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EPISODE ONE - Prof Vernon Bogdanor
Jacob Rees-Mogg (JRM): Hello, this is Jacob Rees-Mogg, hoping that you will join me for a series of discussions on the topic of ‘Why Parliament Works’. I’m sure you will agree there can be no finer pastime than learning about the United Kingdom’s constitution and our parliament’s place within it. So I have been delighted in recent months to speak to some of the people most able to shed light on how our system of parliamentary democracy really operates. People like Natascha Engel, the former Deputy Speaker…
Natascha Engel (NE): Had it not been for the doorkeepers I don’t know what I would have done. They taught me everything I knew and I was extremely grateful. That would be my one piece of advice to new members – get to know the doorkeepers.
JRM: Lord Norton, the noted constitutionalist…
Philip Norton (PN): The focus tends to be on the formal stages because they are visible and from the point of view of political science they are measurable. But what it misses out is the use of what I tend to refer to as informal space within parliament.
JRM: And Chloe Smith, the Minister for the Constitution. 
Chloe Smith (CS): What I always think is the critical function of the constitution is to be able to allow people to get on with their everyday lives without interference. And with protection from interference.
JRM: Throughout these conversations exploring Why Parliament Works has meant two things. Firstly, explaining why our parliamentarians do all they do to help deliver for our democracy by passing legislation which helps the government achieve its priorities for the people. And secondly, exploring a little more about some of the unseen and perhaps underappreciated parts of our lawmaking process, which make our apparently chaotic system so effective in delivering for voters. In this opening episode I wanted to begin by assessing the role of parliament in our constitution - and was able to do just that in conversation with one of this country’s most respected and esteemed professors. 
[music]
JRM: The great thing about our constitution is there is always something more to learn about it, and in particular about the role played by Parliament within it. I am delighted to be joined by Professor Vernon Bogdanor, unquestionably one of the most distinguished constitutionalists in the country. Vernon, I think the question to start with is: in a crisis, why does Parliament matter? Why can’t we just leave it to the executive to get on with things? 
Prof Vernon Bogdanor (VB): Well, Jacob, thank you for that very generous introduction. Perhaps it’s not too difficult to be a constitutionalist in a country that doesn’t have a constitution. But really Parliament is our constitution. And of course one of the arguments about Brexit was returning us to the sovereignty of parliament which we had before we joined the European Community and the European Union, in 1773. Parliament is at the centre of our constitutional arrangements. Not that Parliament governs – it can’t do that, 650 MPs can’t govern – but it holds government to account and that, after all, is what democracy is about. There are other ways of holding a government, through an authoritarian leader or a dictator or something else, but of course they’re not the British way, and from time immemorial – or to be more precise from medieval times, I think the date is 1340 – we’ve had a Parliament which has scrutinised government. And then in the 17th century, with the great constitutional battles – ideological battles, if you like – parliament wrested power from an authoritarian monarch, and parliament established a constitutional monarchy, and also – and I think this is important – it established our freedoms. Habeas corpus, trial by jury and so on – they all began in the 17th century with parliamentary legislation. So parliament lies at the very centre of our system in a way that perhaps it doesn’t for countries on the continent.
JRM: And that’s a very interesting question because throughout our history parliament has often been called when there has been a crisis, because the government has needed legislation and money, and in return for that it has had to accept scrutiny. And I wonder whether you see very much the same is happening now – the opposition is keen to have scrutiny of the government, but the government also has to get a finance bill through to pay for all the extraordinary costs of the coronavirus.
VB: Yes. As you say, the power of parliament came because the king needed to raise money and could only do it through the consent of parliament. Of course that’s true now – the government needs to raise money and can only do it with the consent of parliament. That gives parliament a simple leverage. Even in times of crisis, or perhaps particularly in times of crisis, we do need to scrutinise what government is doing. Because generally in times of crisis, governments do take more powers. That was essential in the two world wars, in this present crisis we have a coronavirus act 2020 which gives the govt very considerable powers and it’s important that they be scrutinised. Now some people have said that in the present crisis we should have a government of national unity, the sort we had in two world wars. But I don’t think that would be right because the opposition, although it broadly supports the measures the government is taking, nevertheless wants to scrutinise what’s being done, and it’s for the good both of the government, opposition and the country that this happens, because a good and effective opposition does keep government on its toes. Governments don’t always appreciate that but I think it’s true all the same. 
JRM: I agree with that. I think it’s scrutiny not just by the opposition but also by backbench MPs, each one bringing views and information from an individual constituency, to explain how government policy nationally is having an effect nationally, which ought to lead to better government, and I just wonder whether you think that generally happens, and whether government is willing to act on the information that it receives? 
VB: Yes, I think that’s absolutely right, and it’s something which I think is often underappreciated. We had an example quite recently the other day in parliament, when Mark Fletcher, the new MP for Bolsover, raised the issue of domestic violence during the coronavirus crisis. This is something which needs to be brought to the attention of government, and government I hope will try and do something about it as far as it can. There’s another example before the crisis from 2015, when the then new Conservative MP Heidi Allen raised questions around welfare benefits. Which the then government took into account and changed its policy. A lot of these initiatives by MPs, perhaps they don’t make the headlines, but they do relate to important matters concerning constituents. Many constituents, most constituents, have interests which aren’t necessarily those of the grand scheme of party debate. For instance, if you are a small farmer or businessman you may be interested in quite technical details about how legislation may affect your farm or your business. And it’s the MP who can raise this. In our system they are able to keep in touch with constituents’ needs on a completely non-party basis. A lot of these issues have absolutely nothing to do with the adversarial form of the ideological debate, but they are often more important to many people. 
JRM: And do you think that parliament is managing to do this in its virtual parliament that we’ve currently got? Do you think that is effective scrutiny? Or do you think that some level of scrutiny continues? 
VB: It is more difficult. It is more important to keep scrutiny going, but equally we mustn’t risk the help of MPs. At the moment there are no more than 50 MPs that actually attend the Commons, and obviously it’s not ideal. It’s necessary but it’s not ideal. Someone said once that politics is a contact sport. You need to be there to have full effect. But obviously these are extraordinary circumstances and it’s important we take measures to deal with them. But the government is still being kept on its toes, I think. You’ve got forensic questions from the leader of the opposition, Sir Keir Starmer, who is himself a lawyer of course, and that is important. I think governments take notice of it. Churchill, of course, in the Second World War, was quite dismissive of Parliament. And he once said to the Labour politician Sir Stafford Cripps that there were only two things he was frightened of: God and the House of commons. And Cripps said, well I hope you treat God with a bit more respect than you treat the House of Commons. Nevertheless, the Commons was there and did on occasion enforce decisions even against the will of Churchill’s enormously popular government.
JRM: And the government in return needs its legislative programme. A large majority in December, lots of promises made in the manifesto, and parliament sitting to get that business done seems to be important democratically, that what people voted for just a few months ago can’t be forgotten, even with the crisis going on. 
VB: Yes. We talk a lot about parliamentary scrutiny. Of course, it’s a fundamental principle of our constitution that the Queen’s government must be carried on. And people don’t like it when government is prevented from carrying out policies by parliament. Perhaps you saw that in the hung parliament of 2017 and 2019, when some people, perhaps a majority said, well look, we have voted for a referendum taking us out of the EU, but MPs seem to be trying to get round that result. Then you had the hung parliament of the 1970s – people thought government’s blocked, it can’t take effective action, particularly in relation to the trade unions. There’s a split personality among many people – they say sometimes that government is too strong, it’s an elective dictatorship. But when you have hung parliaments, and when things aren’t so strong, they complain you don’t have leadership. So it’s all a question of finding the right balance. And I think on the whole that we’ve not done too badly.
JRM: And you made the point at the beginning of our conversation that parliament and the government are two different things, and you can’t have a government of 650 people. And the experience 2017-19 was very ineffectual, wasn't it – it didn’t cover parliament in glory but it didn’t cover government in glory, either. We just looked like a country that couldn’t do anything.
VB: Yes, but I think we shouldn’t draw too many conclusions from what was after all an episode. Some people have said this calls for a constitutional rebalancing between government and parliament. But we have to remember we first had a hung parliament, second we had this unique issue of Brexit which divided both parties.
Now, I don’t think those key factors, a hung parliament and a key issue which divides both parties, I don’t think that will occur very frequently, so I don’t think we should draw general conclusions from what happened between 2017 and 2019. But it’s worth remembering the previous hung parliament we had in 2010 resulted in a coalition government which had a majority in the parliament and cooperated more or less as a single party government would have done.
JRM: And was very effective. It seems to me one of the problems was the Fixed Term Parliament Act, which made it impossible to have a constitutional longstop in operation – that is to say, a general election. When we finally got an election it sorted everything out, but the FTPA was grafted on to the constitution in a way that made life very difficult 2017-2019, and once that’s gone we will be back to a more normal system where you’ve got the emergency brake, the longstop, whatever you want to call it.
VB: Yes, I’m that’s right. This shows the danger of legislating on constitutional matters on a specific problem. So I think you’re right, this is not a good piece of legislation. On the whole, I prefer a prime minister with the power of dissolution to a parliament which can’t do anything continuing, which happened in 2018-19. And also I think a prime minister ought to be able to issue a vote of confidence, which is how Edward Heath got the European Communities Act 1972 through in the first place. He said, if this isn’t passed I will call a general election, and he got it through with a majority of eight on second reading. Now Theresa May would have liked to do that with the Withdrawal Bill, but she couldn’t because the FTPA said that a confidence vote is detached from a substantial vote and can only be on the specific vote of confidence. That went against the principle that the Queen’s government must be carried on.
JRM: And that I think brings us very nicely back to the beginning, which is that if people don’t like the law they need to change it. And if they need to change the law then Parliament needs to be sitting and they need the scrutiny of the legislative change that is required. And if it has to be virtual so be it, and that’s within the traditions of our constitution.
VB: Yes, absolutely. We’re doing our best to encourage certain – it’s interesting, the government has decided to pass emergency legislation through the Coronavirus Act 2020, which I mentioned earlier, and not governed by decree or using secondary legislation under the Civil Contingencies Act of 2004. This I think hasn’t been widely noticed but is to the government’s credit. It’s not seeking to bypass parliament, these things can be scrutinised.
JRM:  Yes. Well, thank you very much for that and thank you for this fascinating conversation – I always enjoy and learn from our conversations. I know you’ve written that to be a political leader is essentially to be a teacher. But I think you on that basis are much more of a political leader than I am because you’re certainly the better teacher. But thank you very much for agreeing to do this podcast.
[Music]
JRM: I am extremely grateful to Professor Bogdanor for his time. And I hope you enjoyed our discussion too. Our conversation raised some further pressing questions. Not least the question of how government ministers listen and respond to the views of backbenchers. I’m looking forward to exploring this further in episode two with a former MP who has played an historic role in championing backbenchers’ rights. Until then, goodbye for now.
EPISODE TWO - Natascha Engel
Jacob Rees-Mogg (JRM): Hello, I’m Jacob Rees-Mogg - here again with the second in this series of brief conversations exploring how Parliament and the executive work together to deliver for MPs’ constituents. In our first episode Professor Vernon Bogdanor cited a number of examples of times when backbenchers have made a real difference speaking up for those they represent. I want to follow that line of thought into this episode, because I strongly believe that the role backbench MPs play as a conduit between those who they represent and ministers is one of the less understood parts of our constitution. Here is a reminder of what Vernon had to say:
Prof Vernon Bogdanor (VB):  We had an example quite recently the other day in parliament, when Mark Fletcher, the new MP for Bolsover, raised the issue of domestic violence during the coronavirus crisis. This is something which needs to be brought to the attention of government, and government I hope will try and do something about it as far as it can. A lot of these initiatives by MPs, perhaps they don’t make the headlines, but they do relate to important matters concerning constituents. In our system they are able to keep in touch with constituents’ needs on a completely non-party basis. A lot of these issues have absolutely nothing to do with the adversarial form of the ideological debate, but they are often more important to many people.  
JRM: I’m grateful to the professor for making this point because cross-party working is one of the most important parts of parliamentary life. And it’s backbenchers who play the vital role in this, which is why I was so delighted that Natascha Engel, the Member of Parliament for North East Derbyshire  from 2005 to 2017, agreed to speak to me to explore this further. Natascha was the first chair of the backbench business committee following its establishment in 2010. She then became one of Mr Speaker’s deputies in the chair, giving her an impartial spot from which to observe the activities of backbenchers. I found our conversation most illuminating - and I hope you do too.
[music]
JRM: Natascha, thank you so much for agreeing to talk to me about the role of backbenchers, which I think is one of the least appreciated parts of parliament. If you have constituents experiencing difficulties and others in parliament willing to work together with you to highlight them, it really doesn’t matter, does it, whether they are sitting on the same green benches or the opposite ones? 
Natascha Engel (NE): No, that’s exactly right, and I think that’s something that people really miss about parliament really. When they’re looking at it it looks like there are two sides shouting at each other, that everything is very split down party lines, when in fact the day to day running of parliament and the really meaty stuff – the bit where we really get things done – is always the stuff where it’s really non-partisan, where it’s absolutely not done on party lines. I know we’ve had the conversation before about select committees – they are one of the most amazing parts of parliament and one of the reasons why they are so amazing is the one thing people do is absolutely – they leave their party political allegiances outside when they step in and they look at an issue from the point of view of – their understanding of the issue, but also how it affects their constituents. And that is something it doesn’t really matter what political party you are from. And I think that’s a really important part of parliament that is often not really noticed.
JRM: It’s not seen in some of the broadcast excitements. I think it’s true, and I wonder if you agree, that actually most MPs regardless of party do want to make most people’s lives better and that’s what they are working to do. And are willing to work across party to try and help constituents with individual cases. And then draw general conclusions from those.
NE: That’s absolutely definitely true. People don’t go into parliament, stand for parliament, stand for local council, they’re not going to put aside an awful lot of their free time and their lives in order to – if they are not motivated by actually making people’s lives better. So I think that’s a really important thing to remember. People have similar problems, it’s how we deal with those. And actually coming together as a Parliament with lots of MPs from lots of different backgrounds, is much better at solving those problems than if you are doing it by yourself.
JRM: So when you got in in 2005, how did you try to influence the then Labour government of the day?
NE: I was really lucky. I went straight on to the work and pensions select committee. Welfare was one of the really big issues in my constituency. It was an ex-mining constituency and so there was a lot of history of people on what we called passive benefits. People who didn’t have to go to the JobCentre every week and who had really – we were seeing second- and third-generation people who had never really worked, in workless households. It really blighted some of those villages, those former pit villages. And I think that really – that was something where on that work and pensions select committee, sitting with people from lots of different political parties, it really made a difference to the way that I viewed how my constituents’ lives were lived. And it just gave that massive variety and that much broader vision of how things could be changed and how things could be done. And all these different people from different backgrounds with different experiences – it was absolutely fascinating. And you very quickly stopped thinking of people as which political party they represented. And it was much more which part of the country they represented, if anything. And also what kind of expertise they brought to the committee. It was a really wonderful experience – actually when you’re running for a general election, you’ll know this, that the period when you’re campaigning on the campaign trail, especially when you are first elected, you are so much – it’s about which party you represent. I’m not trying to underplay that because that is very important. But as soon as that’s over you are the MP, it doesn’t matter what political party you represent, and it doesn’t matter who comes through the door at your constituency surgery, you are there to represent them and I think that’s really important as well.
JRM: I agree with that. I think it’s really important to reassure constituents when they come to see you that you’re not interested in who they vote for – you’re here to help them on a one-by-one basis when they come to the surgery. And that is often done informally, isn’t it – it isn’t always done through select committees or through the formal processes of parliament. How did you find it was easiest to influence ministers?
NE: That’s a really interesting question because it is done very much informally. As you said, when I was first elected in 2005 we still had a Labour government. And so actually it was done on that very informal basis, in the tearoom, in the lobbies. It was making sure that you went to see the person. You can always make an appointment to go and see someone in their government department and they could always see you, but the informal relationships with ministers – they’re the things that really matter. So you’re sitting on the little benches in the voting lobbies and just talking to a minister about the particular problem that you are having. But the really important bit I found was in the tearoom, and it’s talking to colleagues on your own side, colleagues on the other side, to see whether the problem that you are having isn’t just something that you are experiencing – it’s something that other people also had in their constituencies. It wasn’t that it was individual but there was a pattern emerging. And I think for me that was the thing I learned very early on why it’s so important that you have that very strong relationship to your constituency. It was always why I have never been a fan of the list system – is that your bond to that constituency is very strong. And it means you go back to that constituency and you see where in all good faith you have voted for something in parliament which the very next week you have noticed hasn’t worked as well as you hoped it would, because suddenly you get a spike in your casework. And that’s something – it isn’t just Mrs Smith at Acacia Avenue, but it’s actually an entire village or an entire town that’s suffering from this. And then that’s when you notice that actually other people in the tearoom, in your own party and other parties have got the same problem. And if you can then take – not a delegation but a group of people to go and see the minister and say, look, it’s not just me who’s having this problem, everybody else is too, there’s a particular problem here – I think that’s something that ministers listen to in a way they don’t listen to other things. That’s really – when people talk about lobbying, I think that’s really what people are talking about. Showing a minister that this is having a real human impact on the lives of your constituents. And I’d just say this was certainly under a Labour government, but after 2010 when there was a coalition government, 2015 when there was a Conservative government, it might not have been as easy to get access to those ministers – but actually you’re all just milling around in parliament and you still can do it and people – ministers from other political parties – they do also listen to you. And that’s something I think people don’t quite realise and I think is an important part of parliament. 
JRM: I agree with that, because I think most ministers want to get things right and therefore if they are hearing there are problems they are keen to put them right. What I was going to ask to follow on, though, is that you are starting with the informal way of talking to people in the tearooms, getting together a group of MPs. How do you take it further? What do you find that the informal discussions are not getting anywhere, what are the next steps you would use as a backbencher? 
NE: This is where I’m hoping we’ll come on to talk about the backbench business committee shortly but actually, in those days before the backbench business committee existed, it was more difficult. You could form either all-party parliamentary groups, or you could have an adjournment debate. You could try to raise something in parliament on the floor. You could ask parliamentary questions. You could try to put a private member’s bill. But these routes were more difficult and they were much easier to ignore. Especially if you are kind of a lone voice in something. It’s much easier to ignore you. You can write letters, you can send things to the local press, you can do all sorts of different things. Yet actually the way to get a minister to really pay attention is exactly what you just said – demonstrating that a policy that a minister is responsible for isn’t really working. Ultimately if the minister isn’t listening you have to demonstrate that unless they make it work, it’s going to be very embarrassing for them and it’s not going to look good for them. That is really the next step and it does sometimes happen, but I think that’s really where there’s that strength in numbers and strength in organising. Then it isn’t just about that personal relationship with the minister. It’s also about getting a campaign organised, maybe even going outside and taking to charities or NGOs or interest groups who might try and put some pressure on, but yeah, there are numerous ways of doing it, it’s just that it can be very difficult and as a backbencher it can be a lonely place and a very frustrating. There’s nothing more annoying than being ignored, especially when you’ve got something really important to say.
