right direction that has achieved a great deal?
Does she further agree that more can and should be
done to show support for all faiths—all of them—
throughout the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland, and to recognise the sterling work
carried out by the faith-based groups that the hon.
Lady has referred to across the UK?

Holly Lynch: I am really grateful to the hon. Member;
it would not be an Adjournment debate without a
thoughtful and powerful contribution from him. He
does a great deal of work in this area and is an enormous
advocate for so many of the faith groups that he brings
together and is a champion for in this place, so I pay
tribute to him. He made a very good point in his
intervention, and I thank him for that.

Bob Blackman (Harrow East) (Con): I thank the hon.
Lady for initiating this debate. In Harrow, we certainly
have a very strong inter-faith community that brings
together and organises everyone from every religion in a
very positive way, which is extremely helpful, particularly
at times of trouble. However, there have been criticisms
of the Inter Faith Network—not necessarily about its
aims, but about the way it has been run. I have had
supportive comments from some elements in Harrow to
say what a wonderful job it is doing, but I have also
heard criticism of the way it is being run. Has she has
had a chance to examine those criticisms and see whether
there is any foundation to them whatsoever?

Holly Lynch: I welcome the intervention. As part of
preparations for this debate, I have certainly looked into
any concerns about and any criticisms made of the Inter
Faith Network. I do not think it comes as a surprise
that there are those who are uncomfortable about inter-faith
work; that is actually where such a partnership approach
very much needs allies in this place.

I have looked carefully at the way the network is
organised and run, and it appears to me to be incredibly
diligent. I have touched on its broad membership, to which
the hon. Gentleman also alluded. It is in demonstrating
the critical mass of those different organisations being
brought together that says to me that nobody is doing
this work as successfully as the network is. It is as
effective as it is because so many people trust the work it
is doing and have bought into its aims and the way it
conducts its business. I have been able to thoroughly
satisfy myself as part of this process that it is doing very
good work, is run very diligent way and is effective at
what it does. I hope that, in the rest of my speech, I can
satisfy any further points to that effect.

John McDonnell (Hayes and Harlington) (Lab): What
has restored my faith and confidence in the network is
how it has responded to some of the criticisms in a very
open way and by inviting people into explain their
views, rather than getting drawn into what could be
sectarian rows or internecine strife on religious and
other grounds. How it has reacted has in many ways
demonstrated the strength of the organisation.

Holly Lynch: Again, I am very grateful to my right
hon. Friend for that point. Some of the IFN’s publications,
such as the letter from the co-chairs to the editor of
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The Telegraph only this week, have been very candid
and transparent. It has been incredibly accountable in
the work it does and the way it goes about it, so I
entirely agree with him on that point.

Sir Stephen Timms (East Ham) (Lab): Will my hon.
Friend give way?

Holly Lynch: I will give way, but then I will have to
make some progress.

Sir Stephen Timms: Is it not clear that the kind of
dialogue across faith divides that the Inter Faith Network
facilitates is more needed at this moment than ever?
Unless the Government keep their promise to provide
funding for this financial year, we are going to lose that
capacity entirely. Would that not be a terrible tragedy?

Holly Lynch: My right hon. Friend is exactly right,
and I thank him for making that point. We need the
work that the IFN does now more than ever. If we lose
that—those friendships, the trust born out of that facilitated
membership and the programmes, initiatives and dialogue
built up over years and years—it will take an awfully
long time to rebuild it. Even should funding perhaps
become available in the future, it would be gone. It
would take a lot time and effort to put it back together,
and that would be an absolute travesty. As I say, we
need that work now more than ever.

I will make some progress. All the IFN’s members are
clearly listed on its website. Those I have mentioned
give just a hint of the range and number of members
who proudly belong. Examples of its work include
leading a programme of events to celebrate national
Inter Faith Week every November. Last year’s events,
which included a parliamentary drop-in, engaged more
people than ever before. The network publishes practical
guidance, such as the “Looking after one another: the
safety and security of our faith communities” guide, in
partnership with the Department for Levelling Up,
Housing and Communities, the Home Office, the Crown
Prosecution Service, the National Police Chiefs’ Council,
the National Fire Chiefs Council and the Equality and
Human Rights Commission. It has supported the
development and strengthening of local inter-faith
engagement through publications such as “Deep
connections: Women’s local inter faith initiatives in the
UK?”, which was published in March last year. It brings
together national faith community bodies to discuss
topics such as faith and organ donation, social care and
hate crime and to share good practice on working with
other faith communities.

The IFN monitors and evaluates its work carefully to
ensure that it is continuing to be effective in enabling an
ever-growing number of people in the UK to take part
and benefit from stronger inter-faith relations, to tackle
ignorance, prejudice and hatred linked to religious identity,
to grow their religious literacy, to develop bonds of
trust and friendship and to co-operate on social action
projects for the benefit of wider society.

While so many MPs will speak with great pride about
representing diverse communities, as the former chair
of all-party parliamentary group on social integration I
recognise that we also need to provide opportunities for
people to engage, interact and learn about each other.
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Only when we nurture the relationships and friendships
between different people do we establish trust and break
down barriers.

The international backdrop to this inter-faith work in
the UK means, as we have discussed, that it could not
be more important. The horror of Hamas’s attack on
Israel on 7 October, followed by the utter devastation of
Israel’s response upon the people of Gaza, have inevitably
impacted on communities here in the UK. Tell MAMA
recorded 1,432 anti-Muslim cases between 7 October
and 13 December—a sevenfold increase in reported
incidents. The Community Safety Trust reports that it
has seen an increase in anti-Jewish hate acts of 534% in
the same period, compared with the same period last
year.

We know that we have to do more to promote and
nurture trust, understanding and respect between different
communities, and this feels like a time when we should
be supporting, not undermining, inter-faith work. Alongside
that, I am aware that the Government last published
their four-year hate crime action plan in 2016. It was
updated in 2018, but it has not been updated since, nor
has a new plan been published. Given these stark increases
in unacceptable hate crimes, I would be grateful if the
Minister clarified when we can expect some progress on
that front.

From 2001 onwards, the IFN has sought and received
grant funding from Government that pays for its very
small team of four people and to facilitate those incredibly
important meetings. Since then, funding from Government
under successive Administrations towards IFN’s work
programme has been a vital component of funding,
alongside other forms of support, such as donations
from individuals, trusts, faith communities, other bodies
and membership fees.

It was a real setback when, on 31 March last year,
IFN received a letter from an official at the Department
for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities saying
that further funding would not be given from April 2023
onwards. I, like many MPs here for this debate, tabled
written parliamentary questions, wrote to Ministers
and asked questions in the Chamber to query the logic
of that and raise concerns about how it had been
handled. However, on 7 July 2023, IFN received a letter
from DLUHC saying that following a review by Ministers
of funded programmes across the communities and
integration portfolio, funding was now being offered to
IFN. The funding was offered in the form of access to
2022-23 underspend plus some new funding. The letter
explained that the money would be for use from July
2023 to March 2024. It would be subject to grant
funding agreements and other conditions.

Despite the best efforts of IFN and its allies, including
many of us here in Parliament, as things currently stand,
the July 2023 to March 2024 grant funding agreement
has not been provided and therefore that funding cannot
be accessed. I am reliably informed that when the present
offer of funding was made last July, the letter said that
funding would not be provided beyond March 2024. So
while the IFN continues to try to find alternative solutions,
the truth is that its small team of staff have been given
notice of redundancy. The Inter Faith Network is about
to close—it is on life support—without clarity from the
Government about whether financial support will be
forthcoming.
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As we have touched on, the Inter Faith Network has
critics. I think that is inevitable—there will always be
some who feel threatened by inter-faith work—but I
hope that the Government would be proud to support
it. In addressing some of the criticisms made, it is worth
stressing that the co-chairs of the network have made
clear that the IFN has a long-standing policy on the
making of statements, which precludes making direct
comment on overseas events; instead, members work
together on responding to the impact of any such
events on communities here in the UK.

It is worth saying that anyone seeking to criticise the
Inter Faith Network for failing to single-handedly deliver
world peace would be painfully misguided. The work
that it does, and the dialogue it facilitates, is only a good
thing. I hope that the Minister will agree, at least in
principle, that we need more of it, not less.

Ilook forward to what the Minister has to say. Before
I close, I take this opportunity to pay tribute to the
co-chairs of the Inter Faith Network, Mr Narendra
Waghela and Rev. Canon Hilary Barber, as well as the
executive director Harriet Crabtree. Hilary Barber is the
reverend of Halifax minster in my constituency and has
been instrumental in establishing Calderdale’s inter-faith
council as well as now holding this special national role.
I pay tribute to him and all those who work so hard in
our communities on inter-faith initiatives to benefit all
our communities.

Michael Shanks (Rutherglen and Hamilton West)
(Lab): I thank my hon. Friend for bringing forward this
important debate and draw the House’s attention to my
entry in the Register of Members’ Financial Interests: |
am proud to be a trustee of Interfaith Glasgow, which
runs a weekend club for refugees in the city. Interfaith
Glasgow builds connections between different groups
and reduces social isolation. In the long run, it saves the
Government money by trying to provide preventive
support to people who need it, as well as bringing
people together from their various communities. To
pick up what my hon. Friend said earlier in her speech,
does she agree that such initiatives really bring our
communities together and that now, when our communities
perhaps seem more divided than at any time recently—
although I am not sure that they are as much as it would
seem—and the news is often full of negative stories of
division between communities, they should be supported
in any possible way?

Holly Lynch: I am grateful to my hon. Friend for
sharing that example from Glasgow, which demonstrates
inter-faith work at its best, getting out and delivering
initiatives and programmes that are so effective at bringing
people together when it feels like we are living in quite a
divided world. I thank him for his work as part of
Interfaith Glasgow and all those he works with who
make that programme possible.

I hope that the Minister has heard from across the
Chamber and across the country the value of that work
in our communities, with the support of the national
Inter Faith Network in bringing people together—we
absolutely need that to be done—to deliver important
dialogue. It is not always easy, but it is effective; it does
work. We will all feel the benefit of those conversations.
I hope he has some positive news for us in his response.
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The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Levelling
Up, Housing and Communities (Simon Hoare): First,
and in all sincerity, I thank the hon. Member for Halifax
(Holly Lynch) both for the way in which she approached
the debate and for the strong, powerful advocacy she
presented to the House of the work, the value and the
merit of the network. She set out the case very clearly
indeed. I am delighted to respond to the debate. The
policy Minister for this issue is my noble Friend Baroness
Scott of Bybrook. I am the faith Minister in the
Department, which is why it falls to me to respond to
this Adjournment debate.

I have been struck by the heartfelt and very sincere
comments from colleagues from both the main parties
against a backdrop of increasing tension, the root cause
of which is often religious and historical differences.
Vital work is done across our communities and societies
by so many groups and organisations, including the
Inter Faith Network, to build bridges, develop
understanding and host and facilitate conversations. If
ever there were a case for jaw-jaw being more important
than war-war, it is that. I commend all those from all
faith groups across the United Kingdom who partake
in that important work.

The Government are fully persuaded of the importance
of developing and maintaining strong relationships across
faiths and beliefs. That is crucial to the fabric of our
nation. We know full well that faith communities play a
key role in society, and not just within their own community,
as very often those people involved are motivated to get
involved with a whole mesh of community networks
and other voluntary organisations. They meet colleagues,
develop friendships and get each other involved. That is
a vital part of people’s identity. We fully support the
invaluable work done by people around the country
who are inspired and motivated by their faith to do
good for others.

Mr Jonathan Lord (Woking) (Con): The Minister is
speaking eloquently. I would like to mention the Woking
People of Faith. Woking has some extremely strong
faith communities, which also work together. That has
been great over the years for community cohesion, and
never has it been more important than at the moment
when our borough faces financial challenges. Our churches
and mosques are stepping up to work even harder to
help the vulnerable. I agree very much with what he is
saying, and I think it would be helpful to have more
support at a national level for these fantastic local
initiatives.

Simon Hoare: I will be speaking to the leader of my
hon. Friend’s council tomorrow on the wider matter of
local government finance, but we are not here to discuss
that this evening. He makes an incredibly valid and
important point, which I was seeking to make, too:
those who are involved in faith groups reach out to do
other things in our communities and societies, bringing
people together. At a time when people often feel terribly
isolated, when the only community they think exists is
on the screen that they hold on their hands, those
interactions of conversation and common humanity are
phenomenally important.

I make absolutely no apology for declaring myself a
proud multiculturalist, believing entirely that our country
is stronger, richer and more powerful-—and I do not
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mean financially richer or muscularly more powerful—and
a better place as a result of our faith and other communities
in our country doing all that they do. We are incredibly
supportive of those efforts to bring people together.

His Majesty the King has often reflected on the
significance of better understanding of faiths, and has
spoken of the importance of remaining united in
partnership and friendship. We know full well that he
recently held an event at the palace to speak with young
people. It is crucial that young people see faith not as an
abstract thing or something for older people, but as
something that unites the generations. Inter-faith activity
is important, too, and learning and understanding more
about different faiths can help bring about positive
change in our society. As we live in an increasingly
diverse society—for which I make no apology, and I
doubt anyone in the House does—improving inter-faith
relations is even more important.

The conflict between Israel and Hamas and its impact
on community tensions in the UK has brought into
sharp focus a number of issues. We must continue to
encourage—if at any time, certainly now—a greater
understanding of different faiths and beliefs to help
foster better relationships and eliminate all forms of
intolerance or hatred.

Sir Stephen Timms: [ am conscious that time is running
out. Are the Government going to honour the promise
they made to the IFN in their letter of July last year?

Simon Hoare: I will come on to that in a moment if
the right hon. Gentleman will just bear with me. The
Department is—as per its letter of 7 July 2023, which
was sent to Harriet Crabtree OBE—undertaking a variety
of analyses with regard to the network. I hope my right
hon. Friend the Secretary of State will be making an
announcement in the not too distant future, but I am
afraid I am not able to confirm that this evening.

Holly Lynch: I stress again that the staff have been
made redundant and are working their notice. It will be
such a devastating tragedy if the money comes too late
and, because of Government inaction, it is forced to
close. I just want to stress that point to the Minister one
more time.
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Simon Hoare: Let me assure the hon. Lady that I hear
precisely what she has said. I will communicate that
through to ministerial colleagues and to officials in the
Department who are dealing with this matter. She makes
the point powerfully and I hear what she says. Any
organisation that secures funding from the public sector,
be it in central or local government, always values
certainty and security. I am seized of that and of the
time pressures to which she alludes.

Seema Malhotra: Could the Minister confirm whether
the Department has also been in touch with the IFN to
say that there is going to be a forthcoming announcement?

Simon Hoare: The letter of 7 July set out to Dr Crabtree
the funding criteria. That letter has not been either
rescinded or updated, so it stands as the de facto
communication, if you will, between the Department
and the network. Officials and Ministers will be working
on that, as I say, and the Department hopes to be able
to make an announcement in pretty short order.

Michael Shanks: Will the Minister give way?

Simon Hoare: I do not think I can give way, because I
think I have about 57 seconds left before the end of the
debate.

Ruth Cadbury: Sign the cheque!

Simon Hoare: I have neither chequebook nor pen to
hand.

Let me say, in closing, that the work of the network is
understood and the importance of that work is very
clear. The network is not the only body that provides
forums and organisations to deliver inter-community
and inter-faith discussions. There are others, but we
hope to be able to make an announcement in due
course.

Question put and agreed to.

7.43 pm
House adjourned.
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Musculoskeletal Conditions and

Employment
9.30 am
Margaret Greenwood (Wirral West) (Lab): 1 beg to
move,

That this House has considered musculoskeletal conditions
and employment.

It is a pleasure to serve under you chairmanship,
Dame Caroline. Musculoskeletal conditions can be
devastating for those affected. They can cause pain,
reduce mobility, diminish self-confidence and lead to
isolation. They can also lead to extended periods of
absence from work and, in some cases, people giving up
work altogether. Instead of enjoying a productive working
life, people can find themselves unemployed and
impoverished. In addition to the terrible human cost,
MSK conditions bring substantial costs to the state in
the form of social security and NHS spending.

Conditions include osteoporosis, rheumatoid arthritis,
traumatic fractures, osteoarthritis, rheumatic rheumatoid
arthritis, traumatic fractures and a range of conditions
that cause pain in the lower back, the neck and parts of
the arms and legs. The workplace can be a source of
such conditions through injuries sustained from one-off
accidents or through poorly managed working practices
that lead to conditions developing over time.

The Health and Safety Executive has noted that
MSK conditions can be caused by a number of things,
including, but not limited to: lifting heavy loads, working
with handheld power tools, long-distance driving or
driving over rough ground, working with display screen
equipment, and repetitive work that sees an individual
using the same hand or arm action over a period of
time. HSE statistics show that the industries with the
most reported incidents of musculoskeletal disorders
are agriculture, construction, health and social care,
and transport and logistics.

It is clearly important to ensure that healthy working
practices are the norm and that mitigations are put in
place where such movements are required. That might
include ensuring that there are sufficient breaks from
routine activities. The Health and Safety Executive has
reported that 35.2 million days were lost due to work-related
ill health in Great Britain in 2022-23. MSK disorders
accounted for 6.6 million of those lost days and was the
second highest cause after stress, depression or anxiety.
Research from the charity Versus Arthritis suggests that
over 20 million people—around a third of the UK
population—Ilive with an MSK condition. For current
UK employees, the figure is one in 10.

Of course, we have to remember that a lot of people
have to give up work precisely because they have an
MSK condition. According to the Government’s statistics,
the employment rate for people who have an MSK
condition and are classified as disabled was 57.5% in
2022-23. In contrast, the employment rate for the whole
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population was much higher at 75.7%. Versus Arthritis
estimates that the cost of working days lost due to
osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis, which are just
two of the many types of MSK conditions, was £2.5 billion
in 2017, and that that figure will rise to £3.43 billion by
2030. In 2022, the Government’s Office for Health
Improvement and Disparities stated that musculoskeletal
conditions represent the third largest area of NHS
spend, costing around £5 billion a year. The report cited
a 2016 study based on 2012-13 costs, and so is not
recent. It would be helpful if the Government could
revisit this and provide a more up-to-date figure.

The scale of the problem demands a clear and focused
response from the Government. In short, the Government
should come forward with a cross-departmental MSK
strategy. That strategy must set out how the Government
will seek to promote good MSK health, reduce the risk
of accidents and practices in the workplace that lead to
or exacerbate MSK conditions and ensure that support
is there for people who need it through positive workplace
practices and, where appropriate, the use of equipment,
devices and assistive technologies. They should also
invest far more in the provision of leisure centres and
swimming pools, particularly in deprived areas, so that
people can manage and improve their health, and should
increase investment in research into MSK conditions.
Ministers should consult with stakeholders including
clinicians, health and safety experts, trade union health
and safety representatives, employers and employees
when coming up with this strategy.

Those who are in work need the right support so that
they can remain in work, and those who are looking for
work need to know of the support that is available to
help them get back into employment. Modern design
and technology can improve working conditions for
people with some MSK conditions, yet people can often
feel awkward asking for such adjustments.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I commend the
hon. Member for Wirral West (Margaret Greenwood)
for bringing this important issue forward for us to
consider. I apologise to you, Dame Caroline, and to the
hon. Lady because, unfortunately, I cannot be here for
the debate because I have to attend a Northern Ireland
Affairs Committee session. I will just make this point:
in Northern Ireland, we have almost half a million
sufferers of MSK. That equates to a quarter of the
population. Does the hon. Lady agree that we need to
enable working people to continue working by providing
support and help? I think she does, and I believe that
the Minister will as well. The Government must offer
support to small businesses to ensure that they know
how to make a reasonable adjustment to allow someone
who wants to work to do so, rather than having to take
sick leave, which they do not want to do.

Margaret Greenwood: The hon. Gentleman is absolutely
right. Support is needed particularly for small businesses
who may struggle to understand and source what is
required to support people, and to have the confidence
to do so and the understanding that it is a positive
investment in their workforce. He makes a really important
point. I am also very glad that he cited the scale of the
issue in Northern Ireland. One in four is incredibly
high, so we need a focused response as a matter of
urgency, and I thank him for that point.



87TWH Musculoskeletal Conditions and

Employment
[ Margaret Greenwood ]

There should be absolutely no stigma around having
an MSK condition, nor for asking for help in relation to
it. For example, in an office environment, it should be
common practice that employees are made to feel
comfortable in speaking up if they face issues, and that
adjustments and equipment such as sit-stand desks,
voice recognition software, a vertical mouse, split keyboards
and other ergonomic computer equipment are made
available to people if that would support their MSK
health.

The strategy to which I have referred should be
launched alongside a large public awareness campaign
so that everyone can be involved and benefit. The
Access to Work scheme provides important support for
people who are disabled or have a health condition that
impacts on their ability to get work or stay in work, but
it seems that not nearly enough people know about it.

There has been much evidence to suggest that many
people who could benefit from the scheme do not know
that it exists. Indeed, I have heard it referred to as the
Government’s best-kept secret. In 2021-22, only around
one in eight—just over 4500 people—who received support
from Access to Work had an MSK condition. The
Work and Pensions Committee has highlighted that the
application process can be complex and difficult for
people to navigate. We therefore need a much greater
effort from the Government to raise awareness of the
scheme and the benefits that it can bring.

For example, the Government could make it a legal
requirement for all employers to inform new and existing
employees about Access to Work and to provide a point
of contact for any employee who thinks they might
benefit from it. This would highlight and promote the
scheme, and it would give the opportunity for expertise
to be developed within workplaces to support MSK
health.

The Government must also give thought to the fact
that over 7 million adults in England have very poor
literacy skills. It is vital that information about the
scheme is presented in a way that is easy for them to
understand. Last year, the Government published their
“Transforming Support” White Paper, which, among
other things, pledged to pilot a new Access to Work
enhanced package for people who need more support
than the existing scheme can provide. How does the
Minister envisage that that will benefit those with MSK
conditions specifically? The White Paper also spoke of
Access to Work developing an innovative digital service.
Will the Minister guarantee that changes will be mindful
of the fact that so many adults struggle with literacy
and digital skills?

It is disappointing that the Government are failing to
administer the Access to Work scheme promptly. In a
response to a written question from my hon. Friend the
Member for Lewisham, Deptford (Vicky Foxcroft), who
will respond on behalf of the Opposition this morning,
the responding Minister said that 21,780 applications
were outstanding on 5 September last year. That is
21,780 people waiting to receive support for their health
condition. It is completely unacceptable. I ask the Minister
to update the House on the current state of affairs.

The last Labour party manifesto committed to
help disabled people who want to work by bringing
back specialist employment advisers and introducing a
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Government-backed reasonable adjustments passport
scheme to help people move between jobs more easily.
In their White Paper, the Government said:

“Access to Work is supporting a series of Adjustment Passport
trials. The Adjustment Passport will provide a living document of
the disabled person’s workplace adjustments, general working
requirements and signposts adjustment support at every stage of
the journey into work.”

Will the Minister give more information on these trials
and how they are going? Can she say what actions her
Department has taken to ensure that the passports are
user-friendly for people who have problems with literacy?

The Government can promote MSK health and prevent
issues from arising through specific campaigns developed
with the expertise of health professionals and occupational
therapists. They can also legislate for good working
practices. It is important that the Government lead on
creating positive workplace cultures around promoting
MSK health, but for this to be most effective, they need
to look at the issue from the employee’s perspective.
Under the Equality Act 2010, employers must make
“reasonable adjustments” to workplaces, working practices
and policies or procedures, to remove or reduce any
disadvantages faced by workers that are related to their
disabilities. However, it can be difficult for people to
raise concerns in the workplace, especially if their job is
insecure. People on zero-hours contracts are a particular
risk in this regard.

One of the key sectors in which MSK has an impact
is transport and logistics, and we know that many
delivery drivers are on zero-hour contracts. Health and
care is another key sector affected; again, many in the
care sector are on zero-hour contracts. Clearly, then,
banning zero-hour contracts, as Labour would do, is
important not just to ensure that people know that they
have stable work and a reliable income, but to prevent a
race to the bottom in health and safety at work. The
Health and Safety Executive is responsible for inspecting
organisations and enforcing statutory duties in relation
to health and safety law. The HSE can investigate
businesses and has the power to bring enforcement
proceedings, including prosecutions, in cases of serious
failures. Its work is incredibly important, yet the HSE’s
funding has been savagely cut since 2010.

Analysis last year from the Prospect trade union
found that Government funding for the HSE decreased
by 45% in cash terms between 2010 and 2019, from
£228 million to £126 million. Funding increased to
£185 million in 2022, but this still represents a huge
decrease from 2010 levels. Prospect’s research also
highlighted staff cuts of 35% across the HSE since
2010, while the number of inspectors has fallen by 18%.
These cuts are an attack on the health and safety of all
of us, and I call on the Government to review the needs
of the HSE and restore funding to at least 2010 levels.
We cannot allow the Government’s obsession with austerity
to damage our health and safety.

The Government could also promote MSK health
and prevent issues from arising by supporting the “Better
Bones” campaign, which is led by the Royal Osteoporosis
Society and the Sunday Express and backed by many
organisations, including the Federation of Small Businesses,
Parkinson’s UK, Coeliac UK and a number of unions
and royal colleges. Some 50% of women and 20% of
men over the age of 50 will have a fracture caused by
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osteoporosis—staggering rates. A third of those who
have a fracture and have osteoporosis will have to leave
their jobs.

Fracture liaison services can do invaluable work in
identifying whether people have osteoporosis. However,
only 51% of NHS trusts in England have them. As a
result, many people will break bones and go to A&E,
and will be seen without their underlying osteoporosis
being diagnosed and treated. That leaves a massive risk
that they will suffer further, more serious fractures in
the future. As a result of this postcode lottery, around
90,000 people a year are missing out on important
diagnosis for a condition for which they could otherwise
receive medication that would reduce their risk of further
fractures.

The “Better Bones” campaign is calling for access for
all over-50s to fracture liaison services with dedicated
bone specialists, £30 million a year of extra investment
to make fracture liaison services universal in England,
Wales and Scotland, and the appointment of a fractures
tsar for each British nation. It was therefore extremely
disappointing that there was no extra funding in the
autumn statement for fracture liaison clinics, despite
the Minister in the Lords saying in September:

“We are proposing to announce, in the forthcoming Autumn
Statement, a package of prioritised measures to expand the
provision of fracture liaison services and improve their current
quality. NHS England is also setting up a fracture liaison service
expert steering group”.—[Official Report, House of Lords,
14 September 2023; Vol. 832, ¢c. GC241.]

That is especially disappointing from a Government
who claim that they want to try to help people over
50 to get back into work. It is disappointing too that, in
July, the then Secretary of State for Health and Social
Care said that the Government planned to spend more
than £8 billion from 2022-23 to 2024-25 to support
elective recovery, with NHS England prioritising fracture
liaison services in its elective recovery plan. However, in
the end, fracture liaison services were not even mentioned
in the elective recovery plan.

The Government must address the shortcomings in
fracture liaison services, which would contribute to
helping over-50s back into work, and I ask the Minister
to press this point with ministerial colleagues. As the
Federation of Small Businesses said of the “Better
Bones” campaign, it
“is more than a health initiative—it’s a matter of economic
vitality. We need to address the increased numbers of those who
have left the workplace as employees, self-employed or small
business owners themselves due to sickness. This campaign is one
of those steps.”

The Government can support workers with MSK
conditions, too, by ensuring flexible working from day
one, as a Labour Government would do. We also need
to see action from Government on people’s general
health and MSK conditions through investment in the
health and wellbeing of all communities.

Versus Arthritis argues that being overweight or obese
increases the risk of developing arthritis conditions
such as osteoarthritis and gout. It also points out that
swimming is a good exercise for people with musculoskeletal
conditions, such as arthritis or back pain. The water
helps to support the weight of the body, which reduces
strain on painful joints. The Government should also
promote MSK health by ensuring people can access
facilities such as swimming pools and leisure centres.
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Sadly, central Government cuts to local government
since 2010 have resulted in many pools and leisure
centres closing across the country, including in my own
constituency of Wirral West. During the campaign to
save the Woodchurch Leisure Centre and swimming
pool, I remember people telling me how they used the
pool to cope with arthritis. The loss of this facility has
been devastating for many people trying to manage
MSK conditions in my constituency and it is doubtless
the same for people across the country.

