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Dear Sir Christopher

| hope you will accept what follows as a contri bution to your investigation
into Mambers' allowances.

There ic no doubt whatscever that so far as trust and confidence In
Members of Parliament are concemed, we have never been in 2 more
nerilous state and this impacts on the whole political process and
therefore on our democracy. To put it bluntly, we are on the edge of
maltdown and the drip, drip effect which will yndoubtedly continue for
some tme as more information is made public, is corrosive of averything,
including finding a sensible solution.

It is worth reflecting on why the System was set up in the first place -
namely to recognise and compensate for the cost of living and working in
wo places. MPs living outside London were allowed expenses for travel
but not to allow them to live reasonably decently baoth In their
constituency area and/or in Westminster or its im mediate surroundings.

There seems to be spme consideratile misunderstanding, possibly
deliberate on the part of the press, about the time MPs spend in both
olaces. These days MPs do not “visit” Westminster, nor do they "wisit”
their constituencies. This may have been the case some 20 or so years
ago when many MPs, including high profile Cabinet Ministers on all sides
of the political divide, made magisterial appearances in their
cgnstituencies. Those days are long gone and hopefully so has the idea
hat the “political class” are London-based. But whilst this view of the
world fe stifl reflected in the London-cantric British media, this must not
he the case when determining how best 1o anable MPs to do their job.

ruth. there are two jobs - one In the constituency and the other 0
Westminster and beyond.  MPs are not like civil servants visiting

douzrters or businessmen making similar visits or checks on OUTiYIngG
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work of an MP runs into the weekend on a regular basis, as well as into
the night.

This is why having some sort of simplistic allowarice which presumes that
MPs stay in hotels is a nonsense. It is not just about having a roof over
vour head and a bed to lie in but actually needing all the niormal
requirements of living, including clothes, household equipment and the
like. It also needs to reflect the fact that it is not possible 1o simply dib
in and out of accommodation. There ars those who historically stayed in
gentlemen’s clubs but if anyone thinks that this, or hotel accommodation,
is the answer, then | suggest that they be asked to try it - and over a long
period of time.

Given that an MP's salary is just about the same as a deputy head in 2
reazonably sized comprehensive school, it would be interesting to see
Now any individual in that job could survive for long if they had to work in
two schools in two different parts of the cauntry

| am putting down my thoughts as someone who Has been in parliament
for 22 years and who, thankfully, does not have a fear of being unable to
make ends meet - which i5 not the case for many MPs, particularly those
with young families. Whar we are talking about is a 52 week a vear
ongoing commitment to doing the job, combined with all the
uncertainties and insecurities that go with it, particularly for MPs in
marginal seats.

Had the system introduced from 1| Aptil 2009 been in place some time
ago, with sensible rules in respect of London MPs, then the present furore
would have been avoided. It is too late to turn the clock back so more
drastic change is clearfy necessary, even though, in one sense, it may
lead to entirely new anomalies and would be more rational to revise what
we have got.  The fact that we now have total transparency and the
publication of receipts will in themsehes curb excesses and be the driver
of change.

There are a number of options -

The most drastic change would be for all new MPs 1o be provided directhy
with properly equipped accommaodation within a five mile radius of the
“2lace of Westminster. There would also need to be & small avernight
allowance to take account of the need for two lots of personal facilities in
zach home, plus the additional cost of generally having to eat out, given
the pattern of voting, irrational timetahling and bizarre hours, despite ths
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An aftarnative would be 1o have a very rigid set of rules about what could
he claimed in relation to rent and mortgaga interest payments, plus an
overnight allowance but again taking account of 52 weeks a year and not
just 3-4 night stays.

& further alternative would be to have neither of the above but instead a
standard allowance available for owernights in London when parllament
wae sitting, and for gwernights in the constituency area when not. The
mriyth that MPs work ohly when the House of Commons is sSiTting needs 10
be knocked onthe head as jtisa total nonsense, Despite the view that
the allowance should somehow arhitrarily be reduced, any such flat raté
claimable allowance must be high enough to rake it possible to survive.

Lowever, the most logical change would be to bite the bullet and 1o pay
wps the kind of salary they would expect th be paid in equivalent jobs -
tead of a further education college, 3 doctor after several years in
practice, or a senior civil servant (but not the current spurious
wenchmarking). There would also need to be a very clear and
understandable agreement with HM Revenue and Customs in relation to
mindest deductible elements that reflect, as in other walks of life, a
genuine and transparent cost ansing out of fiving outside London. This
is crucial if London Members are not to be rewarded for no apparent
definable purpose,

Whatever system is adopted, there has 1o he a recognition that MPs with
canstituencies (and presumably hames) within say 25 miles of
westminstar should not be treated in the same way as those who
genuinaly have two places to work and two places to live.

Of course it would be possible to have & combination of some of these
ideas but this would need 10 be kept extremely simple - althougn |
recognise that simplicity and squity do not always go together! The
system would nead to be understandable and therafore explai nable, even
t6 the most MISCRIEVOUS journalist.

Eor the vast bulk of the country, there is little understanding of just how
costly it 15 1o live In central Lendon. There appears to be a touching
helief right across social classes and within the madia that parliamant
=hiould be filled with well-meaning amateurs who dib in and out of politics
and whose main life and concern should hie elsewhere. Even the
international business aditor of the Times newspaper holds this view 50
you can see we have an uphill struggle in political literacy, as well as in

i jing real transparency
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rmaction understandably has been nothing shoft of total disbelief.
Linless we face up to this and deal with it, then we will still be open 10
ridicule.

On a different tack, it 1s surely time to provide direct funding from the
esntre to cover the expense of the rent and national business rate for
constituency offices for MPs autside London, up to an agreed square
footage, perhaps 1200-1500 square feet. A small reduction in the
current AOE wauld chvlously have to be made to offset these direct
funding costs but this would make an encrmous amount of sense.

Finzily | have to stress that unless we find a solution, with a commaon
sense long-term approach To actually meeting genuine costs, it is unlikely
that young people will ever think of coming through the political process
snd seeking a place in parliament. in fact this it currently the subject af
investigation by the Speaker’s Conterence of which | am a member.

| hope vou find this helpful.

with all good wishes.

Yours sincerely

DAVID BLUNKETT
MP for Sheffield Brightside

e The Prime Minister