JRM: Indeed, it’s a question of building up the pressure. Sometimes you see it –the officials in the box, there to support the minister, they suddenly look worried if a good point is being made and if a lot of MPs are piling in. But that leads I think neatly on to the backbench business committee, because having the ability to have a group to come together, to go to a committee to say, lots of us feel this way and need a debate, which is then going to have a full answer from the government, which seems to me to be very powerful. You were obviously the first chairman of the backbench business committee. If, without being too oleaginous, an enormously popular one. So how did you find it to start with, and what were you trying to create, and how were you going to direct it when you took on the responsibility? 
NE: Well, it was really interesting. At the time it wasn’t a very hotly contested chairmanship, simply because most people didn’t have much of an idea of what it was. Certainly from outside the backbench business committee people thought it had more to do with business than backbench business. But I’d actually been on the Wright committee, the parliamentary reform committee, so I knew exactly what the potential was for a backbench business committee. One of the reasons – and I was a very junior MP at the time – was that I didn’t fancy the backbench business committee being – not even chaired, but that it existed as something that was for that very senior backbench elite. There are backbenchers who have been professional backbenchers for a great number of years who are really wonderful at what they do, but certainly in terms of the newer MPs that had come into parliament, it’s much more difficult for them to get heard. And I was really keen that the backbench business committee was for them, and not that group who really knew how parliament worked inside out and already knew all the levers and all the people. A lot of them were ex-ministers. They had their own ways of influencing people. That was what I was really keen on doing, to make sure that newer MPs who didn’t necessarily know so well how parliament worked, had a platform and a voice. And one of the things that I found very early on, was that people’s views of backbenchers was that they were either people who had failed as ministers and had returned to the backbenches, or that they were backbenches waiting for the frontbenches to recognise how brilliant they were in order for them to be promoted. And that one of the things I was never that ambitious about wanting to be a frontbencher – in fact I was quite keen not to be a frontbencher. Because I felt that being a backbencher was good enough in itself, it was a role in itself, and I really enjoyed representing the constituency and being an MP – it gives you an enormous amount of freedom to say what you really think. I thought the backbench business committee ought to be a forum for backbenchers however they wanted to do it. If they wanted to use the committee as a way of being noticed in order to be promoted, that was up to them. If they wanted to use it as a way of giving their whips’ offices and frontbenches a bloody nose, that was also up to them. And if they just wanted to raise an issue that was just for their constituency and important that was also up to them. So that it was much more providing a forum so that backbenchers could for themselves decide what they wanted to do with it. What actually came about was, and I remember this was in the year you were elected, Jacob, but what really came about was something that I don’t think your intake really noticed so much, which was the difference in the way that backbenchers  treated each other, where people were calling each other my honourable friend even though they were from different political parties, was literally something that had never happened before in parliament. That was absolutely extraordinary, seeing people coming together as backbench colleagues rather than just keeping very tightly to their own political parties. That was wonderful to see, and it really did highlight also that the difference was between the backbenches and the frontbenches, rather than the difference between the two sides of parliament, between the government and the opposition. And that’s something I think over the years has really evolved and developed. I think has really allowed parliament to explore some of those more non-partisan issues in a much better way. 
[music]
JRM: I hope you’re enjoying this discussion, which you might be interested to learn is available in a transcripted form on the Gov.uk website. Search for ‘Office of the Leader of the House of Commons’ to read this and transcripts from our other episodes. I confess I have always been a great fan of Natascha’s because after 2015 she was elected deputy speaker of the House, and often called me to speak. I asked her how she found the role compared to being in day-to-day political controversy.
NE: It was interesting. What happened when I was chair of the backbench business committee was I learned to love parliamentary procedure. And one of the things it taught me was that if you can understand the process and influence the process, you’ve got a better chance of influencing the outcome of something. It’s something I became enormously interested in, and also pushing the boundaries and looking at why it is we have rules in parliament. The rules in parliament are really there to enable MPs to express themselves, to have debate and to come to a conclusion. The rules aren’t there as an end in themselves. That was why I was really interested in the role of being deputy speaker. I was interested in how you apply those rules. Because every debate you are in, every – whether it’s a debate, a statement, it doesn’t matter what it is, every situation is different. You’ve been there when it has been very high octane, and passions have been running high, it’s been late at night and everyone’s tired and – especially those Brexit debates – people got very emotional. And then at the other end you have these Fridays of private member’s bills when there’s hardly anybody there and you get some very nuanced issues being debated, and you just have from one extreme to the other. But that actually each situation, each member, each issue that’s being raised, everything is different and unique, and the ability to apply the rules and to think about the situation you are in now and the rules that exist in order to ensure everything is being done fairly is something I found beyond interesting. It was absolutely fascinating. Having to think on your feet in difficult circumstances when everyone is shouting at you – and everyone wants to be called and have a vote on a certain amendment – it can get very fraught, but very exciting. And I absolutely loved being deputy speaker, I really enjoyed it. 
JRM: But did it make you think better or worse of backbenchers in the chair? Sometimes you must have thought, ‘will this person stop droning on?’ Sometimes that person may have been me.
NE: No! Jacob! Never you! The glory of being in the Speaker’s chair is you can shut people up when they are droning on. I hope I didn’t abuse that too much. But I think one of the things that is quite important to apply when you are in the speaker’s chair is that if they are becoming repetitive, you have to stop them. I remember this – when I was a new backbencher, I was quite nervous and you lose your place and start repeating yourself. That sort of thing you let go, but if someone was droning on and loving the sound of their own voice, you would have to politely ask them to draw their contributions to a conclusion. That was a great power to have. One of the things that I hope will come back again, certainly in the time that I was there, people were reading speeches more and more. And that was something where I didn’t like that so much. I totally understand people having to take notes in with them. And even at the beginning, you do need to build up your self-confidence. It’s a very difficult forum to speak in, in the chamber. It’s very different to any other kind of public speaking, it’s very odd. But I always felt that really we weren’t doing people any favours by allowing people to keep reading speeches. It makes it very boring for anybody who is listening because you can’t really engage with it. And that was certainly something I discouraged at the time and I hope will continue to be discouraged. And I think it makes backbenchers better at speaking in parliament as well, it makes them speak better. I don’t know, how do you feel about that Jacob?
JRM: I entirely agree with you. I think if people read their speeches it ceases to be a debate and just becomes a series of monologues, you don’t develop the argument. It’s one of the drawbacks of the virtual parliament is you can’t actually have a debate, you can only have a series of prepared speeches, and it makes it much less fluid and doesn’t take the public discussion any further, in my view. So I entirely agree with you. But you are also right that, much though I enjoy speaking in the chamber and always have done, it’s a very different place to speak and there is a much greater pressure on speakers in the chamber of the House of Commons than anywhere else that you have to give a public performance. And therefore I have sympathy for new MPs who may feel they need to read their speeches. But after they’ve been there a year or two, they would hope they would be able to make them with just a few notes, rather than the whole text. 
NE: Also, one of the things – sorry to dwell on this, but one of the things about the chamber where it’s very different from other parliaments is interventions. It’s very unusual to have a forum where you are making a speech and somebody stands up and makes a comment halfway through. But it is the thing that I think brings parliament alive, and it is the thing that makes backbenchers, especially backbenchers, when you are in your training period, it makes you able to think on your feet in a way you wouldn’t otherwise be able to do. Being tested like that, having your arguments tested almost instantly as you are think of them, and having to think of adequate if not intelligent responses to what people are intervening on, I think is a fantastic training. I can’t think of any other forum where you get something like that.
JRM: You are absolutely right. Interventions make the debate and I remember very early on in my parliamentary career Gordon Brown was speaking, which was very rare – he didn’t speak much after he was prime minister, and all the new enthusiastic Tory MPs were trying to intervene on him, and he was giving away to absolutely nobody at all, and then he finally gave way to me. I had already sat down because I assumed he was going to say no. And I suddenly had to rack my brain and think, what was the wonderful point? Because as I sat down, it pretty much passed from my mind. So both the intervener and the person being intervened on are under a certain degree of pressure. But it absolutely makes the debate and makes the occasion. What I was going to ask you, to end with, because alas we are running out of time, is what advice would you give to a new MP, someone elected in December 2019?
NE: This is a really strong piece of advice I gave to anybody who wanted to listen to it, which is five years, or however long the parliament is, is obviously last time it didn’t quite work that way ,but five years is a long time and it’s really worth finding your feet, getting to know the doorkeepers, getting to know the people who work in the restaurants and the cafes – they all have been there for a very long time and they know a lot about parliament. And it’s also really worth not to make enemies too early on and to recognise that those people on the other side of the chamber, they’re not your enemy, they are fellow parliamentarians and they are also just trying to do the best that they possibly can. And actually people have arrived in parliament and a lot of people have been quite aggressive and quite bullish and think that is how MPs behave – and it’s taken them much longer to find their feet in parliament and really enjoy it in a way that somebody who takes their time a bit more and really learns how everything works before they throw themselves into it. I just think that all the people that work in parliament, who are not necessarily MPs but those people who keep parliament going, they’ve got such a lot of knowledge and history and they care so much about parliament and making it work for you that they are often a resource that is often overlooked. For me, the doorkeepers just kind of make the place. Without the doorkeepers – I was heavily pregnant when I first arrived in parliament in 2005. And had a baby two weeks later. By the time I came into parliament I was a sort of byelection candidate. And had it not been for the doorkeepers I don’t know what I would have done. They taught me everything I knew and I was extremely grateful. That would be my one piece of advice to new members – get to know the doorkeepers.
JRM: It’s very good advice. The doorkeepers usually know what the business is for the coming week before the Leader of the House. They really are the fount of all knowledge, and I like you hold them in the highest regard. And as you say they have a love for parliament which comes through. And I also agree with you – spend time in parliament. It was actually Peter Tapsell, who was the father of the house when I got elected, who gave me a very good piece of advice. He said – and this ties in with what you were saying about it being five years – there’s usually more time in politics than you think, and that gives you the time to bed yourself in and understand the processes.
NE: That’s lovely.
JRM: Well, Natasha, thank you so much. It’s a real pleasure to talk to you.
NE: And to you, Jacob.
[music]
JRM: I have enormous respect for the Speaker and his deputies. The role they play in chairing debates is so important - not least when it comes to sometimes heated debates about legislation, something my guest for episode three knows rather a lot about both as an expert and as a lawmaker himself. Until then, goodbye for now. 
EPISODE THREE - Lord Norton of Louth
Jacob Rees-Mogg (JRM): Hello, I’m Jacob Rees-Mogg - delighted to be with you once again to spend time talking about something very dear to my heart - the constitution of this United Kingdom. In each episode I’m talking to some of the most sagacious specialists and eminent experts on the subject of our constitutional democracy, with a view to exploring the role of parliament at its heart. In this episode I hope to examine parliament’s legislating function in a way which builds on my discussions so far. Here is first Professor Vernon Bogdanor and then Natascha Engel, the former MP and Deputy Speaker, on the role of MPs in linking up those they represent with the executive during the lawmaking process:
Vernon Bogdanor (VB): Many constituents, most constituents, have interests which aren’t necessarily those of the grand scheme of party debate. For instance, if you are a small farmer or businessman you may be interested in quite technical details about how legislation may affect your farm or your business. And it’s the MP who can raise this. 
Natascha Engel (NE): People don’t go into parliament, stand for parliament, stand for local council, they’re not going to put aside an awful lot of their free time and their lives in order to – if they are not motivated by actually making people’s lives better. So I think that’s a really important thing to remember. People have similar problems, it’s how we deal with those. And actually coming together as a Parliament with lots of MPs from lots of different backgrounds, is much better at solving those problems than if you are doing it by yourself.
JRM: I’m very grateful to both Natascha Engel and Vernon Bogdanor for their views, and I do encourage you to listen to the full-length director’s cut version of my interviews with them. For now, though, in this episode I am joined by Philip Norton, Lord Norton of Louth, who is Professor of Government and Director of the Centre for Legislative Studies at the University of Hull. Hello, Professor, and thank you for coming on. Perhaps we might start - well actually I thought I might start by thanking you for sending me as an intern many years ago Dehenna Davison, who has gone on to be a very successful politician and Member of Parliament, though it makes me feel very old having an intern who has become an MP, but as an aside, before we start our conversation, thank you, because you have educated so many important political figures. But I wondered if we could start this discussion by considering the development of lawmaking in the UK in recent centuries. How did legislation come about in the way that it has come about? 
Philip Norton (PN): It has developed over time from the initial inception of the development of parliament - as you know, there is no one point at which we can say parliament suddenly came into being. It developed from the king’s court, and as a response to the king making demands of the - initially, lords and prelates, and then expanding it to the knights and burgesses, drawn from the counties and then the boroughs, really to give a sense of the king’s demands for money, and then, out of that, developed demands for legislation - the court was there to advise the king. But increasingly the development of law became a task shared with parliament, and parliament took over the writing of statutes from the king. It really all developed from that. The relationship was one where the king made demands and that is still fundamental to our constitution - the crown makes demands to which parliament responds, and that I think is absolutely crucial. But over time, parliament has become more significant and developed how it responds to those demands. And particularly, I think, fundamental, and still at the core of our constitution, was the Glorious Revolution and the Bill of Rights 1689. What that established was that the crown could not legislate without the assent of parliament. So the king could no longer legislate, could not get round parliament - he had to go through parliament. And that is core to understanding the significance of the institution. Parliament is not so much a lawmaking body, because the laws are drawn up within the executive and brought before parliament. Parliament is fundamental because it a law-assenting body. Without Parliament you do not have acts of parliament, they cannot be enforced. So it’s the fact that the executive - the crown has to go through parliament to get its measures that is absolutely fundamental.
JRM: And the BIll of Rights removes the dispensing and suspensing power, doesn’t it - so up until then it was thought that the king could either get rid of a law that was inconvenient or take individuals out of the law because that suited his purpose, and from 1688, 1689 onwards, it’s clear that the law affects everybody equally, and there is no ability for it to be taken away in specific circumstances. And that remains very important, because governments would still to this day find it quite convenient to suspend laws from time to time. 
PN: Oh absolutely, and that’s what makes parliament absolutely fundamental. There are some systems where executives can legislate by decree and so get round the legislature. Since 1689 the crown has not been able to do that. As you indicate, before that it could. The monarch could exist for quite a long time without summoning a parliament. But from 1689 onwards parliament has been core to the lawmaking process, and that’s what makes it an important institution. Government cannot get around parliament, it has to go through parliament, and that’s what makes parliament so fundamental to our constitution.
JRM: And we have no real equivalent to the executive orders that they have in the United States. There’s almost no form of law, whether it’s negative or affirmative statutory instruments, that don’t have to come through parliament at some stage of their progress.
PN: If it’s going to have legal force there are still prerogative powers that can be deployed. The key point now is that statute can override it with the use of statute, so that displaces the prerogative. The prerogative is still there unless parliament has legislated to the contrary. 
JRM: Yes. The way we legislate has changed enormously. It always amuses me that if you look in the division lobby the first volume of acts covers several hundred years and then the latest volume of acts covers about six months. That the volume and the quantity of legislation and the wordiness of legislation has increased enormously. Do you know why that is?
PN: I think it’s primarily - and you’re quite right to stress the word volume. It’s not necessarily the length of acts, because they are not necessarily longer. It’s the sheer number - it’s the length of acts, the volume of legislation. It’s not just a quantitative aspect, it’s a qualitative one. Legislation is more complex in its detail. So it makes demands of parliament, because it requires more time to get through all the legislation, and indeed to make sense of it. And I think it’s a response to the nature of government in relation to society. Obviously the growth of a mass electorate, more demands are made of government, and particularly in the 20th century the growth of the welfare state, the reach of government has become far more extensive. As a consequence you get more legislation, the need within that - for the complexity of society as well, the need for greater regulation, so a lot of measures are regulatory, they provide for secondary legislation - so that has expanded over time and of course it has put tremendous pressure on parliament in order to deal with it.
JRM: And it makes the process of dealing with legislation all the more important, in the two stages. Because you rightly and I think very importantly point out that I think parliament has assented to the legislation rather than creating it. So it’s created in government. And there’s been a lot of talk in recent years about pre-legislative scrutiny. How practical do you think that is, when governments are under pressure, have to deliver on manifestos and so on?
PN: I think it’s extremely important - increasingly both pre-legislative scrutiny and post-legislative scrutiny. And it does give a greater role for parliament. Because looking at the proposals for bills before they are formally introduced, parliament can have a greater impact on government because at that stage ministers are more willing to listen. Once a bill’s being introduced they are somewhat less willing to depart from what’s been drawn up, agreed - they’d like to see it through. So you’re quite right that it adds time to the process, but that’s probably a price worth paying for good legislation. The danger is if you rush it through it can be bad legislation and require amendment later on. If you get it right the first time round, less likelihood of that. So I think pre-legislative scrutiny can be valuable, it’s enabling government to hear from others. I think pre-legislative committees can play a valuable role in linking up with outside organisations, feeding in material to government which helps government. And I think the experience to date, certainly with the number of bills, has shown the value of it - where government has accepted a large number of recommendations that have been made by the pre-legislative scrutiny committees.
JRM: And I think that’s a really important point that you make. That governments ought to welcome scrutiny because scrutiny actually helps the government do what it’s aiming to do better. If it’s got a majority it will get the broad principle accepted, but a wise government will make adjustments to the detail because usually that is about improving the functionality of legislation rather than trying to stop legislation by secondary means.
PN: Absolutely, and I think there is a key distinction there between a bill going through second reading and the principle of a bill, and then actually addressing the detail. Members might agree on the principle, so they agree the ends of legislation, but they want to look at the means, the best way of actually achieving what the government is seeking to achieve. So you’re quite right, the government ought to welcome that if it seeks to improve the government’s own legislation. A confident government should have no concerns about that.
JRM: How well do you think the two Houses do their jobs of scrutinising the detail? I will perhaps start with a thought of my own, which is that programming in the House of Commons at committee stage has helped scrutiny enormously, because prior to programming it was routine to be stuck on the first clause, to require a guillotine, and then report back hardly having considered the bill at all, and that programming has actually led to much more sophisticated engagement from MPs of both the governing party and the opposition. And that therefore scrutiny has improved from a recent reform. 
PN: That’s right, it depends where you’re coming from. Compared with how it used to be, unless you had eventually a guillotine and the government said, right, enough’s enough, we’ve spent enough time on clause one, let’s move on, and it’s an improvement, it could still be better. There’s still the danger of getting the programming wrong and within the Commons you’ve still got the adversarial element. So what happens in committee is you are focusing on amendments favoured by the opposition. There’s the political element to it. There’s a difference between the two Houses. I think the Lords is more concerned about the actual detail, which can be quite practical, not raise great partisan issues. So there’s a difference between the two Houses, but you could argue that makes for a complimentary relationship between the two, because the Lords is doing it somewhat differently in a way that helps the Commons. The Commons plays to its strength, it is a political body, necessarily so; the Lords is less so and is more involved in the detail and so looks at it from a different perspective. But I think that’s a wholly good thing because the two Houses are doing a good job, but in different ways. 