Government strategy must look at the impact of
austerity policies on sport and leisure facilities and at
the impact that this has on the health of the population.
Musculoskeletal issues cause serious problems for millions
of people and can have a devastating impact on an
individual’s working life. The high prevalence of such
conditions warrants a high-profile, cross-departmental
policy intervention. I to pay tribute to all those who work
so hard to promote safe and healthy working environments,
including the HSE professionals, occupational therapists
and of course hard-working trade union health and
safety reps who do such invaluable work in identifying
workplace issues and campaigning for greater safety for
working people.

The Government must bring forward a cross-
departmental MSK strategy with clear goals to improve
prevention and to support those with MSK conditions.
Failure to do so will only lead to continuing costs to
people’s health and happiness and continuing costs to
the Exchequer for NHS and social security spending.
The benefits of taking action on MSK are clear to all,
and I call on the Government to do just that.

9.47 am

Tom Randall (Gedling) (Con): It is a pleasure to serve
under your chairmanship, Dame Caroline. I congratulate
the hon. Member for Wirral West (Margaret Greenwood)
for bringing this very important subject to the House.
This is a timely debate and, as she outlined in her
speech, getting various parts of the population into
work and getting people back into work are popular
with the Government at the moment, but they are
important on their own terms as well. She properly
outlined the human cost that these conditions cause in
her speech. Via the charity Versus Arthritis, which does
so much good work in this field, one of my Gedling
constituents commented on her condition:

“Living with arthritis changes you and turns your world upside
down.”

I know that that will be the experience of many people.

Although the human cost is very important—and
perhaps the most important factor—it is worth focusing
on the economic cost, given that the focus of this debate
is employment. It is also worth looking at some of the
steps that the Government are taking to try to mitigate
this. Conditions such as arthritis in the popular imagination
are perhaps still thought of as being something that
affects pensioners. That is the popular image, but we
know, and we should know, that it is far more widespread
than that. More than 10 million people in the UK—one
in six of our constituents—have arthritis; that is one in
six of our constituents with pain or fatigue and with
restricted mobility. People with arthritis are 20% less
likely to be in work than people without arthritis and
12% of sickness absence in the NHS between September



91WH Musculoskeletal Conditions and

Employment
[Tom Randall ]

2021 and August 2022 was due to back problems and
other MSK conditions, which illustrates how widespread
this is.

I declare an interest as the co-chair of the all-party
parliamentary group for axial spondyloarthritis, but the
charity that supports people in that space, the National
Axial Spondyloarthritis Society, estimates that a patient
aged 26, who has waited eight and a half years for an
axial spondyloarthritis diagnosis is likely to lose around
£187,000 in their life, the majority of which derives
from a loss of productivity due to reduced employment.
The average patient incurs costs of around £61,000 in
out-of-pocket expenses while waiting for a diagnosis,
including the cost of medication, travelling to appointments
and private healthcare appointments such as visits to
chiropractors. The scale of this issue is quite staggering.
According to the Office for National Statistics, 23.3 million
working days were lost in 2021 due to musculoskeletal
conditions. The cost of working days lost due to
osteoarthritis and rheumatoid arthritis was estimated at
£2.58 billion in 2017, rising to £3.43 billion by 2030.
There is a definite need to address this with some
urgency.

In that light, I welcome the announcement in the last
Budget of over £400 million in funding for employment
support and resources within MSK and mental health
services, with £100 million specifically to support people
with MSK conditions. That funding includes tailored
employment support within MSK and mental health
services in England, including expanding the well-established
and successful individual placement and support scheme
and scaling up MSK hubs in the community. The
experiences of people with arthritis and MSK conditions
must be at the heart of that extension and the development
of new services, to ensure that the Government create
efficient resources that meet the needs of people with
MSK conditions. I understand that the IPS scheme is
already well established for people with mental health
problems and they are usually referred to it from within
the healthcare system. Having that support on offer and
available to people with arthritis and MSK conditions
could mean that they find suitable work that does not
have a negative impact on their MSK health.

The Government have said that they will ensure
digital resources such as apps for the management of
mental health and MSK conditions are readily available
so that more people can easily access the right support
for them. I hope that that will include employment
support. While the Budget leans towards a digital first
approach, as everything does these days, I hope that the
combination of apps and tailored employment support
within a community will allow people to access support
in a variety of ways and choose the method that suits
them.

I also welcome the recent announcement that
employment advisers will be introduced into MSK pathways
to support people with MSK conditions back into
work. People with arthritis and MSK conditions need
equitable access to employment support programmes.

Mr Gregory Campbell (East Londonderry) (DUP):
On the issue of employment support, does the hon.
Gentleman agree that it is important that advisers and
people in that position understand some of the lesser-known
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conditions? For example, [ have had some experience of
syringomyelia of the spinal cord. Knowledge and experience
of such conditions at an early stage can help considerably
to keep people in work or get them back into work if
they have been off.

Tom Randall: The hon. Gentleman is absolutely right.
We need to be smart. We can talk about MSK as an
umbrella term, but within that there are lots of different
conditions with different symptoms that affect people
differently. That is where we need to be smart. Some
people will have conditions that enable them to work on
some days, while flare-ups on another day might prevent
them from doing so. A one-size-fits-all approach is
probably less likely to work. If we are serious about
getting people back into work, which we should be, we
need to be creative about that and try to recognise, as
the hon. Gentleman said, the broad range and spectrum
of conditions and how they affect different people. That
is a difficult task, but it is something we should certainly
aim for.

Programmes such as Access to Work may not, on the
surface, appear relevant to many people with arthritis
who might not consider themselves to have a disability,
but they need to have access to such programmes.
Following the hon. Gentleman’s comments, the potential
impact of arthritis and MSK conditions on people’s
ability to work and their experiences of work can be
misunderstood, particularly when the severity of conditions
fluctuates unpredictably over time. I hope that, as he
said, employment advisers are skilled and confident in
supporting people with arthritis and MSK conditions,
and that they receive the training they need to know
how they affect people’s experiences of employment.

Perhaps the most important thing we need is a change
of mindset. Over recent decades, we have revolutionised
the way in which we approach wheelchair users and talk
about mental health in the workplace: we are more
positive about and accommodating of various things.
‘We have been open, embraced that and made the necessary
adaptations to bring people into the workplace, but we
have not quite got there with musculoskeletal conditions,
arthritis and other things. The Government and employers
should create flexible workplaces so that people can
participate in society. That change of mind—that forward
thinking—will be good not only for society and the
Exchequer but, most importantly, for the people involved.
Instead of being at home in pain, they will be out in
employment, which will be fulfilling and good for them.
That is what we should be aiming for. It will perhaps be
a long process, as it is about changing minds, but we
should commit ourselves to it today.

9.56 am

John McDonnell (Hayes and Harlington) (Lab): I want
to continue in the same spirit as the hon. Member for
Gedling (Tom Randall). It is entertaining and sometimes
enjoyable to have debates in which we just kick the
Government and other political parties, but Westminster
Hall debates are often a way to share information
about our own experience of policy development and
our constituents with the hope that the noise we make
is listened to by the Minister and their advisers. We
often find that there are shared issues that we can all
learn from.
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As the hon. Gentleman said, in the past there was
almost a stigma around MSK conditions. Back pain
was seen as an easy excuse to pull a sickie, when actually
it is incredibly significant for individuals’ lives and, as
the hon. Gentleman and my hon. Friend the Member
for Wirral West (Margaret Greenwood) said, for the
economy overall. I congratulate my hon. Friend on
putting this issue on the agenda.

I want to go through the experience of my constituency
and set out what has led me to the debate. At Heathrow
airport, which is in my constituency, there was almost
an epidemic of back injuries among baggage handlers.
Some Members may recall, when they went through the
airport over the years, that there were different campaigns
about the weight of the baggage. Although mechanisation
was introduced, the work nevertheless involves physical
exercise, so we had an epidemic of people who were
going sick as a result of back pain. We went through all
those allegations of people fraudulently going sick, but
when we did the investigations, working with the employer
and the trade unions, we discovered the scale of the
back injuries over almost a generation, along with the
consequences.

The lesson we learned is that, through joint campaigning
with the employer, the trade unions and local health
bodies, we were able to introduce practices that minimised
the damage that was being done to these individual
workers, even though the problem continues. For large
employers, it is easier. The epidemic of back injuries in
my constituency at the moment is among smaller employers,
whose actions are often on the margins of legality and
they fail to take reasonable care of their employees.

Through airport campaigns, which involved Unite,
GMB, the Public and Commercial Services Union and
other unions coming together, we found that we needed
engagement with the HSE at the carliest stage. We need
guidance in place that can be applied so that the employers
recognise their responsibilities and the trade unions
representing their members can enforce the guidance
through negotiation and, if necessary, through various
forms of industrial action if individual employers are
not adhering to those guidelines.

This is not in any way an attack on the Government
or anything like that, but I want to flag up the resourcing
of HSE, which my hon. Friend raised. There is an issue
here that has to be addressed. I know that individual
Ministers have to fight their corner with the Treasury
for resources in their patch. Whenever the Minister goes
into budget negotiations for her field again, she will
have cross-party support for securing additional resources
for the HSE. The current denial of those resources
means that inspection and intervention processes are
not working as effectively as they should to prevent
actions that put people’s livelihoods in danger as a
result of back injuries. One problem is that small companies
are infrequently inspected these days, which means that
incidents are arising where companies are ignoring basic
guidelines set out by the HSE.

With regard to incidence, my hon. Friend the Member
for Wirral West has set out the scale of the problems.
I want to congratulate Versus Arthritis, which works so
hard. We are all drawing on the briefing we received
from the organisation.

Dr Rupa Hugq (Ealing Central and Acton) (Lab): My
right hon. Friend, who is a near neighbour of mine as a
Heathrow MP, is making a powerful case. He mentioned
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Versus Arthritis, of which my constituent, Julian Worricker
—as a media person, you will know him, Dame Caroline
—is a champion, as am 1. My right hon. Friend talked
about big or large employers. Some of their advice is
well intentioned, such as the information on diet for
people with arthritis, saying they should have oily fish,
omega 5, extra virgin olive oil and all this healthy stuff.
In a cost of living crisis, that may be difficult for people
to buy when it is so much cheaper to get Iceland stuff
for 99p or whatever it is, with loads of fat in it. Does my
right hon. Friend agree with me?

John McDonnell: I am glad my hon. Friend has
raised that matter in advance of my raising it. Poverty
almost certainly relates to that, as it does to work
practices, particularly with regard to hours of work.
Fatigue then leaves people open to making mistakes at
work, particularly around handling goods, heavy lifting
and not following practices because they are just so
tired. In addition, my hon. Friend’s point about diet is
fundamental. A number of constituents have seen me
and said, “This is the advice from my local doctor or
whoever about what I should be eating, but I literally
can’t afford it,” or they do not have the support they
need to enable them to go on a path of healthier living
and a healthier diet.

Versus Arthritis also made the point that for many of
our constituents with these injuries, in the winter conditions,
the cold affects them. There is nothing in the financial
support that we give people that reflects or effectively
deals with the incidence of cold. From the briefing we
have all received, for my constituency the figure is
15,000 people. In other words, one in six people in my
constituency have some form of condition. They are in
pain, they experience fatigue and at times have restricted
mobility. That is an epidemic by any calculation, and it
has an impact on the economy overall. However, for
many of the constituents I have met, it is also savaging
their quality of life and, as a result, some of us have a
sense of urgency about the need for action.

I have to raise the issue of waiting times for diagnosis
and treatment, which has become a real problem. In my
area, the numbers waiting more than a year for operations
and interventions are better than some: the national
average is 6%, whereas in my area it is 3%. We are
performing better than the national average, but even
3%, which is a couple of hundred people waiting more
than a year in my area, is a significant number. Hon.
Members will know that when we meet those people,
they are waiting in real pain and I am finding that
the mental health consequences are significant too.
People are desperate to support their families and they
feel guilty that they are not doing so. At the same
time, they are frustrated because they literally do not
know what to do in that waiting period. I come to
the points the hon. Member for Gedling made with
regard to support and access to work. I cannot agree
with him more about the significance of this. While
I welcome the additional funding that has come from
Government, we have found in the past—this relates to
the work capability assessment, which I will come on
to—a lack of expertise in assessment and advice. Exactly
as the hon. Gentleman said, there is a range of conditions
and, in many instances, very specific advice is needed—even
at first assessment. We have to bring relevant expertise
into the pathways at every stage and be capable of
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drawing on that, otherwise we just get things wrong. If
the wrong advice is given, that adds to the pressure and
stress on the individual.

The issue with the work capability assessment, which
we have been dealing with since its inception, is—to be
frank—the brutality of it. The regime has now become
even harsher. We have been in debates here on a number
of occasions, and we have even heard of suicides taking
place as a result of the work capability assessment
implementation. That relates to the lack of expertise in
the assessment. Harsh conditions are placed on people
who cannot meet those conditions, and as a result they
lose their benefits. In addition to losing their benefits,
there is a feeling of guilt and ostracisation in the community
itself, and a stigma attached.

It is important that the Minister sits down with the
Public and Commercial Services Union, which represents
the civil servants administering these benefits. They are
saying to us that their caseloads have increased dramatically,
and that as a result they do not feel they have sufficient
staff to deal with individual cases effectively. The pressure
that many of their members are under is unacceptable,
and the problem of being able to deal with their caseload
properly has become insurmountable.

My final point is about the strategy for the future.
The key thing that comes out of discussion with virtually
every organisation we meet, whether it is Versus Arthritis
or the Royal Osteoporosis Society, is the importance of
engagement with the sufferers themselves and their
representatives. It is similar to the disability principle,
“Nothing about us without us.” Engagement with MSK
sufferers is absolutely key to developing the future
strategy. I also put in a plea for engagement with the
trade unions representing many of the workers who
have been involved in back injury cases and in prevention
work. The hon. Member for Strangford (Jim Shannon)
made a point about small businesses. The Federation of
Small Businesses has really been helpful on a whole
range of these issues, not only about how it can advise
its members on best practice, but also reporting back on
what it feels are impediments to getting people back
into work, and the support needed for small businesses
to make reasonable adjustments for people suffering
from these conditions.

There is a desperate need to move forward. I welcome
what additional money there is, but it will not be used
effectively unless there is proper engagement with all
concerned with the experience that we have had over the
last generation. In my constituency, I am hoping that
we can overcome the issues of access to proper advice
and to health treatment, and do much more on the
preventive side, because many of my constituents are
disabled for life as a result of past practices.

10.9 am

Marion Fellows (Motherwell and Wishaw) (SNP): It
is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship, Dame
Caroline. I warmly congratulate the hon. Member for
Wirral West (Margaret Greenwood) on securing this
really important debate. I am grateful to Versus Arthritis
and to the British Society for Rheumatology for their
very helpful briefings. I listened with great interest to
the right hon. Member for Hayes and Harlington (John
McDonnell), and I absolutely agree with him that
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Westminster Hall is more conducive to sharing ideas,
rather than just having a go at the Government. However,
as the SNP spokesperson, I always have to give the
Scottish perspective on things in this place, so I will do a
fair bit of that this morning—not for too long, I hasten
to add.

We have heard of the number of working days lost
because of musculoskeletal conditions, which I will now
refer to as MSK conditions, for everyone’s sake—especially
those from Hansard who are here. It is really important
that the Government change attitudes to people with
disabilities such as MSK conditions. We have to support
those people, improve their access to work and help
them stay in work.

Let us look at what we tried to do in Scotland, and
some of the issues that we are really concerned about.
We in the SNP are deeply concerned about the changes
to work capability assessments, which will lead to disabled
people and those with long-term health conditions being
put at risk of sanctions. We know that sanctions do not
work—we have the evidence—and we really feel that
they are not the way forward. More support for people
who have been unemployed for a long time is welcome,
but sanctions should not form part of that. We do not
support mandatory work placements, either.

People with MSK, arthritis and similar conditions
often have to give up work because they cannot continue,
and they cannot live on statutory sick pay if they have
to take short-term absences from work. If the Government
are serious about closing the disability employment gap,
they have to start providing statutory sick pay that
treats workers with dignity. It is ridiculous that recipients
get only £109.40 a week; that is wholly inadequate, and
is among the lowest amounts in Europe. The Government
should look at increasing SSP in line with a real living
wage. We also want the Government to provide guidance
to employers on reasonable adjustments, and to create
statutory timescales for their implementation. We are
all agreed that we want people to be able to work, but
we need to give them the right support.

The right hon. Member for Hayes and Harlington
and others have talked about how difficult things are for
people with long-term conditions, especially MSK
conditions. They need to dig deep into their household
budget to be able to eat properly and keep warm—that
is currently a huge problem. The SNP has asked many
times for a social energy tariff, and I requested a debate
on that in this very place. We need measures to help
people return to work properly, when they can and
want to.

It is absolutely ridiculous that there has still been no
mention of work practices, nor any movement since the
Taylor review was first published. We keep hearing
promises from the Government, but action is not happening.
The SNP’s vision is for Scotland to be a fair work
nation by 2025, where fair work drives success, wellbeing
and prosperity for individuals, business organisations
and the whole of society. That means that we have to
look at the drivers of workplace inequality and ensure
that everyone is supported to enter into work and
progress. That is making a difference: in Scotland people
are happy, and want to sign up to the fair work scheme.
I know that everyone here wants things to become
better. We really need to improve things, but in Scotland
we cannot do that on our own, because workers’ rights
remain firmly in the hands of Westminster.
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We need to look at this issue. The Smith commission
tried to look at it, but we were outvoted by Labour and
the Tory Government at the time. In Scotland, we
want—indeed, we need—the right to set our own agenda
for fair work practices. It is really important that people
with MSK conditions are able to participate in work
fully and do not spend months and months waiting for
access to work. Also, when they have to take time off
work, they should receive proper statutory sick pay.
Then they can go back into the workplace and can
continue to contribute to society.

I thank everyone here. We have covered a wide range
of issues, and I will listen carefully to the Opposition
spokesperson, and especially to the Minister who responds
to this very important debate.

10.15 am

Vicky Foxcroft (Lewisham, Deptford) (Lab): It is a
pleasure, Dame Caroline, to serve under your chairship,
and I am grateful for the opportunity to respond to this
debate on behalf of the shadow work and pensions team.

I congratulate my hon. Friend the Member for Wirral
West (Margaret Greenwood) on securing this debate.
She is absolutely right to say that the Government must
have a cross-departmental strategy to address this issue,
and must ensure that the Health and Safety Executive is
properly funded to ensure that all of us are safe in the
workplace. They do that alongside trade unions. Many
important points have been made in the debate and
I hope that the Minister will respond to them in detail.

I apologise to my right hon. Friend the Member for
Hayes and Harlington (John McDonnell), because I must
make a little criticism of the Government and nudge
them at this point. The Minister will already be aware of
my thoughts about the Prime Minister’s decision to
downgrade her role as the Minister for Disabled People,
Health and Work. I assure her that I will do all I can to
get her and her role repromoted to where they should
be. It is so important that we do that.

The number of people who are economically inactive
because of long-term sickness has risen to over 2.5 million,
which is an increase of more than 400,000 since the
start of the pandemic, and the figure is now higher than
ever. That has a huge impact on our economy, as well as
on individuals’ health, wellbeing and ability to support
themselves and their families.

The increase in the number of people off work because
of long-term sickness since the pandemic is costing the
country an extra £15.7 billion a year. Along with mental
health conditions, musculoskeletal conditions—or MSK
conditions, as I will refer to them, to make sure that I do
not pronounce “musculoskeletal” incorrectly—are one
of the main reasons for long-term sickness. They affect
one in five of the people defined as being economically
inactive.

As my right hon. Friend the Member for Hayes and
Harlington said so eloquently and respectfully, we need
proper resourcing of the HSE. That is really important
in terms of cross-departmental working. Also, the HSE
is a very powerful example of employers, trade unions
and others working together. He cited the example of
baggage handling workers. I was personally involved
with such work myself before I was an MP, when I was
working for Unite the union. There was a really strong
campaign for those workers, and it really made a difference
for them.
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Over 20 million people in the UK, or almost a third
of the population, have an MSK condition. However,
with NHS waiting lists at a near-record high, people are
waiting months for trauma treatment or orthopaedic
treatment. As many people have already said, according
to Versus Arthritis, over 1 million people are waiting for
such treatment, many of them having to put their life on
hold while they wait. In 2021 alone, arthritis and other
MSK conditions resulted in the loss of 23.3 million
working days.

Last month, I asked the Minister several written
questions on what steps her Department is taking to
help people with MSK conditions to re-enter the workforce.
First, I would like to place on record my concern about
the fact that the Department has made no estimate of
the number of people awaiting treatment. That prompts
the question of whether it really has a grip on the extent
of the problem. In her response, the Minister outlined
the package of measures set out in the spring Budget and
the autumn statement to tackle the leading health-related
causes of economic inactivity, including MSK conditions.
Those measures include introducing employment advisers
into MSK services, developing and scaling up MSK
community hubs, and making the best use of digital health
technologies, alongside various pilots and commitments
to exploring new ways of providing timely support and
improving occupational health problems. That is not
ambitious. It is simply more pilots, and more exploring
what to do, from a Government who have been in power
for over 13 years. Furthermore, will the Government
be open and transparent, and publish the details of
those pilots? I have asked for this information in many
written parliamentary questions, and sadly they are not
forthcoming.

I would like to touch on two initiatives, the first of
which is Access to Work. The Minister already knows
some of my thoughts on this, but I will reiterate them.
Her predecessor, the hon. Member for Corby (Tom
Pursglove), when asked numerous times, continued to
assure me that the Department for Work and Pensions
has increased the number of staff working to clear the
Access to Work backlog, but it does not appear to be
going down. In November 2022, the backlog was 25,281,
but a year later, it was 24,339. I think we will all agree
that there is not much sign of progress.

Secondly, the much-criticised Disability Confident
scheme is also in need of urgent reform. Recent analysis
by Disability@Work shows that even employers who
have achieved level 3—the highest level—are no more
likely to employ disabled people than those who have
not signed up to the scheme. It also shows that disabled
people working for Disability Confident employers do
not report better experiences than those working for
employers who are not members of the scheme. The
Minister’s predecessor admitted to the Work and Pensions
Committee in the summer that it was time for a root-
and-branch review of Disability Confident, so I am
interested to know what progress has been made. I also
want to add my voice to calls for an update on when the
major conditions strategy will be published.

I'end as others have, by paying tribute to the organisations
that support people with MSK conditions—many are
here today and without them many people would be
struggling even more than they already are. I reiterate
what my right hon. Friend the Member for Hayes and
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Harlington said. Government must engage with those
affected by these conditions. After all, these people are
the experts by experience.

10.23 am

The Minister for Disabled People, Health and Work
(Mims Davies): It is a pleasure to serve under your
chairship, Dame Caroline, and I thank the hon. Member
for Wirral West (Margaret Greenwood) for introducing
today’s debate in a constructive, positive and very interesting
way. As the Minister for Disabled People, Health and
Work, it is an honour early on in my tenure to talk
about the Government’s commitment to enabling people
with musculoskeletal conditions to start work, stay in
work, and importantly succeed in work, which is what
today’s debate is about, and it was an honour to hear
from Members on all those matters. As the hon. Member
for Motherwell and Wishaw (Marion Fellows) said, the
spirit and context of the debate is extremely important.
I thank the hon. Member for Lewisham, Deptford
(Vicky Foxcroft). We have always had a very constructive
and positive relationship. I look forward to working
with her on her challenges to us, and all her asks across
Government; I note all of these. As hon. Members
might note, I have a lot of material here. Whether I can
get to all of it we will see, but I hope to share the
Government’s ambition for this society as one where
disabled people and those with health conditions can
fulfil their potential when it comes to employment, and
one where they have the fair rights and access that we all
want for them.

My mum lived with osteoporosis and rheumatoid
arthritis, and she worked with disabled adults; my dad
lived with a head injury for more than 25 years under
the Court of Protection, and I am a coeliac, so despite
the height of my role, I want to reassure those in the
Gallery and those listening to the debate that my convening
power is no less and my commitment is no less, but
Iunderstand the asks from the hon. Member for Lewisham,
Deptford—and on her advocacy for my promotion, one
could ask for nothing else.

The joint Department for Work and Pensions and
Department of Health and Social Care work and health
directorate was set up in 2015 to recognise the extremely
strong links between work and health and the importance
for health of good work, which has been highlighted
today. I pay tribute to those doing the “Better Bones”
campaign. As the Minister who was predominantly
responsible for the HSE for a number of years, I assure
the right hon. Member for Hayes and Harlington (John
McDonnell) that I have paid close attention to the issue,
and I hope that the HSE’s representatives will come to
Parliament shortly to give us all an update on their
work. The responsibility sits with my noble Friend
Lord Younger now, but I will be working very strongly
with him.

I absolutely agree with my hon. Friend the Member
for Gedling (Tom Randall) and others on the subjects
of prevention, tackling stigma and keenly engaging
with those who understand this matter. Supporting and
empowering those with MSK conditions is very important
to me—1I hope I have outlined why—both in this new
role and in my capacity as a local MP. In fact, in that
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capacity, I invited my ministerial predecessor, who is
now the Minister for Legal Migration and the Border,
my hon. Friend the Member for Corby (Tom Pursglove)—
I pay tribute to his work and his commitment on this
subject—to visit VIM Health. This gives me an opportunity
to mention Tom from VIM Health and all his team, all
his patients and the work done in this specialist neurological
rehabilitation centre and MSK therapy service, which
I have seen. My hon. Friend and I agreed that it was
incredibly inspiring to see how innovative technologies
can make healthcare more accessible, enjoyable and
transformative. This gym helps with rehab, and also
makes accessible exercise, and other things that many of
us take for granted. We talked about the pools, and
I will come on to that later.

I am looking forward to meeting representatives of
Versus Arthritis later this month; I met them at the
party conference. Like others, I extend my thanks to
third sector organisations for the important work that
they do, and the knowledge that they impart to us in
Westminster, to raise awareness and to support people
living with MSK conditions, helping them to fulfil their
potential in the workplace. As we heard from my hon.
Friend the Member for Gedling, this is about a change
of mindset. Work is so much more than a pay packet. It
increases people’s wellbeing; it increases their network
and their confidence. At times when their health is
perhaps failing or fluctuating, nothing is more important
than having confidence, a network and support, and
that very much comes from work.

Margaret Greenwood: I appreciate the tone that the
Minister is taking in the debate. On that point about
mindset, would she look at perhaps requiring employers
to inform new employees about Access to Work when
they start, to make it quite a routine thing, and so that
people know about it and can have an up-front conversation
about all areas of their health, but particularly MSK
health? I ask because from the point of view of the
person who is suffering, it can be extremely difficult to
raise an issue that they know will cause bother for their
manager, perhaps cost them money and so on.

Mims Davies: I thank the hon. Lady for that point. In
fact, in preparing for this debate and seeking to understand
the issue further, this was something that we discussed
and I was interested in. Gatwick is not far away from
my constituency, and many constituents work there,
and some of them work in passenger assist, getting
people on and off planes. Being able to talk to employers
confidently and comfortably is really important.

When someone’s health changes, it is often a bolt
from the blue. How do they manage that with their
employer? That is something that I am very focused on,
and it covers the Access to Work programme and the
Disability Confident scheme.

I will come on to Disability Confident, but we need to
move this from being a nice thing on a website to a
reality for people working in whatever sector and with
all employers. We have taken that approach with menopause
and the debilitating impact that it can have for women
of all ages, including in the workplace. All of this, in the
round, is very important when it comes to staying in
work and thriving in work, which is what we ultimately
want for everybody.
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For context, around a third of the UK population—over
20 million people—Ilive with an MSK condition. As we
said, we do not want people to feel that leaving employment
is the only option, and the Government absolutely
recognise that good work is generally good for health,
as we heard from my hon. Friend the Member for
Gedling and the hon. Member for Lewisham, Deptford.
MSK interventions to improve workforce participation
were key when it comes to the £400 million health
package in the 2023 spring Budget.

Let me go through some what the Government are
doing. We are introducing employment advisers within
MSK services to support people with conditions to
thrive in work, help them to have those conversations
and, above all, assist with engaging with employers. We
are developing and scaling up MSK hubs in the community.
Building on existing local practice, hubs will offer people
with MSK conditions access to physical activity
interventions in leisure centre or community settings—as
we have heard—and we will explore how to embed
vocational advice too. We will also be making the most
of digital health technologies to support people with
MSK conditions to better manage those symptoms and
remain in work, and that will include digital therapeutics.

