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House of Commons

Thursday 15 June 2023
The House met at half-past Nine o’clock
PRAYERS
[MR SPEAKER in the Chair]

BUSINESS BEFORE QUESTIONS

ConTINGENCIES FUND Account 2022-23
Resolved,
That there be laid before this House an Account of the
Contingencies Fund 2022-23, showing:
1. A Statement of Financial Position
2. A Statement of Cash Flows and

3. Notes to the Accounts; together with the Report of the
Comptroller and Auditor General thereon.—( Mike Wood.)

Oral Answers to Questions

CULTURE, MEDIA AND SPORT

The Secretary of State was asked—
Gambling Levy: Exclusion of Charity Lotteries

1. Eddie Hughes (Walsall North) (Con): If her
Department will make an assessment of the potential
merits of excluding charity lotteries from the proposed
gambling levy. [905420]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport (Stuart Andrew): We are introducing a
levy on operators to fund research, education and treatment
for gambling-related harm, and we will consult on the
details this summer, including what different sectors
pay. We recognise that society lotteries make an important
contribution to funding good causes, and that will be
taken into account in any final decision.

Eddie Hughes: I am kind of hopeful about what the
Minister says, but I strongly urge him to consider exempting
society lotteries from the compulsory levy given the
excellent work that they do right across the country.

Stuart Andrew: In a previous life, I set up a society lottery
for the hospice that I used to work at, so I understand
the important contribution that they make to many
charities up and down the country. The levy power
applies in the original Gambling Act 2005 to all Gambling
Commission licence holders, including society lotteries,
but we will, of course, take into consideration the
tremendous work that charities such as air ambulances,
hospice lotteries, Age UK, the Royal British Legion and
Battersea Dogs and Cats Home do, and their reliance
on their own lotteries.

Tonia Antoniazzi (Gower) (Lab): The gambling review
White Paper committed to introducing a statutory levy
paid by all operators and collected by the Gambling
Commission. We on the Labour Benches fully support
that. However, it appears that the national lottery, which
makes up around 30% of regulated gambling, will not
have to pay the levy. We all love the brand and the work
of the national lottery, but the most at-risk gamblers
use national lottery products on top of others, so why
does it get a free pass when it comes to contributions?

Stuart Andrew: The national lottery is set up under
separate legislation. However, there is a condition under
the fourth licence that the donations that the lottery
makes will go to exactly the same areas, including research
treatment for people who are suffering gambling-related
harm. That money will be going there, so the national
lottery will, in effect, be paying.

Grassroots Sport: Children

2. Mr Rob Roberts (Delyn) (Ind): What steps she is
taking to encourage more children into grassroots sport.
[905421]

The Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport
(Lucy Frazer): Every child and young person should
have access to quality sport and physical activity
opportunities no matter where they live. We want to
ensure that all people get two hours of physical education
at school—equal opportunities for boys and girls. We
are providing £600 million to boost school sport. Further
details of our plan will be set out in our sports strategy.

Mr Roberts: Thirty-odd years ago, in weather like
this, my friends and I would spend eight hours a day
every day of the school holidays, and every evening
during term time, up at the cricket nets. Now, they are
mostly unused, except on practice nights. My old hockey
club, Northop Hall, used to run seven teams on a
Saturday, but now it just about manages to scrape three
together. I commend the work that James, Matt, Emily,
Chris and others do in coaching the next generation of
youngsters. What more can the Government do to
encourage participation, remove barriers to entry and
get more kids out from in front of the screen and into
team sports, which bring amazing benefits to mental
and physical health?

Lucy Frazer: The hon. Gentleman is absolutely right:
all children should have the chance to play sport and
experience the benefits of being physically active. He is
right to talk about facilities, which are important. We
have supported more than 80 sites in Wales since 2021.
Getting children more active in those facilities will be a
central part of our upcoming sports strategy, in which
we will set out our ambition to embed physical activity
in every child’s life by driving up standards and making
sport more accessible and more inclusive.

Clive Efford (Eltham) (Lab): About 47% of parents
say that the cost of living crisis is making it difficult for
their children to participate in sport. The levels of
participation among the poorest social groups is down
on six years ago. What will the Secretary of State do
in her plan to drive up participation in sport in those
communities?
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Lucy Frazer: The hon. Gentleman is absolutely right
to highlight the importance of sport. A significant
proportion of the £300 million that is going into sports
facilities across the country will go to disadvantaged
areas. As [ mentioned, we are bringing forward a sports
strategy that will set out how we ensure that everybody
around the country can take part in sport and that it is
inclusive for everybody.