JRM: One of the things I’ve noticed since I’ve been in parliament, which I probably didn’t realise when I was outside, is that a good and confident minister in the committee stage will actually listen very carefully to the arguments being made, and although the minister won’t then stand up and say, oh yes I think the opposition has got it right, it may well be there that an amendment is made that fits in with an argument which is run in the other House. And that’s one of the good ways in which scrutiny takes place.
PN: Oh yes, and I would add to that it might be sooner, but you are quite right. You can get what I might regard as an informal stage between committee stage and report stage, where a minister has listened, might meet the Member who has raised the concerns, with a view to a government amendment at report. Now, that might not always be possible so you are quite right, it may be held over and the Lords is a very good vehicle for that, so there’s further scrutiny, but it gives the government a chance, having reflected on its own bill, to come forward with amendments when it has reached the Lords.
JRM: I was about to ask you about informal mechanisms, because I think they are very poorly understood - both in the initial stages of how legislation develops, when legislation is still being debated within government, and then when they get to the two houses. I wonder if you might like to try and explain a bit of that in a which which most people don’t understand or know about.
PN: That’s absolutely right. The focus tends to be on the formal stages because they are visible and from the point of view of political science they are measurable. But what it misses out is the use of what I tend to refer to as informal space within parliament, away from committee rooms, away from the chamber, where members get together. Now, that can be ministers meeting with members to discuss measures that have been brought forward, so sometimes you will have informal meetings - ministers will invite members with an interest in the bill to come and discuss it before a bill comes in. I think that’s extremely valuable. Once a bill’s going through at committee stage you will hear the concerns of members, you get various probing amendments, the minister satisfies the member, or it raises an issue where the minister thinks, actually, yes, there is something there, and discusses it with a member with the view to the government actually bringing in an amendment at a later stage, and that’s wholly to the good. Members aren’t necessarily wedded to their own amendments. They are not themselves nationally trained in legislative drafting, so the minister may go back to parliamentary counsel and go back to draft an amendment that meets this point in the way that’s legally watertight. It’s that informal discussion which is not always visible, so you don’t always appreciate the influence that members are having, because all you see on the record, usually a government amendments which are the ones that dominate at report stage, so you think it’s wholly executive driven, and it’s not, it’s actually a symbol of parliamentary influence that ministers are responding to what members are saying. And that happens in both Houses. So by the time the bill’s gone through there might have been a lot of informal discussion between the minister, along with the bill team meeting with members to discuss issues.
JRM: And that government and parliament is perhaps much more flexible than people see from the outside, between the parties and the different interests, because actually everybody in the end wants good and workable legislation, aim towards that even though they may want to apportion blame or credit in different directions.
PN: That’s absolutely important, and that relates to another point, not just that but the informality - the fact that parliament is not a closed institution. Ministers are not only hearing from members but through members - they are hearing from outside associations that are affected by the legislation, which again is valuable for members in learning about some of the issues - being briefed on it, being able to question ministers about it. So I think that sort of engagement is wholly to the good in engaging with those who have really got an interest in the subject, members have the opportunity to assess the worth of what they are hearing, decide whether it is worth pursuing with ministers. So I think it is that links with effective bodies outside - could be individuals, organised groups - that is wholly to the fore, so there’s a lot of discourse taking place as the bill is going through.
JRM: I very much agree with that, and it’s actually one of the reasons that I thought it was important to bring parliament back physically - because it’s much easier to get those communications from constituents from interested groups to the minister if you are bumping into them minister at a safe social distance, rather than if you are sending it via email or for a formal submission to a department, and that we were losing that for the period in which we were in a hybrid parliament. But I wanted to ask you about the speed with which parliament acts. Very often the executive wants to do things quickly and parliament proceeds at a particular pace. Is this something you think is a problem in a democracy, that parliament isn’t necessarily very responsive, or do you think it’s one of the great safeguards of minority rights?
PN: This question is extraordinarily important because it shows that the government has got to go through parliament, it can’t go around it. There’s limited time in each session, necessarily, for it to get its measures through. There are limited parliamentary resources and of course it is quite a complex and rule-based system, so it constraints government. Government has got to prioritise its measures. What’s valuable, what is most important, what does it want to bring forward? So there is a discipline because most bills have to be got through within the session. That is distinctive. We are not quite unique internationally, in having such a tight sessional cut off - in some parliaments you can have a bill on the agenda for the lifetime of the legislature, typically four years. Some legislatures, there’s one in particular where it can stay on the agenda forever. So we are pretty unusual, there’s just one or two parliaments where you have that sessional cut-off. There is now that provision where you can carry over certain bills, but that’s limited, so we are disciplined in a way others are not. You’ve got to get the bill through within the session, that’s an important discipline so we don’t just let things run on and on. But at the same time we are not just rushing things through - each House has got to consider it. During the course of a session you manage to get fairly detailed scrutiny. I don’t think we need to constrain it more, for the reason you touched upon earlier, because the bills are getting longer and more complex. So to be fair, to ensure detailed scrutiny, you need a reasonable amount of time to achieve that.
JRM: Yes. And if there is consensus, on the other hand, you can legislate in - we managed to get rid of a king-emperor in 24 hours, which was quite a major constitutional change at the time.
PN: Yes - and with a lot of bills, as you note, there is a lot of consensus between the parties. Quite often bills go through without being divided on on second reading, so it is just a case of improving a bill, but it depends on the nature of the bill as to how long it needs.
JRM: Absolutely, and that the relationship between the two houses, and the Lords tending to do more of the detailed scrutiny, and doing almost all of it on the floor of the House rather than large amounts of it in a committee, which I think is one of the major differences - so that every peer is involved in all stages of a controversial bill.
PN: Yes, we crucially make use of grand committees so a bill can be away from the chamber for committee stage, but the principle, which you just touched upon there - any peer can attend grand committee. So any peer with an interest in a bill or part of a bill can attend to offer expertise.
JRM: Our procedures and conventions are there for a purpose, to allow both the Queen’s government to be carried on but also for proper scrutiny and the protection of the rights of minorities. And that by and large, conventions or procedures that don’t work and become obstructive get reformed in both Houses. Not necessary very quickly, but that both houses have evolved enormously to deal with the quantity of business that they have.
PN: That’s right - there are various rules, some embodied in standing orders, but others it’s just practice that you utilise for the reason you’ve mentioned to ensure some degree of balance. It’s in the interest of both ministers and members, and indeed the relationship between government and opposition, to stick to those rules, because they are devised to be of benefit to both. The way I usually express it is in terms of government and opposition - it’s designed to ensure the government can get its business, but the opposition is entitled to be heard. That’s an important relationship and the practice facilitates that. The government could try and use its majority to constrict the opposition, to change the rules, but it chooses not to do so because it recognises the legitimacy of the opposition being entitled to be heard and to make its case.
JRM: And I think a wise government recognises that it won’t necessarily be in office for an infinite amount of time. When it is on the other side it may well want to scrutinise more fully than it wishes to be scrutinised. 
PN: Absolutely - we often refer to the opposition as the alternative government. I make the point that the government is also the alternative opposition. Back in the 80s there was a recommendation to change the procedure that would have limited the opposition and the government opposed it and underlying it was the fact that it was the alternative opposition, it didn’t want to in the future be in a similar situation when it was in opposition, it was constrained in the way proposed.
JRM: And how do you think, having looked at parliament for a very distinguished career - I’ve got on my notes that when you were appointed in 1986 you were the youngest professor in politics in the UK, so enormously distinguished period you have brought to your coverage of British politics, you probably know more about it than anybody else in the country. In that period, how do you think the reputation of parliament has changed with the British people?
PN: To some extent it ebbs and flows because people don’t often think of parliament as parliament. They will assess their local MP separately from the institution.They distinguish between the two. We tend to find that people regard the local MP in a fairly positive light, thinking they are doing a good job - that’s different from the assessment of MPs and the House of Commons. They don’t link one with the other. So for a local MP, they don’t think this is someone who is providing a service for constituents in a positive light. When they think of the House of Commons they think either of two sides shouting at one another or empty green benches, so there’s a problem there. The standing, the trust in the institution, tends to ebb and flow, which I think is largely I’m afraid to say influenced by perceptions of government. So if there is a feeling the administration, the executive is doing well, that tends to have a knock-on effect and have a positive view of parliament. If things are not going well in public policy, parliament then doesn’t get quite such a good response. So there’s that, and then of course it may be knocked off course by individual-level scandals, the danger of people generalising from an n of 1. Parliament, as each House, has to work harder I think, establish its trust in the public, making the effort as well to hear from the public as well as think about how one communicates with the public. The Commons is doing a good job in educational resources, but there is another issue in demonstrating what one does politically to really bolster trust in what the institution is doing. It’s always going to be an uphill struggle, but it’s a worthwhile exercise that both Houses should be engaging in to explain to people what the institutions are doing. What it’s delivering to them. So I think people recognise one needs parliament - you can’t do without it - nonetheless, we can be doing more to enhance trust in the institution. 
JRM: And it’s very reassuring, as a constituency MP, the thought that in each constituency the rating of the MP is higher than the institution as a whole, and of course what we’ve been trying to do in this conversation is explain what parliament does, and why not only is it essential, but it’s actually useful. So thank you so much for your time. I could not be more grateful that you have been willing to share your expertise with us and I hope a wider audience, thank you.
PN: My pleasure.
[music]
JRM: Thank you to Lord Norton for his thoughts and insights on the lawmaking process as seen from a parliamentary perspective. But what about legislating from the perspective of a departmental minister taking a bill through? In the next episode I'll speak to a colleague who has not only shepherded legislation through the Commons but is also responsible for ensuring all the nuts and bolts of our constitutional arrangements are just as they should be. Until then, goodbye for now.
EPISODE FOUR - Chloe Smith MP
Jacob Rees-Mogg (JRM): Hello there - this is Jacob Rees-Mogg once again, bringing you a diverting dose of democratic dilations for your deliberation and, dare I say it, delight. This podcast series is pondering the question of ‘Why Parliament Works’ - which in large part means exploring some of the less understood intricacies of how MPs actually deliver for their constituents, both as backbenchers and as lawmakers. In episode three I spoke with Professor Lord Norton of Louth, who as a peer as well as an academic is both an expert and an insider. Here’s what he had to say about what goes on behind closed doors in Westminster:
Philip Norton (PN): The focus tends to be on the formal stages because they are visible and from the point of view of political science they are measurable. But what it misses out is the use of what I tend to refer to as informal space within parliament, away from committee rooms, away from the chamber, where members get together. Now, that can be ministers meeting with members to discuss measures that have been brought forward, so sometimes you will have informal meetings - ministers will invite members with an interest in the bill to come and discuss it before a bill comes in. I think that’s extremely valuable. // So by the time the bill’s gone through there might have been a lot of informal discussion between the minister, along with the bill team meeting with members to discuss issues.
JRM: Someone who has experience of performing exactly that role is the present Minister of State at the Cabinet Office, Chloe Smith, who I’m very glad to say is my guest for this episode. Chloe, I am very keen to talk about your work as Minister for Constitution and Devolution in a moment, but first of all - do you think Lord Norton has got it about right when it comes to the give-and-take of the legislative process? 
Chloe Smith (CS): Well hello Jacob, and it’s an absolute pleasure to join you on your podcast and thank you very much for having me on as your guest. Yes, I do think Lord Norton makes some good points there, and he’s absolutely right - that what we do in politics is a mixture of formal stages and parliament is extremely important in giving that structure. There are other things that give structure as well, and we might come on to talk about other institutions and what that means in a constitution - but of course the informal is really what gives that life and what brings that alive. And Lord Norton’s absolutely correct that in the passage of a bill through parliament, things that happen outside the chamber can be just as important as what happens inside. I would add another thought to that as well, which is that our parliamentary work is fuelled by our constituents. That is absolutely as it should be. I’ve always been very proud of the way that British politics relies on the fact, is absolutely connected to the fact that we represent our constituents. And that means that lots of things that happen outside the chamber are brought into the chamber by means of that link to our constituencies.
JRM: Yes, I think you’re absolutely right about that, and it’s the opportunity to bring the public to our processes. It always strikes me as remarkable that in our country you can hold a surgery on a Saturday morning and can raise the issue with the Prime Minister on a Wednesday, and therefore the head of government can hear about a constituent’s issue in an incredibly rapid amount of time. And I think that’s the beating heart of our democracy, which you have just been improving. I wonder if you might like to talk a bit about the parliamentary constituencies bill, because that is at the heart of the constituent-MP relationship. But also, as you have had to pilot the legislation through, perhaps you could discuss some of the informal conversations that took place as well, because I think it would be useful, both to look at it in terms of how it is developing and strengthening our democracy, but also in the physical process of getting quite a complex piece of legislation through the House of Commons.
CS: Yes, of course. Well let’s start with the core principle there. The absolute essential idea here is that constituencies are important in our parliament. So as we’ve just begun to discuss there, that’s what gives the public a voice in parliament and crucially that’s what keeps lawmakers accountable. The fact that you or I or even the prime minister has to walk down our own high street and be able to look anybody in the eye and explain what they are doing in parliament - that is what makes us all accountable at the end of it all. So the nature of having a constituency and representing it in parliament means that you must have equal voices for all of those constituencies. So the bill is a piece of legislation that seeks to update how we have our constituencies represented. And the main idea is that we want to be able to ensure that it is regularly updated. So it hasn’t been done in some instances for a good -  You can argue the data that is in use at the moment is a good 20 years old. It needs to be updated from here on in. And also it needs to give the citizens of this country equal voices in the parliament. You do that by basically having 650 constituencies that are of roughly equal size. Why do you need legislation to do that? Well, parliament is sovereign in itself so naturally anything to do with how parliament works still has to be created by parliament. You know all about that, Jacob, as the core tenet of our sovereignty. We therefore have to set out in legislation how the constituencies of our parliament work. The bill has gone through the Commons stages so far and as we speak off into the Lords for its scrutiny down at that end of parliament. And what we’ve had to do in this is look at the law that already exists - we’re actually a framework that already exists from the 1980s - so we are actually just updating that framework. And we’ve made a few major changes and there’s been some other minor changes discussed along the way as well. There’s been some very good quality of discussion throughout the committee stages on this, going to the heart of the issue of how we want to arrange our parliament, but also at all times operating with a real sense of MPs - whilst we have a great personal interest in this kind of law, because we want to do our jobs for our constituencies to the best of our ability, we have at times had to recognise that you can’t let that interest take over too much – so there are times when MPs have to step back and say, ‘OK, I’m not going to talk from personal interest here, instead I’m going to talk from the collective interest’. I think I can report the MPs who have been on the committee on this bill have done themselves proud in that sense, and I hope done a good job for parliament overall, in terms of that design work, and I hope able to report back to citizens, and the electorate more broadly, that this is a good design that will serve citizens well.
JRM: And I think that’s so important, what you’re saying, because as a constituency MP one doesn’t want one’s constituency to be changed at all. Every village, every town, becomes something with which one has a relationship - and that with the people of those communities, one doesn’t want to change. I think you are right to emphasise you have to look at the bigger national picture and to recognise that to have fair constituencies every so often changes will need to be made to even out the overall situation, even if that means the inconvenience of changes in one’s own constituency. But I think you made a key improvement in this bill - change it  from every five years to every eight years, so that every constituency is going to last for broadly every two parliaments. I think when it was going to be a different constituency every parliament that risked it being very confusing and destabilising both for members and for constituents.
CS: It’s even more than that, it’s not only confusing and destabilising, but there’s something else very important as well, which is the notion of accountability. Because if you happened to live in a street that is subject to change, and ended up in a different constituency from general election to general election, or you could imagine, there may even be some streets that would be subject to perpetual change, which would be unfortunate, but is theoretically possible, you wouldn’t have the chance to hold that MP to account regularly and consistently, because the candidate would change, because the seat would change. That measure of continuity is really important for accountability as well.
JRM: Yes, and it’s also important that this is an independent process, isn’t it. 
CS: Well I think you’re absolutely right on this, Jacob, and this is critical - this is absolutely critical. One of the things I take a lot of pride in as Minister for the Constitution is the ability to say that Britain has a very strong, established and effective democracy. And I think there are ways in which we are rightly known about that around the world. There are lots of ways certainly I’m sure we will continue to improve, and both you and I in our roles will always look out for those things, but it is the case that that independence of our constituency boundaries function is prized. There are models around the world that do it like that as well, and rightly we should be in that company. It’s something, as I mentioned a little earlier on, that I do think is for us to be able to take that pride in, to be able to compare for example when we have the chance to meet MPs or lawmakers from other countries, to be able to compare and say that actually in Britain we have these important independent points in our democracy and say we have that constituency link, so we are accountable every day of the week when we look at our constituents and they look back at us and say what are you doing? Those things are the things I think do mark us out, and for the better. In the work I’ve done just as a parliamentarian, even, not as a minister, I’ve had the great luck to be able to travel round the world and help with some seminars and conferences and training for other parliamentarians. For example in eastern Europe, and I’ve been able to be in east Africa, and for me one of the most striking ones for me was in Burma in recent years, obviously as they’ve been endeavouring to strengthen their parliament. I was part of an international delegation trying to help them do that, which was obviously thought-provoking. One of the few countries in the world trying to be on that journey. There are lots of things that we can be very proud of in the British democracy which others appreciate hearing about as well.
JRM: What this all comes together for is so we’ve got the right accountability for the government, so that whatever the government does is reportable to MPs and via them to their constituents. I wonder if you have any thoughts about how ministers treat parliament and whether you’ve seen any changes in the period over the House of Commons.
CS: I’ve been in the House of Commons for 11 years now and had the chance to see both in government and in opposition, which is a slightly longer history perhaps than some of our colleagues. And as you kindly said in your introduction, I’ve had the chance to serve as the Minister for the Constitution under three administrations. So I suppose I’ve seen a few turns of the wheel now, but the thread that is consistent there and should remain so, and we should work really hard to keep it, is that ministers are always accountable to parliament. Whatever happens elsewhere in parliament, whatever decisions you make as a minister, you have to come back and account for that and that is absolutely essential. 
JRM: And it’s interesting, isn’t it - I do business questions every day of the week, and If a less than perfect reply has been sent, MPs have a further opportunity, a further bite of the cherry to increase pressure and get a good answer. I think that’s quite useful because it ensures the enormous busy-ness ministers have doesn’t overwhelm their responsibility to parliament, doesn’t allow them to forget that they have to answer to parliament as well.