The reality is we are all living longer, and long-term
sickness is a common reason for economic inactivity
among the working-age population. Therefore, the
Government rightly have an ambitious programme to
support disabled people and those with health conditions,
including MSK, to start, stay and succeed in work. That
includes variety of interventions, which we have heard
about today: Disability Confident, the Access to Work
grants, the Work and Health Programme, and a digital
information service for employers in relation this. Employers
knowing how to manage and to have those conversations
equally with employees will make a real difference, and
of course there are also our own disability employment
advisers in DWP. 1 will be engaging directly with all
groups and stakeholders to make sure this works, and
I will be putting myself, as I always do, in the place of
our claimants and of those people that that need help.

Margaret Greenwood: I thank the Minister for giving
way; she is being very generous.

On helping people to engage in activities that will
improve their health, the closure of swimming pools is
really serious. In my constituency, we have lost the
swimming pool in the Woodchurch estate. I met users
there—we were fighting against the closure—and they
were clear that they were using the pool to deal with two
things: mental health issues and arthritis. That particular
estate has a higher-than-average level of deprivation, a
higher-than-average level of disability, and more older
people living there. For them, the closure has been
catastrophic. I recognise that that is not the Minister’s
Department, but will she talk with ministerial colleagues
and look again at the provision of sport and leisure
facilities, particularly in areas of deprivation, so that
those people can improve their own health?

Mims Davies: I thank the hon. Lady for reiterating
that point for her constituents. These hubs in the community
will deliver both that physical activity and those
interventions. I understand her point, and I know that
support for pools has come to councils from the Department
for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport. What the hon.
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Member has said is very specific, and T will take that
away in the cross-Government work that I am doing.
I think, as well, that it is a lesson for many of our local
authorities to think very carefully about the decisions
they make and how they affect the whole community. It
is vital that people understand that the wider impact
might involve losing more than just swimming lessons—and
that is not easy in itself. The hon. Member has rightly
put that on the record for her constituents.

Employment advice and NHS talking therapies will
be included in our interventions, along with individual
placement and support in primary care and increasing
work coach time in jobcentres. The hon. Member for
Motherwell and Wishaw spoke about making sure that
we listen to and engage with people, and do it in the
right way, and I wholeheartedly agree with that individual
approach.

All these investments are part of a much wider agenda
to tackle inactivity due to long-term sickness. We also
announced our Back to Work plan in the autumn
statement. It includes doubling the number of universal
support employment programme places; increasing
occupational health take-up in businesses, including
SMEs, which is absolutely key; testing new ways of
providing individuals receiving a fit note with timely
access to their key support; and supporting people with
health-related barriers to work through the 15 WorkWell
pilot areas that we are working on. WorkWell is accepting
applications for funding from local areas across England,
with pilot areas due to be announced in April and more
details in the autumn. I will be working with the Minister
for Employment, my hon. Friend the Member for Bury
St Edmunds (Jo Churchill) on this matter.

Vicky Foxcroft: I thank the Minister for giving way.
She has pointed to a number of Government pilots and
I know there are other pilots. In my contribution,
I asked whether the Government would be transparent
and publish data on those pilots. Does the Minister
want to put on the record whether the Government
would be willing to do that?

Mims Davies: I thank the hon. Lady for that ask. This
is still being worked out. I am conscious that one of my
predecessors in DWP warned about having “more pilots
than easyJet” and about making sure that they work
and are right. Once we have more details, I am sure we
will be in a position to share them with her, so I will
come back to her on that matter. It is early in my tenure,
and I want to get to grips with this. When I am in a
position to share, of course I will do so.

We have talked about the impact of poor MSK
health on individuals and employers. We know that
over 20% of employees and self-employed people have
an MSK condition and that it is a leading cause of
working days being lost through sickness and absence,
accounting for over 23 million lost working days. My
hon. Friend the Member for Gedling spelt that out
strongly. Tackling these disparities and managing these
conditions are absolutely key.

When it comes to women, the older population and
certain ethnic groups, understanding the prevalence
and the impact of the condition and doing more on
prevention are key in terms of managing and supporting
people. A predominant symptom is pain, which limits
people’s mobility and dexterity. Living with pain is
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awful, managing it is incredibly stark, and it is very
difficult for people to fully participate in society, so we
need to make sure that people have a healthier home
and working life.

We know that osteoporosis, which causes fragility
and leads to fractures, disproportionately affects women.
The Government’s women’s health strategy is key to
understanding specific actions to improve women’s
experiences and outcomes in relation to osteoporosis.
I look forward to meeting Dame Lesley Regan, our
women’s health ambassador, on this matter as soon as
our diaries allow. I know she is very focused on this, and
we will raise the profile of those issues. I have been very
engaged with her in my work on menopause and
employment action, and I will continue to do that.

T have talked about supporting employers and workplaces
as key enablers for disabled people with health conditions
to remain in work, so let me briefly cover prevention.
Adults in employment spend a large proportion of their
time in work. How we are engaged with in our jobs and
workplaces has a massive impact on our health. Therefore,
in 2022, the Government and the Society of Occupational
Medicine published the MSK health toolkit for employers
and further education institutions, which encourages
employers to support adolescents and young adults
with MSK conditions. We have also produced the MSK
toolkit for employers, which has been developed in
partnership with Business in the Community and provides
practical information for employers of all sizes to address
MSK conditions in the workplace for the working age
population. We need to look at the adjustments and
support there.

I thank Thriiver in my constituency, which is a brilliant
group of people who deliver around £4 million to
£5 million of support through the Access to Work
scheme. They gave me a stark insight into what they feel
should be done, which I fed back to my predecessor. We
know that the grant scheme plays a key role in enabling
people. The point about literacy and digital skills has
been noted. I also note that the Chairman is looking at
me, so I will conclude.

There are a few matters that I might write to Members
about. I think we have all agreed that poor MSK health
has a significant impact. The delays to Access to Work
are improving—we have been forensic on that. People
need support from employers, from Government, the
wider economy and the NHS. We will continue to focus
on good jobs to help everybody thrive and have fulfilling
lives, with the benefit of health and wellbeing behind
them. That is the best route out of poverty.
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Margaret Greenwood: I thank everybody who has
taken part in this important debate for their points.
I also thank the many organisations, some of whom
I have already referenced, that have been in touch with
me in advance of today’s debate to offer briefings and
expertise. I run the risk of missing someone out, so
I will say that those organisations include but are not
limited to the Society of Occupational Medicine, MSK
Aware, On the Mend, the Royal Osteoporosis Society,
the Chartered Institute of Ergonomics, Orthopaedic
Research UK, Versus Arthritis, the British Society for
Rheumatology, and ukactive.

I also want to thank the individuals who have been in
touch with me to share their experiences, as well as staff
at the House of Commons Library. I again pay tribute
to the vital role played by trade unions in the workplace
when it comes to matters of health and safety and
improving working practices. Millions of people across
the UK suffer with musculoskeletal problems, which
profoundly impact not only their health and wellbeing,
but their ability to acquire and stay in work. We need
concerted Government action to improve prevention
and support.

Given the scale of the problem, a comprehensive
cross-departmental MSK strategy is desperately needed.
There is a wealth of expertise in the public sector and
the organisations that I have cited. I urge the Government
to consult them and, crucially, the people with lived
experience of MSK conditions. I reiterate that the
Government need to address the issues with the
administration of Access to Work. They need to oversee
an increase in the numbers of people with MSK conditions
getting support through Access to Work, significantly
increase funding for the Health and Safety Executive
and come forward with funding for fracture liaison
clinics, as called for by the “Better Bones” campaign, to
help the over-50s who suffer fractures due to osteoporosis.

I hope that the Minister will take on board everything
that has been said. She said that she will write to
respond to some of the questions, which I very much
appreciate. We need to see vastly improved MSK health
and improvements in how people are able to participate
in the workplace.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved,

That this House has considered musculoskeletal conditions
and employment.

10.43 am
Sitting suspended.
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Dame Caroline Dinenage (in the Chair): I am going to
call Mick Whitley to move the motion, and then I will
call the Minister to respond. There will not be an
opportunity for the Member in charge to wind up,
because that is the convention for 30-minute debates.
There will be no other speeches, but I am sure Mick will
take interventions if Members ask him nicely.

Mick Whitley (Birkenhead) (Lab): I beg to move,
That this House has considered tidal range energy generation.

It is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dame Caroline.

The UK, more than any other country in the world, is
uniquely positioned to harness the power of its tides.
Ten per cent of the world’s tidal resources, and half of
Europe’s, are found in Britain. Already well-developed
plans for tidal range projects across the west coast
promise to mobilise and deliver 10 GW of net zero
energy, with the potential for 10 GW of additional
capacity—enough to meet approximately 12% of the
UK’s electricity needs over the coming decades, when,
as a result of our efforts to decarbonise transport,
heating and industry, demand for electricity is set to
more than double.

While I want to approach this debate constructively,
the Government’s ambition in supporting the development
of new tidal range projects has been sorely lacking.
Tidal range technology was excluded entirely from the
Energy Act 2023, and the one reference made to tidal
power in the 2022 energy security strategy—a commitment
to “aggressively explore” the possibilities of tidal power—
has not been delivered on. Although we see encouraging
steps in the right direction, including moving towards
the inclusion of tidal in the national policy statements
on energy and the publication of guidance on tidal
range on 18 December last year, much more still needs
to be done.

In his correspondence with me dated 26 October, the
Minister for Energy Security and Net Zero, the right
hon. Member for Beverley and Holderness (Graham
Stuart), stated that

“the government remains open to considering well-developed
proposals for harnessing tidal range energy”,

but that

“any such proposal would need to demonstrate strong evidence of
value for money in the context of other low carbon technologies.”

The issue of value for money has long been cited as the
main obstacle to unlocking the potential of the UK’s
vast tidal resources. Indeed, when the then Secretary of
State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy declined
in 2018 to provide the proposed tidal lagoon project on
Swansea bay with the price stabilisation mechanism
that was needed to guarantee investor certainty, it was
on the grounds that the levelised cost of energy was
higher than that of low-carbon alternatives, including
new nuclear.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I support the hon.
Gentleman in bringing forward this issue, which is
really important for my constituency of Strangford. He
has given the example of Swansea. Strangford lough
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has obvious potential for a tidal stream, which is why
there was a trial there in 2008 with SeaGen. I was a
Member of the Northern Ireland Assembly at the time.
It was a successful pilot scheme but did not seem to go
any further. As energy prices have risen, the possibility
of a new scheme is even more likely. Does the hon.
Gentleman agree that the devolved Administrations
have a role to play in developing tidal stream and tidal
range, which the Government should utilise so that we
can all play our part in tidal energy?

Mick Whitley: Yes, I do. There are more examples of
tidal energy to come. If the Government take cognisance
of the points being made in today’s debate, hopefully
some progress can be made.

The former Secretary of State’s decision was met
with incredulity by many figures in the industry, coming
asit did only 18 months after Charles Hendry’s independent
review found that tidal lagoons could

“play a cost effective role in the UK’s energy mix”
and constituted
“an important and exciting new industry for the United Kingdom.”

In retrospect, and particularly in the light of the conclusions
of the study undertaken at the University of Birmingham
in 2022, which found that the Swansea tidal lagoon
would have returned profits to the low-carbon contract
company, the Government’s decision not to provide
support for the Swansea bay project seems to have been
seriously misjudged. It has deprived us of a credible
pathfinder project of the kind advocated by Charles
Hendry’s review.

However, I have not called this debate simply to
revisit debates from a long time before either the Minister
or I had entered Parliament. Today is not about looking
backwards; it is about facing the future, and asking
what we can do to guarantee our energy security in a
time of growing geopolitical uncertainty and climate
breakdown, and the role tidal range generation has to
play in that process. In that vein, I ask the Minister and
his colleagues to recognise that the fundamental question
of value for money needs revisiting.

Principally, that means adopting a whole-systems
approach when assessing cost-effectiveness. The levelised
cost of energy can be a useful tool, but it can also be a
blunt instrument when it comes to gauging the comparative
costs of renewable and low-carbon energy sources that
fails to take into consideration the additional costs of
solar and wind generation caused by grid transmission
constraints, rebalancing and storage.

It also fails to account for the fact that, uniquely for a
renewable, tidal energy is a timetabled predictable resource,
giving it an important role to play when seasonal factors
interrupt supply from solar and wind. In my previous
engagements on this issue, I have made the case that
when a whole-systems analysis is made, the costs of
tidal power are comparable to offshore wind and new
nuclear.

I am sure the Minister will take great interest in the
research currently being carried out by Jacobs for the
British Hydropower Association, soon to be published,
which confirms that analysis.

Several hon. Members rose—
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Mick Whitley: I will give way to my hon. Friend the
Member for Wirral West (Margaret Greenwood) first
and then my right hon. Friend the Member for Hayes
and Harlington (John McDonnell).

Margaret Greenwood (Wirral West) (Lab): I congratulate
my hon. Friend on securing this debate, his important
work on this matter and his tireless work for the people
of Birkenhead. I am sure he will agree that we have an
obligation to future generations, and that we urgently
need to put in place the infrastructure to power a fossil
fuel-free future. Delay is unacceptable and we urgently
need to see Government action.

John McDonnell (Hayes and Harlington) (Lab): I know
that my hon. Friend does not want to look backwards,
but I do. My first meeting on the barrage across the
Mersey was in 2015. If Government had implemented it
then, it would be operational now. The trajectory was
always going to be that alternative fuel sources would
be cheaper than reliance on rising oil prices. It is obvious
that that will also be the future trajectory. That is why
there is a sense of urgency about this now.

Mick Whitley: 1 thank my two colleagues for their
interventions; I totally agree with their contributions.
I hope that after today we will see more movements in
tidal power. I do not want the Minister to believe that
I am under any illusions about the up-front costs of
tidal range generation. They are undoubtedly significant,
but these are ultra-long lifecycle assets, which will continue
to provide clean, green power for more than a century.

As a case in point, 2024 marks the 58th anniversary
of the world’s first tidal power station becoming operation
on the Rance river in Brittany. Today, it is less than half
way through its estimated lifespan of 120 years, and
continues to supply green and affordable energy. As the
Chair of the Environmental Audit Committee said in
2021, when he urged the Business Secretary to seize the
potential of our tides:

“Once these costs are paid off, the energy generated from range
projects would be very low in cost and would be delivered over a
longer time horizon than (for instance) energy generated from
wind installations, which require repeated renewal.”

Tim Farron (Westmorland and Lonsdale) (LD): I am
grateful to the hon. Gentleman for giving way and for
his excellent speech. He is right to say that, although the
up-front costs of developing tidal schemes can be expensive,
the lifetime costs per year are absolutely not. We are in
an election year and there is a tendency for us to think
short term; we are rebuked for the fact that we need to
look long term. If we build the tidal scheme we want to
see across Morecambe bay and Duddon estuary, that
will mean 7.8 TW of energy, 7,300 construction jobs
and 7,400 long-term jobs. That is great for the economy
and great for the environment. All we need is a Government
that can act for the long term.

Mick Whitley: I thank the hon. Gentleman for that
intervention. He makes a great point. As I have said,
right down the west coast there is a need for tidal power,
which I hope we can generate. I know it is an election
year, but this matter is cross-party and not about being
adversarial.
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Last year, the Government passed legislation to ensure
financial support for new nuclear power aimed at achieving
what Ministers have described as a nuclear renaissance.
As with tidal range projects, the capital costs of nuclear
power plants are considerable, but the Government
have nevertheless recognised them as necessary to securing
a vital domestic supply of low-carbon energy. We will
of course need to consider the optimum financing
arrangements for new tidal range projects. In fact,
establishing a sustainable financial mechanism was one
of the key objectives of the amendments that I tabled to
the Energy Bill in September last year, which would
have established the tidal range assessment grant to
fund an independent, evidence-led study into tidal range
generation. Although the contract for difference scheme
may be adapted to support the development of smaller
tidal range projects, it is clearly not suitable for supporting
the development of larger gigawatt-scale projects.

As I said when I last raised tidal range generation in
the House, the Government need to be working with
the industry to look seriously at the merits of employing
a regulated asset-based model for funding tidal range,
just as they did last year with new nuclear. There is
considerable enthusiasm in industry to develop our
tidal range capacities, but investor confidence remains
low, largely because of a widespread—and I am afraid,
for the time being, legitimate—concern that developers
will not have the Government support.

Ministers have said that they want to continue a
dialogue with the hydropower industry but if we are going
to rescue the 10 GW of tidal range capacity currently
stranded in development, the developers need assurances
that they will have a proactive partner in Government.
The British Hydropower Association has established
just some steps that the Government could take to build
investor confidence and create a favourable policy context
for tidal range. Those include establishing a Government-
industry partnership similar to the one established for
offshore wind in 2012, which has had such success, the
inclusion of tidal range as an explicit technology within
the UK energy strategy and national policy statements,
and building on the work that was undertaken through
the tidal lagoon challenge. We also need Ministers to
develop a road map for tidal range, which the EAC
recommended in 2021. It called on the Government to
set out a stated ambition for the sector in gigawatts of
generating capacity, alongside an industry strategy for
the sector that would ensure that the supply chain was
onshore in the UK in order to support British businesses.

I have spoken so far about tidal range generation
only in general terms, but now want to consider the
specific proposals put forward by Metro Mayor Steve
Rotheram and his colleagues in the Liverpool City
Region Combined Authority for the Mersey tidal power
project. I understand that the Minister of State for
Energy Security and Net Zero, the right hon. Member
for Beverley and Holderness met the team behind the
Mersey tidal power project as recently as last autumn,
so I hope that the substance of the proposals are
familiar to the Minister representing the Government in
this debate.

The project represents an unparalleled opportunity
for our region. It has the potential to provide a predictable
domestic green energy supply to a million homes on
Merseyside and to create thousands of new jobs, including
in my constituency of Birkenhead, while supporting
hundreds of UK companies across the supply chain.
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If delivered successfully, the Mersey tidal power project
would undoubtedly be transformative for our region,
but its impact would also be felt nationwide, helping to
bring us closer to achieving our legally binding targets
to reach net zero carbon emissions by 2050.

The Mersey is a relatively short estuary with shallow
waters, and this geography makes the area the ideal
location for a commercial pilot project of the kind that
industry figures believe is essential to accelerating progress
in this sector. By assigning the Mersey tidal power
project pilot status, the Government could begin to
resolve issues around regulation, planning restrictions
and environmental impact before turning their attention
to larger gigawatt-scale schemes such the Morecambe
tidal barrage, of which I know the hon. Member for
Westmorland and Lonsdale (Tim Farron) is an enthusiastic
champion.

Here again, though, we need to see the Government
working as an active collaborator with the Liverpool
City Region Combined Authority as well as industry.
The Metro Mayor has, in particular, been keen to stress
the importance of central Government making available
the kind of funding and support that was provided to
hydrogen and carbon capture and storage technologies,
and of central and local governments developing a
common approach towards the Crown Estate and Duchy
of Lancaster so that the necessary seabed leases can be
secured without prohibitively high entry costs.

When confronted by the war in Ukraine, the crisis in
the middle east and the existential threat of climate
breakdown, the question of how we secure our energy
independence has never been so important. It is time for
us to reckon seriously with how we can exploit our
natural geography to secure a clean, green, and domestic
energy supply for generations to come. It is time for us
to harness the power of our tides.

11.15am

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Energy
Security and Net Zero (Andrew Bowie): It is an absolute
pleasure to serve under your chairmanship this morning,
Dame Caroline. It is also a pleasure to be here to discuss
such an important topic, so I congratulate the hon.
Member for Birkenhead (Mick Whitley) on securing
today’s important debate. He has a considerable track
record of championing this particular sector—and indeed
his constituency, of course—so I welcome his calling
this debate.

As was mentioned, the invasion of Ukraine and the
subsequent rise in global energy prices demonstrated
the importance of securing domestic home-grown energy
sources. As we saw at COP28 in the UAE, for the first
time, there is a global consensus on the need to move
away from fossil fuels. Therefore, I, and indeed the
Government, share with the right hon. Member for
Hayes and Harlington (John McDonnell) and the hon.
Member for Wirral West (Margaret Greenwood) the
sense of the urgency that is required here and of the
necessity to move quickly.
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We are very proud that the UK is already a global
leader in the field of climate change, and we must
continue to find and develop more ways to extract
naturally occurring energy through renewables. We have
already cut emissions further and faster than any other
major economy since 1990, we were the first country in
the G7 to halve our emissions, and we have boosted our
share of renewables from just 7% in 2010 to almost
50% today. That keeps us on track for our legally
binding net zero 2050 target and for a fully decarbonised
power sector by 2035.

To deliver these targets and provide long-term energy
security, we must consider all of the tools available to
us, and tidal range—the reason we are here today—provides
yet another domestic energy source to our growing list
of renewables. It also shows promise as a large-scale,
fully predictable and non-weather-dependent source of
power. Tidal range, as everybody in this room knows,
could yield energy-system benefits by balancing the grid
against variable renewable sources such as wind and
solar. Additionally, with sites of suitability being close
to centres of high demand, such as Liverpool, tidal
range could circumvent the need for extensive grid
connections.

The UK has the second-highest tidal range in the
entire world, and that is why, in the British energy
security strategy, we committed to aggressively explore
its potential, building on the research already conducted,
such as in the place referred to by the hon. Member for
Strangford (Jim Shannon) earlier. Therefore, officials in
the Department are doing just that—aggressively exploring
the options for tidal range in the future—by working
with the sector to model the potential energy-system
benefits of tidal range and establish an evidence base to
build upon.

Officials in the Department for Energy Security and
Net Zero will continue to engage closely with the sector
throughout this process and will communicate their
findings, when appropriate, to the sector and indeed to
Members of this House. We have already consulted
with the sector and published a dedicated page for tidal
range on gov.uk, and, just yesterday, I had a meeting on
how we might improve even that offer through the
Government portal. As a nation surrounded by water,
we will continue to work with the sector, and with
Members interested, to explore and take advantage of
the opportunities presented by tidal range to provide
clean and secure renewable energy.

I thank the hon. Member for Birkenhead for bringing
this important, pertinent and timely debate to this
Chamber today, and I look forward to working with
him and others, and the sector, as we seek to improve
and build upon the success of tidal range moving forward.

Question put and agreed to.

11.19 am
Sitting suspended.
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[ Relevant documents: First Report of the Foreign Affairs
Committee of Session 2022-23, Missing in action: UK
leadership and the withdrawal from Afghanistan, HC 169
incorporating HC 685, Oral evidence taken before the
Foreign Affairs Committee on 17 October 2023, on follow-up
to the Afghanistan inquiry, HC 1888, and Correspondence
with the Secretary of State for Foreign, Commonwealth
and Development Affairs, relating to the follow-up session
to the Afghanistan inquiry, reported to the House on
19 December 2023. ]

2.30 pm

Mr Tobias Ellwood (Bournemouth East) (Con): I beg
to move,

That this House has considered Government policy on Afghanistan.

It is a real pleasure to be opening this debate on the
important subject of Afghanistan. I am grateful to see
the Minister, whom I know is familiar with the country,
having visited there many times, as well as the shadow
Minister, the hon. Member for Hornsey and Wood Green
(Catherine West). I have much to cover, so to ensure
that others have time to contribute, I make it clear that I
will not take any interventions, because doing so would
delay my speech.

After dominating our headlines for decades, Afghanistan
is now the forgotten country and rarely features in our
news or, indeed, parliamentary debates, and a population
of 40 million people, not least women and girls,
understandably feel abandoned. As I found out on my
visit last summer, Afghanistan remains a very raw subject.

I spent some time at the British cemetery in Kabul,
which was established in the 19th century to honour
some of the dead from the previous British incursions
into Afghanistan—the battle between the Oxus and
Indus rivers, and the “great game” between Russia and
Britain. In that cemetery, there are a dozen or so plaques
marking the names, in date order, of the 455 UK
personnel—including 54 from my regiment, the Rifles—who
lost their lives in the latest war. Our thoughts and prayers
are with their families and the hundreds who returned
with life-changing injuries. Whatever the operational
outcome, we must never neglect our duty of care to our
brave veterans.

The war in Afghanistan was bruising for NATO—the
most formidable military alliance the world has ever
seen—as an entity. At its peak, it had 150,000 troops in
the country. They departed demoralised, with many
asking the question: what is the purpose of NATO? In
August 2021, when Parliament was recalled so that the
Government could announce our withdrawal, I said
that this signalled the high-tide mark of post-world war
two western liberalism. Two decades of state building in
Afghanistan cost the United Kingdom £20 billion. It
cost the US, which lost over 2,400 lives, $2.3 trillion. As
our adversaries, who do not share our values, have
observed, we have collectively lost the appetite to stay
the course and defend the international rules-based
order. The war brought an abrupt end to the post-cold
war thinking that the west can impose its values anywhere
in the world.
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There has been no official UK inquiry about the
lessons that might be learned, such as how we squandered
the incredible umbrella of security created by our brave
service personnel through the absence of a co-ordinated
strategy to rebuild, and through total mission creep and
strategic contagion. A western boilerplate governance
structure completely ignored the complex tribal power
bases and, indeed, the lessons of Afghanistan’s history,
not least Britain’s previous efforts to run the country in
the past. Corruption became endemic in Kabul. Lord Peter
Ricketts, the former national security adviser, summed
it up in his book, “Hard Choices”, where he says:

“We became the problem, not the solution.”

In July 2019, President Trump gave a nine-month
deadline to remove all US forces, simply to boost his
presidential election prospects. He then struck a unilateral
deal with the Taliban that excluded the Kabul Government,
with no built-in human rights guarantees for women
and children. However, it did see the release of 5,000
prisoners, including many terrorists. Afghanistan’s fate
was sealed, resulting in the nation being handed back to
the very insurgents we went into the country to defeat.

Just months after NATO’s article 5-approved invasion
of Afghanistan, which followed the 9/11 al-Qaeda attacks,
an international conference took place in Bonn, in Germany,
in December 2001, to consider the future security and
governance of Afghanistan. The Taliban requested
attendance, but Donald Rumsfeld, the US Defence
Secretary at the time, told them to go away, saying that
the losers do not get to sit at the table. Of course the
Taliban did go away, across the border with Pakistan to
rearm, regroup and return to fight another day.

I have visited Afghanistan about a dozen times since
2005. I sat in the same swivel chair in the large conference
briefing room in Camp Bastion, I have been shown
PowerPoint slides on how the Taliban were being defeated,
and General Petracus famously said of Iraq that it is
not enough to defeat the enemy; we must enable the
local. However, I am afraid that I saw very little evidence
of that on any of my visits. I saw very little of enabling
programmes or indeed of a strategy to develop workable
local governance, and win over hearts and minds.

When President Karzai had to approve a new school
headteacher in Lashkargah, and when an enormous
turbine delivered by 16 Air Assault Brigade in 2008 to
the Kajaki dam to generate game-changing electricity
for communities remains in its bubble-wrap for a decade
beside the dam, we know that something has seriously
gone wrong in our post-conflict reconstruction planning
and indeed in the efforts to win over hearts and minds.

The irony is that Helmand is the breadbasket of
Afghanistan and beyond thanks to two decades of US
investment just after world war two, when the same
company that built the Hoover dam created the massive
irrigation systems around the mighty Helmand river,
which to this day continue to help to grow the crops that
feed the nation. That is how to win hearts and minds.
However, for 20 years there was no Paddy Ashdown
character to co-ordinate efforts.

If we step into the shoes of the Afghan people today,
we find that they are war-weary. They have endured
four decades of conflict and instability. We have to go
back to President Daoud’s time in the 1970s to find a
time when it could be said that the country was relatively
stable. Today, there is an eery calm, as another phase in
Afghanistan’s history plays out.
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As I found out, security is different now, but that is
thanks to the Taliban’s daily attacks having ceased.
Satellite images confirm that Afghanistan’s opium trade
is significantly down, but that is because the Taliban’s
black market to fund their insurgency has gone, and
farmers are able to grow other crops, rather than opium,
and take them to market without fear of running into
the Taliban’s improvised explosive devices.

Whether from the people of Afghanistan or indeed
from the Afghan diaspora here in the UK—the Pashtuns,
the Hazaras, the Uzbeks and the Tajiks, many of whom
I have engaged with—there is no clarion call for regime
change. That prompts a very difficult question: if the
Afghan people are not calling for regime change, should
we continue to punish them because the Taliban are in
charge?