Mr Speaker: Obviously, if we beat the Australians in
the tests, that would be even better for young people.
Let us go to Chris Elmore, a big cricketer.

Draft Media Bill

3. Chris Elmore (Ogmore) (Lab): What her planned
timetable is for the draft Media Bill. [905422]

The Minister for Media, Tourism and Creative Industries
(Sir John Whittingdale): The Government published the
Bill in draft at the end of March to allow for engagement
on provisions within it. The measures are complex, and
it is right that we take time to ensure they deliver for
audiences and listeners. I look forward to receiving the
recommendations from the Culture, Media and Sport
Committee following its inquiry. The Government remain
committed to the measures in the Bill and will introduce
it when parliamentary time allows.

Chris Elmore: I appreciate that the Minister is back in
post temporarily but he is an experienced former Secretary
of State. The initial Bill was introduced in 2022. We have
had three Secretaries of State, several U-turns and
non-privatisation of Channel 4. The reality is that this
Bill is hugely important for the media and television
industry. Can the Minister guarantee that the Bill will
pass all stages in this House and the other place before
the general election? The industry cannot afford to have
another Parliament where there is no Media Bill.

Sir John Whittingdale: The hon. Gentleman is right
that policy has evolved, as indeed have the Ministers
responsible for it over the last few years. I agree with
him: this is a very important Bill for the media. It contains
measures that were in the manifesto at the last election.
We have published it in draft as a demonstration of our
commitment to get it on to the statute book, and I hope
we will do that as soon as possible.

Gambling White Paper: Horse-racing Sector

4. Sir Edward Leigh (Gainsborough) (Con): What
assessment her Department has made of the potential
impact of the gambling White Paper on the horse-racing
sector. [905423]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport (Stuart Andrew): The Government
recognise the significant contribution that racing makes
to British sporting culture and, crucially, the economy.
The review did not look at the horserace betting levy,
but we are aware of the close relationship between
racing and betting. Our assessment was set out in the
White Paper—the impact on racing will be minimal in
the context of its overall income—but we are reviewing
the levy to ensure that racing continues to be appropriately
funded.
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Sir Edward Leigh: I declare an interest, in that the
wonderful Market Rasen racecourse is in my constituency.
Does the Minister accept that there is an inextricable
link between horse-racing and betting? Both give enormous
pleasure to millions. Does the Minister agree that the
sweeping blanket checks envisaged in the White Paper
are neither advisable nor appropriate, and the nanny
state is just harming the harmless punter taking a little
flutter?

Stuart Andrew: We took careful consideration of
precisely that matter when we developed the White Paper.
The financial risk checks outlined in that White Paper
will be designed so that they are frictionless. The majority
of people who enjoy a flutter and for whom it causes no
harm whatsoever will not notice any difference, but
hopefully this will identify much earlier on those who
are getting into an area where this is causing harm, so
that we can act fast. The racing industry can be assured
that the Government are on its side.

Mr Speaker: Let’s have a tip from Jim Shannon.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): If you take my tip,
I am afraid you will be in trouble, Mr Speaker. I am not
a gambler, but I do have a very active and vibrant horse
sector in my constituency. There is racing at Maze and
at Downpatrick. The sector is so important. Gambling,
which sits alongside that, is also important for the
horse-racing sector. Can the Minister assure me that
whatever happens in relation to the gambling review,
the horse sector will benefit, which will be to the benefit
of my constituents in Strangford?

Stuart Andrew: I am happy to say that we are mindful
of the great contribution that horse-racing makes to
this country’s economy, and it is followed throughout
the world. We are doing the review into the levy. We are
speaking to the industry and asking for its evidence, so
that we can make a considered decision.

Local Radio Services: Discussions with BBC

5. Liz Twist (Blaydon) (Lab): What discussions she
has had with the BBC on the proposed changes to local
radio services. [905424]

17. Richard Foord (Tiverton and Honiton) (LD):
What discussions she has had with the BBC director
general on planned changes to local radio services.