CS: Yes, and that’s actually very important in terms of how we make use of the civil service as well. The civil service is a very strong British institution and I’ve had the privilege to work with some fabulous officials at the Cabinet Office. And it is often very important to be able to say to those who work to support us, here’s what we have to do and the reason we have to do it is because parliament is asking us - or because constituents up and down the country are asking us to through the means of parliament. That is one of the things that keeps the whole system honest, if you like, and means that we can come back to constituents and say yes, the government is responsive. 
JRM: Yes, and that encourages ministers to understand the centrality of parliament to their role. And I think most ministers do. Ministers who don’t know their stuff can be exposed through the House of Commons, though sometimes as a backbencher I felt that the only way to get things done was by making myself a thorough nuisance for the minister concerned until eventually some notice was taken.
CS: And look where that’s got you today, Jacob!
JRM: As a minister one may be slightly less sympathetic to people making a thorough nuisance of themselves. But this accountability and process leads ultimately to legislation. Obviously ministers need a lot of support in preparing legislation, particularly through the Office of Parliamentary Counsel. You oversee that in your role to some extent, and I wonder how you think that works?
CS: I do pay tribute to many of the public servants that do this work for us, and I often think actually about how we could explain this role more to the public. We’ve all had conversations with our constituents where somebody says, my goodness me, what on earth were they thinking of when they wrote this into law? And actually what we might try to explain is that there’s a team of people in the Office of the Parliamentary Counsel who do exactly that work of trying to write down really complicated things into law so that they function, so that they work. This reminds us of what the point of good law is at all. It is to be able to make people’s everyday lives more predictable, more accountable, for there to be redress when something might have gone horribly wrong, for there to be security, and for there not to be an abuse of power within that but an enabling power. In passing, what I always think is the critical function of the constitution is to be able to allow people to get on with their everyday lives without interference. And with protection from interference. If you don’t have a stable constitution, you actually can’t be getting on with your everyday life. Businesses can’t make decisions, people can’t be happily in jobs, in employment, because there isn’t a stable environment where the economy can thrive. That’s actually what’s so important about our constitution. It is not something esoteric, it is something everyday, fundamentally important to everyone’s everyday lives, even though we might not see it, it is there in the background, letting us get on in a stable way. So the Office of Parliamentary Counsel actually is a hugely important cog in that wheel. If they can’t express a concept right, the words on a page in a law, then we may as well all go home because we can’t make good law that will help people get on with their everyday lives. 
JRM: Yes – your point on stability is well made because there is a great deal of empirical evidence to show that countries with stable constitutions have higher economic growth rates and are more prosperous because business needs that background, as indeed do individuals, to be able to make long-term investment decisions and decisions about how they are going to live their lives, they need that certainty.
CS: Yes indeed, and unfortunately in recent British political history we’ve seen the opposite of that. We’ve seen what happens when you have gridlock and you have institutions going against each other, and you’ve seen the effect that that has on people’s happiness and prosperity. So I hope we can do our bit to help British politics thrive, and what I mean by thrive is that politics has to be able to help people get on. Politics has to be able to support people’s stability and prosperity. To be able to serve as Minister for the Constitution in times when that is fundamentally important is a real privilege.
JRM: Yes, and I think your point on law being clear is fundamental. The Pepper and Hart judgement that allowed the courts to look at what was said in parliament to try and understand law indicates the law hadn’t been very well-written because otherwise that wouldn’t have been necessary, and that’s where the Office of Parliamentary Counsel is so important, where we get this right. But within this great area of stability, there is also change, and I know you are at the forefront of this, in terms of dealing with digital democracy. And how our systems adapt to that whilst maintaining all the protections we have, but also the freedoms, particularly freedom of speech.
CS: Yes indeed, and these really are the core principles we see in our democracy time and again. What I’m doing at the moment is seeking to update the laws that govern our democracy, if you like. We’ve talked through one example of that, which is the parliamentary end of how our constituencies are comprised. But also, to govern our elections and the political discourse that we have year-round, we have a set of laws, they are referred to as electoral law, and within that is the really important principle that we want to see who is talking. So to take a very old-fashioned analogue example, if you have a political leaflet that is delivered through your letterbox, you should be able to see who has printed it. That is a matter of law. And of course that is very helpful to you because if for whatever reason you wanted to pick an argument with something that is on that leaflet you would know who it is to look up and to go and talk to. And you would, as a citizen, take that as part of your decision as to who do you want to elect off the back of that leaflet. Now, obviously in the last couple of decades that has shifted and more and more of that is taking place online. That is right and proper in itself, I should just make this absolutely clear. I think that’s a really good thing. I think the fact that you can do politics online is exactly as it should be – people can get so much more information, interaction and I hope prosperity and happiness from that than they might have been able to do in the age when it all only came on paper. That’s all a good thing. But what that does mean is I have to take that responsibility to ensure that means that our laws are as up to date to cover that as well as it used to cover paper leaflets and posters. So what I’ve announced only recently is to extend what’s called the imprint regime – the imprint is that little bit of information at the bottom that says who has promoted it – and I’m looking to extend that so that it is there online as well as on your paper leaflet. Now, let’s remember who is at the heart of this. The person at the heart of this is the person who is reading and using it. So it’s all about giving power to the citizen. The citizen will be able to say, right, who is it who is trying to influence me by this thing I’m reading online? They will be able to see that because the law will in future say that the writer has to identify themselves, and that is all to the good, because it will mean that you can hold to account anybody who is trying to influence you through political material online. That represents a level playing field, it’s another really important concept in our democracy.
JRM: What I think you are doing is really helpful in clarifying how we use digital media and digital methods of communicating whilst maintaining that accountability. Democracy requires accountability, otherwise it ceases to function. It ceases to be democratic. One of the great things our democracy has done over the centuries, going back to 1707 and the Act of Union, is bound the different parts of the United Kingdom together - Scotland, Wales and Norther Ireland with England. I wonder whether you think parliament supports that.
CS: Well, these are really important issues and I’m looking really closely at them at the moment - including in the way that the different parliaments and the different governments in our country work together. But just looking first of all at the UK Parliament, so the sovereign parliament of the United Kingdom – I think this ought to be a place where people come together. It has people in it from every corner of our union, and this goes back to the point about our constituencies, doesn't it, and that the matters that the UK Parliament deals with go across the whole of the UK. That is really fundamentally important. To give that its technical title we are talking about reserved matters rather than devolved matters. And here then is where our UK parliament does have to then give a thought to the matters that relate to the other parliaments of the UK. By that we’ve got the Northern Ireland Assembly, the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Senedd. I work closely with all of these, in terms of how those parliaments can scrutinise their executives – that’s a really important distinction, by the way, one that we’ve touched on a little in this conversation, but parliaments are separate to their executives, and that’s important - and what we are endeavouring to do at the moment is review and refresh the way that our governments all work together. This goes by the name of inter-governmental relations. It has a technical name, as everything does in constitutional affairs. But it’s really important – hiding behind all that jargon is an important point that citizens of our country, of our great United Kingdom, are best-served when its institutions work sensibly together rather than pull apart.
JRM: And as you say you’ve been working to try and help the various parliaments work together. I think these personal working relationships must be important because although the Sewell Convention sets out where permission ought to be asked for, there’s inevitably a grey area where you can’t be sure whether you need permission formally or doesn’t, and that a good working relationship smooths over some of those grey areas - if you can smooth over grey areas. But Chloe, thank you so much. Most people who are referred to as constitutional experts are such because that is what they have said that they are. Whereas you have been one through experience in office. And I think a greater experience than any predecessor as a constitutional minister, so thank you so much for sharing your expertise on the podcast. I’m very grateful and I’m sure that people who listen will be illuminated, so thank you.
CS: It’s a great pleasure to join you, so thank you very much indeed.
[music]
JRM: As Leader of the House I spend a lot of my time in the Palace of Westminster, so it was absolutely fascinating to hear from an experienced minister about her thoughts on the role she plays linking up her department with her parliamentary colleagues. In the course of that very interesting discussion Chloe mentioned the Office of the Parliamentary Counsel, the team of government lawyers who do so much hard work behind the scenes to draft bills. In episode five I'll be speaking to the person who runs the team - the First Parliamentary Counsel - to find out more about her extraordinary work. Until then, goodbye for now.
EPISODE FIVE - Elizabeth Gardiner QC

JRM: Good afternoon, or indeed good morning or good evening as you prefer. I’m Jacob Rees-Mogg, continuing my ruminations on our representative democracy in an effort to show why parliament works for people in all parts of the United Kingdom. This week I am joined by the first woman to hold one of the most important roles in the civil service for parliament: that of the First Parliamentary Counsel. Elizabeth Gardiner heads the team of legislative drafters whose work transforms the policy ambitions of ministers into legal reality. Her contribution is certainly appreciated by ministers, as Minister for the Constitution Chloe Smith made clear in my last episode:
CS: I do pay tribute to many of the public servants that do this work for us, and I often think actually about how we could explain this role more to the public. We’ve all had conversations with our constituents where somebody says, my goodness me, what on earth were they thinking of when they wrote this into law? And actually what we might try to explain is that there’s a team of people in the Office of the Parliamentary Counsel who do exactly that work of trying to write down really complicated things into law so that they function, so that they work. This reminds us of what the point of good law is at all. It is to be able to make people’s everyday lives more predictable, more accountable, for there to be redress when something might have gone horribly wrong, for there to be security, and for there not to be an abuse of power but an enabling power.
JRM: The Minister is quite right, of course - and I cannot think of anyone more qualified to tell us what good law looks like than Elizabeth Gardiner... Could you begin by explaining to me what the Office of Parliamentary Counsel actually does?
EG: The OPC consists of around 50 government lawyers, both barristers and solicitors. We specialise in drafting primary legislation – so that’s the bills which then become Acts of Parliament. 
We work very closely with government departments to translate their policy into law. Our job’s not to operate some sort of sausage machine, which I think some people think it might be, that takes perfect policy and turns it into legalese. That couldn’t be further from the truth. A large part of our role is analysis, looking at what’s proposed and how it fits together, and how it fits into the wider legislative landscape, and in this way we work with the departments to ensure their legislative solutions are robust, they’re coherent and they are complete. And more importantly, we want them to stand the test of time. So we want to ensure that, if that statute has to be on the statute book for ten years, it is still operating effectively in ten years’ time.
So our role will often begin when legislation is first being considered by a department and we’ll remain involved right through the parliamentary process (drafting amendments and indeed dealing with procedural issues inParliament). And sometimes even beyond Parliament, giving advice about implementation and structures within the bill.
So for lawyers who love the law, being a parliamentary counsel is an absolutely fascinating job. We regularly have to master the law in new areas in order to draft changes, and our legislation covers every area you can imagine – every area, every aspect, of human life - from matters of national or international importance to very technical fixes for very specific issues. And people may generally think of legislation in terms of criminal penalties and prohibitions, but much of our legislation is actually about facilitating activity and encouraging certain courses of action. So in recent years we have produced legislation about EU exit, obviously, but also about the space industry, data protection, recent stamp duty changes, civil claims for whiplash injuries, and early release of prisoners. And that’s just a small aspect – I could go on and on – just about every aspect of human life.
JRM: Because there is such a body of law already, every time a new law comes in it has to adjust lots of old laws, doesn’t it. I was very struck when looking at the draft of the bill for reform of the House of Lords that it had in it a proposed repeal of an Act from the 1530s setting out the seats that members of the House of Lords take when the Lords is sitting. And it must require an extraordinarily wide knowledge to know that when you change one bit of the law, there are all these other intricate parts of the law that also need to be amended.
EG: Well, I’d like to claim that we know every inch of the statute book, but I think that might be overclaiming! What we do have are the tools and the skills to track down those various amendments that we might need to make. We are very fortunate, I think, compared to our predecessors, in that we have electronic tools to help us do that. Having the statute book online and being able to search for key phrases is a really helpful way of identifying things that you might need to change. Departments will also have quite good knowledge of their area of law and be able to identify things, but it is very easy to miss something. The disadvantage we have compared to our predecessors is that the statute book has become so vast that it is very easy not to spot something. I remember doing legislation a few years ago that allowed Roman Catholic clergy to stand as Members of Parliament. And it was quite late in the day that we suddenly twigged that what we were doing also required us to say something about Lords Spiritual in the House of Lords. We could quite easily have missed that, so it is a very important aspect of changing the law, and yet when people are focused on the key policy it’s often seen as the also-ran part of the instructions, and parliamentary counsel are often trying to get departments to really focus on the need to make sure that those parts of the instructions are also worked up and clear so that we can make sure that the whole statute book fits together.
JRM: And that perhaps is the hardest part of your task, isn’t it. There’s a great quotation from Robin Cook’s diary where he says: “Iit is the brute fact that there are no fewer than 50 parliamentary draftsmen working for the government. They each have a positively Stakhanovite commitment to their job and in the past session we got one bill published in time only by its draftsmen sitting up through the night putting the finishing touches to it.” And because you’re the last bit before the bill lands in parliament, you’re the bit that to some extent people most take for granted because you always deliver, and squeeze by not giving you the instructions early enough.
EG: It’s always a bit of a balance, isn’t it. People want to get on and get their Bills into Parliament. And as you say, we are often seen as at the end of the line. One of the things we are increasingly trying to do is get in with departments earlier, further up the line, to start to think about what they are proposing and how it might work, so that when it arrives with us we have some idea of what’s coming and we’ve been able to see off any particular problems that might have been caused by the original proposals. But it is a constant battle, and obviously we have a lot of legislation going through Parliament all the time.
At the moment, we’ve got a very heavy programme, so parliamentary counsel are working incredibly hard. I’m very fortunate to have a fantastic team of counsel who are incredibly professional and dedicated to what they do. They really believe in the value of having good legislation and are willing to go above and beyond and, as you say, sit through the night if necessary to get it into the best possible shape. They have a great sense of pride in their legislation and want it to be as good as possible when it hits Parliament.
JRM: And rightly so, because some legislation remains on the statute book for decades, doesn’t it. The Bill of Rights has lasted hundreds of years, our major constitutional documents last a very long time, but something like the Police and Criminal Evidence Act has lasted now for nearly 40 years, and things that may be thought of as routine law, as you said earlier, have to survive a long time. So what do you think makes a good law?
EG: In the Parliamentary Counsel Office when we think about what makes a good law we are interested in whether a law is clear, whether it’s effective, primarily, and whether it’s necessary. So we are trying to produce legislation that ticks all of those boxes.
In terms of clarity, I think getting the structure of the Act right plays a really big part in how easy it is to read. People can be a bit fixated about the actual words on the page. But I think structure is as important, and sometimes more important, to the overall clarity. That is particularly challenging if you put a Bill into Parliament and it is then heavily amended. We use an analogy in the office - you’ve crafted a beautiful elephant and you get it into Parliament and they decide they actually want a crocodile. You are hacking bits off your Bill and adding some teeth and taking off the trunk, and it may look a bit like a crocodile when it finishes, but it doesn’t look as nice a crocodile as it would have done if you’d known from the start you were designing a crocodile. So having the structure in the right place when you introduce into Parliament, and being able to maintain that structure , is really important.
But clarity is also about language, and legislation has come a very long way in this regard, certainly over my career. We aim to draft in plain everyday language with relatively short sentences and avoiding legalese, and I think in that respect we’ve been ahead of the private legal profession in the way that we draft, in that the sort of legalese that you might find in some legal documents you won’t find in modern legislation. But there’s always a balance to be struck, and when drafting in some technical fields it can actually be helpful to use technical language, terms of art, which are understood by the main audience for that legislation. And it can be very unhelpful to use different language in an attempt to modernise when you are trying to fit into, as you said, a very complex existing statute book which uses certain language. If we start using different words then readers and the courts might understandably think we intend to have a different concept and mean something different. So, if we actually mean the same thing as something that is already on the statute book, it may be better to reflect the existing wording. 
And legislation, of course, first and foremost needs to be effective. It needs to deliver the policy intent and not give rise to any unintended consequences. There’s no point having legislation that is written in a clear and accessible way if, in fact, it completely fails to give effect to the policy. And we live in an incredibly complex world and as a result policies are often very complex. For example, a simple proposition may have to be subject to exceptions to ensure the policy works in a fair way, and those exceptions may be difficult to express concisely if they are to hit their target. Or, in the tax world, many people are trying to get around the tax legislation, and so that often creates added complexity where we are trying to ensure that avoidance can’t creep ind. So legislation – it is innately complex, but we are trying to make it as clear and coherent as we can in the circumstances.
JRM: And inevitably as legislation is amending previous legislation, you don’t write it all out again, so when as a Member of Parliament you’re reading through a bill and it says this clause amends a clause in an act from a previous Parliament, you don’t necessarily have the full context of that in front of you, but that if you put the full context in the bill would become even larger and simply the volume of words you have would complicate the process. So there’s an inevitable complexity and a need for legal understanding, isn’t there, in understanding, comprehending legislation when you read through it.
EG: There is, and legislating by textual amendment – it comes down to who the audience for the legislation is - that is something we are always trying to balance as well, because we have many audiences for our legislation: parliamentarians in Parliament is one audience, and the end user of that legislation is another audience. Textual amendment is good for the end user, in that they will have a consolidated version of the legislation  - the old legislation with the new amendments added into it. For parliamentarians that’s not so good, because they are just faced with a list of amendments which can look completely incomprehensible., And it’s trying to find ways to facilitate understanding of that in Parliament. We can do that with things like the Explanatory Notes, we can set the amendments in their context. We can also produce copies of the existing legislation with the Bill’s amendments added in, so that people can see what those amendments are doing.
I completely agree that in practical terms rewriting all the time is not going to be possible. Occasionally we will rewrite things, when we are conscious that they have been heavily amended before, or they are being heavily amended at the moment, and it might be better to set them out afresh.  But that is the exception rather than the rule. The other thing with rewriting it, of course, is it wouldn’t highlight the actual changes the government is making at this point. You would get bogged down in revisiting aspects of the policy that were passed by Parliament in the past, rather than focusing on the specific changes the government is trying to make now.
JRM: And that’s where some of the politics comes in with the legislation, that it’s not just about law, it’s also about the government presenting its agenda. But I wanted to ask you in terms of the writing of bills, the balance that you have to strike between primary and secondary legislation, and the competing interests that Parliament and the Executive in this – that Parliament and particularly the House of Lords very often wants very precise laws and limited secondary powers. Ministers very often want flexibility so that the law can be adjusted to meet changing circumstances, not in principle but in detail, and I wonder how do you advise on the balance between the two? And when you are writing a good law, aiming for this perfect law, how much do you think should be left as secondary and what balance would you like to see as primary?