There are no easy options here, but the challenges
that this fragile country now faces remain immense, and
the Taliban know it. First, there is the economy. It was
mostly US funding that propped up three quarters of
Ashraf Ghani’s budget, in order to keep the country
going. That funding has now gone. Varying estimates
suggest that Afghanistan now has about two years
before its economy collapses. In 2019, the UN estimated
that around 6 million Afghans were considered to be in
need of humanitarian aid. Today, that figure is estimated
to have risen to 28 million. Meanwhile, China is eyeing
up Afghanistan’s rich mineral resources and could easily
turn the country into a vassal state.

Secondly, there is the demise of human rights. The
brave demonstrations on the streets of Kabul by women
who sought to retain their basic freedoms to work and
study are dispersed by gunshots. Only a few days ago,
that happened again in Kabul. It is just one example of
how the Taliban are rowing back on the initial assurances
given to women and girls when they gained power. The
latest example is denying schooling to 11-year-olds,
preventing 11-year-old girls from going to school, and
preventing women from working in certain trades. Such
diktats offer understandable, absolutist grounds to rule
out having any truck with the Taliban until these conditions
are removed.

Finally, there is the renewed threat of terrorism. As
Afghanistan becomes ever more unstable, terrorism is
once again allowed to incubate—most worryingly in the
form of ISIS-K, which is increasingly active in the
country. Senator Lindsey Graham warned in 2019:

“If we abandon Afghanistan out of frustration and weariness,
we pave the way for another 9/11.”

Alex Younger, the former head of MI6, recently warned
of the uptick in radicalisation that we are now seeing
and that could impact the UK, saying that it is
“unparalleled”.

This all leads to the difficult question: if our current
strategy of condemning from afar is having no effect
and if Afghanistan is on a worrying trajectory where
international aid could be so pivotal, is it time to better
understand what is happening in the country and within
the regime that is leading to the increase in restrictions?
I say that because the Taliban, as I discovered, are far
from one cohesive identity. There are clearly tensions
within the regime that was once united with the principal
goal of violence against the Kabul Government and
NATO. No doubt it remains an ultra-conservative
movement with the most ruthless interpretation of sharia

10 JANUARY 2024  Afghanistan: UK Government Policy 114WH

law in the world, but there are differences of view
between Kandahar, where the reclusive leader Akhundzada
is based, and Kabul, where the practical realities of
holding the country together are grappled with.

The hard-line political messaging is abrupt and, rightly,
internationally condemned. An example involves women
denied university and school education. “How does any
woman have access to a female doctor?” I asked, and
how can women continue to work in Ministries, at the
airport and with non-governmental organisations, including
the United Nations, as I witnessed? The response was
that licences are quietly issued, allowing those women
to continue to work in such necessary professions.

Saad Mohseni, an Afghan media entrepreneur, set up
TV and radio companies across Afghanistan a few
years ago, when NATO was there. They all continue to
operate today and now broadcast a range of educational
programmes for children. Many urban areas now have
access to the internet, and Zoom lessons are commonplace
for all manner of subjects and all ages.

Let us be clear: this is so sub-optimal. It is, though,
tolerated by the Taliban who are running the Ministries
in Kabul, quietly maintaining some of the gains that
have been secured over the last 20 years. But ironically
the Taliban leaders in Kabul, understanding the rules
on schooling, send their girls to school in Dubai. Clearly,
the duality between Kandahar and Kabul is unsustainable
in the longer term. One side or the other will eventually
need to give. Are we really going to watch from afar this
latest phase in Afghanistan’s history play out, or is there
a more cognitive, proactive approach of engagement
and influence?

In his excellent book “The Return of the Taliban”,
Hassan Abbas, a professor at the National Defence
University in Washington, suggests that about 40% of
the Taliban are signed up to the full religious ideology.
But for the majority of people in Afghanistan, it is
either the military and fighting lure that encourages
them to support it, or simply a social one—a bond
extended through family and tribal loyalty. Many of the
rank and file receive little religious training. They do
not understand the sharia law obligations; they simply
join the Taliban because that is what happens in
Afghanistan. When a force looks like it is going to win,
everybody then sees the changing winds and joins sides
with it.

The older generation, many of whom held leadership
roles back in the late 1990s and were content to be
globally isolated, now lean upon the younger, Kabul-based,
more tech-savvy generation to run the state Ministries.
Those Ministries have changed little in function since
2021, but they know that their stability comes only with
greater international engagement. That is why Kabul is
growing ties with Doha, the Emirates, Turkey, Russia,
China and so forth. Afghanistan certainly has changed
from what it was in the ’90s. It is a more populous, more
complex country, with complex needs and a desperate
request for international support.

I dared to suggest this summer, and I repeat it today,
that given the dangers that are looming, we re-evaluate
our strategy. We should answer the plea of Roza
Otunbayeva, the UN head in Afghanistan, and engage.
She stressed in her formal report to the United Nations
General Assembly in September last year that engagement
does not mean endorsement, nor any form of recognition.
The Taliban in Kabul recognise that there is $9 billion
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of frozen assets. That could easily be used to provide
conditionalities in improving rights for women and girls
if we used it more cognitively.

Other respected voices are also coming to the same
position. Thomas West, the US special envoy in
Afghanistan, says that we should engage. By the way,
the United States has given $2 billion since 2021 compared
with our £100 million a year. Richard Bennett, the UN
special rapporteur for Afghanistan; Ms Fawzia Koofi,
the former Deputy Speaker of the Afghan Parliament;
the UK’s former ambassador, Laurie Bristow; General
David Petraeus; Rory Stewart; General Sir David Richards;
General Sir Nick Carter; and distinguished journalists
Christina Lamb and Kathy Gannon all have extensive
experience and understanding of Afghanistan. They
are all saying, “Let’s engage.”

Mark Logan (Bolton North East) (Con): Will my
right hon. Friend give way?

Mr Ellwood: I will not, if my hon. Friend does not
mind, because I want to finish, but I look forward to his
contribution.

As I mentioned, most tellingly, it is the Afghan people
who desperately need our help and want us to engage.
Let me end by speaking about the value of education.
My brother was a teacher and educationalist. It was his
death—he was killed in the 2002 Bali bombing by an
al-Qaeda affiliate—that prompted me to visit Afghanistan
so many times, to understand what we were doing to
counter terrorism. My brother spoke passionately about
the importance of teaching people how to think, and
the dangers of simply being told what to think.

The UN head Roza Otunbayeva has raised just
$0.5 billion of the $4.5 billion that she needs to honour
the humanitarian programmes on the ground. Education
restrictions on 11-year-old girls are a concern of course,
but her bigger worry is that half of all children under
the age of 11—boys and girls—are getting no education
whatsoever. The schools and buildings did not exist, and
do not exist, to teach them. That means that unless the
international community helps soon, half of the next
generation of Afghans will be open prey for radicalisation
—the next generation of extremists—as they are lured
into a false belief that their violence will be rewarded
with a fast track to paradise.

It is Charlie Wilson all over again, abandoning a
country that turns into an incubator for terrorism. We
should not make that same mistake again. As the saying
goes, we may have lost interest in Afghanistan, but
Afghanistan has not lost interest in us. We now have a
duty to develop a strategy of engagement that moves from
our current position of punishing the Afghan population
for the Taliban’s takeover. Our approach to Afghanistan
at the moment is not just incoherent but ineffectual.
Our financial support is down to just £100 million, as I
said. An economic, humanitarian or terrorism crisis is
looming. Afghanistan’s threat is not just to the country
itself but to the region and beyond. Let’s make sure
Afghanistan and its people are not forgotten. It is time
to engage. It is time to reopen our embassy.

My experience this summer was bruising. It made me
reflect on this place, on Parliament, and more specifically
on the conduct of Parliament. On a good day, we match
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that accolade of being the mother of all Parliaments.
We have pioneered that important democratic journey
across the centuries that is now emulated across the
globe. Yet on a bad day, we are an exemplar of how
shallow, discourteous and intolerant we can be of each
other. Politics has always been a contact sport—I
understand that—but by and large it remains civil,
respectful and professional. Parliamentarians should be
encouraged to show political curiosity and passion for
an issue, cause or interest, and yes, advance or even
challenge current thinking and dare to look four or five
chess moves ahead and ask, “What if?” However, if we
lose the art of disagreeing or offer latitude when a
colleague miscommunicates a serious message, as I did
this summer, and it is replaced by a “Gotcha!” culture
deliberately encouraging a media storm, that is indeed a
sad day for Parliament.

Political curiosity is what this place should be about.
It should be encouraged and respected, otherwise MPs
simply will not stick their heads above the parapet. That
cannot be good for democracy and will certainly not
inspire the best in our nation—the next generation—to
consider following in our footsteps. We need to keep the
bar high. Thank you, Dr Huq. Once again, I am grateful
to have the opportunity to debate this important issue
today. I will listen with interest to colleagues and to the
Government’s response.

Dr Rupa Huq (in the Chair): Order. Please stand if
you want to speak, and we will then work out how long
everyone has.

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): I start by calling Wendy
Chamberlain.

2.51 pm

Wendy Chamberlain (North East Fife) (LD): It is a
pleasure to be here this afternoon, Dr Huq. I congratulate
the right hon. Member for Bournemouth East (Mr Ellwood)
on securing the debate. Like him, I look forward to
hearing what the Minister has to say as it has been some
time since we have had an update on his Department’s
policies on Afghanistan. I am aware that the newly
appointed Foreign Secretary responded to some questions
in the other place at the start of December, but considering
the dire situation we know the Afghan people continue
to face, I hope the Minister can provide something
more concrete in his responses this afternoon. I am sure
that he will.

As one of the co-chairs of the all-party parliamentary
group on Afghan women and girls, I often link in with
networks of Afghan women both here and living in
their country, including in preparation for today’s debate.
Shortly before today’s debate, I spoke to one who will
be listening in to hear what the Minister has to say. In
fact, I know that they will all be listening with interest,
anxious to hear about an action plan. The reality is that
women in Afghanistan are living in what can best be
described as gender apartheid. Over the past two and a
half years, there have been discussions and meetings at
different international levels and with different partners,
but nothing has improved. Indeed, I would argue that it
has got worse.
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As the right hon. Member for Bournemouth East
said, it is a privilege to be a Member of this place and to
serve our constituents. I know that it is a rare and
special opportunity to have this occupation. However, |
do not often stop in awe at my mere ability to have a job,
that I went to university or that my daughter recently
completed her secondary education; that I have been
able to travel from my home in Fife down to London
this week unaccompanied by my husband or father;
that when I served in the police, we were not arresting
people for having the wrong type of clothing or belief
or even for visiting public places; and that when we
brought people into custody they did not routinely
experience torture and sexual abuse. Sadly, that is life
for so many women in Afghanistan, with the obvious
exception that there are no women in the police either.

Girls are banned from education after primary school.
That is fundamentally wrong and I know that the
Government—in fact, all of us here—agree with that.
Yet the question is, what are we going to do about it?
How will we put pressure on the Taliban to get girls
back into classrooms? Again, the right hon. Member
for Bournemouth East pointed out that we know the
hypocrisy of senior Taliban members, who send their
own daughters to be educated overseas. With the growth
of segregated madrassahs, how will we ensure that all
students, but especially girls, get access to sufficient
secular education?

The continued restrictions on women working are
not just a serious abuse of their human rights but a
financial disaster, particularly for female-headed households,
in the context of an economic and humanitarian
catastrophe. There are continued reports of women
being arrested and imprisoned without charge, from
both formal channels such as the recent UN Secretary-
General’s report and the networks I hear from through
the APPG. One explanation the Taliban have given for
that is that mass arrests are clearing beggars from the
streets. Even if that is true, we know that groups of
women are being forced to beg because of the dire
financial situation they find themselves in, having been
excluded from the labour market.

There has been a total crackdown on protests and
dissent, and it is clear that a number of arrests are
purely politically motivated. It is notable that the Taliban’s
own statistics show the prison population in Afghanistan
to be well on its way to doubling in size since they took
power. Sadly, that is again somewhat inevitable given
that it is illegal to shop, work, beg, go to the park, speak
an opinion or engage in any way in civil society. I was
told in the run-up to this debate that last week women were
arrested simply for wearing the wrong type of hijab.

I do not want the Minister just to say that this is
obviously wrong—and I am absolutely sure he will
not—because we all know it is. I want him to use his
time to set out how the Government plan to put pressure
on the Taliban. The right hon. Member for Bournemouth
East said we should be engaging but, at the very least,
what minimum standards should we ask to have met
before engagement takes place in the backest of back
rooms? I do not see anything that suggests that there is
a desire to change. I hope the Minister will confirm that
there will be a continued, and hopefully elevated, aid
package to the region, but how can aid be used to
incentivise those basic standards?
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I opposed the merger of the Department for International
Development and the Foreign Office, and indeed secured
an urgent question on the issue back in 2020, but its
stated purpose when it took place was that the UK’s
presence on the international stage would be more
effective when both foreign and international development
policy worked together. I hope the Minister can demonstrate
that they are and prove the initial doubts wrong.

For some Afghans, however, it is not possible to stay
in their home country, such is the risk of persecution.
Some two and a half years since the fall of Kabul,
people are still hiding in fear of their lives in an unsafe
third country, waiting to be told they can travel to
safety. I welcome the restarting of flights from Pakistan
in the light of the threat of expulsions from that country,
but it feels like the threat of expulsions was what got
things moving again.

Why is it that, after all this time, applications still do
not seem to be being progressed? Barely a week goes by
without MPs receiving emails begging us to take up the
cases of people who feel abandoned by the British
Government. They are not our constituents, and without
a scheme like Homes for Ukraine, which provides a
local link, there is simply very little that we can do.
Most recently, I received one yesterday, as I am sure
many other Members did, from a young person who
said they acted as an interpreter to the British Army.
Why are they still waiting, and what are the Government
doing to speed things up?

My concern, and that of many, is that the Afghan
relocations and assistance policy has purposefully or
inadvertently minimised the number of people able to
seek safety by limiting automatic eligibility to those
who were directly contracted by the British Government
or armed forces. The use of local contacts or contracts
is not uncommon, and just because the Government
might want to say, “Well, they didn’t directly work for
us, so we deem them not to be at risk,” that does not
mean that the Taliban will not see such an individual as
somebody who assisted us and seek reprisals. I am also
told—I hope the Minister takes this away and passes it
on to his colleagues—that the process to apply for
assistance under ARAP’s case-by-case consideration is
complicated and opaque, and narrow in who it covers.
A review of its effectiveness and, at the very least, how it
is communicated, would be very welcome.

I want briefly to touch on two more resettlement
issues before concluding. First, will the Minister provide
an update on when the second phase of the Afghan
citizens resettlement scheme pathway 3 will open? Without
a meaningful timeframe, the scheme has in practice
stopped. If that is the case, the Government should be
honest about that to the House.

The second issue is the campaign of the Linda Norgrove
Foundation to bring over a group of female medical
students to finish their studies in Scotland. I have
spoken to the foundation, and I am sure other Members
have too. Securing visas that will allow those students to
enter the country but crucially, given their financial
circumstances, pay home student fees is the final hurdle
to getting those women over to Scotland. That is not
just the right thing to do to send a signal about how
serious we are about girls’ right to education; it is also
deeply practical. The UN’s most recent report warned
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of a medical brain drain out of Afghanistan. If we
think long-term, we only win by helping to equip future
generations of doctors, particularly female doctors.

Finally, I turn back to the APPG on Afghan women
and girls. It was set up a little over a year ago to help lift
the voices of women being silenced at home and too
often left out of the conversations about them elsewhere.
Government policy about Afghan women has to include
Afghan women, and it must include a range of Afghan
women from all regions and tribes. I have had the
privilege of meeting some of those women, and I am
grateful to them for giving up their time to me. What
can the Minister say about committing to an inclusive
political process in which the Government use the expertise
available to them here and their influence at an international
level to make sure Afghan women are included in
high-level negotiations? That must go beyond round
tables where they have input; it must be more collaborative
than that.

We are here to consider the Government’s policy on
Afghanistan, but I want them to think instead about
their policy in relation to the people of Afghanistan—to
women, children, the LGBTQ community and the Afghans
who worked for British or NATO forces or in the former
Government. Too often, Foreign Affairs is abstract—the
time and energy involved is a zero-sum game with new
crises taking away official focus, as the people of
Afghanistan know too well—but the gender apartheid,
the gross human rights abuses and the humanitarian
and economic disaster faced by the Afghan people are
not abstract. I urge the Government to put that at the
centre of their response.

3.1 pm

Sir Julian Lewis (New Forest East) (Con): I shall put
forward a few random and hopefully connected thoughts
that have occurred to me in the course of the contributions
we have heard so far. I congratulate my right hon.
Friend the Member for Bournemouth East (Mr Ellwood)
on securing the debate, and I commiserate with him on
the fact that he paid a high political price in losing the
chairmanship of the Defence Committee, which I know
he valued greatly, as a result of speaking out on this
subject.

I can go part of the way with my right hon. Friend in
support of his thesis about engagement, by saying this:
no matter how much we detest a particular regime, a
time always comes when, if in reality it has established
full control over a country, it gets international recognition.
That was true for the Bolsheviks, for example: Britain
intervened in the Russian civil war in an attempt to
prevent the Bolsheviks from establishing communist
control in what became the USSR, but we failed, and,
after a few years, that regime had eventually to be
recognised. Where 1 find it hard to go further with my
right hon Friend is in the belief that we can somehow
manipulate the system to make significant improvements
or avert significant threats from an Afghanistan run by
the militant Taliban, even if he detects—rightly, I am
sure—significant factions within the Taliban spectrum,
such as it is.

As too many past speeches will attest, I came to the
conclusion over a decade ago that the whole concept of
the west trying to engage in nation building from the
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ground up in countries such as Afghanistan was largely
futile, because—and I quote my right hon. Friend, who
referred to this country’s democratic journey across the
centuries—it often takes centuries for democracy to
evolve in a society.

We have no reason per se to feel superiority over
countries that we regard as undemocratic today, because
we had so much longer than they have had so far to
evolve the institutions, values and tolerances in which
we have reason to be proud. The fact is that, if we were
to go back 400 or 500 years into the history of our own
country, we would find religious fanaticism that is not
all that dissimilar to what pertains in countries that are
subject to what has today been termed radical political
Islam. If we then frame the proposition that some
completely different society, seeking to impose their
more modern values on the England of 500 years ago,
could have managed to inculcate those values into a
society with a belief that God Almighty was telling
them to do one thing and to disregard all alternatives as
infidel structures that must be destroyed, we can see
that it is pretty unrealistic to think that societies could
be transformed with that degree of rapidity.

I have therefore felt, and argued for over a decade,
that what we needed with a country such as Afghanistan
was not an approach whereby we would be able rapidly
to bring it into the modern world, but that we should be
able to contain the threats that it posed to us—for a
very long period, if necessary—until, by its own evolution,
it came to develop the sorts of values that would result
in those threats ceasing to exist. That option has now
been taken away from us by President Biden’s catastrophic
decision to abandon everything and effectively betray
all the people in Afghanistan who had put their trust in
the NATO countries that had tried, over-ambitiously,
to develop Afghan society.

What I feel very strongly, which came out so well in
the remarks that the hon. Member for North East Fife
(Wendy Chamberlain) made about Afghan women, is
that we may have pursued an unrealistic and utopian
policy towards Afghanistan, but, in doing that, we
created obligations to those Afghans who sought to
travel along the route with us. We must not abandon
them.

When I hear about the idea of our having a strategy
towards the country, I think of our options as extremely
limited. The strategy that we ought to have had is one of
containment, whereby we would make it perfectly clear
that we had intervened militarily once and would not
get sucked in, but that, if there were to be any sign of
further terrorist activity aimed at us or our allies, we
would not hesitate to intervene militarily again. In that
case, we would again make it clear that we would not
get sucked in, but would continually keep the threat of
counter-action available while avoiding seeking to transform
the society in a way that was wholly impractical.

Richard Foord (Tiverton and Honiton) (LD): I am
very grateful to the right hon. Member for giving way.
He is talking about a situation in which a terrorist
threat may emerge in the future. At the height of the
UK’s presence in Afghanistan, the Prime Minister of
the UK talked about Afghanistan and Pakistan in the
same breath and had an AfPak strategy. That was
because there was a fear of Islamist intent coming
together with the weapons of mass destruction capability
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in Pakistan. Does the right hon. Member think that
those threats have completely dissipated, or would he
still regard the federally administered tribal areas and
the North West Frontier Province as a threat?

Sir Julian Lewis: I absolutely am concerned about the
attitude of Pakistan and about the potential for Pakistani
nuclear weapons to one day pass under the control of
more radical elements than are currently running that
country. What should particularly worry us—this is
what I think David Cameron had in mind when, as
Prime Minister, he talked about Pakistan facing both
ways on the question of radical Islam—is the fact that
there has been a wish in Pakistan Government circles to
see the triumph of the Taliban. The reasons for that are
probably more related to Pakistan’s relations with countries
such as India, and have too little regard to the other
effects that bringing in a regime such as the Taliban’s
might have on the stability and security of the international
system and the rules-based international order—about
which we hear so much although we often wonder
whether it exists.

I share the continuing concern of the hon. Member
for Tiverton and Honiton (Richard Foord). I am far
from satisfied that we are in a secure situation. On the
contrary, I feel that the withdrawal and abandonment
of Afghanistan have given a huge boost to those who
say that the western system of society is degenerate and
enfeebled, and will surely fail in the face of a radical
Islamic alternative.

What do we do about this now? What I think we can
do can be summed up in the following way. We will,
indeed, have to recognise that the Taliban are in control.
Therefore, just as we have a sort of relationship, however
adversarial, with obnoxious and hostile regimes in other
countries, so we will have to do that with the Taliban.
We must not fool ourselves that having a relationship
with them will result in any real reduction in the threat
that they and their of way life poses, particularly when
they have adherents within our own societies. We saw
for many years how much damage people who owed a
form of allegiance to the Soviet Union could cause,
through their fifth columnists in democratic societies.
There is an equivalent danger from radical political
Islam, too.

Let us by all means face reality, but let us reassert that
we know that this combination of politics, regime and
religious extremist ideology is a total threat to us. We
will do everything in our power to protect ourselves.
Any aid and support that we give to the Afghan
Government, as we will eventually have to call it, must
be contingent on something in return at every stage.
That will probably be in relation to the saving of groups,
whether they be women’s groups or former military
personnel to whom we owe obligations. That is the
saving of people whose lives were changed by our
intervention, and who have a right to look to us to help
to protect them against the ghastliness of the regime
that has sadly re-emerged and taken control of their
country.

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): Order. If we keep within
seven minutes, there will be enough time for the three
Front Benchers and for Tobias Ellwood to conclude.
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3.13 pm

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I was just going to
ask you about that, Dr Huq, but you have beaten me to
it, so thank you. The hon. Member for Glasgow Central
(Alison Thewliss) and I will share the time between us.

I say a special thank you to the right hon. Member
for Bournemouth East (Mr Ellwood). He is a gallant
colleague and friend of many of us. Along with others
here, I always honour him sincerely and honestly for his
service in uniform. It is a pleasure to follow the right
hon. Member for New Forest East (Sir Julian Lewis).
His concluding comments sum up exactly how I feel.

We have to call the Taliban what it is: an evil organisation.
The hon. Member for North East Fife (Wendy
Chamberlain) outlined the case for women and children
and what is happening to them in Afghanistan because
of the Taliban. If we are to have any influence in
Afghanistan, our economic aid—or grant aid, or whatever
it might be—has to be conditional on things happening.
If T were to take one thing from this debate, it would be
that, so I thank the right hon. Member for New Forest
East for saying that.

I believe I am well known as a supporter of our
armed forces and the war effort in Afghanistan. I have
been a strong advocate for those we left behind. I want
to make a plea for one person. The Minister will perhaps
have an idea of what I am referencing when I mention
those left behind who worked with our soldiers and our
Government and who have not been able to access a
visa to come over here—namely, one of my constituents
who served in Afghanistan, who worked alongside a
gentleman who we have not been able to get out of
Pakistan. We are still awaiting the appeal. This man’s
only crime was being a contractor and working with the
British Army and administration. He and his family
have been under threat since the withdrawal took place.
Any strategy or discussion about Afghanistan must
recognise and rectify the failings of our previous dealings
with them.

There is a reason why I say that in my introduction,
because I also want to make a comment as chair of the
all-party parliamentary group for international freedom
of religion or belief, as Members know well. To return
to the point that the right hon. Member for New Forest
East referred to, if we are to help, it should be conditional
on human rights, so that people can worship their God
in whatever way they wish. [ am a Christian, but I speak
up for others—hon. Members know that. From a human
rights perspective, it is clear that things are not as we
would like to see them. Any discussion of Afghanistan
and the role played by our Government and our nation
must have the good of the ordinary people of that
country at heart.

Open Doors is an organisation that I support. I
appreciate the information that it shares. It tells the
story of what it is like to be a Christian woman in
Afghanistan. It is difficult to read. The hon. Member
for North East Fife referred to how difficult it is for
women. For a Christian woman it is even more difficult
because of what they believe. I want to quote this
lady—her name has been changed because that is the
best thing to do. Open Doors states:

“Even prior to the Taliban’s seizure of power in August 2021,
living as Christian carried enormous risk, particularly for converts.
But the militant group’s takeover has made conditions even more
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dangerous for our Afghan family, forcing them to flee the country
or go deeper underground. One person who knows all too well
the dangers of following Jesus in Afghanistan is Gulshan.”

Her name has been changed to Gulshan.

“Relatives of hers have been killed for their faith, whilst her
Christian neighbours have disappeared.”

She has no idea where they are. She does not even know
if they are still alive.

“She hopes and prays they are safe somewhere.”
I hope so as well.

“‘It is our great desire to join with our brothers and sisters and
worship God together, but now this is not possible,” says Gulshan.
‘We can only meet our pastor in the dead of night, so no one can
identify him or us.” She and her family also face the threat of
starvation, due to food shortages in the country.”

I think that is the issue that the right hon. Member for
Bournemouth East was trying to hit on. But we have to
make the aid that we give conditional, so that we can try
to change things by subtle means.

Open Doors goes on:

“Despite everything she is risking, Gulshan knows that she is
following a faithful God. ‘Our faith is in Christ, and will remain
so until our last breath. Dear God, help us to find a straight and
smooth path in our lives.””

I and others in this Chamber are great believers in
prayer, and we know that those prayers can make a
difference. We understand that. Also, God gives us as
MPs in this House a physical role to play, and part of
that physical role is what we do to energise change. That
is where I am coming from.

I am mindful of your direction, Dr Huq, so I will
conclude by returning to the gentleman I mentioned in
my introduction, Mohammad—I will only give his first
name because I do not want to disadvantage him or his
security in any way. Mohammad has been abandoned
by us—that is the best way to describe it—after helping
British forces for years. Our policy must be with women
such as Golshan, a Christian woman. It must be with
the woman that the hon. Member for North East Fife
referred to. It must be with the young girls who are not
receiving any education, healthcare or opportunities.
They should not be brought up until they are nine or 10
and then abandoned. Our policy must be for the young
girls who are not receiving an education. It must be for
the young men who have been trained to fight before
being trained in a trade, or even to read and write.

Our policy must focus on how we can work with the
envoys from all our allied countries to bring about
change. We all agree that we need change; it is how we
achieve that change. The right hon. Member for New
Forest East captured my thoughts very well. If it is true
that the new Taliban regime is different, then this will be
easily tested. The facts are there. I believe there is no
evidential base at the moment; we just need to look at
the treatment of women and girls, and at how the
nation is being rebuilt and not torn down. If that is
happening—we do not see any evidence of that, by the
way—then I would urge Government to do what is
internationally acceptable to help them achieve this. Just
think of all those today who we will never meet in this
world, but who need us to be their voice in this place.
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3.20 pm

Alison Thewliss (Glasgow Central) (SNP): I am glad
that the right hon. Member for Bournemouth East
(Mr Ellwood) has secured this afternoon’s debate, because
it has given us all the opportunity to raise our concerns
about the ongoing situation in Afghanistan. He mentioned
his comments of last year. I do not doubt that he has
reflected carefully upon that, but I want him to know
that many of my constituents and Afghan friends in
Glasgow were deeply hurt by the comments he made.
They felt that it was very hurtful and upsetting, particularly
from somebody in a position of power, such as he held
at that time. They felt that very deeply indeed, and
wished me to pass that on, now that I have the opportunity.