[905437]

The Minister for Media, Tourism and Creative Industries
(Sir John Whittingdale): I remain disappointed that the
BBC is planning to reduce part of its local radio output.
This is a matter for the BBC. Ministers met the BBC
chair and director general towards the end of last year
to express our concerns about their plans, as did I in a
previous capacity in this House. I will raise the issue
again when I meet the BBC director general soon.

Liz Twist: Local radio services are vital to our local
communities, especially for those with visual impairments
or older people who may not make the shift to online.
This will really disadvantage them, and there does not
seem to have been any equality impact assessment done.
Will the Minister join me in asking the BBC to scrap
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these plans or, at the very least, pause them, so that such
an assessment can be done and there can be further
discussions?

Sir John Whittingdale: The BBC is under a duty
under the charter to serve local communities. Obviously,
how it delivers that is a matter for the BBC, but it is also
subject to the oversight of Ofcom. I understand exactly
the point that the hon. Lady makes, and I encourage her
to continue to put it to the BBC.

Richard Foord: The former Culture Secretary, the right
hon. Member for Mid Bedfordshire (Ms Dorries), froze
the licence fee until 2024. A constituent from Tiverton
wrote to me recently about a blind friend who is likely
to be left isolated and depressed by changes to local radio,
where we are seeing the merger of some programming.
The constituent wrote,

“Devon and Cornwall are not the same.”

Could the Minister explain to his right hon. Friend
what effect the BBC income freeze is likely to have on
her afternoon appearances on Three Counties Radio?

Sir John Whittingdale: Again, that is a matter for the
BBC. I would say that the decision to freeze the licence
fee was to reflect the significant pressures on the cost of
living for many people—it would have been wrong to
expect them to pay a significant increase at that time.
That period is, of course, coming to an end shortly, but
nevertheless the licence fee delivers a very large amount
of money to the BBC. How it spends it is a matter for
the BBC, but in my view, local radio remains an important
part of the BBC’s output.

Andrew Selous (South West Bedfordshire) (Con): Would
the Minister be kind enough to ask the BBC to actually
consult local people on what they think about the BBC’s
proposed changes to radio services? “BBC Three Counties™
is a very popular programme, and my constituents tell
me they want it to carry on as before, so perhaps the
BBC could ask the people it is broadcasting to, rather
than just taking its own decisions.

Sir John Whittingdale: I recall the debate that has
already taken place in this House on this matter, which
was very widely attended. We heard from across the
Chamber how much local radio is supported in each of
the various areas represented by Members who spoke.
The BBC does do a lot of consultation, but I agree that
it is very important that local people should be able to
make their views known on that proposal.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Minister.

Stephanie Peacock (Barnsley East) (Lab): It is one of
the BBC’s public purposes to reflect, represent and
serve diverse communities of all of the UK’s nations
and regions, yet when deciding to change local radio
programmes so that they are regional after 2 pm—further
to the question asked by the hon. Member for South
West Bedfordshire (Andrew Selous)—the BBC did not
offer the communities affected any form of public
consultation. Does the Minister agree that losing local
radio as we know it would inevitably weaken the BBC’s
ability to fulfil its purposes, and that it is not too late for
the BBC to think again?
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Sir John Whittingdale: The BBC is not proposing to
scrap local radio. However, the changes proposed will
mean that, for parts of the day and at weekends, areas
of the country will be part of a much bigger area for
broadcast than previously. That is what is causing concern.
I know that the BBC has met hon. Members in this
House recently, but I encourage hon. Members to continue
to reflect the views of their constituents directly to the
BBC.

Mr Speaker: We want Radio Lancashire for Lancashire
—that is the answer, Minister.

Swimming Pools, Leisure Centres and Sports Grounds

6. Chi Onwurah (Newcastle upon Tyne Central) (Lab):
Whether her Department is taking steps to support the
sustainability of local (a) swimming pools, (b) leisure
centres and (c¢) sports grounds. [905425]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport (Stuart Andrew): Local authorities are
responsible for providing access to public leisure centres
and sports grounds, but the Government continue to
encourage them to invest in those really important
community spaces. That is why we are delivering £60 million
through the swimming pool support fund to address the
cost pressures facing many public swimming pools and
to invest in energy efficiency measures to reduce their
future operating costs.