EG: We will always work with departments to discuss the approach they want to take. In different areas of law, historically different approaches have been taken. Some areas of law are very heavily dependent on secondary legislation, and other areas are not. And so that will often influence the initial approach. And then there can be all sorts of factors coming into play. It may be that some aspects of legislation just cannot be written at the moment – so when we were doing legislation recently about the space industry, for instance, there was a lot of uncertainty about how that will play out over future years, so we couldn’t set everything in stone initially and we had to provide for flexibility. I think parliamentary counsel will always be encouraging departments to ensure that the principles of their policy are firmly set out in the statute, and that the secondary legislation therefore has a sort of guiding framework to ensure that Parliament can really understand what it is that that secondary legislation is going to do - so not just to completely devolve the policy into the secondary legislation. Obviously the government has had many discussions with the House of Lords about approaches, and often we’ve been able to meet halfway. There’s often a middle ground I think. Some of the things we discuss with departments are about how they can meet concerns about the breadth of their powers. We can make sure that the powers clearly don’t allow people to do certain things, for example create new criminal offences or powers of entry or things that are thought to be controversial in secondary legislation. Also the degree to which parliament is going to be interested in scrutinising that legislation. So what form of procedure should that have in the House. And other things like consultation requirements, who should the government be required to consult before it makes its secondary legislation. So the wider powers, those can be safeguards that reassure Parliament that nothing untoward is going to happen further down the line because they will be seeing that legislation when it comes forward.
JRM: And this ties in with what you were saying earlier about unintended consequences. You don’t want to give a power that can then be used in a way that was not expected, not planned, when the original legislation was passed. One of the major bills that you wrote recently was the EU Withdrawal Act which obviously had a lot of secondary legislation attached to it. How did you and your team work towards preparing that bill before it became an act?
EG: That was obviously an incredibly significant piece of legislation. But, as with most pieces of legislation, the work begins with early discussions with the department, in this case DExEU, about the legal implications of the UK leaving the European Union. And obviously a large part of our law was contained in EU instruments that had direct effect, here, or in domestic instruments which gave effect to EU law. The policy intention was to ensure continuity of law immediately after exit day. So a lot of the discussion was focused around how to create a legal structure that would best achieve that. There were various options. I’ve never worked on a Bill where there were so many external commentaries. We had a lot of benefit of other people’s opinions on how it ought to be done. We quite appreciate that – it was very interesting to read other people’s views on how things could be done, and to see to what extent they overlapped with the approach we were thinking of taking. We found that actually very helpful.
Within the department, there was obviously a bill team of officials to manage the bill, and then policy officials on the various elements of the policy, and lawyers advising them and instructing us as parliamentary counsel. But in a bill like the EU (Withdrawal) Bill there are many different departments who have got an interest and a key role for the bill team is ensuring other departments are kept informed as needed. When we get to the drafting, it’s very much an iterative process. And this Bill was no exception. So instructions come, they are discussed, drafts are produced and discussed and pored over, and refined, and that process goes back and forward. It can be days, it can be weeks, it can be months, depending on the context, before we get to the point where we think we have a robust draft that delivers the policy. That’s what we’re aiming for.
On that bill, as well as the core provisions, there were any number of secondary issues. All the consequential issues you touched on earlier, but also quite random things, like we realised the Queen’s Printer had no locus to publish the EU legislation, as was when we exited the EU, so we had to bring in new powers to ensure that the Queen’s Printer arranged for the publication of the EU statute book. 
And then when the Bill was in Parliament, obviously it was subject to incredibly intense scrutiny, and there were concessions and amendments made, perhaps most notably clause 13, the so-called meaningful vote provision, and some of those amendments have to be worked up in incredibly quick time. And then it’s not a case of quick instructions, it’s a case of sitting in a room and working out what you’re going to do in order to get it tabled in time for the next stage of Parliament.
JRM: And you’ve got a lot of people who want one word – I remember some of those discussions on the meaningful vote – want one word moved here or there, thinking it will make an important difference which it possibly does. That’s so interesting what you are saying about the receipt of instructions - I think before I took over I was probably in the same position as other MPs, and thought that the government would hand you a policy, which might be a policy paper which had been written and say ‘please turn this into law’. But it’s not like that, is it – departments have to send you specific and detailed legal instructions asking for precise things which you then turn into what become the statute.
EG: Yes, because often those policy papers - they cover the whole policy, but only aspects of that policy may require changes of the law. So it’s for the lawyers within the department to work with their policy officials to work out which aspects of their new policy actually require changes to the law. It’s only at that point that they will be bidding for legislation and coming to us. So it is very much a joint effort and parliamentary counsel and the team within the department feel very much as one team through the project, all with their different roles but very much working together.
JRM: And do you ever go back to departments and say, you want to change the law to do this, but don’t you realise you can already do it under this law that exists from 20 years ago, or does it never get to that stage – it should be stopped before then?
EG: It shouldn’t get to that stage, and lawyers within the department should have stopped that from happening. I can’t think offhand of an example where an entire bill might fall away like that, but certainly some aspects of the instructions are quite likely to fall away on that basis. Where you say they’ve asked for that specific provision and you point out that they have that power somewhere. Or indeed that they don’t need a statutory provision in order to do something. Some things they can just do and you don’t need to have statute. That comes back to, as well as looking for law that is clear and effective, we’re also very keen to ensure that the only things that go on the statute book are things that are necessary. The statute book is complicated enough without including things that are unnecessary – making a criminal offence of something that is already a criminal offence, for example. And we have a saying in our office that those unnecessary provisions that are not intended to have any legal effect, they will just ‘go septic down the line’, because understandably a court would assume that anything that is put in a statute is intended to have legal effect, and if you didn’t intend it to mean anything new, then inevitably any effect you give it will be the wrong one. So we are always keen to ensure that the provisions that are in the bill are necessary.
JRM: That’s a very good point. That if you’ve got something that already has effect and it is the effect that you like, simply reiterating it must tend to create something new - I like the logic of that. And it is that which I was going to come on to next, because your role is to explain this logic to departments and improve civil servants’ knowledge and understanding of parliament and the legislative process. What does this involve? How do you get across to civil servants who may have a very good idea that they are promoting their department’s policy with, but that the right way to go about getting that into law, or indeed using other existing powers to do it. How do you explain to them what they should and shouldn’t be doing?
EG:. The purpose of legislation is to change the law. And so I think usually, when we have the conversation, officials are pretty receptive to the idea. And indeed, taking a bill through Parliament is no easy task so for a department to discover they don’t need a Bill is not necessarily a devastating discovery! They might be quite happy if they can go off and do it in some other way. There may be a particular reason for having a Bill in any particular case, and if I think back to the modern slavery legislation, for quite a lot of the provision that was made in that legislation, there were alternative provisions that might have been used. I don’t think they were necessarily on all fours but they were in similar territory, but for very good reason it was thought that having a bespoke piece of modern slavery legislation was very important. One of the reasons it was important was because it raised the profile of modern slavery, and I think that was shown, through research, to drive prosecutions and enquiries, in a way that just relying on some more generic piece of legislation just wouldn’t have done. Sometimes there is good reason for doing something, even if it is in the same territory as something that is already on the statute book. There is not a blanket rule here, there is always a matter for discussion with the department to understand why they think new legislation might be needed and to work with them to see that that is definitely the case.
JRM: And recognising there can, as with modern slavery, be exceptions. But I’ve heard a rumour that you sometimes explain how the legislative programme works via a board game. Is that right? 
EG: We do, yes. We have a board game called “Legislate!”. We developed this board game a few years ago as a fun way to introduce civil servants to the legislative process,and all the different aspects of developing a bill in your department and then taking it through parliament, and just illustrating to officials that it is not a two-minute process. And it’s been incredibly effective, I think, through the medium of a board game, to facilitate that discussion about the nature of Parliament and the nature of legislation, and how you would best go about getting your legislation through. That work has really led on to other work around parliamentary capability, where as a civil service we were conscious that we could probably do more in terms of understanding Parliament – both in terms of its process but also its context to ensure we can provide the best possible support to ministers.
That has led to a whole other string of work, including some excellent training which has now been developed by Civil Service Learning for civil servants on all aspects of Parliament, not just legislation but select committees and all sorts of other things. And we’ve also now got a network of senior officials, our “parliamentary champions”, throughout departments, and their role is to promote the need for parliamentary capability in the department and to support the officials in their department who are doing that work.
JRM: Well, I hope the board game will become an app and I can persuade my children to play Legislate rather than Fortnite. But that’s maybe unduly optimistic.
EG: I’m sure it will be a bestseller. 
JRM: I think it will. Certainly. If I can’t sell it among the Rees-Mogg children, it may not go very far because they are quite political, but I’ll have a go when the app is available – I’ll certainly enjoy it. But I was going to end on the fact you have a unique and important distinction, in that your office has always previously been held by men and you are the first lady to become First Parliamentary Counsel. And there’s a wonderful series of portraits of your predecessors, and I hope there will be a great portrait of you to celebrate this. And you’ve been awarded the QC, honoris causa, for your great contribution to the legal work of this country. And I wonder how important this is to you, having broken this particular glass ceiling, and whether you think it makes a difference to how your office has functioned?
EG: I think, working in the Office of the Parliamentary Counsel, we are all very aware of our illustrious predecessors - not least because as you say many of them have their photographs on our office wall. But also because we spend a great deal of our time studying and amending their handiwork. The office was established over 150 years ago. First and foremost, I feel extremely privileged to be the First Parliamentary Counsel and to lead my committed group of drafters who continually go above and beyond what is possible to deliver. And I’m very proud that, over the course of the last 30 years, our office has gone from having just a very small handful of women to a position where around 50% of parliamentary counsel are women. The first women to join the Parliamentary Counsel Office joined before the Second World War and they didn’t have an easy time. They got paid less, they had fewer prospects, they had to resign if they got married. So for me, the most important change really is that 50% of our colleagues are women, rather than me being a female head of the office. But at the same time, the more work I’ve done when I’ve been heading up the office, speaking to people earlier on in their careers, the more I realise how important it is to have people of different backgrounds, men and women, at senior levels in an organisation. I think it’s only if they can see people like them getting on in an organisation that they can see how their careers might progress. Given 50% of our counsel are women, I hopefully will not be alone with my photograph on that wall for very much longer.
JRM: I imagine you would recommend being parliamentary counsel to other people thinking of what careers to take on with the one absolute proviso that you have to have an enormous brain. It seems to me that being parliamentary counsel is a wonderful job but I would never have been clever enough to do it, and I think we are very lucky to have such brain power in this country that we can write good laws.
EG: I think you’re too modest. I’m not sure we all have enormous brains but I certainly love the job. And I think one thing you would find if you came to our office is that everyone loves the job. It is an amazing job to do. If you’re a lawyer and love the law, what could be better than writing the law? One of the great aspects of the job is that you get to delve into so many different areas of law. I think as lawyers in private practice in particular, you can get pigeon-holed quite early, and end up focusing on quite a narrow area of the law. Whereas as parliamentary counsel you can be drafting tax law one year, criminal law the next year, and that’s a really fascinating aspect of the job. But yes, it’s a privilege – when I go and speak to children in schools about careers, I am always trying to say to them that it is a privilege to have a job that is hard. Because if the job is easy you would very easily bored. You certainly don’t get bored in the Parliamentary Counsel Office because the job is always hard and stretching, always incredibly fulfilling as a result.
JRM: I think it must be. I just look at it and think that on a daily basis you are writing the next chapter of British history but doing so amending the last chapter, and that must be just always so interesting and exciting. Elizabeth, thank you so much for joining this podcast and for the work that you do, which is essential to the functioning of our democracy. It’s so crucially important. And particularly thank you from me as Leader of the House, because the Leader of the House’s job would be a much more difficult one without the marvellous work of the parliamentary counsel.
EG: Thank you very much.
[music]
JRM: In the next episode of ‘Why Parliament Works’ my guest is Robert Rogers, Lord Lisvane, who served the House of Commons across a 40-year career in masterly fashion. I’m very much looking forward to hearing his reflections on his time performing perhaps one of the most underappreciated, but certainly one of the most important, roles in our parliamentary democracy: that of the clerk of the House. Until then, goodbye for now.
EPISODE SIX - Robert Rogers, Lord Lisvane
Jacob Rees-Mogg: Hello, this is Jacob Rees-Mogg. I’m doing this podcast from home today and so if there are background noises from Sixtus, I hope it doesn’t distract too much. But one of the answers to the questions ‘Why Parliament Works’ is to deliver for the people, and so far in this series I have been exploring different perspectives on the ways in which parliament achieves this through legislation. The minister, the backbench MP, the peer, the government lawyer - they all have their own distinctive role to play in the lawmaking process that is such an important part of parliament’s constitutional role. But there is one perspective missing, a glaring omission I am delighted to be able to put right today, viz. the role of the Commons clerks, those high priests of our democracy who understand to the very fibres of their being the intricacies of parliamentary procedure. They advise every MP alike, in office or in opposition, on the backbenches or the frontbenches, and they are headed by the clerk of the House, technically the Under-Clerk of the Parliaments. Aside from opening the batting for England, this must surely be one of the most noble jobs in the kingdom. Certainly one of the most respected is Robert Rogers, Lord Lisvane, who has served Parliament for four decades, including more than a decade as a Clerk at the Table. Robert was Clerk from October 2011 to October 2014. He was subsequently elevated to the peerage in late 2014 where he now sits as a crossbencher. Lord Lisvane, welcome to the podcast.
Robert Rogers, Lord Lisvane: Well, thank you very much Jacob. It’s going to be an effort to live up to that encomium. 
JRM: I think you will find it an absolute breeze. I have a very long list of questions for you but wanted to start by getting your thoughts on the lawmaking process. My last discussion was with the First Parliamentary Counsel, Elizabeth Gardiner, who heads the team of government lawyers who draft the bills put before the House. Here’s what she had to say about bills which end up being heavily amended:
Elizabeth Gardiner: We use an analogy in the office - you’ve crafted a beautiful elephant and you get it into parliament and they decide they actually want a crocodile. You are hacking bits off your bill and adding some teeth and taking off the trunk, and it may look a bit like a crocodile when it finishes, but it doesn’t look as nice a crocodile as it would have done if you’d known from the start you were designing a crocodile, so having the structure in the right place and being able to maintain that structure is really important.
JRM: Of course Elizabeth is quite right that bills can become somewhat garbled; but she is also the first to recognise that the process of scrutiny and amendment is a necessary and important part of parliament’s work. Lord Lisvane, you must have sat at the table in the chamber of the House of Commons for countless bills. I suspect you have seen some wonderful-looking elephants and crocodiles in your day. How would you reflect on your time as clerk in the Commons? 
RR: From the legislative point of view, I think there is of course - you’re immensely well aware of the House’s theatre, and very often there is a theatrical element to consideration of legislation on the floor of the House, perhaps less so in standing committee. I mean, in the days before programming I well remember the cheer that used to go up when you’d clocked up 100 hours, because that meant the government of the day would introduce a guillotine. But as I say, that was pre-programming. I think there are quite a few elements about the way we legislate which have become clearer to me over the years. One is that - it’s very interesting to hear you quoting Elizabeth Gardiner, and I’ve worked very happily and constructively with her over a number of years. I think in a sense you need to go back to the point of initiation, where the government really does need to decide how much it wants an elephant, and whether actually, having undertaken consultations, fitted the proposed bill into the rest of the legislative timetable and all the rest, whether the parliamentary business and legislation committee needs to be tougher about the elephantine characteristics of the bill. 
JRM: Looking at your career in the Commons, do you think the primary legislative process has become more efficient? Do you think in 2020 it is easier or harder to get a new bill on the statute book than it was when you first started working in the House of Commons?
RR: Well, first of all, I’m very wary of the word efficient.
JRM: Ah, yes indeed.
RR: It’s like the word reform or modernisation, come to that.
JRM: That’s a terrible word, one of my least favourites.
RR: I thought I would strike a chord there. Which - my interpretation of those words is this is change of which the person speaking approves. It is not something which is objectively to be evaluated. So I use - and I would use instead of efficient and I would use instead of reform - I use effectiveness. How effective is the House at looking at legislation. And I think that the programming of legislation brought in in ‘97 reduced the effectiveness. It was a very worthy aim, in other words to concentrate the House’s scrutiny efforts on the real issues which divided the two sides or the more than two sides of the House. But as you know very rapidly it became a more effective or efficient way for the government of the day to get its business through. And undoubtedly it meant that larger parts of - although the intention was very different - that large parts of bills still went, in practical terms, unscrutinised. Now I have been, as you know, a bit of a radical on some of these matters over the years. And there were some things they did better in the 19th century. One of them was to have motions to bring in bills, where you actually debated the need to legislate before you started looking at the legislation to fulfil that need. And it’s not irrelevant that when the closure was introduced by Speaker Brand in February ‘81, it was actually on a motion to bring in a bill, the Protection of Persons and Property (Ireland) Bill, not on the second reading of the bill itself. So there are lessons from the past which we might reconsider. Now, of course, one of the crucial things, and I know the practical governmental point of view how difficult it is to meet this aspiration, is the use of draft bills, committed to a select committee or sometimes even better a joint committee. You tie up more drafting resources, and I’m sure Elizabeth Gardiner would be quick to point that out, but at the same time you allow outside access to the process. And that is one of the great things that all types of select committees do. They allow evidence, the application of outside knowledge and opinion, and although I realise how difficult it is when you’ve got the overall pressures on the legislative programme, I think it’s a great pity we haven’t used draft bills a very, very great deal more over the years.
JRM: Seeing it from the PBL point of view, draft bills are quite difficult because of the time pressures that you have in getting the business through during the cycle that you have got, of parliamentary sessions and of general elections, but the effort to ensure that bills are better written is I think an important one. And indeed learning from the past, the more traditional route of green paper, white paper, bill, seems to me a very good way of proceeding because that allows views to come out before the bill hits parliament.
RR: Yes, absolutely, and I entirely accept, certainly in the first session of a parliament, draft bills are really difficult because you’ve got all the pressures of time are exacerbated at that point. Something that I am very keen on - and I don’t know how much traction this might have, but I’m very keen on purpose clauses. Now, I’m not suggesting that is a way of, as it were, dodging the issue and leaving more to be done by the courts, certainly not, but it seems to me there is a mismatch between the often very complex clockwork which has to be legislatively drafted and the political issues which lie behind it. And it has been used a few times very, very successfully in the Banking (Special Provisions) Bill and the Banking Bill, about ten years ago now, and in one or two other bills, but I think it would be a way of having a much more sensible debate on the issues without having to use the woodcraft of amendment to expose the issues by trying to deal with the clockwork, if that makes sense.
JRM: I understand exactly what you mean, because I was actually looking at a bill we are bringing forward, and when you just try to read it straight through and it cross-references other bills we are amending, it’s very difficult to be certain of the purpose without doing considerable further work. And I think something that helps people understand legislation is I think useful as it is being debated. But you mentioned amendments, and this is where early on I found it so fascinating that as a backbench MP you can go and see a very senior clerk - when I first did it, David Natzler, your successor, was the clerk of legislation - and get this incredible and high-powered help in trying to do something that the government probably doesn’t want. And the independence, the fairness of the clerks is something that always struck me.