Richard Foord: I wonder whether the hon. Lady
agrees with what the right hon. Member for Bournemouth
East (Mr Ellwood) said about the importance of political
curiosity, and sometimes saying things that might not
be the convention.

Alison Thewliss: I do, and I understand where that
comes from. I also understand that we can say or do
things that we later come to reflect and change our
mind on and regret. In politics, we should be allowed to
say we have made a mistake or changed our mind.
There should be space for that, but I had comments at
the time from my constituents about this, and they felt it
very deeply indeed. It is important that the views of my
constituents and friends are reflected in this place.

I also want to use this opportunity to talk about the
paucity of response from the Home Office. I appreciate
that the Minister here is not a Home Office Minister,
but I still have constituents coming to me every single
week who are experiencing severe delays and difficulties
with family reunion visas, for example because their
family member has moved out of Afghanistan and is in
Pakistan or Iran or somewhere else and is waiting for
the paperwork to be completed. They are extremely
disturbed and upset when they come to see me because
of the inexcusable delays these people face in coming to
safety and being reunited with, often, the only family
they have left. The ARAP and the Afghan citizens
resettlement schemes are failing to do what the Government
had asked them to do. That is very much reflected in the
many Afghans coming over in small boats, because they
see no other alternative to get to the UK. The schemes
that they were promised would help to get them to
safety have failed repeatedly to do so.

A constituent of mine, Mr d’Angelo, has repeatedly
raised the case of somebody he worked with in Afghanistan
who has been trying to get over on the schemes now for
the best part of two years. I wrote to the Veterans
Minister, the right hon. Member for Plymouth, Moor
View (Johnny Mercer), a month ago, and I have yet to
receive even an acknowledgement of that letter. This is
somebody who is fearful for their own survival in
Afghanistan. I urge the Minister to put more pressure
on ARAP and on ACRS to ensure that people who
need that safety can get here.

I remind Members that the United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees says that the UK has taken
only 0.2% of the total of Afghan refugees. More than
6 million fled Afghanistan, but only 0.2% have actually
made it here to the UK, so there is certainly a lot more
that we could and should be doing. Those left behind
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include those who worked for the British Council as
teachers, those who worked in the armed forces for the
Triples, and those who provided various services to British
forces in Afghanistan. I spoke to scores of constituents
at the fall of Afghanistan—people whose family members
had done something as simple as supply goods and
services to the British armed forces. The Taliban saw no
distinction between somebody who served in an active
frontline role and somebody who supplied plates. All
those people were tarnished by their association with
the British forces. There is an awful lot more that could
and should be done to ensure that those people who put
their faith and trust in us see it returned.

Like the hon. Member for North East Fife (Wendy
Chamberlain), I will briefly mention the 20 female
Afghan medical students whom the Linda Norgrove
Foundation wishes to bring to safety in Scotland. There
is no excuse for them still to be waiting. The foundation
was told that these women would be entitled to resettlement
under ACRS in January last year. It has been waiting a
full year. It was told that the women would be brought
to the UK in August, but they are still waiting now, so |
ask the Minister to get personally involved in this case.
The women should be allowed to come to Scotland to
complete their important studies and become the medical
professionals they wish to be, because it is not something
that will ever be possible for them in Afghanistan in the
short or even medium term. They will be welcome, and
we have the places. All they need is permission from the
Government to come and start their studies, so I urge
the Minister to make some progress on that.

Finally, will the Minister provide us with an update
on the prospects for people who are stuck in Pakistan
and whom the Pakistani Government wish to remove
and send back to Afghanistan? Many of the folk who
have been in touch with me are waiting for the British
Government to process the paperwork. I have had cases
where the visa centre in Islamabad had processed all but
one of a family’s applications and the family did not
want to leave that one member behind. I do not know
whether that was deliberate or due to incompetence, or
what it was that went wrong with the paperwork, but I
am aware of so many cases where people are stuck
waiting in Pakistan for the Government to have the
processed paperwork, so that they can come to safety. It
serves nobody well that they are still waiting, two years
after the fall of Afghanistan.

Jim Shannon: Given the situation with the Post Office/
Horizon scandal, we all recognise that if there is a
willingness, there is a way of making it happen. I
endorse what the hon. Lady has said, and I referred
earlier to the example of my constituent. He is living in
Pakistan with his wife and four children. I met him in
Pakistan in February last year, when I was there on an
APPG visit, and I understand his worries and the threat
he is under. I know what my constituent has done for
our United Kingdom and the British Army, and the
hon. Lady is so right. Honest to goodness, if we can
address the Post Office/Horizon scandal, we can bring
Afghans to safety in this country.

Alison Thewliss: We absolutely can. The Homes for
Ukraine scheme shows what can be done in a pinch
when there is an emergency, but nothing has been done
to the same extent for the people of Afghanistan.
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For many people, there is not a simple route to come
to safety in the UK. I have people who find that the very
strict criteria for family reunion do not allow them to
come. They have been told that they are not eligible for
ARAP and ACRS, and their family members in Glasgow
live in constant fear about what will happen to them.
They do not know. Will the Minister explore with the
Home Office routes for people who have family links
and support networks? They do not need to rely on
public services, because they are well provided for by
their families. How can they be brought to safety, so
that we can fulfil our duty to families who have relatives
in Scotland?

3.18 pm

Brendan O’Hara (Argyll and Bute) (SNP): It is a
pleasure to see you in the Chair, Dr Huq. I congratulate
the right hon. Member for Bournemouth East (Mr Ellwood)
on securing the debate and on the thoughtful and
considered way that he opened it, posing many challenging
questions for us all. I thank the hon. Member for North
East Fife (Wendy Chamberlain), the right hon. Member
for New Forest East (Sir Julian Lewis), the hon. Member
for Strangford (Jim Shannon) and my hon. Friend the
Member for Glasgow Central (Alison Thewliss) for
their contributions.

Until the return of the Taliban in 2021, the core
objective of UK policy on Afghanistan was to promote
stability by building a viable Afghan state in which
everyone, regardless of gender, religion or ethnicity, could
build a life. As the right hon. Member for Bournemouth
East said, the policy was to win the hearts and minds of
the Afghan people. However, despite tens of billions
of pounds in international aid being poured in—much
of it from the UK—Afghanistan is in a state of near
collapse following the withdrawal of international financial
support, the imposition of sanctions and the freezing of
state assets.

The right hon. Member for New Forest East was
absolutely right to say that the obscenely rapid withdrawal
in 2021 betrayed so many people who had put their
trust in us. That has left Afghanistan on the precipice of
a dire humanitarian crisis, with high infant and maternal
mortality, vulnerability to climate change, food insecurity,
widespread corruption and drug production all remaining
significant problems. Indeed, 90% of Afghanistan’s
population is living in extreme poverty, so it is absolutely
essential that the United Kingdom recognises its historical
responsibility to the people of Afghanistan, and that we
try to get as much aid as possible into the country, and
to those who need it most.

I listened carefully to the right hon. Gentleman’s
argument that engagement does not mean endorsement,
but remain unconvinced that a return to normalcy is
desirable at this stage, given the conflict in the regime in
Afghanistan between Kabul and the power brokers in
Kandahar, and T wonder just how much aid, support,
recognition or legitimacy we would give to that regime.
The question is: how can we provide aid and support
without legitimising and assisting financially a brutal,
theocratic regime that oppresses women, religious and
ethnic minorities, and indeed anyone who veers from
their very narrow and blinkered view of the world?

I thank my hon. Friend the Member for Glasgow
Central and the hon. Member for Strangford for saying
that we also have to protect and assist as much as we
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can those Afghans who fled to neighbouring countries,
particularly Pakistan, in 2021, and now face the terrifying
prospect of being deported back, and to facing a very
dangerous and uncertain future. Of course, as I think
every Member has said, we have a moral responsibility
to those brave Afghans who, prior to 2021, were trained
by and worked with British forces—including interpreters,
who, as the hon. Member for Strangford said, now live
in fear of Taliban reprisals.

Along with every other right-minded person, we in
the SNP are unequivocal that the Taliban’s treatment of
women and girls is absolutely unforgivable. As other
Members, including the hon. Member for North East
Fife, have said, since the return of the Taliban to power
in Afghanistan, so much of the progress made in the
previous 20 years has been eroded, and the pledges that
were made, particularly around education, have been
reversed or abandoned.

Two years on from seizing power, the Taliban have
banned women from going to parks, gyms and public
bathing houses; they have stopped women pursuing
education beyond the sixth grade; and women are all
but prohibited from working, other than in health and
education. The Taliban even issued a decree banning
women from working in national and international
non-governmental organisations, and then they extended
that ban to cover women working for the UN’s agencies,
which is already having an impact on the delivery of aid.
It makes it harder to assess the needs of women and girls,
and increases safeguarding risks. We fully and absolutely
support the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development
Office in its condemnation of that ban and in its assessment
that the decision puts at risk millions of Afghans who
depend on humanitarian assistance for their survival.

Indeed, the treatment of women and girls in Afghanistan
has been rightly described as gender apartheid by the
UN. Last year, in a joint report to the Human Rights
Council, the situation in Afghanistan for women and
girls was described as being the worst in the world. The
report said:

“While the backlash against women’s and girls’ rights has
unfolded in different countries and regions in recent years, nowhere
else in the world has there been an attack as widespread, systematic
and all-encompassing on the rights of women and girls as in
Afghanistan.”

We must never lose sight of that fact.

I commend the work of Baroness Helena Kennedy of
the International Bar Association’s human rights institute.
At the start of this week, on § January, with the support
of women from both Houses of Parliament, it launched
a gender apartheid inquiry, which will look at the
situation of women and girls in Afghanistan and Iran.
It will consider how those regimes’ discriminatory and
misogynistic policies, and their harsh enforcement methods,
constitute the most appalling gender persecution.

It is not just gender-based persecution that is the
hallmark of the Taliban; the persecution of ethnic and
religious minorities, particularly Hazaras, has also defined
the Taliban’s time in power. Once again, I pay tribute to
the hon. Member for Strangford for his unstinting
work in supporting freedom of religion or belief around
the world.
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In late 2020, I was proud to be part of the cross-party
group of MPs and peers who worked on a report that
highlighted the atrocities suffered by the Hazara community
in Afghanistan and Pakistan. In the first half of 2022
alone, those atrocities led to hundreds of members of
that community being killed, and even more injured, as
a result of targeted attacks, including the bombing of
Hazara schools, places of worship and other centres. In
September 2022, a suicide attack claimed the lives of
50 girls and young women belonging to the Hazara
community. Sadly, attacks on Hazaras continue unabated,
and although the Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office is in possession of the report that
we published, it is yet to respond. I am grateful to
Lord Alton for reminding the Department of that just
last week.

We have to face facts: over decades, a string of badly
formed policy decisions made with short-sighted and
politically questionable objectives has proven very costly,
both financially, and, tragically, in terms of lives lost.
The UK Government are in a position to put some of
that right, and to make amends to those who have
suffered most from their policies. As the right hon.
Member for New Forest East, the hon. Member for
Strangford, and my hon. Friend the Member for Glasgow
Central said, the UK Government cannot and must not
abandon Afghans fleeing this crisis, nor leave them to
the mercy of the Taliban. There must be a commitment
to helping all those Afghan nationals who risked their
lives to assist the United Kingdom. Getting those people
and their families resettled in the UK must be a priority
and a matter of urgency for this Government.

We have to show determination to support in any way
we can women and girls who face the violent, discriminatory
policies of the Taliban. We must pledge to assist those
protecting refugees in Pakistan, and we must show the
beleaguered Hazara community, and other minority
groups in Afghanistan, that they have not been forgotten
or abandoned.

This has been an incredibly useful debate, and it has
been very challenging. I do not agree with the conclusions
of the right hon. Member for Bournemouth East, but I
welcome the opportunity to listen to him, and to have
put into context what was condensed into a 45-second
news clip way back in the summer. It has been a useful
exercise for us all. I thank him for securing the debate,
and every hon. Member who has taken part in it.

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rupa Huq (in the Chair): Order. I think there will
be a vote any second, so we will suspend for 15 minutes.

3.37 pm
Sitting suspended for a Division in the House.

3.52 pm
On resuming—

Catherine West (Hornsey and Wood Green) (Lab): It
is always a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Hugq. I thank the right hon. and gallant Member for
Bournemouth East (Mr Ellwood) for securing the debate,
and for the tone and words he used. The minimum
requirement for Members of Parliament is to care, and
that was very much summed up in his words. We all
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enjoyed the story about his brother and the impact of
his legacy, after he lost him tragically in the Bali bombings.
The legacy of a teacher is always crucial, particularly in
foreign policy, so I thank him very much for that.

Since the fall of Kabul to the Taliban in that
heartbreaking summer of 2021, the House has not
often debated a more general Government position on
Afghanistan, so this debate is timely, necessary and very
welcome. We all remember the optics as Kabul fell: a
sunburnt right hon. Member for Esher and Walton
(Dominic Raab) lying on a sunbed in Corfu, and an
absent senior member of Foreign Office staff. I do not
think any of us will forget that sense of a dereliction of
duty. It is certainly not something that could be levelled
at the right hon. Member for Bournemouth East who
brought forward this debate but, sadly, that is how I
remember that period of time. The most critical Foreign
Affairs Committee report I have ever read examined the
way in which the Foreign Office failed to support the
basic functions of a Government at that crucial time.
I would suggest it as recommended reading to anybody
interested in this area.

As Labour’s shadow Asia Minister, I pay tribute to
the 457 British servicemen and women who made the
ultimate sacrifice during our engagement in Afghanistan,
and the countless others who remain mentally or physically
scarred by their service. Labour is, and always will be, in
eternal debt to and have admiration for our armed
forces and the work they do in the most challenging
circumstances. War has untold consequences, and the
war in Afghanistan—a 20-year, multinational engagement
—is among the conflicts with the most profound effect
on our armed forces, veterans and society that Britain
has known for decades.

Many people still say that the effort failed when the
Taliban retook Kabul that summer, and that has been
reflected in today’s debate. However, although that simple
statement is true in many respects, I believe it does a
disservice to the work of our armed forces, civil servants,
development personnel, allies and, indeed, Afghans
themselves, who so clearly came together to transform
Afghanistan during the 20 years of NATO involvement.
The Afghanistan that the Taliban took control of in
2021 was a world away from the Afghanistan before the
western forces first liberated it from their control. Two
generations of children had access to education, the
country developed its business and an emerging economy—
although many of us accept that not enough was done
on the economy to ensure a lasting legacy—and women
enjoyed many of the same rights and opportunities as
their male friends and family members.

Despite the change in Government, much of that
legacy is still alive. Afghans are more educated, more
connected and more attuned to the world around them
than the Taliban allowed them to be in the 1990s, and
some Taliban wish them to be now. We should hold on
to and celebrate that legacy, but we must also take stock
of the Afghanistan of 2024, which is not the Afghanistan
of 2021. Women’s rights have been essentially eliminated,
the economy is in a dire situation, malnutrition and
famine are the reality for millions, and all notions of a
Taliban 2.0 have been proven false as human and civil
rights are not even considered by the power brokers in
Kandahar. We cannot simply pretend that this is the
way it should be.
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No British, western or neighbouring country should
forgive the Taliban’s treatment of the Afghan people,
and particularly, as the hon. Member for North East
Fife (Wendy Chamberlain) said, women and girls. If we
do that, the collective legacy we left behind—that more
hopeful Afghanistan that many worked hard to create
and that I firmly believe exists there, certainly if the
emails I receive from Afghan people are to be believed—and
that spirit and resilience will continue, but we must
come up with a strategy now to deal with that country
of 40 million people that has been all but shut off from
the world, barring occasional references to the humanitarian
crisis unfolding. The question is emotive and controversial
for obvious and deeply held reasons, but we owe it to
Afghans to have this conversation.

In June 2022, the shadow Foreign Secretary, my right
hon. Friend the Member for Tottenham (Mr Lammy),
became the first senior British politician to visit Afghanistan
since the return of the Taliban. He demanded that the
UK set out a comprehensive strategy for re-engaging
with Afghanistan to help support the people who have
been left behind. Despite his demands, very little appears
to have changed, so will the Minister outline what
conditions he believes are the basic minimum for us to
re-engage? Do they include the freedom of religion or
belief, which has been mentioned, and basics around
human rights safeguarding and the treatment of women?
What basics should be upheld in advance of a genuine
restart of the UK mission there? Will the Minister
please outline that long-term thinking?

I urge the Minister to use this opportunity to outline
what further humanitarian response the UK will provide
to the people of Afghanistan. As has been said, £100 million
is a very small amount compared with what was spent
previously, and is much less than what is desperately
needed. I also urge the Minister to outline what the
Government are doing to support at-risk Afghans who
face deportation from Pakistan to Afghanistan. Will he
say a bit about the cross-departmental work that the
FCDO, the Ministry of Defence and the Home Office—an
interesting threesome—are doing for the applicants we
have heard about today via their MPs, including the
hon. Member for Glasgow Central (Alison Thewliss),
and for my constituents who are stuck on the border of
Afghanistan and Pakistan? It was only when Pakistan
decided to start deporting people to Afghanistan that
the international community restarted the process of
applications. I understand that the British Council is
aware of 100 outstanding applicants. Will the Minister
tell us what is happening about that on the domestic front?

Many thousands of former members of the armed
forces, civil servants and civil society activists that the
UK supported remain in danger, and we have been
woefully slow in supporting them. I firmly believe that
no one in this House supports a full recognition of the
Taliban, but there is space for a pragmatic, measured
and reasonable middle ground to ensure we are there
for the people of Afghanistan. Cutting them off for
evermore is not what thousands of British, allied and
Afghan forces fought and died for.

I will conclude with a couple of points that came out
of the debate. First, I mentioned the domestic element,
so will the Minister say a bit about the threat of
radicalisation? Does he feel that it is still as serious as it
was, particularly given the lack of stability in Pakistan?
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Secondly, what budgetary implications might his strategy
have? As I said, the £100 million does not seem to be as
much as may be required. If he were to do this, what
would he have to cut to put in place more funding?
Does he agree that the BBC World Service is really well
placed to provide educational programmes such as BBC
Bitesize, which was so effective during the pandemic
and which, with our language experts at the BBC World
Service, could put in place some wonderful programmes
for women stuck at home who are not able even to go
out and do a basic bureaucratic task without having to
be accompanied by their brother or husband? What is
his assessment of the current picture of corruption?
Would more money simply be at risk from corruption?

Finally, I thank the right hon. Member for Bournemouth
East for securing this debate, for caring, and for giving
us a lesson on the dangers of group-think.

4.1 pm

The Minister of State, Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office (Mr Andrew Mitchell): It is a
tremendous pleasure to serve under your benign sway
today, Dr Hug, for the first time, I think. I am extremely
grateful to my right hon. and gallant Friend the Member
for Bournemouth East (Mr Ellwood) for securing this
debate and demonstrating to the House the extent of
his knowledge and understanding of Afghanistan.

Afghanistan remains a priority for the Government
and is of enduring importance to UK interests in the
region and far beyond. We want to see a sustainable
peace and stability in Afghanistan, and we remain
committed to a leading role in the humanitarian response.
I will seek to address all the points made in what has
been an extraordinarily good debate with many
knowledgeable and experienced contributions. My noble
Friend the Minister for South Asia would have been
delighted to take part in this debate, but as he resides in
the other place, it is my pleasure to respond on behalf of
the Government.

As I said, my right hon. and gallant Friend spoke
with experience and knowledge. He made it very clear
that the Taliban is not a monolithic movement, and 1
will come back to that point. He spoke with great
eloquence about the sacrifice made by those who served,
including members of his regiment, and we remember
their suffering and that of the families and loved ones of
those who took part and paid the ultimate price in the
service of our country—a point that the hon. Member
for Hornsey and Wood Green (Catherine West) and
others picked up and that we will all want to echo. He
spoke with wisdom about the work of Lord Ricketts,
with whom I served on the National Security Council
when I was Secretary of State for International
Development something of a decade ago when these
matters were very much more acute and sharp than they
are today. He spoke about the engagement and means
of progress of the Government and the Foreign Office,
and I will reflect very much on what he said about that.

My right hon. Friend drew a firm difference between
the rulers of Afghanistan and the people of Afghanistan,
as did the hon. Member for North East Fife (Wendy
Chamberlain), and spoke about the importance of
education as a significant bulwark against terrorism.
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He also spoke about the ups and downs of political life.
He, I and others in this debate have known both, and I
thought he spoke with great wisdom on that point.

The hon. Member for North East Fife spoke about
the gender apartheid. She is entirely right to make that
point. She spoke about the merger and said she hoped
that development and foreign policy were marching in
step in Afghanistan. She will have seen the words of the
Foreign Secretary, Lord Cameron, yesterday to the Foreign
Affairs Committee and noted his and my determination
to achieve that effective result.

My right hon. Friend the Member for New Forest
East (Sir Julian Lewis), who chairs the Intelligence and
Security Committee, spoke with his usual wisdom and
asked me about the resettlement schemes, as did the
hon. Member for North East Fife. I want to make
something clear about the Afghan citizens resettlement
scheme, to which I think my right hon. Friend referred;
he asked me whether this was effectively closed. He will
understand that it is a Home Office scheme, but I am
advised that although stage 1 is closed and in the first
year the Government considered for resettlement only
eligible at-risk British Council contractors, GardaWorld
contractors and Chevening alumni, stage 2 will be broader
but is not yet open. My right hon. Friend also mentioned
the many difficulties for ordinary Afghans as a result of
the nature of Taliban rule.

My hon. Friend the Member for Strangford (Jim
Shannon) advised us of the experiences from within his
constituency of those serving in Afghanistan and made,
as he often does, an eloquent and highly effective plea
on behalf of Christians, who are suffering so much in
the way that he described. I will specifically refer his
comments to my hon. Friend the Member for Congleton
(Fiona Bruce), who, as he will know, is the Prime
Minister’s envoy on these matters.

The hon. Member for Glasgow Central (Alison Thewliss)
spoke about the importance of those who are seeking to
study in Scotland, and I will refer what she has said
to the Home Office. On the subject of Pakistan and
deportations, which she and others raised—

Wendy Chamberlain: Will the Minister give way?

Mr Mitchell: Will the hon. Lady just hang on a
moment? Since September 2023, we have committed
£18.5 million to the International Organisation for
Migration in Afghanistan to support vulnerable
undocumented people returning from Pakistan and Iran.
We are monitoring the situation in Afghanistan, including
the humanitarian and human rights implications, and
we note the Taliban’s creation of a refugee commission
to aid the resettlement of people returning. The Pakistan
Government have given verbal assurances that Afghans
under UK settlement schemes will remain safe while
they await relocation to the UK. Letters have been
distributed to every eligible family, I am advised, to
ensure that the authorities are aware that those individuals
are under our protection. Eligible families are advised
to take sensible precautions and made aware of how to
respond if approached by the police.

The hon. Member for Argyll and Bute (Brendan O’Hara)
set out the appalling basis on which women are being
treated and the effect of the ban on their own humanitarian
situation as well as the wider situation, and paid a
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tribute to the work of Baroness Helena Kennedy, to
which I would like to add the work that is carried out by
Lady Fiona Hodgson.

If T may, I will come to the points made by the
Opposition spokesman, the hon. Member for Hornsey
and Wood Green, before I return to the substantive
points I want to make. I thank her for her words about
our servicemen and women. She raised with me the
particular issue of malnutrition. I draw her attention to
the work of the global food security summit, which
took place at the end of November and where I announced
an additional £10 million to this year’s spending in that
respect. The humanitarian spend next year will rise by
nearly 50% to £151 million. Of course, in addition to
our bilateral spend, we work through the agencies that
are engaged with Afghanistan. She also spoke about the
BBC World Service, and I completely agree with her
about its effectiveness. The Foreign Office and the
Government remain very strong supporters of the BBC
World Service, for the reason she set out.

If I may return to the—
Wendy Chamberlain: Will the Minister give way?

Mr Mitchell: T will give way, but may I make some
progress first, in case I run out of time? I want just to
say a word or two about the current situation. No one
should be in any doubt that since the Taliban seized
control of Afghanistan in August 2021, the country has
faced a catastrophic humanitarian crisis. Despite continuing
international efforts, of which Britain is a part, 36% of
the population are expected to experience crisis or
emergency levels of food insecurity this winter. Since
2021, the Taliban’s increasingly repressive policies have
had a devastating impact on women and girls. They can
no longer support their families through work or fulfil
their potential through study. They are no longer free
even to walk to the park. Limitations on women’s rights
to education, work and freedom of expression have
taken a terrible toll on the hopes and dreams of millions
of Afghans. As was set out eloquently during this
debate, women’s suicide rates have surged. Alison Davidian,
the country representative for UN Women, characterised
Afghanistan as being

“in the midst of a mental health crisis precipitated by a women’s
rights crisis”.
Rights have been rolled back elsewhere, too: minority
groups such as the Hazara people face discrimination
and attacks.

The position of the United Kingdom is that the UN
security resolutions have consistently set out the basic
expectations of the Taliban. These include preserving
the rights of women and minorities and ensuring that
Afghanistan will no longer be used as a base for terrorist
activities. Our senior officials speak regularly to the
Taliban, including to secure the release of four British
national detainees last October. Officials also visit Kabul
when the situation permits, including a visit last month
from the British chargé d’affaires to Kabul, where he
met a wide range of senior Taliban figures. Regardless
of the complexities of the relationship, the UK Government
have helped to lead the way in securing the Afghan
people. In respect of the right hon. Gentleman’s plea
about the embassy, we will note what he has said and
keep that very much under review.
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On the subject of aid, since 2021 we have disbursed
more than £600 million in aid for Afghanistan, and we
remain one of the most generous donors to the
humanitarian response. Our aim is that at least 50% of
people reached by UK aid will be women and girls, and
we have supported 125,000 Afghan children, two thirds
of whom are girls, to access education in the last year.
On the subject of human rights, the Taliban’s repressive
actions have been rightly condemned by the international
community. The UK Government closely monitor the
human rights situation in Afghanistan, and we work
with international partners to press the Taliban to
respect the rights of all Afghans in the face of attacks
and discrimination. Afghan women and minority groups
continue to demonstrate incredible perseverance, fortitude
and courage. My noble friend Lord Ahmad regularly
meets Afghan activists and provides a platform for women
to speak out, advocate for their full inclusion in society
and promote their rights to access essential services.

We are now at an important moment internationally.
The UN special co-ordinator presented his independent
assessment of Afghanistan to the Security Council in
November. Following this, the Security Council adopted
resolution 2721 on 29 December, taking positive note
of the report recommendations and requesting the
Secretary-General to appoint a new UN special envoy
for Afghanistan.

I recognise that my right hon. Friend the Member for
Bournemouth East visited Afghanistan last year and
made a strong plea for re-engaging with the Taliban.
Our intention since August 2021, as I mentioned, has
been to re-establish a diplomatic presence in Kabul
when the security and political situation allows. We do
not believe that is the case at the moment, but officials
continue to visit and will keep this under close review.
We are clear that we must have a pragmatic dialogue
with the Taliban. However, that does not amount to
recognition. We are some way off moving to recognise
the Taliban, and we need to keep the pressure on them
to change their approach. That does not stop us from
having an impact on the ground and directly helping the
people of Afghanistan in a pragmatic way.

In conclusion, I would once again like to thank my
right hon. Friend the Member for Bournemouth East
very much for securing this debate. I look forward to
engaging further on this issue with Members across the
House. Afghanistan remains a pressing priority concern
for this Government and we will continue to play a
leading role in catalysing international aid efforts.

Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): I call Tobias Ellwood to
conclude. Hard stop when the clock says 4.15 pm.

4.14 pm
Mr Ellwood: As in, in 20 seconds?
Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): Yes. Go for it.
Mr Ellwood: Twenty seconds from now?

Dr Rupa Huq (in the Chair): Yes.

Mr Ellwood: Thank you, but this is an injustice. |
cannot do justice to such an important subject—my
time is up already. I am saddened. This is an important
subject. Perhaps I can now raise a point of order,
Dr Huq?
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Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): Okay.

Mr Ellwood: On a point of order, Dr Hugq. Please,
some latitude. The next debate is here. I am sure they
will not mind another minute—

Dr Rupa Huq (in the Chair): Order. The Clerk is
saying that I am compelled to stop you. Sorry about
that.