Chi Onwurah: Elswick swimming pool is a wonderful
enabler of physical and mental health, serving communities
who have some of the highest levels of deprivation and
health inequalities in the country. It could do more if
social prescribing were enabled, but instead, it faces an
absolute crisis because of rising energy costs and the
cost of living crisis hitting income. The Minister says
that money is available, but it has received none. Can he
tell me what he is doing to ensure that Elswick swimming
pool survives and thrives?

Stuart Andrew: The hon. Lady is absolutely right to
highlight the importance of the work of many swimming
pools and leisure centres up and down the country. It is
precisely because of the messages I heard from them
that we were successful in getting that £60 million in the
Budget. £20 million of that will help with initial costs,
and the other £40 million will help to make those
swimming pools and leisure centres more resilient in the
future. The criteria will be released very shortly so that
the hon. Lady’s particular pool can apply for that money
at that time.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Minister.

Jeff Smith (Manchester, Withington) (Lab): It has
now been three months since the £60 million swimming
pool support fund was announced, and still nobody has
received any money. As the Minister has said, £23 million
is revenue funding, which according to the Local
Government Association works out at only £25,000 per
pool, and that will not arrive until September. The rest
is capital, which will be allocated by a yet to be determined
bidding process and will not happen until December.
Why is it taking so long to get even this level of support
out when our swimming pools are at risk of closure?
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Stuart Andrew: We have been working incredibly
hard on this, making sure that the money goes to the
right places, because the evidence shows that this is not
a blanket problem all over the country. There are specific
issues that need addressing. It is right that we use the
money wisely. It is right that we target those that need it,
and I make no apology for making sure that we get the
system right.

Passenger Railway: 200th Anniversary

7. Peter Gibson (Darlington) (Con): Whether she is
taking steps with the Secretary of State for Transport to
celebrate the 200th anniversary of the passenger railway.

[905426]

The Minister for Media, Tourism and Creative Industries
(Sir John Whittingdale): Mr Speaker, 2025 will be a
truly momentous year for Britain’s railways, marking
200 years since the first public railway in the world was
opened in my hon. Friend’s constituency. The anniversary
provides a unique opportunity for us to reflect as a
nation on our rich rail heritage, as well as to look to the
future of the railway industry. My Department is working
with the Department for Transport to support bicentenary
celebrations, including through our arm’s length bodies.

Peter Gibson: I thank my right hon. Friend for his
answer highlighting Darlington’s contribution to the
world. Darlington is indeed the birthplace of the passenger
railway, and the bicentenary of the Stockton and Darlington
railway in 2025 is of huge importance to my constituents,
celebrating Darlington’s gift to the world. Can he outline
who will be taking responsibility nationally for the
delivery of the bicentenary celebrations? Will he commit
to providing some seed funding, so that we can pull
together a delivery body for the three local authorities
that serve the original route of the S&DR?

Sir John Whittingdale: My hon. Friend is a fantastic
champion of his constituency and in particular its
railway heritage. A number of different initiatives are
planned. My noble Friend the Minister for arts has
been talking to Network Rail about its plans to celebrate
the 200th anniversary, and the Department for Transport
is championing the bicentenary celebrations across
Government. I encourage my hon. Friend to talk to the
Department for Transport and Network Rail and to
please come back to me or my colleagues in the Department
if we can be of further assistance.

Mr Speaker: Florence Eshalomi is not here.

Musicians Touring in Europe

9. Kerry McCarthy (Bristol East) (Lab): What progress
she has made with Cabinet colleagues on supporting
musicians planning to tour in Europe. [905428]

The Minister for Media, Tourism and Creative Industries
(Sir John Whittingdale): We are working across Government
and with the sector to support touring musicians. Nearly
all EU member states offer visa and work permit-free
routes, and I welcome the Greek Government’s
announcement last week of a new route for UK musicians.
We continue to raise touring at the highest level of the
trade and co-operation agreement structure and to engage
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bilaterally with member states. Yesterday, the Secretary
of State announced that we will triple funding for the
music exports growth scheme over the next two years. That
will enable touring artists to break into new international
markets.