RR: It’s kind of you to say that, and if David gave you advice I know it would have been outstandingly good advice. Yes, I’ve always summed up and in latter years to new clerks coming to the House - the role is to make possible in parliamentary terms most nearly what the member wants to achieve in political terms. And I've again always discouraged too much of a reliance on standing orders and the rest of the accretions over the years as a sort of a rulebook, because that has to be interpreted with an element of - I used to call it woodcraft, which I think is pretty close to the mark - where it’s a mix of understanding what a Member wants to do with what are likely to be the political challenges, and what is going to be the best tactical route - so it’s one of the things that makes the role a fascinating one.
JRM: Yes, because there’s usually a way of doing things, isn’t there, even if other people have tried very carefully to make sure there isn’t, if you as you put it try and find the parliamentary route to achieve the political aim. That’s where clerkly advice is so helpful, because you are in that sense the guardians of the constitution as to what can and can't be done and can point people in the right direction.
RR: Yes, I think that’s fair, and again - I remember, as a very young clerk in 1972, and I had views about things, and I thought, ooh heavens, how difficult is it going to be to be truly impartial and independent? And the moment you start doing it in the parliamentary context you realise actually it is a very straightforward thing. And to be irreverent about it, if the amount of ordure hitting you from one side and the other is about equal, you’re probably going down the middle of the fairway.
JRM: And it’s a wonderful intellectual challenge, isn’t it, because you are trying to work out what the precedent it is and how something can be done, and in a way the more difficult it is, the more obscure, the more interesting it is to find the route.
RR: That’s absolutely right. Certainly, one of the things I used to do - in a sense I’m harking back to my mention of the 19th century habit of motions to bring in bills - but one of the things I used to do, and I don’t have a complete set of Erskine May at home here in Herefordshire, but I always used to go back to the early editions of May, because very often something would have been viewed slightly differently, practice might have changed, and then a subsequent editor of May might have thought, I’m not going to give that house room in my edition. But it can be a fascinating lesson as to how the House’s practice has developed, and to use the word again, accreted over the years.
JRM: It is very interesting, that. I can give you an example from last year which I think is no longer indiscreet on humble addresses. A humble address was passed and then there was a prorogation - the second prorogation rather than the first, so rather than getting into that particular issue. And the first, I think, dozen editions of May said that a prorogation knocked out a humble address. After that, for a few editions, it said it didn’t, and then it stopped talking about them altogether. This made for a fascinating argument. As you can imagine, I was arguing from the government point of view that clearly the early May was right and the later May was wrong and the fact that it had been forgotten about just showed how unusual these processes were. But it struck me as absolutely fascinating and an indication of how little set in stone things are. I mean, this is just an example of why it’s so interesting, the way our constitution has been evolved and not been codified. And what I was saying earlier about the clerks being high priests of parliament - I’ve always thought that you have a great authority because of the continuity of the clerkship; because of its independence, that you are appointed by the crown not by the government and you hold office until you retire; and that your knowledge means that you can give guidance that people accept out of authority rather than, in most cases, there being a clear right or wrong answer.
RR: I think that’s fair and that distils what clerks should and do aim for. You are doing - again, over the years, speaking to audiences who are perhaps not very familiar with parliament, I’ve taken the example of the table office, where somebody, maybe the opposition whips, come in and say we’ve got this splendid ambush we could spring on the government tomorrow night. And you sit down with them and you hone and streamline a plan to make it more effective, and then ten minutes later you are asked by the government, what would happen if, and you find yourself sitting down with a different constituency of member, trying to think how to sabotage the advice you’ve given only a short time before. I always say that if you think as a result of that we are all raving schizophrenics, it’s not, simply because we are trying to do the best for our client at the time, which is one way of looking at it.
JRM: And it’s crucial that whoever is consulting you asks the right question, because you won’t show a route to them that would betray any confidence or indicate that you’ve been thinking about it before. And that’s very interesting, too, because I’ve certainly found if I’ve been - I’m afraid to say, prior to my previous role, normally trying to frustrate the government rather than help it -  if two or three people have gone to see the clerks they’ve ended up with different answers, not because the clerks have a different view but because they have asked very slightly different questions and therefore haven’t necessarily got to the answer that they want.
RR: It can be a very subtle process. I don’t know how best to describe it - perhaps ‘advice shopping’ might be the best - where you do find Member A asks Clerk B, and then asks Clerk C a short time later, and looks at - it’s a little bit like taking a bearing at sea - and you are quite right that although there is always room for nuances and indeed there is room for more than one view to be taken, you’ve got to ask the right questions, but almost more important is that you’ve got to start by asking questions. Because if a clerk volunteers the way forward, in a sense that is already being parti pris. But the moment you say, now, what would be the best way of achieving X, then it’s Liberty Hall.
JRM: Absolutely. Now, this leads on to the next thought of mine. I alluded to this earlier but I was really struck when I was first elected about the amazing appearance of time that clerks have. That you go to a very busy clerk as a very junior member of parliament and they will be as helpful as they possibly can be. And yet you’re trying to look after and service 650 MPs. How did you always manage to appear as if, whatever not necessarily crucial question you were being asked, was one to which you were willing to give time and exercise your brain power?
RR: I think the answer to that lies in the structure and culture of what used to be the clerks’ department and is now part of the wider House of Commons Service, in that you are talking to a body of practitioners, almost a college of clerks, and the interest of an individual request for advice, an individual problem, is always something which is very attractive. It actually can lead to less urgent and interesting and attractive issues perhaps being put on the backburner for the time being. So you are not dealing with an engine of state, which is through meetings and perhaps files and memoranda and so on is moving from state x to state y. You are dealing with individual problems which you take to an individual. And for that individual clerk, they are a very high priority. I think the other conditioning factor is simply speed. Because from your first days as the most junior and callow clerk, you realise that things do not solve themselves if you leave them alone. They are far more likely to blow up in some shattering way. So the Pavlovian instinct to deal with things quickly and on the spot I think is inculcated from a very early stage.
JRM: Yes, and therefore if you are dealing with things with dispatch you have got time. And this is what I suppose underpins the whole of the conversation - that you are advising everybody, and it’s part of the difference between parliament and the government, isn’t it, that many people think that parliament and the government are broadly the same, whereas the government merely has to have a majority in parliament. How do you think that could be made clearer to people that the two are separate?
RR: I think in a sense it’s instinct in the relationship between the two institutions, because we don’t have a separation of powers you have to look more carefully at ways in which the government in parliament is behaving like the government, and the way in which its members are behaving as individual parliamentarians. But in a sense the subset of what we were discussing a moment or two ago is that very often the impartiality is not between individual parties. It may well be between an individual rebel and his or her party. And without giving away even any posthumous secrets, that was the sort of thing in which many amusing and constructive  conversations I had over the years with Tam Dalyell, that was something that comes very much to the forefront of my mind.
JRM: Yes, he was a very impressive parliamentarian and a very kindly man as well.
RR: He was a lovely man and I knew Kathleen very well. And from time to time he used to come and stay with us after Tam had retired. So it was never a conflict of interest, if I can put it that way. But one of the things about Tam was that some of the things that he did, and he would admit this, would have admitted it and did admit it, were absolutely mad and completely missed the point, but there were enough things where he actually hit the target square on which made the point about an independent member who was prepared to do the work.
JRM: Yes, and the parliamentary work, because there’s quite a conflict for MPs, isn’t there, between the constituency work and the parliamentary work. Have you seen that balance shift over your career?
RR: Oh, hugely - absolutely, it’s been transformative. When I came to the House there were, I think, 25 Members’ researchers. Of course, a slightly shifting population and some secretaries did work which was more research, but nevertheless it was tiny compared with the huge number of members’ staff now, both in Westminster and in the constituencies. Now, in one way I think that’s a very good thing because it reflects what I think constituents expect from their Member of Parliament. But at the same time, the effect over the years has been to shift the focus of members from the big issues of the day, where they are parliamentarians first, almost more than representatives, has moved that to an existence which is dominated by casework; by maintaining a local profile; where there is, if I dare say so, there is quite a lot of pressure for activity to take precedence over achievement. And one of the things which I think has in very recent years made that much more problematical is the growth and abuse of social media. When used sensibly and properly it is constructive, although I have to say I am not a partaker myself. But nevertheless, as you will know very much better than I, it has imposed terrific extra strains on individual members.
JRM: Yes, though only if you read it.
RR: Yes, I wasn’t being personal, I wasn’t personalising it!
JRM: Yes, I know! But I think people have to be sensible about their involvement with social media and recognise that if you go on Twitter you will annoy some people who will phrase themselves extravagantly in return. Though for some people it does get very nasty and does increase pressure to do things that don’t necessarily do more than give an appearance of activity. But you can also do things in parliament, can’t you, that don’t necessarily achieve something on day one, but put pressure on what you might think of as a monolithic government. And I’m thinking here of adjournment debates and Westminster Hall debates and even select committee inquiries - that you can use parliament to pressurise, to push for what you are trying to do, without having the absolute certainty that it will work, but that actually if you make enough of a nuisance of yourself in parliament, most of the time the ministry will give way.
RR: I think that’s absolutely spot on, if I may say so. It is the delayed drop effect. And you see that particularly in select committees, where - and very often the utility of a select committee is that it can come to unanimous views and recommendations which an individual party would be quite scared to do. In the past, examples have been about the way in which different drugs are treated, as to whether they are legal or illegal. That is a very dangerous area for a political party to get into, but it is something a select committee can do with far less trepidation. And the other thing of course is that you can have very challenging recommendations which the government of the day may be willing to form a reply to a select committee which is pretty unwelcoming of, to put it at its minimum. But nevertheless, the delayed drop effect can mean that actually you can see those recommendations changing minds. And if there’s a change of administration it may be more likely that those proposals are adopted.
JRM: Yes. Do you think the select committees have been strengthened following the Wright reforms?
RR: I think there is - yes and no. In one sense - let’s take the election of the people who chair committees. If they are elected by the House, that gives them a particular sort of authority. But at the same time there is a downside because they no longer depend on keeping their committee together as their own power base. Because their power base comes from the House itself. That is not always a good thing. But I think however you change structures, the thing that will matter in the end is how well a committee does its job, how well it really draws upon evidence, and how ready members are to leave all their previous baggage - I don’t necessarily mean political baggage, but the baggage of their previous opinions - at the door when they take part in an inquiry. That’s always been the case since the realisation, 40 or 50 years ago, of how influential select committees can be. Because of course the select committees - they could have made greater strides much earlier if it had not been for two disastrous ones. One on the Jameson raid and one on the Marconi share scandal. 
JRM: Yes, yes.
RR: Where they split, bitterly, on party and personal lines, and the brand I think was tainted for quite a long time. So there was a lot of ground to be made up.
JRM: Indeed. And I served on the Treasury select committee under Andrew Tyrie, who also did the Banking Commission, and the Banking Commission was really I think the first time since the Marconi report that the Houses of Parliament had managed to do the big in-depth report into a major crisis and managed to do it in a much more timely way than other inquiries have tended to do. He was a very impressive chairman of the Treasury select committee, too, and managed to get a unanimous report about six weeks before the Brexit referendum on the whole question of the Brexit referendum, with people like me on it and people of entirely opposing views. And he did that by really careful and clever chairmanship and delivered a report that I think stood the test of time. I think the chairman is so important in select committees.
RR: Yes, I absolutely agree, and I think Andrew would I think be happy for me to say now that he and I had a number of conversations when he was chairing the Commission and I was the clerk of the House, and it was very interesting to see the working methods of the Commission develop as they did. It was, I think, a great success as it turned out. I think it also made the point that you don’t have to, if you are aiming at agreed recommendations, they can be very powerful. The mere fact of reaching agreement doesn’t mean to say they have to have to lose force because they are a compromise. That, when members operate in the surroundings of the select committee, when they operate in that impartial and independent way, I think that is very good for parliament.
JRM: Yes, it helps parliament to assert its authority and show itself to be relevant. One of the things I wanted to ask you about which isn’t really the relevance of parliament, but is  continuation of the physical building. You’ve been involved in restoration and renewal since before it was called restoration and renewal, and we need a parliament building that functions, don’t we. So where do you think we are going on that, and do you think that the British people are willing to bear the cost?
RR: You’re right. I was, together with my opposite number in the Lords, I actually initiated the whole process by commissioning the structural survey, the condition report, which moved into the Deloitte consortium’s analysis, which moved into the subsequent stages which have become very familiar. And I did that because I felt that we could not discharge our stewardship of the extraordinary building and indeed the position that it holds in the hearts of the nation, the way it is seen internationally and all the rest, without doing something about it. And if you look over the years the excuses which have been given for doing nothing have been many and varied, and most of them have been predictable: Too embarrassing, too expensive, too soon after the war, which gives you quite a good historical perspective. And we’ve now got to the position, I think, where the risk is that there really will be a catastrophic failure of services, or something which makes the building completely unusable. Now there are little things, big things perhaps - if you go down, people see the principal floor looks absolutely fine. If you go down to what I christened the ‘cathedral of horror’ down in the basement, and you see all the services overlaying, just as they have been introduced, year after year, decade after decade, and lots of wires and pipes which even our wonderful estates staff don’t really know where they come from and don’t really know where they go to, then you get a glimpse of the risk. And a former prime minister said to me, I’m very much opposed to moving out. And I said, maybe so, but if the main sewer goes, you will be moving out on Thursday, never mind 2025. That was always something I had sitting on my shoulder. When I was corporate officer, because that and the risk of fire - and you know how frequently fires do occur, - and you know the state of fire compartmentation has got a long way to go, used to worry me - that really was a wake up at 3 in the morning worrying issue. So the short answer is, I think we’ve really got to get on with it. The time we’ve had is an awfully long time to be lucky and I’m not sure how much luckier we are going to be.
JRM: You’re beginning to sound like Clint Eastwood - do you feel lucky? I share your concerns. My major concern is fire, which really worries me. I know big steps have been made, but nonetheless we’re told the building is life secure, therefore everybody could be evacuated, but not building secure, the building could not necessarily be saved, and the need to ensure we are safe is overwhelmingly important. It is such an important building - it really is a statement of the nation’s belief in democracy, if that doesn’t sound too pompous. But if you think of what our Victorian ancestors were doing when they built it, they built it to show how proud they were of our constitution, and therefore it was worth spending a huge amount of money on. So I am very much in favour of ensuring that the building works and functions, and I recognise this will be very expensive. If it can be done with us staying in I would prefer it, but it’s got to be done one way or another. There’s one final question I want to throw at you. You’ve now gone to the Lords - the Elysian Fields, as Disraeli called them - I just wondered, do you sit there as the procedures in the Lords go on, thinking ‘goodness, they don’t do it properly in this place’? Or do you sit there thinking, ‘oh, I wish I could have done that in the House of Commons’?
RR: In a sense, neither. I do remember that the day that my peerage was announced, Tam Dalyell rang me up and he said, now look, in a very Tam way, ‘now look, Robert, you're not to lecture them on procedure’. And I said, ‘Tam, so far as I know, I don’t think the Lords has much procedure, and what procedure they do have I don’t think I understand. So there’s not going to be much chance of that.’ And I think I’d answer your question by saying you can never transfer practices between jurisdictions. You can pick up issues, you can pick up particular ways of doing things that you might find attractive, but they’re not going to work when they are simply shoe-horned into a different culture. And I think that is the real answer to your question. The Lords is so different, and its history and outlook and responsibilities are so different, that you really can’t make the comparison. One thing I would say, though, is I am very very strongly in favour of bicameralism, because I think when the two Houses work in a complementary way they do identifiably similar things but they do them in different ways, I think the whole is much more than the sum of the parts, and I think that, to pick up the theme with which we started our conversation, I think that is really good for parliament in the context of its relationship with the people and with the executive. 
JRM: Well, I completely agree with that, I think bicameralism is completely essential to the way our constitution functions. And a good working relationship between the Lords and Commons works to everybody’s advantage. You see this with statutory instruments that we were spending time on earlier, that the Lords scrutinises them much more carefully than the Commons, and from time to time just finds routine mistakes and saves the government from passing laws which wouldn't actually function. So I entirely agree with you on bicameralism. I think if you look around the world, it is a system that works well. Well, on that note of agreement, I fear we could go on all day. From first hearing you talk, I remember as a new MP you addressed us in the chamber and gave us some very useful pieces of advice on how to behave as a Member of Parliament. One of which I took very much to heart. You said ‘always sit in the same place, because then the Speaker will begin to know who you are and you’ve got a better chance of being called.’ I did, and as a backbencher I always sat in the same place, and it was absolutely true, that the Speaker and deputies, if they knew somebody was in the same place, they had a good chance of being called to intervene. So you have been instrumental in my political appearances. So thank you very much for sharing your time, your expertise, and for telling us so much. It’s always so interesting talking to you, and the House of Lords is so lucky to have your wisdom, though I get the impression you are enjoying it there.
RR: Oh, very much indeed. Well, thank you very much for your kind words. It has been a real pleasure to talk to somebody who’s even more enthusiastic about parliament, if possible, than I am!
JRM: Well, thank you very much!
EPISODE SEVEN – Jim Shannon MP
Jacob Rees-Mogg: Hello, this is Jacob Rees-Mogg. The chamber of the House of Commons lies at the heart of our parliamentary democracy. It is the place where so much of our national history has played out - and while its atmosphere has been somewhat dampened by the restrictions forced on us by the coronavirus, it remains the place where Members continue to debate the most pressing issues of the day. In this episode I’m delighted to be joined by a Member of Parliament who has shown his commitment to the chamber over many years. Jim Shannon is the Member of Parliament for Strangford and I’m delighted to be able to speak to him from his home - hello Jim.
Jim Shannon: Hello Jacob, nice to hear your voice. Nice to see you as well, even better, you know, thank you.
JRM: The first thing, Jim, is to enquire after your health - because we had no idea when we arranged this interview to talk about your love of  the chamber that some rather unfortunate circumstances have led to you being prevented from being here. I hope you are bearing up at home?
JS: I am, yes. I am in perfect health. I am very fortunate, to be honest with you, and you know Jacob - I trust a greater power and so do you, and He is in control. So I’m in his protection and I’ve tested negative - no symptoms whatsoever, and indeed ten days after the contact with the said person I’m feeling great and looking forward, eagerly, to getting back to Westminster.
JRM: Well, that’s absolutely great, but I hear there are two greater powers that have been looking after you - one of them being Mrs Shannon.
JS: Well now, it’s a bit of a challenge, Jacob. I wouldn’t normally spend this much time at home so I’m hoping that at the end of this two weeks or thereabouts that she’ll be able to say ‘I really enjoyed my time with you!’
JRM: Excellent!
JS: We’ll have to see how that works out.