Motion lapsed ( Standing Order No. 10(6) ).
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4.15 pm

Sir Gary Streeter (South West Devon) (Con): I beg to
move,

That this House has considered the potential merits of UK
support for dementia services in Ukraine.

Itis a pleasure to serve under your chairship, Dr Huq,
and it is a great pleasure to see the Minister of State,
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office, my
right hon. Friend the Member for Sutton Coldfield
(Mr Mitchell), in his place. We have had many positive
dealings over many years in this place.

I appreciate that the subject I am raising might be
considered somewhat hybrid. When we think of Ukraine
we think of military support in the war against Putin’s
illegal invasion, and how proud we should all be of the
UK support for that just war. When we think of dementia
services, we cannot help being aware of how much
farther and faster we need to travel in our own country
to better help those affected by dementia, and their
families, to see more research conducted into causes
and likely cures, and to raise awareness and turbo-charge
early diagnosis.

I hope that by the end of my remarks the Minister
will agree that, on the contrary, the project being put
before him is timely, is of great relevance to the people
of Ukraine right now, and resonates squarely with
the values and principles of the United Kingdom, in the
amazing work we do all over the world, through our
international development. The Minister will know that
I have written twice to his Department about this proposal,
but I believe it is worthy of further detailed consideration
by his Department and by the House.

The objectives for the project that I am unpacking for
the House today are to implement training and support
programmes for health and social care professionals
throughout Ukraine, to better support and assist people
living with dementia, their families and communities.
Why am I raising this issue? I am raising this on behalf
of a skilled and dedicated team of people rooted in my
local community, who feel strongly that they would like
to share their expertise with people in Ukraine. That
compassion and concern has led them to put together a
coherent plan of action for the next three years.

That impressive team includes, but is not limited to,
Ian Sherriff, the Academic Partnership Lead for Dementia
at the University of Plymouth. Ian was part of the core
team set up by Lord Cameron, when he was Prime
Minister, to take forward the work of combating dementia
in the United Kingdom under the coalition Government.

The team also includes Professor Sube Banerjee,
Professor of Dementia at the University of Plymouth;
Professor Rupert Jones, Professor of Health Research
at Plymouth Marjon University; David Fitzgerald, a
broadcaster and media consultant in Plymouth; Dr Rupert
Noad, consultant neuropsychologist at Derriford Hospital,
Plymouth; Katrin Seeher, department of mental health
and substance use at the World Health Organisation;
and Dr Tarun Dua, also from the department of mental
health and substance use at the WHO.

I could also mention others around the world who
are linked into this team, who see the need for a project
such as this in Ukraine right now. Needless to say, I am
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delighted to support this project, as is a person we can
describe only as a national treasure, namely Angela
Rippon, who is a proud Plymouth person and fully
behind this project. That is the team behind the project.
I am sure the Minister can see that there is an abundance
of relevant expertise running through it.

It is critical not to impose any perceived help from
the outside, but to partner with appropriate people in
Ukraine. The Minister will be pleased to know that
there has been extensive consultation with health officials
and Ministers in Ukraine, who are very keen for this
project to take place. In particular, the UK team is
guided at every stage by Nezabutni, a charitable foundation
dedicated to supporting people with dementia and their
relatives in Ukraine. Its director, Irina Shevchenko, has
recently sent me a statement summarising the situation
on the ground, and I quote:

“Since February 24 2022 a wholescale Russian military invasion
started in Ukraine. During the first month of war more than
4 thousand houses were destroyed, 6.5 million Ukrainians left
their homes. A lot of villages in Ukraine are on the edge of a
humanitarian catastrophe without water, heat and electricity. The
general state of people with dementia has worsened considerably.
This has been caused by the constant noise of the airstrikes and
necessity to hide in bomb shelters or other safe places, which is
extremely difficult or impossible for people with dementia. The
biggest challenges they are facing include: the evacuation of
people with dementia from the most dangerous territories and
finding a new place for them to live; the lack of medication and
medical supplies; the difficulty for people living with dementia
and their relatives to flee from their country; the lack of awareness
surrounding dementia is a big problem—people don't feel comfortable
disclosing their condition to people around them, which can often
make things worse; since the war started 90% of pharmacies have
closed and it is essential that people with dementia continue to
have access to their medication.”

I end the quote there, and that gives the Minister a feel
for the situation on the ground for dementia sufferers
and their families.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I commend the hon.
Member for South West Devon (Sir Gary Streeter) for
obtaining this debate. [ understand that one in 70 people
across the world have dementia and Alzheimer’s. Alzheimer’s
Disease International has stated:

“People with a so-called ‘hidden’ disability like dementia can
be left behind in receiving humanitarian assistance and protection
if those responding do not ‘see’ their condition.”

Does the hon. Gentleman agree it is imperative that
relief workers on the ground are trained in recognising
those suffering with the effects of dementia to make
their transition to safety as simple as possible?

Sir Gary Streeter: The hon. Member makes a very
strong point in support of my case that the Government
could perhaps support the project we are talking about
today and make a real difference to people on ground. I
am conscious of time, but once I have finished my
formal speech I will read some current testimonies from
families of dementia sufferers in Ukraine, to further
underline the reasons to bring forward this proposal.

Dementia care in Ukraine before the war lacked
strategy, trained professionals, infrastructure and support
for people with dementia and their carers. Russian
attacks have attacked fundamental services, including
power, water, hospitals and so on, so the situation for
many people with dementia in Ukraine is now dire.
Many older people have refused to leave their homes;
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meanwhile many women have left with their families,
leaving a lack of carers. Specific data on the number of
people living with dementia, their location and their
needs is lacking. The urgent need now is to build
systems and structures to support people living with
dementia and their families in both urban and rural
Ukraine.

There is no available capacity for dementia sufferers
within the Ukrainian healthcare system and there also
exists no national programme to advise or support the
families and carers of those affected. Nezabutni engaged
in a consultation with the Ukrainian Government on
this issue in 2021. Although the need has been recognised,
perhaps understandably, there has been no progress on
the proposal from either the Ministry of Health or the
Ministry of Social Policy in Ukraine since that consultation.

It is likely that hundreds of thousands of dementia
sufferers in Ukraine are impacted by the insecurity and
the bombing to a greater extent than their non-aftlicted
peers. They are unable to access formal medical support
through Government medical services. The proposal
that the team would like to put in place is a programme
to be delivered in three phases. Phase 1 is to carry out
groundwork in-country, which will take approximately
four months. Phase 2 is to set up and pilot the work
programme and is roughly one year in length. Phase 3 is
the main programme delivery, which will take two years.

The project will engage with key stakeholders in
Ukraine identified by the team, including clinical, academic,
charity and Government expertise in health, social care
and support. There will also be engagement with
international partners, including the WHO, Alzheimer’s
Europe, Alzheimer’s Australia and Alzheimer’s USA.

During phase 1, it is envisaged that a UK team of
dementia specialists will visit Ukraine, hopefully during
2024, to meet the stakeholders; to review the existing
systems and structures; to ensure that its training and
support programmes are embedded in Ukrainian practice
and culture; to review existing data on diagnosing dementia
and care and support; to carry out rapid needs assessment
on key training and support priorities; to agree the
organisational structure for the programmes to come;
and then to report the agreed plans for the subsequent
phases.

Phase 2 envisages the setting up and piloting of work
programmes. [t involves establishing a national training
and support co-ordination team, hosted by Nezabutni,
to manage the training and support programme, to
undertake the in-country needs assessment and priority
setting and to agree and document key deliverables. It
would also establish a dementia training and support
unit, which would agree the delivery systems for the
programme, including digital systems, plan a programme
of training and awareness courses, and plan and pilot
the roll-out in urban and rural settings.

However, the project would then move on to the
all-important delivery phase, which would see dementia
training and support rolled out across the country,
using both digital and traditional efforts—in particular,
training doctors, nurses, health workers, social services
and care workers in updated dementia awareness and
knowledge. It would involve the development of a range
of courses for people living with dementia and their
carers, alongside raising general awareness and support.
Finally, there would be a period of monitoring and
evaluating the training outcomes and the time, cost and
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quality of the training. I know the Minister is keen that
anything supported by the Government should be properly
evaluated, and that is very much part of our thinking.

What would this excellent work cost? The answer is
very little for the likely benefits returned. It is estimated
that phase 1 would cost around £150,000, which would
include the work undertaken by the Ukrainian charity
and its staff and the cost of the visit by three members
of the UK team, who are likely to be Ian Sheriff,
Professor Rupert Jones and a project manager, to carry
out all the stakeholder engagement described previously.
For phase 2, the estimated cost is £250,000. For phase 3,
the cost would be determined during phase 2.

My simple request to the Minister today is for his
Department to be willing to fund the cost of phase 1 to
enable this project to get off the ground, whereupon
funding applications to others will be made. Of course,
we would be delighted if the Foreign, Commonwealth
and Development Office would like to engage more
fully with the project throughout its length. The cost
would be small change compared with the sums we are
spending on munitions for Ukraine, and the project
would make a massive difference to many lives. It needs
the sort of funding that might come from a departmental
underspend, or possibly from an under-utilised budget
for the mission in Kyiv or elsewhere. The Minister is
looking askance at me, but he and I know that these
things sometimes get discovered.

I hope the Minister will confirm that his Department
is willing to discuss our proposal with members of the
UK team to see whether a way forward can be found.
The project embraces the best principles of active citizenship,
which the Foreign Secretary might describe as “big
society”’—dedicated professionals having the compassion
and drive to use their expertise to benefit people in a
troubled part of the world who are less well off, and to
put together a coherent, professional plan that will
make a real difference. All they need is a little help from
the Government to get things up and running.

I will conclude by reading just three of a number of
testimonies sent to me by family members of those with
dementia in Ukraine. They speak for themselves. Yulia,
who lives in Kyiv, says:

“We live in the Solomianski district of Kyiv, which was severely
affected by shelling on January 2. We reside in a nine-storey
building on the top floor. Our house shook, probably due to
falling debris, even though we don’t live near the building where
the debris fell. At the first sounds of explosions, we went into the
corridor. Mom was with us. Luckily, she doesn’t fully comprehend
what’s happening and doesn’t resist when we all gather in the
corridor or even in the vestibule.

But over the years of full-scale war, her condition has worsened,
and aggression has emerged. She might start shouting at me that
the enemies are about to come. In the last such episode, she
grabbed a slipper, threatened me, and demanded that I also must
shout because the enemies were coming. I don’t know how to
handle such situations. During the last outburst, we called an
ambulance, and she was administered a sedative.”

Olga, who is also in Kyiv, says:

“As loud as the past few days have been, we haven’t heard
anything like it before. Unfortunately, or fortunately, my mom
doesn’t understand what’s happening. It’s impossible to take her
to a shelter because she doesn’t want to sit; she constantly walks,
tries to go outside somewhere, either puts on a pile of clothes or
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undresses. So, alarms and explosions don’t affect her, but we are
hostages because we can neither take her with us nor leave her
alone.”

Finally, Natalia, who is also in Kyiv, says:

“We live in the city centre. We didn’t hear the shelling of Kyiv
on December 29, 2022, but it was very loud on January 2. My
mum and I woke up from the explosion. She no longer understands
what’s happening around her; she doesn’t react. Initially, during
the full-scale war, she responded and was afraid, but then her
condition deteriorated sharply, so now my mom lives in her own
world. I can’t even get her to the corridor during an alarm, to a
supposedly safer place. She doesn’t want to. I used to lead her out.
1 tried, but she would return and lie down on her bed.

I realise that it is important for me to stay calm during the
shelling. If I get nervous, my mom senses it and gets anxious too.
So, during alarms, I do nothing. I stay calm with her, and pray.”

Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): The debate’s new finishing
time is now quarter to 5, and the hon. Member has no
right of response because it is a 30-minute wonder. I call
the Minister, Andrew Mitchell, for the second debate in
a row.

4.30 pm

The Minister of State, Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office (Mr Andrew Mitchell): May I say at
once, Dr Hugq, that it is a great privilege, for only the
second time in our joint parliamentary careers, to appear
before you today? I am extremely grateful to my hon.
Friend the Member for South West Devon (Sir Gary
Streeter) for securing this debate, and for his tireless
work in supporting the development of dementia-friendly
communities. We must ensure that reform and recovery
efforts in Ukraine meet the needs and priorities of the
entire population, including vulnerable and marginalised
groups. My hon. Friend has set out, with great eloquence,
a plea in support of one of them.

The Minister for Europe, my hon. Friend the Member
for Aldershot (Leo Docherty), would have been delighted
to take part in this debate, but I am afraid that he is
currently in Uzbekistan on ministerial business. It is
therefore my pleasure to respond on behalf of the
Government.

The impact of Russia’s illegal and unprovoked invasion
has been devastating for the Ukrainian people. Families,
children, and elderly and disabled people are forced to
make ends meet while sheltering from Russian missiles.
My hon. Friend the Member for South West Devon set
out in graphic terms what that means for some families.

We know that the disruption caused by the war poses
significant risks to social, political and economic stability
in Ukraine, and that the insecurity across the frontlines
has made it extremely difficult for humanitarian
organisations to establish a sustained presence and support
those who need it most. The war has severely impacted
livelihoods and income, placing huge strains on Ukraine’s
social safety net system. The poverty rate increased
from 5.5% in 2021 to 24.1% in 2022, thereby increasing
the demand for social assistance.

At least a quarter of Ukraine’s population was over
the age of 60 before the Russian invasion. As a result,
Ukraine has the largest percentage of older people
affected by a conflict in the world. About 80% of single
older Ukrainians—/ Interruption. |

Dr Rupa Huq (in the Chair): Order.
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4.32 pm
Sitting suspended for Divisions in the House.

5.11 pm
On resuming—

Dr Rupa Huq (in the Chair): We were rudely interrupted
by all these blooming Divisions today. Minister, the
new, completely hard stop for this debate is 5.20 pm on
the clock in this Chamber, so there are nine minutes left.

Mr Mitchell: As I was saying, Dr Huq, before we
were interrupted by Divisions elsewhere in the House,
about 80% of single older Ukrainians live below the
poverty line and many of them are reliant on their
pension as their sole income. Older people, particularly
those living with health conditions such as dementia,
struggle to evacuate and face barriers in accessing health
services and social support.

In the Foreign Office’s disability inclusion and rights
strategy, we have committed to a “life course approach”,
striving to protect the rights of all people at all stages of
their lives. We must recognise that older people and
people with disabilities are experts in their own lives,
and their full, active and meaningful participation in
decision making is critical for a recovery that meets
their needs.

I turn to British action in this respect. To date, we
have pledged almost £5 billion in non-military support
to Ukraine, which includes funding for humanitarian
aid, social protection, and disability inclusion and
rehabilitation services. In 2022, we established a civil
society grant fund to support organisations, including
those helping vulnerable and marginalised groups.

In June last year, along with Ukraine, we co-hosted
the Ukraine Recovery Conference in London. Not only
did that raise more than $60 billion in international
support for Ukraine’s immediate reconstruction and
long-term recovery, but our advocacy supported the
Government of Ukraine to create a civil society dialogue
platform for gender and inclusive reform. I had the
honour of attending and speaking at that conference.

Through our multi-donor Perekhid initiative, we are
working with Ukraine’s Ministry of Social Policy and
UNICEEF to strengthen Ukraine’s social protection systems
and services. On 23 November last year, our ambassador
in Ukraine spoke at a HelpAge International event on
age-inclusive reform and recovery, where the Deputy
Minister of Ukraine’s Ministry of Social Policy joined
him on the panel. In his contribution, our ambassador
was clear that the war has hit older people the hardest
and that they must play a crucial role in Ukraine’s
recovery. Britain supports the inclusive policies and
programmes that meet older people’s needs. We must
give them a voice and recognise their role in rebuilding
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their lives and communities, and my hon. Friend the
Member for South West Devon made very clear the
priority that we all expect to be attached to that.

We are also funding the World Health Organisation,
which will partner with HelpAge International to conduct
an updated national survey analysing the barriers and
risks to older people in Ukraine in relation to healthcare.
The WHO aims to provide humanitarian services to
older people in the most affected oblasts of Ukraine,
including support for their basic needs and case
management of older people to access health and social
services.

During his visit to Washington last month, the Foreign
Secretary announced further programme allocations,
including about £8 million for humanitarian activities
focusing on the needs of the most vulnerable in Ukraine,
such as older people and people with disabilities. We
will continue to support the Government in Ukraine in
pursuing recovery, reconstruction and modernisation
that puts people at its heart.

Our diplomatic response has been comprehensive.
We have helped to build a united international coalition
against Russia’s invasion and in support of Ukraine.
Russia remains internationally isolated, having lost
18 international elections in 2022 and 2023. The United
Nations General Assembly vote in February last year
demonstrated that the international community is
overwhelmingly united behind Ukraine, with nearly
three quarters of the entire membership voting for
Russia’s immediate withdrawal and an end to the war.
We have also worked with allies to strengthen NATO,
expedite membership for Finland and Sweden and provide
long-term NATO assistance for Ukraine. Without that
activity, none of the things that my hon. Friend the
Member for South West Devon spoke about would be
possible.

To conclude, reform and recovery efforts in Ukraine
must be inclusive and take into account the needs of the
ageing population. We will continue to work with our
allies to ensure that Ukraine gets the support that it
needs to win this war, secure a lasting peace and build
back better. We commend the bravery and resilience of
the Ukrainian people in the face of Russian aggression,
and we remain united across the House in our desire for
them to prevail.

To my hon. Friend and his eloquent request for
support for a very good cause, I pledge the interest of
and help from officials in the Foreign Office to advance
that cause. I cannot promise him, as he suggested, that
there might be some pot of money available, but I can
promise him that he and I share the same desire to drive
forward this agenda, and we will do everything we can
to help him in that respect. I remain confident that this
will continue, and Ukraine can always count on the UK
to stand by it.

Question put and agreed to.
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5.18 pm

Ian Byrne (Liverpool, West Derby) (Lab): I beg to
move,

That this House has considered access to free school meals for
children with special educational needs and disabilities.

Itis an honour to serve under your chairship, Dr Huq,
and thank you to all of the hon. Members for supporting
the debate today. I am pleased to be leading this debate
on fair access to free school meals for disabled children
and those with special educational needs, to ensure that
their voices are heard in this House.

I thank my constituent Irene Dow, because it was
after meeting Irene and hearing about her experience as
a parent and the shocking unfairness in the current
system that I applied for the debate. In the Gallery with
her are staff and campaigners from the charity for
families with disabled children, Contact. Their incredibly
powerful research and campaigning has been fundamental
to the debate, and the support they have given to
families has been absolutely invaluable.

It was a privilege today to meet campaigner and
parent Natalie Hay, who is here with her son. She
started campaigning on this issue after realising that
many disabled children were eligible for free school
meals but were unable to access them. I commend her
for her interview today on Sky, for many reasons. I place
on record the importance of the work that Irene, Natalie,
Contact and many other campaigners do, and I pay
tribute to everything they have done to put this injustice
on the political agenda. They should not have had to
fight this hard and for so long, and I sincerely hope that
the Minister will be able to give us assurances that the
Government will act swiftly in response. We saw, at
Prime Minister’s questions today, how fast the Government
can act to respond to an injustice, if the political will is
there.

The key issue I wish to raise is that thousands of
children with special educational needs and disabilities
are missing out on the free school meals that they are
eligible for due to their disability or sensory needs. That
is despite the law being clear that most should be
offered an alternative, such as a supermarket voucher.
Children with conditions such as diabetes, epilepsy and
autism are subsequently missing out on the equivalent
of £570 a year of financial help. That is causing many
families to fall into debt and means that they need to
turn to food banks, which is completely unacceptable
and totally unnecessary. Contact calculates that more
164,000 disabled children are unable to access their free
school meals.

Tahir Ali (Birmingham, Hall Green) (Lab): Does my
hon. Friend agree that food bank numbers are at a
record high? Children are going to school hungry, and
this is often the only hot meal that they will have. On
top of that, if children with sensory needs or disabilities
are missing out on their entitlements, the Government
and statutory organisations need to do a lot more to
make sure that no child misses out on those.

Ian Byrne: I totally agree. Contact calculates that
more than 164,000 disabled children are unable to access
their free school meals despite meeting the Government’s
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eligibility requirements. That is truly shocking. Access
to food is a basic human right, and campaigning for
universal free school meals is one of the five key asks of
the “Right to Food” campaign. While we wait for that,
we must ensure that the current system is fair and equal
and that it delivers, in practice, what it claims to deliver.
Disabled children and their families are already more
likely to be living in poverty due to the difficulties of
juggling care and work. Research shows that they have
also been disproportionately affected by cost of living
pressures and the pandemic.

144WH

Afzal Khan (Manchester, Gorton) (Lab): My hon.
Friend is making an excellent speech on this very important
subject. Does he agree that it is utterly unacceptable
that 60% of the disabled children who are eligible for
free school meals cannot eat school meals due to health
conditions, dietary requirements or sensory processing
difficulties? Schools must make reasonable adjustments
to ensure that disabled children can access the free lunches
that they are entitled to, and the Department for Education
must step up and support schools to do that.

Ian Byrne: Absolutely, and I will cover that in my
speech. Contact has found that 8§5% of families missing
out on their free school meals entitlement reported that
this has hugely increased pressure on their weekly budgets.
Last year, I met my constituent Irene, along with a
representative of the charity Contact, and they talked
to me about why so many disabled children are missing
out on free school meals and what can be done about it.

My constituent’s son, aged 15, is severely autistic and
has avoidant/restrictive food intake disorder. Since the
age of six, he has been at special school. He cannot eat
the school food, because of his highly restricted diet. He
mostly eats bread, butter and sometimes a bit of cheese
and ham. For him, it is about the sight and texture of
the food as well as the taste. That means that his mum
has always made and paid for his packed lunches, even
though he has been eligible for free school meals throughout
his school life, which has been over a decade.

As Natalie highlighted in her interview this morning,
it was only during lockdown that many families received
their free school meals in the form of supermarket
vouchers. The vouchers were cut off after schools reopened,
and children were once again wrongly denied the free
school meals to which they are entitled. We know that
support can be given, so that is inexcusable.

Apsana Begum (Poplar and Limehouse) (Lab): I represent
a constituency with one of the highest rates of child
poverty in the entire country, and we know only too
well that the current situation is compounded by the
SEND funding crisis. Does my hon. Friend agree that a
simple solution to the problem would be to update the
Government’s FSM guidance to make it clear that
schools must make reasonable adjustments, such as
ensuring that supermarket vouchers can be made available,
and to write to all schools to make sure that they
communicate that more widely?

Ian Byrne: I thank my hon. Friend for that point,
with which I absolutely agree and which I will cover
later in my questions to the Minister.
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We know that support can be given. It is therefore
absolutely inexcusable that I am standing before the
Minister today to tell him that 164,000 children are not
receiving their free school meals. Research carried out
by Contact in March 2023 with 1,500 families found
that there are different reasons why disabled children
cannot access their free school lunch. That includes
60% who cannot eat school meals due to their health
condition, dietary requirements or sensory processing
difficulties, 22% who are off school because of a long-term
medical condition or illness, and 18% who are not in
school because they have an education package provided
by the council or are waiting for a suitable school place.
Many parents are incorrectly being refused food vouchers
as a reasonable adjustment; others are being asked to
travel miles to pick up a food parcel that does not
include food that their child can eat. Families should
not have to face that battle.

Margaret Greenwood (Wirral West) (Lab): My hon.
Friend is making an excellent speech. I pay tribute to his
tireless work in campaigning on issues related to hunger;
he is exemplary in that regard.

Today’s debate is particularly timely because yesterday
it was announced that primary school children in London
would receive free lunches for another year. Will my
hon. Friend join me in commending that action on
behalf of the authority in London and in saying that
surely we can follow that across England? Does he agree
that it is important that allowance be made for disabled
children in receiving their school meals if they are
unable to access the meals that other children are receiving

Ian Byrne: I totally agree. Sadiq Khan and his team
in London deserve a huge amount of credit for extending
the scheme to the second year. Hopefully that can be
replicated soon across the country.

Section 512 of the Education Act 1996 places a duty
on maintained schools, academies and free schools to
provide free school meals to pupils of all ages who meet
the criteria. The meals must be provided to all eligible
pupils, either on the school premises or at any other
place where education is being provided. That could
take, for example, the form of a voucher. Schools also
have a duty under section 20 of the Equality Act 2010
to make a reasonable adjustment to the way in which
free school lunches are delivered if the standard way of
delivering them puts a disabled pupil at a substantial
disadvantage compared with other pupils. However,
many schools are unaware of their responsibilities, as
the Government’s free school meal guidance is silent on
a school’s duty to make reasonable adjustments and
fails to make reference to the Equality Act altogether.
That means that even when parents ask for alternative
provision, schools are not complying with equalities
law. Parents are therefore put in a difficult position in
which they are in conflict with the school and then face
a battle to challenge the refusal.

I call on the Government to take responsibility, update
the free school meals guidance, and provide any additional
resource and support needed to schools and local authorities
to make this happen immediately. It must be made clear
that schools and councils need to provide an alternative—
ideally a supermarket voucher—to disabled children
who cannot access a free school meal in the regular way.
I believe that if the Government addressed the issue and
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established supermarket vouchers as an alternative to
free school meals and an acceptable reasonable adjustment,
it would give a workable solution to a situation that so
many people find themselves in, as we saw during
lockdown.

Last month, the Government conceded that free school
meals should be provided to eligible children who are
unable to attend school due to their special educational
needs and have the package of support often referred to
as EOTAS—education otherwise than at school. The
Secretary of State for Education has said that it may be
a breach of article 14 of the European convention on
human rights if children receiving state education other
than at school are not provided with meals; the Government
are therefore preparing guidance for local authorities,
which is expected in March 2024, to ensure that local
authorities provide access to a meal for those with
EOTAS. That really is welcome: it means that almost
2,000 disabled children across England who have been
missing out on a free school meal may now get funding
for a free lunch from their local council.

I will finish by asking the Minister five questions.
First, will he ask his Department to update the free
schools meals guidance to make clear to schools, governing
bodies and councils that eligible disabled children can
be offered a free school meal in the form of a voucher?
Secondly, will he update the free school meals guidance
so that it clearly references the Equality Act and the
duty to make reasonable adjustments? Thirdly, will he
write to all schools about the duty to make reasonable
adjustments to the way in which free school lunches are
provided so that disabled children do not miss out, and
will his Department support schools to ensure the provision
of appropriate food at school for children with special
educational needs and disabilities that caters to their
individual needs? Fourthly, will he use this opportunity
to confirm to the House his intentions to produce new
guidance on free school meals for children with education
otherwise than at school, and to set out timescales for
that guidance and how his Department will work with
parents to co-produce it? Finally, many parents of disabled
children have raised the issue that they are unable to
access the Government’s breakfast and holiday schemes.
Will he commit to meeting campaigners from Contact
and addressing this immediately?

We are living in a country where millions of children
are suffering from hunger. Our fight for their right to
food will continue. The Minister can make a huge
difference right now to the lives of over 164,000 children
in this country, without any change in legislation. This
is such a simple fix. I and so many struggling families
hope that he will do the right thing today.

146WH

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): Order. I remind hon.
Members to stand if they want to make a speech, so
that we can calculate how much time everyone gets.

5.30 pm

Kevin Foster (Torbay) (Con): It is a pleasure to serve
under your chairmanship, Dr Hugq. I congratulate the
hon. Member for Liverpool, West Derby (Ian Byrne) on
securing this debate and on the way in which he opened
it. I also thank Stefanie Curran of Punk Against Poverty,
which is based in Torbay, for supplying information to
help me in preparing my remarks.
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The provision of free school meals is not only a way
of supporting families, but a way of ensuring that
children are ready to learn and engage with their lessons.
It has been good to see this provision supplemented in
recent years by the holiday activities and food programme.
I have been very pleased to see the excellent work being
done to provide the programme in Torbay—especially
the work undertaken by the Love Enterprise community
interest company in Paignton, which is working to
support children aged 11 to 16 over the Christmas
holidays. I take on board the point well made by the
hon. Member for Liverpool, West Derby about the need
to think about how that provision can be well accessed.

The law is clear: section 512 of the Education Act
1996 places a duty on maintained schools, academies
and free schools to provide free school meals to pupils
of all ages who meet the criteria. These meals must be
provided to all eligible pupils

“either on the school premises or at any place other than the
school premises where education is being provided”.