Kerry McCarthy: I draw the House’s attention to my
entry in the Register of Members’ Financial Interests. It
seems that piecemeal progress is being made, and the
Musicians’ Union and others in the industry are trying
to get clarity on such things as whether portable instruments
and associated equipment can come in. There have been
some developments on that front. Is it the Government’s
intention to negotiate an EU-wide cultural exemption?
If so, how are those negotiations going? If that is not
their intention, can they explain why?

Sir John Whittingdale: We have reached a position
where nearly all member states—24 out of 27—offer
visa and work permit-free routes for musicians and creative
performers, and we will continue to engage with the
three remaining. We will also engage on this with the
EU in our more general discussions. On the specific
issue that the hon. Lady raises about portable instruments,
while ATA carnets are new for touring in the EU,
arrangements are more workable than has sometimes
been reported. We have confirmed that portable musical
instruments carried in or on a vehicle can be transported
cost free and should not require ATA carnets.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Minister.

Barbara Keeley (Worsley and Eccles South) (Lab):
This year, there will be a third fewer British performers
playing at festivals across Europe than before Brexit.
Whatever the Minister says, I have heard from orchestra
leaders that promoters in Europe are now less willing to
book UK musicians. The difficulties of touring now
include impractical cabotage rules, the steep cost of carnets,
and the bureaucratic nightmare of Al forms and CITES—
convention on international trade in endangered species—
certificates. How can we be a truly global Britain when
the Government are not acting to remove these barriers
to international touring for musicians?

Sir John Whittingdale: We are fortunate in this country
to have some of the finest performers in the world, and
I am keen to ensure that as many people across the
world are able to enjoy their performances, so we will
continue to work on this. As I said to the hon. Member
for Bristol East (Kerry McCarthy), we have already
made significant progress in obtaining visa agreements
so that musicians no longer have to obtain visas, and we
will continue to work with the Musicians’ Union and
others to make it easier in the future.

Mr Speaker: I call the SNP spokesperson.

John Nicolson (Ochil and South Perthshire) (SNP):
This is all of course very much worse than the situation
that existed before Brexit. Paul Smith, the chief executive
officer of the VOCES8 Foundation, a UK touring
group with a music education programme, has described
Brexit as a “bl— nightmare” for musicians looking to
tour in the European Union, and has said:

“Our industry is on its knees and we have to fight more than
ever”.
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Talented Scottish singer Iona Fyfe has said that in
Europe

“many promoters, festivals and organisers are simply choosing
not to book emerging acts from the UK to avoid the bureaucratic
headache.”

We have seen the loss of 50,000 jobs in the UK music sector
since Brexit—a shocking waste of talent. How many
more will it take before UK Ministers address their
responsibilities to the sector and stick up for musicians?

Sir John Whittingdale: I am surprised that the hon.
Gentleman has failed to recognise the announcements
yesterday, which will grow the creative industries sector
by an additional 1 million jobs, with £50 billion of growth.
In particular, the music exports growth scheme has already
proved very successful, and we are tripling its funding
to £3.2 million. I hope he will draw that to the attention
of his constituents, who I am sure will welcome it.

Artificial Intelligence: Creative Industries

10. Pete Wishart (Perth and North Perthshire) (SNP):
What discussions she has had with representatives of
the creative industries on the impact of artificial intelligence
on that sector. [905429]

The Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport
(Lucy Frazer): Al has enormous potential to deliver better
public services, and high-quality jobs and opportunities,
but it is really important that, while we recognise its
benefits, we also manage the risks. There are particular
risks to our creative industries, as in the domain of
copyright. I recently met my colleague from the Department
for Science, Innovation and Technology, Viscount Camrose,
and the Intellectual Property Office on this very issue.
I have also met stakeholders across the media and
creative industries, including UK Music, Universal, the
Alliance for Intellectual Property, the British Phonographic
Industry and the News Media Association, among others.

Pete Wishart: All these engagements are always important
and valuable, and I thank the Secretary of State for
that. She will know that the creative sector is always at
the forefront of technical innovation, but it has always
somehow managed to lose out, and the potential for this
happening with Al is profound. Al firms are already saying
that they do not need permission or licences from rights
holders to ingest their content, so can I ask her a very
direct question: does she believe that the ingestion of
content without permission is copyright infringement
and is therefore illegal?