JRM: Well, let’s move on to the conversation. And perhaps we might begin with something we both went through in 2010 - the process of getting accustomed to being in the chamber and all the various rules and procedures of the House. Here is a clip from my recent conversation with Robert Rogers, Lord Lisvane, who became clerk of the House in 2011:
Robert Rogers, Lord Lisvane: One of the things I used to do, and I don’t have a complete set of Erskine May at home here in Herefordshire, but I always used to go back to the early editions of May, because very often something would have been viewed slightly differently, practice might have changed, and then a subsequent editor of May might have thought, I’m not going to give that house room in my edition. But it can be a fascinating lesson as to how the House’s practice has developed, and to use the word again, accreted over the years.
JRM: Jim, of course you had been a Member of the Legislative Assembly before becoming a Member of Parliament, so you probably took to the Commons chamber like a duck to water? 
JS: I was very fortunate, Jacob, to have 26 years as a councillor and also 12 years as an Assembly Member which ran consecutively, so I had a lot of opportunities to progress from the chamber of the council that had 21 members to the Assembly that had 108 members, to Westminster with 650 members. Truthfully, I was dead nervous. I certainly was. And all of a sudden we had moved from this different class size to a larger class size again. So I was very conscious of - maybe a bit nervous in the chamber, the day I made my maiden speech. I remember it very well, my wife and PPS and friends - and I can recall it well. I got up to speak and my stomach was doing somersaults. But whenever I spoke I realized then that I could do it. I’m still nervous - I still get a bit nervous and that’s a good thing because it keeps you sharp. It’s an incredible privilege and an incredible honour to be the Member of Parliament. There wouldn’t be one day, Jacob, one day of my life when I walk across that bridge from my hotel that I don’t say ‘wow’. It’s incredible.
JRM: I completely agree with that. The sensation of walking into Westminster Hall is one I always find incredibly uplifting and a reminder of the privilege that we have. We both got in at the same time. Was there anyone particularly you took advice from when you got in - did you speak to the clerks or other Members of Parliament to find your way around the House?
JS: Probably my own colleagues would have been my first point of contact, but honestly people are always very busy so I was probably guided through by some of the Labour party members. Paul Goggins would be one, who’s dead and gone - Stephen Pound would have been a great friend as well. I fell in with Fiona Bruce very early on and Fiona and I have a very, very similar outlook on life. Indeed I think we mirror each other in many ways, so I had contact with her. Also with anyone who would have had probably - motivation from me is to help others, it always has been, it has always been my go-to job. So whenever I had the chance to be there, Mr Speaker, which would have been John Bercow, was also very friendly with me. He forgave me many times, Jacob, for using the word ‘you’. I used to use it regularly and indeed sometimes I use it without knowing I was doing it. So he would always gently chide me and remind me of the rules of the House and the protocols. So yeah, I love learning the protocol. I will still be learning in Westminster if God spares me, to whatever time I’ll be here. It’s a wonderful place. Indeed last week, I think it was, all the new Covid-19 - I got up to ask an intervention of my colleague Carla Lockhart. I was sitting in the back where it looks on towards the Speaker, and you’re not able to ask. So whenever I got up to ask for an intervention, I right away knew whenever the deputy Speaker Nigel Evans had said to me. And Margaret Ferrier it was, incidentally, stepped forward and her and I swapped positions - and then he says to me, ‘now, take two!’ So learning every day! I told Mr Deputy Speaker ‘I’m still learning, indeed, Mr Deputy Speaker, it’s a learning curve for us all. And I have been learning all the time I have been here.’ Yes, I learn every day.
JRM: And one of the things that you learned that lots of Members don't learn is the power of the chamber and its ability to be used to influence events. Many Members use the chamber a lot when they are first elected and then wander away to do other things. What drove you to have such commitment to the chamber and to use its strength for the benefit of your constituents so consistently? 
JS: We probably do, we look at the debates - Naomi, my PPS and I would sit together and go through the programme for the following week. We’d then pick out the subjects that we wish to speak on. I’ve a wide variety of subjects I wish to speak on, but the motivation for all of those, Jacob, would be things that happen in my constituency office. Whether it’s DWP, universal credit, planning matters - I know planning is a devolved matter, but there are many similarities between ourselves back home as well - fishing issues, agriculture issues, human rights issues, equality issues - I would find I can always have an example from Strangford constituency, from all those vast years as a council member, and also as an Assembly Member, and use that as my question to the minister. And also, I love the chamber but I’m a person who loves protocol. I love tradition. I just think it’s wonderful to have the privilege to be there and enjoy that. So yeah, I find that the chamber, and I’ve sat in the chamber - the week before last I sat in the chamber for eight hours one day, from the questions in the morning right through to the adjournment debate at night.
JRM: And the chamber makes a difference, doesn’t it, that if you raise something in the chamber it is more powerful than if you raise it in a newspaper or even in Westminster Hall - what do you think the magic of the chamber is?
JS: Well, I think the magic of the chamber is that you have the minister there, number one; and by the way, I’ve found over the years, I’ve always found this, and I use this wee example for you. It’s how I probably tried to do my life in all my years as an elected representative: I remember when I first got on the council, and one of my colleagues would have been a person who guided me in the early years back in 1985, and he says, whenever you’re speaking in this debate, ‘you want to win him over, or what do you want to do?’ I looked at him, wondering what he meant, and I said, ‘I want to win him over’. Well, he said, ‘you’ve got to do that with sugar and not with vinegar’. And I always remembered it. My job every time is to convince someone to help them understand where I’m coming from, and hopefully they can give me a good answer, number one, but secondly that I can then let my constituent know that and take that further. So the power of the chamber - it’s having the minister in place, it’s having the opportunity for a platform to express your view - and I’ve used the name Strangford so many times, I don’t think there’s any MP in the chamber who doesn’t know about Strangford!
JRM: No, I think everyone knows about Strangford and I try and ensure everyone knows about Somerset, too.
JS: Absolutely, and you do it well.
JRM: You’re kind! But you outgun me by a long way, because in 2017 the Press Association study showed you were the most active member in the chamber. Was this your aim, when you got into parliament, or did it just happen because you realised how useful the chamber was? 
JS: When I was in the council it was the only forum we had in Northern Ireland to bring things forward, so we used it as a forum to do that. I probably realised we’ve got to use the forum where we’re at. I used the Assembly for the same purposes. I probably held the record for the most questions, the most contributions in the Assembly, because I feel the value of the counsel of the Northern Ireland Assembly and ultimately now the value of the House of Commons is that chamber, to express your viewpoints on behalf of your constituents. Wonderful opportunity - if I use a question or if I get a good answer - whatever answer I get in the chamber, I make sure that constituent who brought that matter to my attention receives a copy of the Hansard where I asked it. I’ve always felt I do it for a purpose - to help my constituents and I hope that the answers they get will help them, though it will probably have to progress those answers a wee bit more afterwards, and we’re quite happy to do that. If you ask a question by written form or by letter, it doesn’t always quite get the answer you want, but if you ask the minister you get an answer. And also, I think Jacob, you’ve got to be nice to your ministers. Personally, I try to do that with everybody, even though I may not agree with everyone’s political persuasions. But I feel to get progress and to get the answers you want, you’ve got to be nice to people - with sugar and not vinegar.
JRM: I think that’s absolutely right and it’s a key to political life that sugar is a much better inducement than vinegar. But you provide sugar even in adjournment debates, whereas most members don’t get involved in adjournment debates unless they’ve got the debate itself. Why do you think other members overlook them so much when you’ve got the minister there, you’ve got the officials in the box? Do any of them particularly stand out in your memory when you find things have changed through the adjournment debate?
JS: Again, I’m always seeking opportunities to ask questions. And if there’s an adjournment debate where I can use Strangford as an example of a constituent’s problems I would do that and do that regularly. I think our day doesn’t end, Jacob, until the adjournment debate is over. That’s my opinion. Everybody does things their own way. It’s not a criticism, it’s an observation that the adjournment debate gives you that opportunity. I’ve had an opportunity just this year to do a St Patrick’s Day [adjournment debate]. I’ve always wanted to do a St Patrick’s Day adjournment. We did that this year and we had a fantastic turnout of other members who I think, to be honest with you, were coming to intervene on me to get their own back! But that was wonderful. I also do feel this, and I genuinely mean this. If a person has an adjournment debate which might be a very specific thing for their own area, but there’s a generalism that will apply to other areas, I go along to support members. I do that regularly and I always speak to the member beforehand and say ‘here’s my intervention, are you OK with this?’ Because I’m not here to take away their adjournment debate, I’m here to add to their adjournment debate in a way that can help and enable them to do that. The other thing is that we then have an opportunity to ask the member those issues. It’s really wonderful to have that opportunity. The day doesn’t end until the adjournment debate is over. 

JRM: And somebody has bellowed ‘all go home’. And in these debates, not just the adjournment debates, are there any that particularly stand out in your mind as ones that had a direct effect and changed things quite quickly? I certainly can think of examples of that - I can even think of a case when I wrote to a particularly difficult company saying if they didn’t look after my constituent I would ask for an adjournment debate and merely asking for one got the answer I wanted, after some time of getting fobbed off. And I just wondered if there are any examples you can think of where the debate’s consequence followed quite directly?
JS: I can think of one off-hand. I have to say, Jacob, in all honesty, that whenever I do use the opportunity in the chamber I can then show that to the minister back home or show it to the minister who has responsibility in the House of Commons. Helen Grant would have been a minister and I put forward an amendment to the gambling bill way back in probably 2012 or 2013. Helen spoke to me about it. She said to me, ‘Jim, we can’t support you in your amendment and what you’ve put forward. But let it go to the House of Lords, it’ll come back probably with what you want and then we’ll probably accept it.’ Now that’s what she told me. I learn in procedure, process, how things work, the Labour party backed me but we didn’t win in the House of Commons that day. It went to the House of Lords, it came back amended, and in the end it became law. So I have to say yes, I’ve had something I can point to specifically that’s helped. But I have to say there’s lots of other things. Every time you get an opportunity to speak there’s a chance to ask that question and get that answer. And I suppose coming from Northern Ireland, there’s lots of things that are in our history that we probably will never forget, Jacob, and that’s a fact. I’ve had the opportunity in adjournment debates and other things to recall the names of those who gave their lives for liberty, for democracy, for freedom in the uniform of Queen and country. So those are very poignant occasions. I find them incredibly personal. And I’ve sometimes had difficulty expressing myself in the chamber because those matters are so real. You know I have a personal interest as well in the persecution of Christians.
JRM: Yes, I know you do because I am very glad that you raise it so regularly and, as you mentioned, Fiona Bruce does as well. I think that’s been very powerful in reminding the government of its broader duty. 
JS: I think that’s another thing I just want to say. Whenever I first got elected and Naomi and I talked about it. I mean this honestly, truthfully to you - I very truly believed that I sought prayerfully to know whether my Lord and Saviour wanted me to be at Westminster. I didn’t say ‘yes, I’m going to do that’. I wanted to know, did the Lord want me to do it? And when I got that answer from Him, then I knew that was where I was to be. Naomi and I talked it over. We always wanted to bring the issue of the persecution of Christians to the floor of the chamber, and we did that as a party in 2012. Things have moved on and I’m very, very pleased that the Bishop of Truro’s report - we had an input into that, the government have brought about 17 of the 21 recommendations and the other four will be brought in. So I’m greatly encouraged. I’m greatly encouraged the FCO, and FCO and DFID, as they are now, that ministers bring that to the attention of governments no matter where they may be. My duty as a Christian, as you know Jacob, is to speak up for our brothers and sisters across the world. But I also learned something else, Jacob, and it’s really important as well. When I’m the chair of the APPG for Religious Belief, I speak up for Christians but I speak up for those who aren’t Christians and I speak up for those who have no faith at all. Because my Lord and Saviour, your Lord and Saviour, loves everyone, and we’ve a job and a duty to speak up for them. I’ve learned over the years through human rights issues, but also as a Christian, that others have a right to express themselves. Whether it be Uighurs in China, whether it be Falun Gong in China, whether it be the Shias and the Hindus, the Coptic Christians, the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the Latter-Day Saints - all those people have a right to workship their God in the way they want. And I know I will be, and I know you will be, their spokesperson in that chamber. And I will continue to do that.
JRM: Well, I entirely agree with you, and the recognition that God values every soul is of fundamental importance to I think what both of us believe. But I think also your faith is very influential in your political practice because, as you were saying, you like to get on with people from other parties, and you like to do that very successfully. And I just wondered if in your parliamentary working you’ve found that cross-party activity has been extremely powerful, important, and both how you’ve involved yourself in that because of your Christian understanding of the value of every individual, but also realistically your political understanding that you achieve more if you work with others.
JS: One of your colleagues asked me last week at Westminster how you get on with some of the other members from Northern Ireland. I said I get on extremely well with them, because I’ve a very simple rule and the rule is they have a mandate, a right to be here, whatever their political persuasion will be. We have many differences on the constitutional issues, but I believe that when it comes to social issues and it comes to the ordinary bread and butter issues we are on the same page. And I always remember this story well, Jacob, if you don’t mind me saying it, the Northern Ireland Assembly - in 1998 we got the Assembly up and running. We had two people - I came on a political journey where I had a better understanding of other people’s aspirations which may be very different from my own. I remember we had - I was in the department of culture and leisure, and I was on the committee. The chair of the committee was a man called Barry McElduff. He went through that first committee meeting and I said to myself, you know something, this is going to work. I’m a unionist and he’s a nationalist. So I took my hand out, shook his hand, and said, ‘Barry, I just want to tell you that you and I will never agree on the constitutional position of Northern Ireland. You’ll be wanting a united Ireland and I’ll be doing my best to make sure you don’t get it. But you know something - see, your people and my people, we want the same thing deep down on bread and butter issues. So in this chamber, I want to tell you you’ve got my full support as chair. And him and I got on well, even though we were constitutionally and politically at two different levels. So I’ve tried to do that with every one in the chamber. I see them as individuals, maybe, rather than as a political party label. And I get on very well with the Scots Nats who - I want them to be part of the great United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland forever! I keep on telling them that I want my brothers and sisters from Scotland to stay. I want the Plaid Cymru ones never to leave. And I think we have more that unites us than divides us. So how do we get those things? Well, we work with each other. When it comes to Westminster Hall or in the chamber, I will always respectively disagree with someone and I always say respectively to the honourable member that I may not agree with him or her, but I do register their right to have an opinion. But we have many things we can agree on. So it’s about getting on well with people. That’s what life is. I don’t think it’s an age thing, Jacob, I think it’s an issue where we all realise how can we better work together, get on with each other?
JRM: I completely agree and like you I have a number of friends in the SNP. Though I often find they are absolutely charming in person and absolutely furious in the chamber of the House of Commons, and it’s sometimes difficult to see the two sides of the same character. But you are also good at getting on with ministers, and I know and value the relationship you have to try and get better answers. Do you sometimes find you have better answers if you warn the minister, rather than trying to catch the minister out?
JS: I have no intention whatsoever of catching anyone out. I have a question in my mind that I want to ask. I say to myself, do you want an answer to that question or do you want to annoy somebody? I’d rather have a question given and an answer which is very helpful. So yes I do, I will on many occasions - especially when I have spoken in this covid-19 restrictions coming in. I’ll normally go up - and I’ll be truthful with you, I normally give the minister my question in advance. And then I get an answer which I appreciate very much. Because that’s the answer you want. You want to have a crude answer, or do you want to help your constituents? Well, I want to help my constituents and to do that I think it’s right that the minister should have my question beforehand. I do that all the time.
JRM: Certainly I find answering business questions, which can be on absolutely everything, that if it’s a question which will help a constituent I can probably get an answer from the relevant department if I am given a few hours’ notice, whereas if I don’t know it and it is sort of a gotcha question, then there’s a standard political reply. And you're absolutely right - depending on the purpose of the question, and party political questions are perfectly legitimate, they’re not unfair in any way, but that if it’s to help a constituent a little bit of notice can unlock something that’s been a problem for, in some cases, some time.
JS: I also say, Jacob, that whenever it comes to following up an issue for a constituent with a minister I will not bring that issue to the floor of the House to embarrass anybody. I’d rather have a conversation in the voting lobbies, in the chamber outside, those are great opportunities. You don’t know just how important those opportunities are. It’s a chance to have a minister who wants to help you - I mean, every minister wants to help you. They’re not there to catch you out. They want to help you. And we have to realise that. So yeah, I just think those opportunities are there. Use those opportunities to help your people. What an opportunity. What a privilege. 
JRM: I think you’re so right. I think it’s one of the glories of our constitution is you can have a constituent come to see you on a Saturday and raise an issue that you can raise potentially with the Prime Minister the following Wednesday. I don’t think that’s possible in any other country in the world. It’s only possible via the chamber of the House of Commons, which you have shown remains of great value, not just of historic interest. So thank you, because we both have a love of the constitution, we both have a love of the chamber of the House of Commons. And I think your contribution is phenomenal and is a model for others. So thank you for joining the podcast, and thank you also for being a real highlight of our constitution.
JS: No, the pleasure’s entirely mine, and God bless you Jacob, and keep on doing what you’re doing. I find your contributions in the House particularly warming for me personally, but I think your way that you interact with everyone gives you that great respect. What a privilege. As long as our Lord and Saviour wants us to be here.
JRM: Indeed - God willing.
EPISODE EIGHT – Shannon O’Connell, Lana Prlić
JRM: Hello, this is Jacob Rees-Mogg once again. The question of ‘Why Parliament Works’ applies not just in the UK but in countries around the world which are transitioning to democracy and developing their democratic institutions. Each country has its own history and context, of course, but the UK’s experience - the slow development of our constitution and parliament’s role within it over many centuries - is something we have to offer as a nation as part of our Global Britain efforts.  Joining me for this week’s episode is Shannon O'Connell, director of programmes at the Westminster Foundation for Democracy, WFD, which does so much to share the UK’s parliamentary expertise with the rest of the world. Shannon, thank you so much for coming on the podcast.
SO: Thank you for having me.
JRM: Another Member of Parliament who shares my great love for the chamber of the Commons is Jim Shannon, my guest for the last episode. Jim has shown how much he values the chamber of the Commons by spending so much time in it:
JS: It’s an incredible privilege and an incredible honour to be the Member of Parliament. There wouldn’t be one day, Jacob, one day of my life when I walk across that bridge from my hotel that I don’t say ‘wow’. It’s incredible.
JRM: Shannon, perhaps I might start by asking you what it is that fascinates those in countries so different to ours about the UK’s parliament? 