Schools also have a duty under section 20 of the Equality
Act 2010 to make reasonable adjustments to the way in
which free school meals are delivered if the standard
way of delivering them puts a disabled pupil at a
substantial disadvantage compared with other pupils.
However, it is clear from initial feedback that many
schools may be unaware of their responsibilities. The
Government’s guidance is silent on how to support
disabled children in accessing a free meal if they are
unable to access it in the regular way, and it does not
mention a school’s duty to make reasonable adjustments.

As has been mentioned, in March last year the charity
Contact surveyed 1,500 families with disabled children
eligible for free school meals. It found that 60% of
disabled children could not eat their free lunch because
of their health condition, dietary requirements or sensory
processing difficulties that made the lunch room off
limits; 22% were off school because of a long-term
medical condition or illness; 18% were not in school as
they had an education package provided by the council,
an EOTAS, or were waiting for a suitable school place;
and 6% were attending a school without a canteen.
Overall, it was estimated that a third of eligible disabled
children cannot access the free school meal to which
they are entitled, for reasons relating to their condition
or disability. As a result, more than 164,000 disabled
children are missing out on up to £570-worth of food
each year, despite the law stating that reasonable adjustments
must be made.

It is also worth noting some of the feedback I received
while preparing for this debate. Even where a suitable
meal provision is available in a way that can be accessed,
the issue persists that children are sometimes offered a
very limited choice. One parent who contacted me
highlighted how her son ended up getting a jacket
potato every day. Yes, it met his dietary needs, and yes, it
was nutritious, but being offered the same meal every
day was unlikely to provide a varied diet or encourage
him to take up the school meal on offer.

We know that meeting dietary needs is not unique to
school-age children. We have seen many options develop
in recent years to support those with complex dietary
needs. There is a range of home delivery services that

provide vouchers that allow products to be bought from
suppliers that are better able to supply something specialist.

I am conscious of time, and I am looking forward to
colleagues’ contributions and the Minister’s response.
There are some specific points that I would be interested
to hear the Minister to cover. First, when he updates the
free school meals guidance, will he make sure that it
makes clear reference to the duty to make reasonable
adjustments? Will he write to all schools to remind
them of their duty to make these adjustments? Will he
ensure that when the Government publish their new
free school meals guidance, it is co-produced with affected
families? What options will he encourage schools to
consider in order to ensure that a nutritious free school
meal that meets the dietary needs of disabled children is
available? That does not mean just providing the same
meal every day.

I welcome the chance to have highlighted this important
issue. I hope the Minister will set out what difference
can be made to ensure that those who have disabilities
do not miss out on the opportunity of the hot free
school meal to which they are legally entitled.

5.35 pm

Zarah Sultana (Coventry South) (Lab): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairship, Dr Huq. I congratulate
my hon. Friend the Member for Liverpool, West Derby
(Ian Byrne) on securing this important debate, which
shines a light on the need to ensure that free school
meals are made accessible to all children, including
those with special educational needs and disabilities.

Just this week, there was fantastic news for all of us
working to end child hunger: the London Mayor, Sadiq
Khan, announced that he will extend his programme of
free school meals for all primary school kids in London
for another year. This follows the huge success of his
programme so far, which since September has provided
17 million healthy, warm, nutritious meals to nearly
300,000 primary school children across London schools,
boosting their health, wellbeing and attainment and
supporting their families. But as today’s debate highlights,
having free school meals for all must go beyond making
sure that all children are eligible. It means scrutinising
the delivery of free school meals and making sure that
all children, including those with disabilities, can access
them fully. That includes children like Jordan.

Jordan is five years old. He has hydrocephalus, cerebral
palsy and epilepsy. Due to his disability, he struggles to
eat solid food. In the past, this has meant that he could
not put on weight, because it was taking him more
calories to digest food than he could absorb from it.
Fortunately, since Jordan was two, he has benefited
from a blended diet fed through a gastrostomy button.
This has helped him significantly, allowing him to put
on weight and to grow. He can finally access the nutrition
he needs, but Jordan’s school cannot cater for the blended
diet that has benefited him significantly so far. That
means that he misses out on the free school lunch he is
entitled to, so his family have to send in blended food
for him to make sure that he does not go hungry.

Jordan is not alone: 60% of disabled children who are
eligible for free school lunches cannot access them
because of their disabilities. Many children with conditions
such as autism or avoidant restrictive food intake disorder
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are unable to eat the food provided by their school. This
is an injustice. It leaves disabled kids cruelly excluded
and leaves their families without much-needed support.
I have long been an advocate for free school meals for
all. With 4 million children living in poverty, including
more than a third of children in Coventry South, there
are horror stories of kids crying because they are hungry
or being forced to steal food for their lunch.

We know that free school meals can be transformational.
That is backed up by research that consistently shows
that free school meals improve children’s health,
concentration, attainment and behaviour. They are a
lifeline for families, too, saving them hundreds of pounds
each year, reducing stress and saving parents’ time, but
it is a gross injustice to give free school meals to some
children while those with disabilities are left without.

Research shows that families with disabled children
would need a pay rise of £10,000 a year to cover the
additional costs they incur. It is these children who need
free healthy lunches the most, particularly as the cost of
living crisis continues to bite, so it is vital that the
Government act to address this cruel inconsistency.
That means supporting schools to adjust lunches to
meet the needs of disabled kids. It also means offering
food vouchers as an alternative, so that where schools
cannot provide food suitable for disabled children or
where children are not in school because of their disabilities,
families are provided with financial support to feed
their children.

I want to live in a world where no child goes hungry
and no families are left struggling to put food on the
table for their kids. That is why I have been campaigning
alongside many colleagues for over a year for free
school meals for all primary school children. Today’s
debate highlights the need not just to widen the entitlement
to free school meals, but to make sure that there is more
flexibility in their delivery. No child should be missing
out just because of their disability, so let us extend free
school meals to all children. Let us end the injustice that
sees kids like Jordan missing out. Let us ensure that
every primary school child across the UK has access to
a free, healthy lunch, each and every day.

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rupa Huq (in the Chair): Order. The Front Benchers
will start at 6.02 pm, which leaves us with a speaking
limit of three minutes for each Back Bencher.

5.39 pm

Sir Jacob Rees-Mogg (North East Somerset) (Con):
It is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Hugq. I am grateful to the hon. Member for Liverpool,
West Derby (Ian Byrne) for securing this important
debate.

The reason I want to speak is very simple, and I will
be brief. My constituent Emma Knops contacted me
because her children suffer from coeliac disease, are
dairy and soy-intolerant and have sensory processing
difficulties. The issue here seems to me an incredibly
straightforward one: the law says one thing and the
guidance says another. The Government have a choice:
they can change the law or they can change the guidance.
It seems to me that there is no desire to change the law;
they must therefore change the guidance.
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5.40 pm

Sarah Dyke (Somerton and Frome) (LD): It is a
pleasure to serve under your chairship, Dr Hugq. I thank
the hon. Member for Liverpool, West Derby (Ian Byrne)
for securing this debate.

Mainstream and special schools across Somerset are
stretched beyond sense and practicality. Local education
practitioners and local authorities are at the top of their
class in delivering tailored care, but 13 years of Tory
government have left them without the pens and paper
they need to get on with the job.

We need to start with clear Government guidance.
The free school meals guidance from February 2023 does
not even include the term “SEND”. It has no specific
guidance for SEND children and pretends that children
on free school meals have a homogeneous identity,
devoid of nuance or feeling. It is unfit for purpose. This
speaks to a wider failing in Government guidance that
sees disability as an optional add-on to legislation, not
an integral part of it. We need to envelop children with
special needs and disabilities, throughout all educational
guidance.

I receive frequent representations from neurodivergent
constituents who, after contact with Government services,
have felt stigmatised and patronised. Often there is not
a deliberate bias, but I ask that the Government consider
providing education and training resources, delivered
digitally and at low cost and based on the very latest
clinical information.

The Liberal Democrats have already called for
continuous, high-quality professional development for
all teachers. It would be delivered in schools by
mental health practitioners with ringfenced funding,
and would prioritise early intervention and effective
communication. Unfortunately, my hon. Friend the
Member for Twickenham (Munira Wilson) is unwell
and is not able to speak today, but I urge hon. Members
to fully support her Bill on the issue.

SEND children are much more likely to be suspended
or excluded. The suspension rate for England’s 2022-23
autumn term was four times higher for SEND pupils
with an EHCP. The permanent exclusion rate was six
times higher for SEND pupils without an EHCP. Parents
and special guardians are left without the food support
to which they are legally entitled. Food parcels rarely
meet the minimum standard required, so special schools
such as Critchill School in Frome need help to bridge
the SEND funding gap. I have many more constituents
who would thrive in these schools, where they would be
understood and supported, but who cannot get in because
there are simply no places.

We need to see nutritional needs included as standard
on every EHCP. That includes sensory issues with certain
foods; possible nutrition issues due to selective eating
behaviours; and refusal to eat, or to eat in public. At the
moment, schools cannot opt out and they cannot suck
it up. As eating disorders campaigner Sophie Maclean
told me, “Tough love just doesn’t work.”

5.43 pm

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): It is indeed a pleasure
to be called in this debate, Dr Hugq. I first thank the
hon. Member for Liverpool, West Derby (Ian Byrne)
for leading today’s debate on this issue. He often brings
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debates to Westminster Hall and I am always very pleased
to come along and support him. They are always real
issues in my constituency; this certainly is. [ understand
that the Minister has no responsibility for Northern
Ireland, and I do not ask him to answer on the Northern
Irish perspective, but I wish to add that perspective to
this debate, and to support the hon. Gentleman.

The hon. Member for Torbay (Kevin Foster) referred
to a person who had the same meal every day. My
goodness! Where is the nutrition? Where is the variety?
How do they grow and what do they eat? Everyone is
probably very much aware that you are what you eat.
We often talk about the importance of children in our
local schools having a healthy, balanced diet that not
only aids their learning but stimulates their brain. It is
no secret that parents who have children suffering with
disabilities or with special educational needs often require
specialist diets for them.

In Northern Ireland, NI Direct has confirmed that if
a child has a statement of special educational needs and
is designated as having a special diet, they quality for
free school meals; we have a system in place. Some
64,500 pupils in Northern Ireland have some form of
SEN, and some 22,000 of those have a statement of
SEN. Poverty rates in Northern Ireland have skyrocketed
over the last year, which is why I am here to support the
hon. Member for Liverpool, West Derby. The Joseph
Rowntree Foundation has concluded that 110,000 children
across Northern Ireland are living in poverty. The overall
poverty rate is highest among children; clearly. free
school meals for pupils could help address that.

I believe that what I am describing in Northern
Ireland is replicated here on the mainland; the hon.
Gentleman said that in his introduction. Poverty can
lead to all sorts of other issues for young children in
school, including obesity and dental decay. We had a
debate in the Chamber just yesterday on NHS dentistry;
dentistry, the food we eat and children at school are all
part of the same theme. Schools play a large part in
helping young people develop both physically and mentally,
and in the UK, food insecurity is mostly due to households’
inability to afford nutritious food.

To conclude, every child in school has a right to a
healthy, balanced and nutritious lunch. As for those
with special educational needs or certain disabilities, we
must always take their choices into account. Offering a
free school meal takes so much pressure off parents.
Parents out there who think their children may be
eligible for free school meals but are not sure should get
in touch with their local representative—those who are
in this debate today. I urge the Minister to ensure that
the same opportunities are offered across the United
Kingdom, and that we do all we can to support those in
food poverty.

5.47 pm

Mary Kelly Foy (City of Durham) (Lab): It is a
pleasure to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Hugq. I
thank my hon. Friend the Member for Liverpool, West
Derby (Ian Byrne) for securing this important debate,
and for his work on the “Right to Food” campaign,
which I fully support. This debate is quite personal to
me. I really empathise with the campaigners and parents
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here today. For 27 years I was a carer to my daughter,
Maria, who had severe disabilities, so I know from my
own experience the pressures that are put on families.

My hon. Friend, other Members here and 1 were
elected on a manifesto that pledged to poverty-proof
schools. Free breakfast clubs and universal free school
meals were at the heart of that. I am proud to still
champion those policies, because the fact that so many
children in Britain go hungry every day is shameful.
Food insecurity can utterly blight children’s immediate
and future life. It can trigger mental health problems,
damage a child’s physical health and lead to obesity or
restricted growth. It affects children’s school attendance
as well as their ability to learn. Just ask any teacher, and
they will say that a hungry child cannot concentrate in
class. I cannot forget the BBC report in 2018, in which a
headteacher described their hungry pupils as having
“grey skin” due to malnutrition.

Six years on and after the pandemic, food insecurity
still blights Britain’s children. Something has gone terribly
wrong in our country. A society that cares for its children
does not let them go hungry, but tragically, that is what
successive Conservative Governments have done. In my
constituency, over 19% of children living in and attending
schools in County Durham have an SEN or EHCP, but
only 9.4% of them are eligible for free school meals. As
we have heard, the situation is harder for children with
disabilities, with 33% of them missing out on free
school meals provision. That is more than 164,000, or
one third, of eligible disabled pupils missing out on
their free school meals, which amounts to £570-worth
of food each year.
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The solutions are obvious, as my hon. Friend the
Member for Liverpool, West Derby, outlined: update
the free school meals guidance, and make it clear that
schools can provide an alternative for disabled children,
such as supermarket vouchers. Brighton and Hove City
Council has introduced such a scheme, so will the Secretary
of State pledge to do so here today? That would be a
start in repairing our society’s safety net, which has
been so badly damaged by the last 14 years of austerity.

5.50 pm

Lloyd Russell-Moyle (Brighton, Kemptown) (Lab/Co-op):
It is an honour to follow all the previous speakers. I will
follow on from that mention of Brighton and Hove.

Brighton and Hove is slightly, but not hugely, above
the national average for young people and children who
have special educational needs, and for young people
with EHCPs. We are not an outrider in that sense, but
we do notice more and more children not attending
school, not because their parents are keeping them at
home—that is another issue entirely—but because the
schools are unable to provide the special educational
needs support that those children need. My view is that
this issue is caused by two things. The first is the
disastrous austerity policies that have led to our schools
suffering and unable to support pupils. Secondly—this
is more controversial—I personally believe that we have
had a 20-year incorrect educational project, which believes
in integration only, and not that separate special schools
are sometimes best for many young people.

No matter what additional support is provided, I am
afraid that a pupil with sensory needs will not always
manage to work in a large secondary school where there
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are thousands of children running around, and they
can sink. However, if they are at a special school that
can provide for their needs in an alternative location
with sensory adaptations, usually off site, they can
flourish. These schools used to be commonly provided
by the mainstream—Dby local authorities, at a reasonable
price for the authority. Then, when the children leave
the school or move into mainstream school, if that
moment comes, they are a big fish in a small pond,
rather than a small fish with lots of sharks. I am afraid
that we have shut down many of those local authority
schools, and local authorities cannot afford to place
pupils in special schools, so a lot of children have been
put into education otherwise than at school, and are
therefore not provided with free school meals.

Only yesterday, the Minister wrote to me to say:

“Regarding students receiving... EOTAS, the department’s position

is that pupils must be registered with a state-funded school in
order to be eligible”,

and that the Department does not plan to change that.
Well, that seems different from today’s briefing from the
Department, so of course there is confusion. Brighton
and Hove has decided that we will skip past this confusion
and mandate free school meals for all those children.
They are not there because of parent choice; they have
been placed there by the authority, because the authority
cannot find suitable accommodation. They must be
given vouchers, and the Minister should update the
guidance to ensure that that happens.

5.53 pm

Ian Lavery (Wansbeck) (Lab): It is a pleasure, as ever,
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Huq. I pay
tribute to my hon. Friend the Member for Liverpool,
West Derby (Ian Byrne) for securing this very timely
debate. I declare an interest: I and my four brothers
were on free school meals for most of our school time,
so I have lots of experience of what comes with free
school meals.

The Government need to listen. [ have met the Minister
a number of times—and you know what? I have always
found him very helpful and prepared to listen; he has
not changed his mind on many things, mind, but he has
always been courteous. Hopefully on this occasion he
will listen to what the SEND families have to say,
because the track record on this issue is pretty poor.

I am a firm believer in universal free school meals for
all primary and secondary school students—something
that a lot of people agree with. Other people disagree
with it because of various spurious arguments about
universality. As one of my hon. Friends said, the Mayor
of London, various London boroughs, and the devolved
Governments in Wales and Scotland have shown that
universal free school meals can be delivered, so I found
it very distressing to learn from the charity Contact that
164,000 disabled children are missing out on £570-worth
of food each year because of the failure to abide by a
clear requirement under the Education Act 1996. The
disregard of the duty to make reasonable adjustments
for disabled children through the issuing of supermarket
vouchers to ensure compliance with the Equality Act
2010 is equally disturbing.

I hope the Minister listens to what is being said in the
debate. What could be more important in this day and
age than feeding kids with special educational needs
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and disabilities? We need to look after people, and I
plead with the Minister to listen to what is being said.
All we are saying is that we should feed the children
who are most in need.
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5.56 pm

Helen Hayes (Dulwich and West Norwood) (Lab): It
is a pleasure to see you in the Chair, Dr Hugq. I congratulate
my hon. Friend the Member for Liverpool, West Derby
(Ian Byrne) on securing this important debate on an
issue that affects some of the most vulnerable children
who have special educational needs and disabilities, and
who live in very low-income households, making them
eligible for free school meals.

I am grateful to the charity Contact and to Irene and
Natalie, who are in the Gallery, for the work that they
have done to bring to public attention the issue of
children with special educational needs and disabilities
who are eligible for free school meals but unable to access
them, and for all their advocacy on behalf of families
with disabled children. T also thank all hon. and right
hon. Members who have participated in the debate. We
have heard from MPs who represent constituencies
right across the country, including the hon. Member for
Torbay (Kevin Foster), the right hon. Member for North
East Somerset (Sir Jacob Rees-Mogg), my hon. Friends
the Members for City of Durham (Mary Kelly Foy) and
for Brighton, Kemptown (Lloyd Russell-Moyle), the
hon. Member for Somerton and Frome (Sarah Dyke),
and my hon. Friends the Members for Coventry South
(Zarah Sultana) and for Wansbeck (Ian Lavery), and
from colleagues who made interventions—

Jim Shannon: And Strangford!

Helen Hayes: Of course. It would not be a Westminster
Hall debate if we had not heard from the hon. Member
for Strangford (Jim Shannon), and I apologise profusely
for that omission.

We have heard about the impact that the failure to
implement Government legislation is having on families
across the country. The law places a duty on maintained
schools, academies and free schools to provide free
school meals to pupils of all ages who meet specific
criteria. Schools also have a duty under the Equality
Act to make reasonable adjustments to the way that free
school lunches are delivered, if the standard way of
delivering them would put a disabled pupil at a substantial
disadvantage compared with other pupils. These duties
are not reflected in the current guidance for schools.

There is also a gap in the legislation in relation to
independent schools. Many children with special educational
needs and disabilities attend specialist independent schools,
with funding from local authorities, under their education,
health and care plans, but there is no duty on those
schools to provide free school meals. That is one of the
many examples of the ways in which children with
special educational needs and disabilities are simply not
a priority for the Government.

The system of support on which children with SEND
and their families rely is beyond breaking point. The
Government delayed their SEND review three times,
and much of the SEND and alternative provision
improvement plan will not come into effect until 2025,
six years after the review was announced. During that time,
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300,000 children with SEND will have left secondary
school, having spent the entirety of their school education
under an increasingly failing system of SEND support.
This issue should be an urgent priority for the Government.
The system is failing children and their families, and it is
an increasingly prominent factor in the number of councils
issuing section 114 notices and effectively declaring
bankruptcy because they can no longer balance their
budget.

The Childhood Trust has found that families of children
with SEND are disproportionately affected by the cost
of living crisis, and they are more likely to live in poverty
than families of children without SEND needs. Our
children need and deserve so much better. Labour will
introduce free breakfast clubs in every primary school
to ensure that no child has to start the school day hungry.
We will work to make mainstream schools inclusive for
children with special educational needs and disabilities,
including by supporting teachers to gain the skills and
knowledge they need to teach children with SEND. We
will limit the number of branded items that schools can
specify in the school uniform to put money back in
parents’ pockets, and we will work tirelessly to end the
unacceptable level of child poverty, which has been
growing so shamefully on this Government’s watch.

The Tory cost of living crisis is making life hard for
far too many families, and it means that in the short
term, access to entitlements, such as free school meals
for children who are eligible, is more important than
ever, and there is no excuse for the current failure. 1
hope the Minister will set out the steps he will take to
ensure that children with SEND who are eligible for
free school meals can access them, and that schools and
other education settings are properly supported to meet
their duties under both the Education Act and the
Equality Act.

6.1 pm

The Minister for Schools (Damian Hinds): What a
pleasure it is to serve with you in the Chair, Dr Hugq, I
think for the first time. I congratulate the hon. Member
for Liverpool, West Derby (Ian Byrne) on securing this
debate on an important matter, as demonstrated by the
over-subscription of this debate this afternoon. For
their contributions, I thank the hon. Members for Coventry
South (Zarah Sultana), for Somerton and Frome
(Sarah Dyke), for Strangford (Jim Shannon), of course,
for City of Durham (Mary Kelly Foy), for Brighton,
Kemptown (Lloyd Russell-Moyle) and for Wansbeck
(Ian Lavery). My hon. Friend the Member for Torbay
(Kevin Foster) gave a compelling speech, and my right
hon. Friend the Member for North East Somerset
(Sir Jacob Rees-Mogg) made a compelling and pithy
point in his speech.

We all agree about the importance of ensuring that
all children in school are given the best opportunities to
thrive, and the Government are determined to ensure
that every child, regardless of background or circumstances,
can get the very best start in life. Today, we discuss those
who have a special educational need or disability, and
colleagues have raised several striking case studies of
individual children and their circumstances from their
constituency case load or, in some cases, from their
personal family experience.

food in schools so that pupils develop healthy eating
habits and can concentrate and learn, and free school
meal provision is important to that being achieved in
schools. This Government have extended eligibility for
free school meals more than any other. We spend over
£1 billion a year delivering free lunches to the greatest
ever proportion of school children—over a third. That
one in three compares with the one in six who were
receiving a free school meal in 2010. That change came
despite employment being up by millions, unemployment
being down by a million, 600,000 fewer children being
in workless households, and the proportion of those in
work on low pay coming down substantially since the
introduction of the national living wage in 20215-16.

Free school meal provision includes 2 million pupils
who are eligible for benefits-related free school meals
and a further 90,000 disadvantaged students in further
education who receive a free meal at lunch time. In
addition, a further 1.3 million infants in reception and
years 1 and 2 receive a free meal under the universal
infant free school meal policy, which we introduced in
2014. That helps to improve children’s education and
boost their health, and it saves parents about £480 a
year. We have also introduced extensive protections,
which have been in effect since 2018, to ensure that
while universal credit is being fully rolled out, any
family eligible for free school meals transitioning to
universal credit from the legacy benefits will retain their
entitlement to free school meals, even if they move
above the income threshold.

Pupils are eligible for benefits-related free school
meals if they or their parents are in receipt of one of the
eligible benefits and have submitted a request for meals.
As colleagues will know, schools have a duty to provide
nutritious, free meals to pupils who are registered with a
state-funded school and meet the eligibility criteria for
free school meals. The provision should be made for
eligible pupils either on the school premises or at any
other place where education of those pupils is being
provided.

There are, of course, many pupils with special educational
needs and disability status that meet the eligibility criteria
necessary for free meals. The latest published statistics
show that 41.1% of pupils with an education, health
and care plan—known commonly as an EHCP—and
37.5% of pupils who are on what is known as SEND
support were eligible for free school meals provision in
2023. Similarly, many children with disabilities but not
special educational needs will be eligible, and those
rates are higher than the overall proportion of pupils
eligible for free school meals in England.

The standard food offering provided by schools will,
of course, be suitable to the needs of many of these
children. However, some pupils with additional needs
may require special food provision or arrangements.
Let me be very clear: all schools have duties under the
Equality Act 2010 towards individual disabled children
and young people, and they must make reasonable
adjustments to prevent them being put at a substantial
disadvantage. That means that a school cannot treat a
pupil unfairly as a consequence of their disability.

For the provision of school meals, that could lead to
schools making reasonable adjustments to ensure that
eligible pupils could still access their entitlement. For
example, a school could let a pupil with sensory-processing
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issues go into the dinner hall before other pupils, or it
could appropriately tailor the meal choices to the pupil’s
particular needs. Schools do, of course, do those things
and are best able to understand the individual children
and the circumstances of their school.

We have published non-statutory guidance for schools
to advise them generally on their duties to make reasonable
adjustments for disabled pupils and to support them in
doing so. I would also note that, while schools are not
obliged to make such adjustments for pupils who are
not disabled, many do work with pupils and their
families to accommodate a variety of needs. Working
with pupils to make adjustments to help them access
food can, of course, as a couple of colleagues have
alluded to, also help to improve attendance and behaviour.
Further to that, we encourage schools to work with
parents and pupils to ensure that their food provision
adequately meets a diverse range of needs, so that it can
be enjoyed and benefited from by all.

Kerry McCarthy (Bristol East) (Lab): I thank the
Minister for giving way. My involvement in this is partly
informed by constituents writing to me, but also as the
aunt of a child whose neurodiversity means that she has
a severely restricted diet, which is basically beige things
and chocolate. I know that my sister has had huge
problems in trying to ensure that she gets the right
support at school, but I wanted to ask specifically about
the Food Standards Agency. As I understand it, the
FSA has been carrying out a review into schools’
compliance with the national school food standards,
because there is very little information on the extent to
which schools do comply with those standards. Does
the Minister also see a role for the FSA in looking at
whether schools meet that criteria and are actually
meeting the needs of SEND pupils in terms of dietary
needs?

Damian Hinds: Obviously the quality of school food
is critical, and regulations cover not only free school
meals, in the sense of lunches, but all food that is
available during the school day—for example, in breakfast
clubs that schools provide and even in tuck shops. I may
get inspiration, but I think the standards cover up to
6 pm in the evening for things going on during the
school day.

When one talks about compliance with regulations,
one has to think differently about what is done at a
system level and for individual children. Candidly, I do
not think that it is realistic to say that you could have a
regulatory agency that was looking at every individual
case of individual children and their requirements in
that particular school, but it is important that we have
those standards. If the hon. Lady would like, I would be
very happy, of course, to follow up with her separately.

That, in fact, brings me on to the point that I have in
front of me, which is that, where parents do have
specific concerns that a school’s legal obligations regarding
their child are not being met, those should be raised
with the school in the first instance, and subsequently,
as necessary, with the academy trust or local authority.

Helen Hayes: I am grateful to the Minister for giving
way. I am simply making the point that the absence of
any reference in the guidance to the legislation results in
a situation of conflict—
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Damian Hinds: I ask the hon. Lady only to be patient.
That was a central point made by the hon. Member for
Liverpool, West Derby and clearly I need to come on to
it. To be straightforward and clear, we will update our
free school meals guidance to make reference to the
reasonable adjustments duty that is already set out in
non-statutory guidance published by the Department
elsewhere, in order to heighten awareness about reasonable
adjustments, in particular as it relates to meal provision
among schools, local authorities and families to support
local solutions. That should give parents clarity and
something to point schools to when discussing their
child’s needs.

Where pupils have a medical condition that impacts
their access to food, section 100 of the Children and
Families Act 2014 places a legal duty on schools to
make arrangements to support pupils with their medical
condition. The accompanying statutory guidance from
2015 included in the document “Supporting pupils at
school with medical conditions” sets out that governing
bodies must have regard to that guidance when carrying
out the duty.

The guidance makes it clear that schools should ensure
that they are aware of any pupils with medical conditions
and that they have policies and processes in place so
that those conditions can be well managed. The guidance
is also clear that that includes how the processes will be
implemented and the potential role of individual healthcare
plans in supporting pupils. The guidance is clear that
any individual plans should include consideration of
“access to food and drink where this is used to manage their
condition”
and any “dietary requirements”.

Members also asked whether supermarket vouchers
could be provided in lieu of meals. The requirements for
free school meals are clear, such that eligible children
should receive their free meal either on the school
premises or at any other place where education is being
provided. In some circumstances, it may be appropriate
to provide supermarket vouchers to parents in lieu of
meals. Equally, in other cases, it may be more appropriate
for other arrangements to be made, such as food parcels.