Lucy Frazer: The hon. Member is absolutely right to
recognise how the creative industries are at the forefront
of some of our industries, and I hope he welcomes the
sector vision that we announced yesterday, with an
additional £77 million to support them to continue to
grow. As he will know, the TPO is talking to industry
and to Al firms. I know that the first working group
meetings were held last week and that it is considering
this very issue.

Youth Investment Fund

11. Simon Fell (Barrow and Furness) (Con): What
recent assessment she has made of the potential impact
of the youth investment fund on youth facilities and
services. [905430]
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The Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport
(Lucy Frazer): The youth investment fund will build or
refurbish up to 300 youth facilities, supporting 45,000
additional young people each year. In March we announced
the first tranche of awards, with 43 youth centres receiving

over £90 million. We will be undertaking an evaluation
of this fund.

Simon Fell: The Walney Community Trust is a fantastic
charity operating out of my constituency. It helps people
of all ages but particularly focuses on young people
from deprived areas. Unfortunately, when it applied for
funding through the youth investment fund, it was turned
down due to the postcode of the hall it operates from.
As you well know, Mr Speaker, Barrow is not a big place,
and it is particularly unjust that it has not been deemed
eligible because of where that centre is, rather than the
people it serves. Would my right hon. and learned Friend
be able to look at this?

Lucy Frazer: I know that my hon. Friend is a huge
champion for his area. He will be aware that the youth
investment fund is a targeted programme, and eligible
areas were ranked by a combination of youth need and
low provision. The methodology underpinning the selection
of areas is publicly available on gov.uk. It is unfortunate
that the youth club in Walney falls outside those eligible
areas, and my right hon. Friend the Under-Secretary of
State for Culture, Media and Sport (Stuart Andrew) has
offered to meet my hon. Friend to discuss this particular
case a bit further. I draw his attention to the national
youth guarantee. Walney will be eligible for a number of
different Government-funded programmes, and we would
like to provide him with further details of that, as well
as any other Members in the same position.

Topical Questions

T1. [905438] Marco Longhi (Dudley North) (Con):
If she will make a statement on her departmental
responsibilities.

The Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport
(Lucy Frazer): Since our last oral questions, my Department
has delivered a gambling White Paper to bring our
gambling regulations into the smartphone age, the historic
coronation of King Charles III, and an unforgettable
Eurovision final in Liverpool. As Members of the House
will know, our creative industries are genuinely world
class. Yesterday, the Chancellor and I set out a new vision
for those industries that will extend their excellence into
the future, building a pipeline of talent, adding £50 billion
to our economy and creating an extra 1 million jobs
by 2030.

Marco Longhi: Will my right hon. and learned Friend
join me in congratulating Dudley Town football club,
which has recently been promoted to the midlands
premier league for the first time in 38 years? Will she
also do what she can to support me and Mayor Andy
Street in our joint campaign with Dudley Town football
club to return it to its rightful grounds within Dudley
borough?

Lucy Frazer: I am happy to join my hon. Friend in
congratulating Dudley Town football club on its tremendous
season, its league title and its promotion. I understand
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the importance to fans of where football is played, and
fans want to watch their teams play in Dudley town.
I wish the club well in its aspirations to return there.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Secretary of State.

Lucy Powell (Manchester Central) (Lab/Co-op): On
that note, perhaps the Secretary of State will also join
me in congratulating my constituents and my club,
Manchester City, on its historic treble-winning season.
As yet another Premier League AGM passes, and Wigan
Athletic faces a winding up order, why has the Secretary
of State not personally done more to bring about a fair
financial settlement with the English Football League
and the Football Association, to address the problems
set out in her own White Paper and press the Premier
League to do more? Does she share my strong view that
the football regulator must be given all the powers it
needs to resolve this matter?

Lucy Frazer: Of course I congratulate Manchester
City on its tremendous achievement. It is really important
that football sorts out the finances within football. That
is why we have consistently encouraged the Premier
League and the EFL to come to some resolution, and
I seriously hope they do. The hon. Lady will know that
that is one of the reasons why we brought forward the
White Paper, and why we are bringing forward regulation.
I hope that football resolves this issue itself.

Mr Speaker: The Clerk of the House is in tears; he’s a
Manchester United fan.