SO: That’s a really good question. I think there are a lot of different aspects of the UK Parliament that are fascinating, certainly intriguing to other parliament and other political actors around the world – some of which you referred to in your introduction. The gifts of time, stability and a certain level of income that has allowed the UK Parliament to develop its frameworks, its constitution, its ways of operating, and to learn from things going well and not going so well. The House of Commons has been there for a very long time; the whole of the parliament has; and these institutions have ridden out quite a few storms which has allowed them to innovate; and it is the learning that comes from those innovations that is quite valuable around the world. So we’ve got things like select committees, of course, which have been adopted by a number of parliaments. The process of electing rather than appointing committee chairs; but then there’s also things like the physical building and how you take an older estate and you create something, or you try to transform it into something that feels accessible to people as citizens. So all of these things – the traditions that the House of Commons has created, the rules of procedure – these are things that have been referred to by speakers of parliaments in other countries as sources of important reference that they have turned to. We’ve heard this from the speakers of parliaments in Malaysia and Sri Lanka – when they are drawing their Venn diagram of how are we going to solve this problem, the UK Parliament will be one of the circles in their Venn diagram. How did they do this? We’ve also had stories or indications from the parliament in Lebanon, for example, saying when they were looking at how they would address the extractive industries through the parliament, the speaker told WFD we don’t want to do it the way the UK Parliament has but we do want to look at that example so we can learn from it. So it creates a very interesting point of contrast and valuable learning resource – and not to labour the point too much on this, but there is also this issue of visibility and the theatre of the place. Prime minister’s questions are watched by audiences around the world. The theatre of the institution is fantastic and attractive to many audiences. 
JRM: And how do we show what’s good about our own parliament and encourage other countries to see what we’ve done that works without appearing to be condescending about it and say ‘we know best’? How do you promote democracy tactfully?
SO: I think the current situation, the current political situation globally, offers the right environment to approach all of this work as equals, as partners and with humility. We are in a place where nobody is really winning the democracy game right now. There are a lot of very important lessons to be learned about what it means to serve citizens right now, what it means for citizens to feel represented and included, and how we manage crises in what feels like an age of decline in democratic systems. So the current situation I think is creating a very natural equality. I also think the UK just as a global actor has softened its approach very much in recent decades in particular. And choosing to be a partner as well as a leader on a number of issues – things like preventing sexual violence in conflict is one area where the UK is offering both partnership and leadership at the same time.
JRM: And where do you think it goes when Westminster has its problems? Obviously over the last few years there have been some scandals involving MPs - the expenses scandal particularly, but also elements of the #MeToo scandal have hit Westminster. Does that undermine the growth of democracy more broadly or do people look at that and say, well, that’s not about the fundamentals of democracy, that’s just about the misbehaviour of individuals or groups of people.
SO: I think it’s a little bit of both. That when you look at situations like the expenses scandal or I’m speaking to you today from Northern Ireland having worked in the Northern Ireland Assembly as well, we had recently the renewable heat initiative and issues over that as well as different issues over whether covid regulations were being ignored by certain parties – the bottom line always comes down to accountability. And I think that is a unique selling point for the UK political system and parliamentary institutions, that ultimately the buck does stop. There is accountability, there is responsibility. It’s not a completely clean record on that but that is one of the areas where the UK does offer a distinct experience. There is an expectation that there are rules and that most of the time the rules are followed; and when there are not there are consequences. And I think that is a useful model for other systems that are endeavouring to see more equality in the rule of law.
JRM: And what do you think we can learn the other way round, particularly with engagement with other countries? This doesn’t have to be countries that are developing democracies. It could be countries which are quite mature democracies. What do you think we can see in our own systems that be improved?
SO: I think perhaps one of the areas to look is the conversation around sustainable development goals. And again, going back to the current health crisis that we’re in, which is also an economic crisis, which is also a systems crisis. That for a long time, the conversation around the sustainable development goals had been the G7 nations, that that was someone else’s business. It’s nice – we are there, we’ll show up for the conversation, but this isn’t really a problem for us. We are now looking at forecasts where as early as next year, potentially another 97 million new people could be entering extreme poverty. And that is undoubtedly a global problem. We have commitments to address a number of these issues by 2030. The situation with covid, though, is adding additional complexity. And when you apply any sort of intersectional lens, looking at who is most hard hit, I think that some countries that would be considered newer democracies or developing political systems, are more likely to take the lead on that intersectional analysis. So whether or not women and girls are more profoundly affected by what’s going on, for example, or who is living in extreme poverty. And that is a place where the UK, as we are building new forms of a policy response and responding to citizen needs could perhaps learn a few things and collaborate very effectively with global partners.
JRM: And in terms of prosperity and democracy, it’s a slightly chicken and egg question, but which do you think comes first? Do you think the development of democracy in the United Kingdom has been instrumental in the prosperity that we’ve enjoyed, and likewise in the United States and other countries, or do you think that countries when they become more prosperous demand more democracy?
SO: I think that’s a debate that we could have for a long time. 
JRM: That’s why I asked the question, because it’s a very interesting one!
SO: It is! I think it’s one of those conversations like laundry. It has no beginning and no end, right? 
JRM: Yes!
SO: It depends on where you look. If you look at China, I don’t know – do you see those indicators there? What do you see going on in the US now? There are some analysts who will say the US is now an oligarchy, it is no longer a democracy. So I suppose it depends on what you look at and possibly what your agenda is. Very interestingly, at the beginning of the war on Syria, I was doing some work with some young activists – civil society activists from Syria, and we were talking about social contracts and they were fascinated by the idea that such a thing could be developed. We spent hours just talking about what was in a social contract and how it could be developed and how it could be implemented. So I don’t think democracy is just for the wealthy. I do think there are certain minimum conditions around education and service delivery that make them work better, but I don’t think money is the deciding factor.
JRM: No, I think I agree with you and I think we are going to see over the coming decades a fascinating comparison between China and India. The one advanced much faster than the other economically but with a totalitarian system, whereas I think India has a much more soundly based level of economic growth, though it’s been slower because of its democracy, and I think that will provide a great underpinning for ensuing decades which China doesn’t necessarily have. And therefore though they can happen at different stages, the move to prosperity and the relationship with democracy - democracy helps anchor prosperity once you’ve begun to get it. I don’t know if you agree with that or if you think that’s a bit simplistic.
SO: No, I don’t think it’s simplistic at all. When I look at it in practice, I don’t think it matters where the starting point is as long as it’s organic and there is a commitment to let it grow. You do look at some of the policies coming out of the government of India at the moment and there is a sectarian nature in some of them as well. Again, we go back to the perennial debate about can you have a divided society and a democratic society?
JRM: And the power of democracies is amazing. It struck me very much that Prime Minister Modi was able to have a major change in the currency, taking all notes – all large notes – out of circulation which happened reluctantly but peacefully, whereas North Korea tried to change its currency and had to reverse because it met with such an unpopular reaction. And democratic consent can allow the most remarkable changes to take place that sometimes totalitarian regimes can’t achieve. I think that is the great power of democracy for change, rather than simply for maintaining a status quo.
SO: That’s a very good point.
JRM: So perhaps you’d tell me a bit more about the Westminster Foundation and how actively you help countries develop their democracy, in terms of helping them facilitate exchanges conversations between democratic nations?
SO: What we tend to do in the Westminster Foundation is to work in partnership with parliaments, with civil society organisations, with political parties and political movements who are key actors in making sure all these systems work, in problem solving. So of course as we’ve described, these democratic systems are robust yet fragile and they require a degree of eternal vigilance because there is always a new problem coming up. So we start by working with our partners to identify a problem that we can find ways to solve together, and then we seek to bring in technical expertise. We will have senior members of the UK Parliament, senior members of the parliamentary secretariat, help to solve some of these. We have the political parties involved in solving some of these problems and have been particularly effective in the last year in working on this issue of access. I think this is one of the areas where we’re finding a lot of our partners are very interested in addressing this issue of who has access to political spaces. So our political party offices are working with some of their partner parties on selection and election processes. What the rules are to get through those processes, and who actually makes it through. Because this of course has  knock-on impact in who actually makes it through the doors of parliament. And what constituencies they are representing once they are there. How well the parties can work in the caucus, can work jointly. And the extent to which they are able to participate in the culture of MPs – in public service, in cooperation, and of accountability. So this is – the approach is really one of how do we move from a system that is not working and design a path or transition to something that is. Another area where we have had some really interesting work recently is on the political equality of persons with disabilities. We had, while the UK was the chair of the Commonwealth, chair in office, a programme working around the Commonwealth on different aspects of political inclusion, and in a number of countries our local partners said they really wanted to work on political equality of persons with disabilities. Also access of young people. So in Mozambique, in Kenya, in Sierra Leone, we have been looking not just at physical access but the inclusion of persons with disabilities in the political dialogue and debate in political parties. In Nigeria, we are involved in the Not Too Young To Run campaign, to lower the age at which young people can stand for office.
JRM: And how has that worked and developed? Perhaps Nigeria would be a good specific example to talk about.
SO: That was a very successful campaign. It was a fantastic opportunity to mobilise civil society and some of the political parties around an issue that – you know yourself when it’s time for a society to make a change. Sometimes accountability and persuasion come a little bit from this issue of – what would we be too ashamed to defend? Would we be too ashamed to defend that the minimum age – and forgive me, I don’t have the exact age that it was by law in Nigeria, but I believe it was pretty high, somewhere around 35 – if it was at that age, and we need to move it down to 25 or so – and so there was definitely an opportunity to run this campaign, that had a lot of momentum, a lot of work with a lot of partners – it brought in the parliament, it brought in a lot of senior figures – and what you end up having as a result of that is a dialogue that goes on and relationships and networks that are formed. But also ways and practices of working with senior decision-makers that had not been there before. So you blaze a new neural pathway about – oh, these are the people I need to talk to when I’m trying to sort a complex problem.
JRM: And you managed to get the age down from 35-ish to 25-ish, which must have been an enormous cultural shift.
SO: I think it was. And you know, this is also the case, right, that the devil is in the detail in terms of implementation. But we did have elections last year in Nigeria and had a record number of young people elected who are now working to mentor some volunteers with WFD on a course, a campaign that’s being referred to as ‘Politics With Values’. And what they’re trying to do is to shift the dominant culture around politics in Nigeria, which really tends to be around how do I use this opportunity for my own benefit and my own gain, to one that is more towards those cultural values we talked about of public service, delivery and cooperation. 
JRM: Which is obviously always the aim of democracy, to try and encourage public service. Can I ask you an unfair question?
SO: Of course.
JRM: Which is - your accent and mine are a little different. Possibly different political systems. If you had to choose between the US Congress and the UK Parliament, which would you choose and why?
SO: I have not worked inside the UK Parliament. I have worked inside the US House of Representatives. And if given the choice, I would choose the UK Parliament. The why has to do with the way that policy is made. I have found that the committee process and the standards in the UK Parliament are far more rigorous when it comes to having an evidence base around decisions. I think that creates a better environment for cooperation, collaboration and outcome-based decision-making and less sort of shouty politics, as it were.
JRM: Well, I think that’s a very tactful answer because I have always been a great admirer of the US constitution and perhaps to be a US senator is the greatest thing possible, outside being a head of state. But thank you so much, it has been really interesting – thank you for the work the Westminster Foundation for Democracy does, because it is I think globally important and we do see that countries that are democratic become ultimately more stable and more prosperous, to the enormous benefit of their populations. You talked about public service, but what you do is I think genuinely public service, so thank you.
SO: Thank you very much and thank you for this opportunity. Thank you.
JRM: A great pleasure.
--
JRM: As part of its Western Balkans Democracy Initiative launched in 2019, Westminster Foundation for Democracy is working in Bosnia and Herzegovina to create an environment where women can participate meaningfully in politics. The programme aims to support inclusive governance by encouraging women to become politically active and improving their overall representation in government. I was delighted to have the opportunity to talk to one of the parliamentarians supported as part of this work.
Lana Prlić: OK, my name is Lana Prlić, I’m 27 and I’m the MP of the Parliament of the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina. I was elected two years ago so I have two more years to go and then discuss the mandate in the same House - I’m in the House of Representatives in the Federal Parliament. Actually I joined politics when I was 17. It was ten years ago when I joined the youths of the political party, and then when I got 18 I joined a political party. And then at the age of 21 I became the youngest woman politician to be the vice-president of a political party here in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and I would say in the region as well. I am coming originally from Mostar, and since I did my bachelor and MSc in Sarajevo, I did half of the week in Sarajevo and half of the week in Mostar, but even though I’m in the Parliament which is concerned mostly - which had quarters in Sarajevo, I am actually representing my region of Mostar and Herzegovina in this parliament, and the topics - I am actually the vice president of the Social and Democratic Party here in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
JRM: And how easy did you find it, both at such a young age and as a woman getting into politics - was the red carpet rolled out for you, were you very welcome, or did you really have to struggle and find elderly men like me were getting in the way?
LP: Actually not so much. Regarding when I became vice-president of the party, I was the only woman - female vice-president. There were five or six other vice-presidents who were male. And also the president and also the secretary-general of the party. And actually I had really good connections with all of them, and they supported me, looking at me as their sister or their younger daughter, so I really had support from them. I’m not someone who had that stereotype, like a middle-aged male versus young woman at that point of time, so I really had their support and actually in a lot of things. When I got politically attacked, let’s say that way, in most cases they would just say, ‘Lana, you should just step away, we will do the job for you’, you know, because they have more wisdom and have more experience in that part of the politics. I really had a really nice relationship with them. So they actually taught me how to do this job, being a woman, by doing this job in a male way, if you know what I mean.
JRM: Yes. It sounds as if you had a lot of support. But also you must be very driven. What is it that motivates you, that drives you to take on these responsibilities?
LP: Actually when I accepted the position to be the youngest vice-president of the party ever, a lot of people told me I had totally lost my mind. There were a lot of people who turned their back on me, even though they were really close to me, you know, because at some point of time they assumed that someone would propose them to that position and not me. And when I entered all of that, I said, OK, now they’ve accepted that role and now it’s my time to give my best in creating myself as a politician in that point of time. Because it wasn’t like red carpet all over me, you know. But I had a chance to prove myself and to give my maximum of me, and got the maximum from them. I used that pretty much because at that time I was at uni... I made a lot of sacrifices for this, especially when it comes to giving up some youth things, you know - paying attention to how you behave and how you approach people and everything else. I needed to grow up really fast in this job. 
JRM: And that seems to me to be a very important point - that as a politician you are obviously scrutinised much more than other students would have been and other people of your age. Do you enjoy the scrutiny or is it just something you’ve come to accept?
LP: Actually. I don’t find that is a problem. I found that is a part of the job and I think every job, if you love that job - everything has advantages and disadvantages. But I think that the biggest problem with being a politician is everyone just sees your success but not what is behind that. You perfectly know as well, probably, that this job involves a lot of sacrifice - for instance every day you are sitting and talking and having long meetings with the people you don’t like at all, but the most [important] is your family sitting at home and waiting for you. Those advantages and disadvantages of this job. 
JRM: Yes - though I think sometimes my family thinks it’s a jolly good thing if I’m at work rather than coming home and stirring all my children up and getting them over-excited.
LP: Exactly, yes!
JRM: Do you enjoy campaigning, the cut-and-thrust of being out on the stump and making speeches and getting the voters out and that side of politics, which I’ve always very much enjoyed?
LP: Yes, I really like campaigning. This year, actually, in two months we are having local elections here in Mostar for the first time in 12 months, because the last elections that we had was in 2008. At that point of time I was 15 years old, and now I’m 27 and I am someone who has a really big role in moderating all things regarding the elections, since I am not a candidate but someone who is behind - but I really do like campaigning. When I was campaigning for myself two years ago, I was not just sitting at home, calling people. I was in the field with volunteers, going door-to-door, drinking coffee, talking to people, sharing lifts and so on. I really do like campaigning and also one more thing about it, because all my friends are in a party as well - so I call my party and my organisation the family that I chose. You have the family you were born with and then you choose the family of your friends - not just people in the party but also supporters.
JRM: I’m sure you are right about that. The people one works with in politics become an extended family and it is very much a team activity. And I know the Westminster Foundation for Democracy has, I think, been working with you. Have you seen the benefit from them, because they are obviously trying to spread the benefits of democracy and encourage particularly young women to stand for parliaments?
LP: Yes, exactly. When we are talking about the Westminster Foundation for Democracy I could say that I don’t [just] have a strictly professional relationship with the team here in Bosnia, but also a friendship with them - because we are a really small state and we all know each other. We are not super official to each other, calling each other if we need anything and so on. One of the greatest things I’m really proud of working with the Westminster Foundation for Democracy is the research that they published two years ago, about violence against women in politics, which is I think a totally different view on women in politics. When we are talking about women in politics, we are mostly talking about topics that women are talking about or how hard it is for them to be elected, but no one was talking about how hard it is for women to be re-elected, in the sense that they do not have any more motive to rebuild and go for another mandate because of the violence they have. That’s where I’m coming back to the question - that everyone sees politicians as being really nicely dressed, but there is also the background to that, which includes violence against women in politics.
JRM: And that’s been a particular issue of yours, hasn’t it, to campaign against violence against women in politics, to try and stop that. Do you feel that is something that is improving and that, partly following the #MeToo scandal, the position of women in politics is more respected and more judged on your merits rather than on your sex?
LP: Exactly. So basically, after that research I found out that I am not the only one who had that problem. Mostly women in politics are not afraid but ashamed to share their story because they are seeing -  OK, I am in a more advantaged position than any other women may be, because of the pay cheque and because I am a politician - but again, that doesn’t mean it should be part of your job. Violence shouldn’t be part of anybody’s job, especially a public job. But, for instance, it’s really interesting hearing that a lot of people are saying, OK, you are a public person and if you are a public person you should be prepared therefore for these kinds of comments. These comments are mostly [turning into] violence. So there’s a thin line that we do not still understand, but there is also the great initiative of the Westminster Foundation that they are working on the local level as well - making a new etiquette code of the parliament at the local levels, and we are doing that as well in the parliament I am sitting in.
JRM: That seems to me a fundamentally important campaign, and I was going to ask you to close with - what do you think of as your one ambition for your political career? If there was one thing you want to achieve, what would it be?
LP: I would like to finish and to adopt the law that I proposed in parliament, and I think it’s really hard but I’m not giving up yet. And I want to encourage other young women - and not just women but youths to enter politics and to change that wrong political culture that we are having here for the last 25 years.
JRM: And so changing the political culture is the main part of your aim?
LP: I think it is, because we have a new generation and I have that chance to really change it and say we should be more reliable, communicating more between ourselves, not just within our parties but also to spread the word - and also to see the law that are really good for everyone, and not just to see who proposed those laws.
JRM: Well, if you continue to be as driven in future as you have so far you will achieve everything that you have set out to do. Thank you so much for joining us in this podcast, I am very grateful for time when I know you are so exceptionally busy with your many campaigns. 
LP: No problem, I’m honoured - really, I am.
JRM: Thank you.
--
JRM: Thank you to both Shannon and Lana for agreeing to come on this episode of ‘Why Parliament Works’. Lana has her whole career ahead of her and I wish her all the very best. By contrast, my very special guest for episode nine of the podcast was first elected as a Member of the UK Parliament some time ago - in 1980, in fact - but perhaps the most significant election of his life was in 2019, when his fellow MPs chose him for one of the most important roles in the land. Join me next time for my conversation with Rt Hon Sir Lindsay Hoyle - Speaker of the House of Commons. Until then, goodbye for now.
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