The exact nature of alternative arrangements will of
course depend on individual circumstances and should
be determined case by case. It is rightly up to schools to
decide how the provision should be made. We believe
that they are best placed to understand individual
circumstances, their families and their children, and to
tailor their food provision accordingly. Ultimately, the
best and most nutritious option is typically for children
and young people to receive a hot and freshly cooked
meal at school. That is what our policy supports, while
allowing for alternative arrangements such as food parcels
and vouchers to be put in place where necessary.

It is a condition of free school meal eligibility that
children are registered with a state-funded school. Eligible
pupils, including those with special educational needs
and disabilities, are entitled to receive free meals. Some
children are not able to attend a school setting on a
long-term basis or sometimes at all, owing to their
complex needs. It is right that the Government’s high-level
policy and funding framework leaves flexibility for local
responses to the complex needs of individual children.

The Department allocates high-needs funding to local
authorities to support the education and learning of
children with special educational needs and disabilities,
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and local authorities have wide discretion over the use
of that funding. We strongly encourage parents of
children with complex food needs to be in touch with
their school or local authority to discuss the support
available to them.

Lloyd Russell-Moyle: Will the Minister give way?

Damian Hinds: I will ask the hon. Gentleman to
forgive me, because I want to ensure that I get through
and cover the points. If I end up with more than a
minute or two at the end, I will try to come back to him,
if that is all right.

Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): Order. We also need to
allow two minutes for Ian Byrne to conclude.

Damian Hinds: Which makes it slightly less likely, but
let us see how we get on.

I am aware that concerns have been raised in relation
to food provision for the particular group of children
we discussed earlier: those with complex needs who are
educated otherwise than at school, commonly known—
perhaps this is the point that the hon. Member for
Brighton, Kemptown was about to raise—by the acronym
EOTAS. Section 61 of the Children and Families Act 2014
allows for local authorities to make special educational
provision for those children outside of a school setting.
The latest published school statistics show that as of
January 2023, there are about 8,000 children and young
people receiving EOTAS.

Of course, not all those children and young people
would qualify for free school meals under the benefits-
related criteria. We fund local authorities to support
those children, and decisions about exactly what is
included in individual EOTAS packages rightly fall to
them. We therefore advise parents of children receiving
EOTAS to speak with the local authority if they have
concerns. | note the concerns that have been raised
today about food provision for children receiving EOTAS
under section 61, and I can confirm that my Department
will review our published free school meals guidance on
that point. That will be available in the spring. We will
of course work closely with stakeholders, including
parents, to develop the guidance.

Free meal provision to eligible pupils with SEND is
only a small part of the overall package of support
rightly provided in recognition of the additional challenges
faced by those children. To illustrate that, funding for
mainstream schools and high-needs funding for children
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and young people with complex needs will be more than
£1.8 billion higher next year compared with this financial
year, and total schools funding will be £59.6 billion—the
highest ever in real terms per pupil. Within that, high-needs
funding will be more than £10.5 billion in 2024-25,
which is an increase of more than 60% from 2019-20.
That funding will help local authorities and schools
with the increasing costs of supporting children and
young people with SEND.

I realise that I am short of time, so I will conclude
because I think the main points that the hon. Member
for Liverpool, West Derby would want me to come
back to are the questions that he set out, and I can
reassure him on those points. On his specific question
about the holidays and activities fund programme and
breakfast programme, [ ask him to give me more
information so that I can respond more fully in writing.
I hope that on his main questions about not creating
new guidance, because it already exists, but clarifying
and communicating the guidance to schools on reasonable
adjustments for children with disabilities and to local
authorities about reflecting the need for food to be
considered in packages for EOTAS, he will take some
reassurance from what I have said. It remains only for
me to congratulate and thank again the hon. Gentleman
and all Members who have taken part in the debate.

Dr Rupa Hugq (in the Chair): With a hard stop when
the clock says 6.19 pm, I call Ian Byrne.

6.17 pm

Ian Byrne: I thank the Minister and everybody else
for speaking in the debate. As was mentioned, it was
over-subscribed, which will be a comfort to all the
campaigners and to Contact itself. I thank the Minister
for his response and for agreeing to update the current
free school meals guidance so that it will avoid any
confusion and make quite clear the duties of schools to
make reasonable adjustments under the Equality Act. |
thank him for his comments, and I will be keeping his
feet to the fire. I will write to him about the HAF, and
our beady eyes will be watching the progress of the
commitments that have been made. We will be in constant
contact over the issue. I thank very much everybody
who has contributed.

Question put and agreed to.
Resolved,

That this House has considered access to free school meals for
children with special educational needs and disabilities.

6.18 pm
Sitting adjourned.
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HOME DEPARTMENT
Terrorism Prevention and Investigation Measures

The Minister for Security (Tom Tugendhat): Section 19(1)
of the Terrorism Prevention and Investigation Measures
Act 2011 requires the Secretary of State to report to
Parliament as soon as reasonably practicable after the
end of every relevant three-month period on the exercise
of their TPIM powers under the Act during that period.
The level of information provided will always be subject
to slight variations based on operational advice.

TPIM notices in force (as of 30 November 2023) 1
Number of new TPIM notices served (during this period) 1
TPIM notices in respect of British citizens (as of 0
30 November 2023)

TPIM notices extended (during the reporting period) 0
TPIM notices revoked (during the reporting period) 0
TPIM notices expired (during reporting period) 0
TPIM notices revived (during the reporting period) 0
Variations made to measures specified in TPIM notices 0
(during the reporting period)

Applications to vary measures specified in TPIM notices 0
refused (during the reporting period)

The number of subjects relocated under TPIM legislation 1

(during this the reporting period)

The TPIM Review Group keeps every TPIM notice
under regular and formal review. No TRG meetings
have been convened in this period.

[HCWS175]

Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse: Update

The Secretary of State for the Home Department
(James Cleverly): I would like to update the House on
the Government’s progress in implementing commitments
made in response to the recommendations of the
independent inquiry into child sexual abuse, following
on from the publication of the Government’s response
to the inquiry’s final report in May last year.

The final report concluded seven years of investigations.
It exposed widespread child sexual abuse and significant
institutional failings spanning several decades. It captured
harrowing accounts from victims and survivors—over
7,000 of them—who bravely came forward to share
their testimonies with the inquiry.

When the Government published their response to
the inquiry’s final report last May, the then Home
Secretary was clear that our response did not represent
our final word on the inquiry’s findings, but rather the
start of a new chapter. We remain focused on delivering
on our commitments and being transparent about the
progress we have made, but also where there is more to
do. We owe that to all victims and survivors.
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Mandatory reporting ( Recommendation 13)

The Government are taking concerted action on several
of the inquiry’s recommendations, including a central
recommendation to introduce a new mandatory reporting
duty for those engaging with children across England to
report known or witnessed incidents of child sexual
abuse. As the inquiry’s findings made clear, there is no
excuse for those who actively try to cover up child
sexual abuse or try to evade proper scrutiny and justice.

We have engaged extensively with those likely to be
impacted by this duty through our call for evidence in
May and consultation in November to inform how best
it can be implemented. We have identified the Government’s
Criminal Justice Bill, announced by His Majesty the
King in November, as a legislative vehicle for introducing
the duty.

Redress scheme ( Recommendation 19)

The inquiry’s findings laid bare how vulnerable children,
over many decades, were systematically raped, sexually
abused and exploited in children’s homes and other
institutions responsible for their care, health and wellbeing.

In May, the Government committed to establishing a
redress scheme for victims and survivors of non-recent
child sexual abuse. This will require significant join-up
and collaboration across Government to work through
the many complexities involved in delivering a scheme
that is sensitive to victim and survivor needs and provides
a non-adversarial, trauma-informed route to seeking
redress. My Department has been engaging extensively
with experts in this area—victim and survivor representative
organisations, academics, lawyers, insurers and redress
schemes operated by other national and local Governments
—to scope the potential options and costs of establishing
a redress scheme in England and Wales. I will work with
my ministerial colleagues to deliver the scheme and to
ensure the voices of victims and survivors are at the
heart of this process.

Criminal injuries compensation scheme ( Recommendation 18)

A redress scheme needs to form one part of a much
wider package of improvements to existing routes in
England and Wales for victims and survivors to pursue
compensation for the abuse they have suffered. The
Ministry of Justice has conducted a public consultation
on whether to amend the scope and time limits for
submitting an application to the criminal injuries
compensation scheme (CICS), which closed in September
last year. The Government are carefully considering our
response to this and to our previous consultations in
2020 on CICS as a whole and in 2022 on the CICS
unspent convictions eligibility rule. We will publish a
single response to all three consultations as soon as
practicable.

Therapeutic support ( Recommendation 16 )

The Government recognise the significant role therapeutic
support can play in helping victims and survivors to
recover from the devastating—and often lifelong—impacts
of their abuse. But we also recognise the challenges
many victims and survivors face when trying to access
this support.

The Home Office is continuing to provide £4.5 million
to voluntary organisations providing nationally accessible
services to support victims and survivors of child sexual
abuse through the support for victims and survivors of
child sexual abuse (SVSCSA) fund. In August last year,
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the Ministry of Justice also recommissioned the rape and
sexual abuse support fund, which is providing £26 million
over 20 months—from August 2023 to March 2025—
to more than 60 specialist victim support services. These
services offer tailored support programmes, including
counselling, therapeutic services, advocacy, outreach
and group activities to victims and survivors of all ages,
including children, to help them cope with their experiences,
and move forward with their lives.

The Ministry of Justice is providing funding to the
independent centre of expertise on child sexual abuse to
deliver resources to improve the provision of services to
sexually abused children, young people and adult survivors
of non-recent child sexual abuse in England and Wales.
This includes a directory of support services and a data
hub, ensuring data on child sexual abuse and support is
readily available and accessible to all. These tools will
help commissioners to make effective commissioning
decisions by improving their understanding of victim
and survivor needs and the services available to them.
Victims and survivors will also be able to access up-to-date
information about accessing the right help.

The Ministry of Justice is also investing in the Bluestar
Project at the Green House, a specialist sexual violence
support service, to improve the quality of the support
available to children pretrial. The Bluestar Project will
provide training to 60 community-based support providers,
to build knowledge and confidence to remove barriers
to children and survivors accessing pre-trial support
services.

The crucial support that victims of domestic and
sexual abuse need to move forward with their lives is
currently commissioned across a range of public sector
bodies. Through the Government’s Victims and Prisoners
Bill, we will facilitate a more strategic and co-ordinated
approach, by placing a statutory duty on these bodies
to collaborate on victim support services for victims of
domestic abuse, sexual abuse and serious violent crime
in England. The duty to collaborate creates a framework
to drive forward better strategic multi-agency collaboration
on commissioning, to help local areas map their local
needs and target resources more effectively. This will
reduce duplication and improve strategic co-ordination
of services so that victims get the timely and quality
support that they need.

Child protection authority ( Recommendation 2)

The Government accepted the need for a stronger
safeguarding system by ensuring existing mechanisms
work as effectively and cohesively as possible to properly
safeguard, support and protect children from child sexual
abuse and other harms. Many of the reforms set out in
our ambitious children’s social care programme, “Stable
Homes, Built on Love”, will contribute towards fulfilling
the desired effect of the inquiry’s recommendation to
create a new child protection authority in England and
Wales. These reforms include actions which will improve
practice in child protection, including updating “Working
Together to Safeguard Children” guidance and publishing
national multi-agency child protection standards. I am
pleased that both have recently been published.

In addition, the national child safeguarding practice
review panel is launching a project to investigate how
safeguarding partners are delivering local child safeguarding
practice reviews (LCSPRs) and how their quality can be
improved. This project is aimed at improving the delivery
of LCSPRs and providing safeguarding partners with
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the support they need to ensure their review processes
make a real difference to children’s lives and improve
practice on the ground. Alongside this, the panel has
launched a new national review into child sexual abuse
within the family environment. This review will consider
how safeguarding partners can improve practice to
better prevent, identify and respond to this kind of
abuse and to better protect children from harm.

As part of wider reforms, the Department for Education
is driving forward a package of work to enhance
safeguarding in out-of-school settings, which can include
tuition centres and private tutors, extra-curricular clubs
and activities, sports clubs, uniformed youth organisations
and religious settings offering education or tuition in
their own faith. In September last year, the Government
published an updated safeguarding code of practice for
providers of these settings, as well as guidance to support
parents in making informed choices about the settings
their children attend and how they can raise any concerns.

The Department for Education will also be launching
a free-to-access e-learning package for providers to
complement the code of practice and is in the process of
reviewing existing guidance for local authorities on
safeguarding in out-of-school settings, to ensure they
are fully utilising their legal powers and those of multi-
agency partners to identify and intervene in out-of-school
settings of concern. A call for evidence to examine how
safeguarding can be further strengthened in out-of-school
settings will also be published in the coming weeks.

Data ( Recommendation 1)

We continue to drive improvements in data quality
and collection, including through funding dedicated
child sexual abuse analysts in every policing region.
This week the vulnerability knowledge and practice
programme, which is funded by the Home Office, has
published the national analysis of police-recorded child
sexual abuse and exploitation (CSAE) crimes report.
The report provides an in-depth analysis of crime during
2022, highlighting the scale and threat of child sexual
abuse.

‘We are working with the Office for National Statistics
(ONS) to understand whether a new survey could more
effectively measure the current scale and nature of child
abuse and neglect, including child sexual abuse. ONS is
currently developing the questionnaire and safeguarding
procedures for the proposed survey, which will then be
piloted.

The Home Office established the child sexual exploitation
police taskforce in April last year, which is supporting
forces to improve identification of crimes and data
recording. The taskforce is collaborating with the tackling
organised exploitation programme, which we continue
to fund to provide dedicated intelligence and analytical
expertise for forces undertaking complex organised
exploitation investigations.

In summer last year, the Department for Education
published the “Improving Multi-Agency Information
Sharing” report, setting out the barriers to information
sharing and the proposed next steps to overcome these.
They are now working with colleagues in the Department
of Health and Social Care and NHS England to scope
and shape a pilot scheme to test the use of the NHS
number as a consistent identifier for children. The
Department for Education also published the “Children’s
Social Care Data and Digital Strategy”, setting out a
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long-term plan for improving the use of data, information
and technology to support services, develop insights
and improve outcomes for children, young people and
families. And the “Information Sharing Advice for
Safeguarding Practitioners” is also being updated following
a public consultation and a revised version will be
published in due course.

Through our continued investment in the independent
centre of expertise on child sexual abuse, an update to
the centre’s annual trends in official data report will be
published early this year. This will bring together 2022-23
data from children’s social care, policing, criminal justice
and health to build a picture of how agencies identify
and respond to child sexual abuse and will provide
important insights into changing trends in practice.

Children’s Minister ( Recommendation 3 )

We champion the best interests of children at the
most senior levels of Government, with the Secretary of
State for Education fulfilling the role of a Cabinet
Minister for children. The Secretary of State for Education,
my right hon. Friend the Member for Chichester (Gillian
Keegan), works across Government to raise the profile
of issues affecting children to ensure they are front and
centre of relevant policy and decision making. Her
efforts are bolstered by the child protection ministerial
group (CPMG), established in October 2022, which
brings together Ministers from the Department for
Education, Department of Health and Social Care,
Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities,
Ministry of Justice and Home Office to drive a co-ordinated
Government response on child protection and safety.

The CPMG most recently met in September and
discussed the Government’s proposals for the new
mandatory reporting regime and updates on establishing
a redress scheme in England and Wales. It will meet
again later this month to continue to drive forward the
Government’s commitments to the inquiry’s findings.

Public awareness campaign ( Recommendation 4)

The Government are raising the profile of child sexual
abuse through our work to deliver on the inquiry’s
recommendations. We are continuing to encourage a
wider national conversation, building on the inquiry’s
work, by raising awareness of the scale and nature of
child sexual abuse and—crucially—how to respond to
it, including through our call for evidence and consultation
on mandatory reporting.

‘We have dedicated resources to more targeted campaigns
and programmes which have raised awareness of child
sexual abuse more widely. In September, the Home
Office highlighted to parents and guardians the risks of
social media companies implementing end-to-end
encryption (E2EE) without robust child safety measures
in place on their platforms. The next phase of the Lucy
Faithfull Foundation’s “Stop It Now!” campaign, funded
by the Home Office, launched in November with a focus
on online grooming. The Home Office continues to fund
the prevention programme, which launched the latest
phase of its #LookClose campaign focused on improving
public and business sector awareness of child sexual abuse
and exploitation in public spaces, and how they can report
concerns and support victims and survivors. And the
Home Office is providing funding to supplement the work
of the NSPCC helpline, including a national campaign
encouraging members of the public and professionals
to report concerns around child sexual abuse.
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Pain compliance ( Recommendation 5)

The Government did not accept the inquiry’s specific
recommendation to prohibit the use of any technique
that deliberately induces pain in custodial settings, but
we share the inquiry’s aim of ensuring children are
properly safeguarded across all settings, including custodial.
It is also necessary to ensure staff working in these
settings are properly trained and equipped to protect
children from harm, including self-harm or causing
physical harm to other children.

In the Government’s response to the inquiry, we set
out our progress in piloting revisions to the “Minimising
and Managing Physical Restraint” syllabus, which staff
are trained to use in under-18 youth offender institutions
and secure training centres, so that it only includes
training on behaviour management and restraint. Staff
are trained to use pain-inducing techniques separately
as an “exceptional safety measure”, and only to prevent
risk of serious harm.

The training pilot—which took place at Wetherby
young offender institution—has now concluded, with
early indications indicating that pain-inducing techniques
have been used to restrain children less often. The youth
custody service will proceed with rolling this out to
other sites in the near future, starting with Oakhill
secure training centre, where this process has recently
commenced. We will of course continue to keep the
policy and use of restraint, including pain inducing
techniques, under constant review.

In our response, we also committed to publishing a
new framework to provide a consistent approach to the
use of force and restraint for staff in all settings across
the youth custody service. This framework was published
in August last year.

Amendment to the Children’s Act ( Recommendation 6)

The Government accepted unequivocally the need
for children and young people to have their voices
heard, to feel empowered to raise concerns and challenge
any aspect of their care.

That is why we are prioritising work to update national
standards and statutory guidance for the provision of
children’s advocacy services. In September, we launched
a consultation on our proposals, including extending
the scope of the standards to apply to special residential
settings and introducing a new standard on non-instructed
advocacy for children who are non-verbal. This consultation
closed in December. We also remain committed to
reviewing and strengthening the independent reviewing
officer and regulation 44 visitors’ roles and continuing
to engage with stakeholders on different options.

Staff registration ( Recommendations 7 and 8 )

The inquiry exposed critical gaps in workforce regulation,
including inconsistent registration regimes, and rightly
called for these to be plugged to improve the quality of
care and protection of vulnerable children.

The Department for Education is continuing to explore
introducing professional registration of the children’s
homes workforce to better protect children in residential
settings. Alongside this, we are working to develop a
programme to support improvements in the quality of
leadership and management in the children’s homes
sector and will announce further details in due course.
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The Ministry of Justice is assessing how a new internal
register could operate for the workforce in youth offender
institutions and secure training centres. The Ministry of
Justice is also currently reviewing and strengthening
recruitment and vetting practices in the youth secure
estate and enhancing the standards to which all staff
working in these sites must adhere.

Disclosure and barring scheme ( Recommendations 9, 10
and 11)

The disclosure and barring regime, operated by the
Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS), plays a crucial
role in the safeguarding of children, and the Government
are determined to ensure the regime remains effective at
this. The Government are carefully considering the
recommendations from the inquiry, alongside those
from the independent Bailey review of the disclosure
and barring regime.

We are investigating how we can ensure that all those
who work closely with children can obtain the highest-level
DBS checks, including whether that person is barred
from working with them. We are reviewing current
criminal record disclosure arrangements for those working
with children overseas, to consider the scope of further
strengthening the regime. We have engaged extensively
with stakeholders around safeguarding relating to those
in self-employed or overseas roles, where working closely
with children. We are committed to ensuring, through
working with DBS and regulatory bodies, that those
who have a statutory duty to inform the DBS about
individuals who work closely with children and may
pose a risk of harm to them, fulfil that duty. Through
its outreach activity and work with regulatory bodies,
the DBS is ensuring that all those subject to the duty are
fully aware of their responsibilities and are protecting
the children and young people within their care.

Compliance with victims code ( Recommendation 14)

The criminal justice joint inspectorates have included
an inspection on the experiences of victims of child
sexual abuse of the criminal justice system in their 2023-25
inspection programme, with victims code compliance
proposed to feature.

The Government’s Victims and Prisoners Bill will
also introduce a power for the Home Secretary, Justice
Secretary and Attorney General to require that the
inspectorates carry out a joint inspection assessing victims’
experiences and treatment and also introduce a new
duty on the inspectorates to consult the Victims’
Commissioner in developing their inspection programmes.
This will support a clearer and sharper focus on how
victims and survivors are treated across the system,
allowing issues to be identified and solved.

Civil statute of limitation laws—personal injury claims
( Recommendation 15)

The Government recognise, as reinforced by the inquiry,
that it might take years—and in many cases decades—for
victims and survivors of child sexual abuse to come
forward and feel ready to disclose their trauma. We will
publish a consultation paper shortly, setting out options
for reforming limitation law in child sexual abuse cases,
as well as examining how the existing judicial guidance
in child sexual abuse cases could be strengthened.
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Access to records ( Recommendation 17)

Recognising the difficulties experienced by many victims
and survivors in accessing records about their non-recent
abuse, the Government committed to engaging with the
Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) on introducing,
as recommended by the inquiry, a code of practice on
retention of and access to records known to relate to
child sexual abuse. Options are now being worked through
to see what is feasible.

Online Safety Act ( Recommendations 12 and 20)

The Government’s world-leading Online Safety Act 2023,
containing measures that respond to many of the inquiry’s
proposals, received Royal Assent in October. This
groundbreaking legislation introduces the strongest duties
for technology companies to prevent, identify and remove
harmful child sexual abuse and exploitation content
from their services and platforms. It will also provide
better protections for children from harmful and age-
inappropriate content by requiring technology companies,
if their services are likely to be accessed by children, to
have robust safety measures in place and to enforce age
limits and age verification measures. Ofcom has now
formally taken on its role as the regulator for online
safety and is consulting on the codes of practice which
will guide companies on how to fulfil the safety duties
in the Act. The Act will also bring into force a new role
for the National Crime Agency, which is preparing to
receive reports of child abuse direct from industry,
strengthening the UK policing response to online child
sexual abuse.

While the regulator gets up to speed, we continue to
call on industry to step up their efforts in combating
child sexual abuse on their platforms now. The Government
have been steadfast in our resolve to challenge global
social media companies, like Meta, to not willingly
blind themselves to the horrific exploitation and sexual
abuse occurring on their platforms and instead introduce
robust safety measures to protect children, as they roll
out notionally privacy enhancing technologies like end-
to-end encryption. The Government have also invested
in initiatives like the safety tech challenge fund to
illustrate how technology solutions can be developed
which balance privacy with child safety, and we are also
working closely with our international partners, including
through the Five Country Ministerial, to tackle the
sickening rise of child sexual abuse images generated by
artificial intelligence and stop their spread online.

Concluding remarks

I would like to reassure the House that where we can
act quickly, we are doing so. Where more time is required,
we are dedicating resources to disentangle complex
issues and ensure we deliver what victims and survivors
need.

The voices of victims and survivors of child sexual abuse
—whether they shared their stories with the inquiry or
not—ring through each of the inquiry’s reccommendations
and will continue to inform the Government’s efforts to
implement them. They strengthen our resolve to eradicating
this heinous crime from our society, once and for all.

[HCWS176]
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PRESENTED PETITION
Petition presented to the House but not read on the Floor

Blue Badge drivers in Low Traffic Neighbourhoods

The petition of Mike Spenser,

Declares that Blue Badge drivers should be able to
drive in low traffic neighbourhoods without being fined;
further declares that fining causes Blue Badge drivers
physical hardship, anxiety and mental health issues;
further that it is wrongly assumed that many disabled
people can walk or cycle.

The petitioners therefore request that the House of
Commons urge the Government to take into account
the concerns of the petitions and make it mandatory to
include in the DVLA Vehicle Registration Database,
along with names & addresses of vehicle owner, an
exemption marker for those with Blue Badges and
life-threatening conditions from low traffic neighbourhoods
and time restrictions without clear justification; and
that this information must be used by all local councils
and private enforcement companies as to not issue
PCNss to these drivers.

And the petitioners remain, etc. . /
[P002896]

OBSERVATIONS

ENERGY SECURITY AND NET ZERO
Energy bills support

The petition residents of the United Kingdom,

Declares that whilst the Energy Cap has decreased,
many people are still experiencing extreme difficulty
paying energy bills for a number of reasons including
the lack of a UK Government Energy Bill Support
Scheme and the increased financial pressure from the
cost of living generally; notes that whilst there is widespread,
legitimate criticism of energy companies many are providing
some financial support to consumers in such circumstances
but this is not widely known.

The petitioners therefore request that the House of
Commons urge the Government to publish accessible
information on support available from all energy companies
so that those who are struggling financially maximise
their chances of surviving the cost of living crisis.
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And the petitioners remain, etc.—/ Presented by Anne
McLaughlin, Official Report, 15 November 2023; Vol. 740,
c. 764.]

[P002875]

Observations from The Parliamentary Under-Secretary
of State for Energy Security and Net Zero (Amanda
Solloway):

We understand that energy companies may be providing
support to certain customers who may be struggling to
pay their energy bills. However, the Government do not
hold this data as it would be solely held by the energy
companies themselves. Therefore, we recommend that
any household who is struggling to pay their energy bill
contacts their energy supplier to find out what support
they may be able to offer.

The Government also recognise the challenges posed
by cost of living pressures, including the impact of
energy bills, and is already providing extensive financial
support to households. This includes a package of support
to assist households and individuals with rising costs of
living that will total over £104 billion, or £3,700 per
household on average, over 2022-2025.

The Government provided unprecedented levels of
support to households last winter in response to huge
energy bill spikes caused by Russia’s illegal invasion of
Ukraine, with the typical household receiving £1,500 of
support from October 2022 to June 2023. Energy prices
have significantly fallen in the past year alone and the
Q1 2024 price cap of £1,928 has more than halved
compared to the previous year when the Q1 2023 price
cap peaked at £4,279.

The Government are continuing to support those
most in need as prices come down. Millions of vulnerable
households will receive up to £900 in further cost of
living payments, with £300 to pensioner households,
and £150 to those on eligible disability benefits. These
payments are in addition to established financial support
which is available for low income and vulnerable house-
holds this winter through the winter fuel payment worth
between £250 - £600 and the cold weather payment
providing £25 during very cold weather. The Government
continue to provide support through the warm home
discount, which provides low-income and vulnerable
households with an annual £150 rebate off their energy
bill every winter. We recommend that households visit
the “Help for Households” webpage on gov.uk to see
what support they may be eligible for:
https://helpforhouseholds.campaign.gov.uk/

The Government are exploring the best approach to
consumer protection, as part of wider retail market
reforms. We are continuing to monitor the situation and
will keep options under review, including with respect
to the most vulnerable households.
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CABINET OFFICE

Public Sector Procurement:
Small and Medium-sized Businesses

The following is an extract from Cabinet Office questions
on 23 November 2023.

Martin Vickers: The renewable energy sector offers
great opportunities for SMEs to become involved in the
supply chain. Many of them are unaware of the public
sector tenders that are out there. What are the Government
doing to ensure that SMEs are made more aware of the
opportunities available?
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Alex Burghart: I very much encourage my hon. Friend
to take this matter up with the Department for Energy
Security and Net Zero, but for my part I understand
that anyone bidding for contracts for difference, our main
renewable support scheme, must submit supply chain
plans, including how many applicants will support SMEs.

[ Official Report, 23 November 2023, Vol. 741, c. 440. ]

Letter of correction from the Parliamentary Secretary
at the Cabinet Office, the hon. Member for Brentwood
and Ongar ( Alex Burghart):

An error has been identified in my response to my hon.
Friend the Member for Cleethorpes (Martin Vickers) in
Cabinet Office questions. My response should have been:

Alex Burghart: I very much encourage my hon. Friend
to take this matter up with the Department for Energy
Security and Net Zero, but for my part I understand that
any large project bidding for contracts for difference, our
main renewable support scheme, must submit supply chain
plans, including how many applicants will support SMEs.
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