T2. 19054391 Mr Rob Roberts (Delyn) (Ind): In 2020,
30,126 complaints were made to the Independent Press
Standards Organisation. Only 496 were investigated,
and only 79 out of more than 30,000 complaints were
upheld. When are we going to stop talking about the
freedom of the press, and recognise that with that
freedom comes responsibility? We cannot let them keep
marking their own homework and giving themselves a
clean bill of health.

The Minister for Media, Tourism and Creative Industries
(Sir John Whittingdale): The Government remain
committed to press freedom, which is a cornerstone of
our democracy. For the Government to intervene in the
regulation of the press would run counter to that. However,
I recognise what my hon. Friend says. There is a duty on
newspapers to behave responsibly, and the vast majority
are members of an independent regulator, the most
recent review of which found it to be both independent
and effective.

T3. [905441] Chris Elmore (Ogmore) (Lab): What
recent discussions has the Minister had with the BBC
regarding its plan to reduce the high proportion of
women being prosecuted for licence fee evasion, which
the BBC set out last month?

Sir John Whittingdale: The hon. Gentleman will be
aware that we have had several studies on decriminalisation,
and those looked specifically at the reasons why more
women are prosecuted. There are a variety of reasons,
but the BBC has made it plain that it intends to try to
address that. I agree with him—it is a concerning figure—
but there are complicated explanations for it. I hope that
the number will fall in due course.
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T6. [905445] Elliot Colburn (Carshalton and Wallington)
(Con): This Saturday, the Wallington music festival will
be happening in my constituency. [ am sure that my right
hon. Friend will agree that these events are fantastic for
our local communities. Will he please outline what guidance
I can give about Government support that might be
available to allow such events to continue to be put on?

Sir John Whittingdale: I congratulate my hon. Friend
on his advocacy for his constituency. I am only sorry
that I shall miss the Wallington music festival this
weekend; I am sure that it will be a terrific occasion.
Festivals play a vital part in the British cultural and
music landscape and are key to the talent pipeline.
Organisers, including festivals, are eligible to apply for
Arts Council England’s national lottery project grants
to support projects that help bring live music to the
public. I encourage him to draw that to his constituents’
attention.

T4. [905443] Daniel Zeichner (Cambridge) (Lab): The
issues of high energy prices and swimming pools were
raised earlier. I am advised by operators in Cambridge
that they face really hard decisions soon. The Minister
said that he would make an announcement shortly, but
businesses have to plan. How many of them does he
think are at risk if he does not make that announcement
soon?

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport (Stuart Andrew): That is precisely why
we are working at pace to try to get exactly that information.
The evidence that we have been receiving shows a mixed
picture, so rather than just giving everybody a bit, I would
rather ensure that we target those areas that need it most.
I assure the hon. Member that I am as keen as he is to
get that money out of the door as quickly as possible.

Stephen Metcalfe (South Basildon and East Thurrock)
(Con): Further to the question from the hon. Member
for Ogmore (Chris Elmore), 18% of all female criminal
prosecutions in 2021 were for the non-possession of a
television licence, which seems completely unreasonable.
Will my right hon. and learned Friend meet me and my
constituent Josiane to discuss that further and receive a
250,000-signature petition asking for decriminalisation?

Lucy Frazer: Like my hon. Friend, I am concerned
that criminal sanction for TV licence evasion is increasingly
disproportionate and unfair in a modern public service
broadcasting system. Our review of the BBC funding
model will consider whether a mandatory licence fee
with criminal penalties is still appropriate. As the Minister
for Media, Tourism and Creative Industries mentioned,
the BBC has recently published the findings of its
gender disparity review and set out a 10-point plan of
action, which we will be monitoring.

T5. [905444] Dr Rupa Huq (Ealing Central and Acton)
(Lab): Clause 1 of the draft Media Bill’s redefinition of
public service broadcasting deletes music, comedy and
drama. It removes all requirement to have cultural output.
Why, oh why?

Sir John Whittingdale: I look forward to discussing
this matter further with the hon. Lady when I appear
before the Culture, Media and Sport Committee in due
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course. The Media Bill is published in draft, with part
of the reason being so that we can have a debate about
the precise definitions contained in it. I am happy to
look at that, but we remain committed to the prominence
obligations that the Bill will put in place.

Philip Davies (Shipley) (Con): Further to the point
made by my hon. Friend the Member for South Basildon
and East Thurrock (Stephen Metcalfe), does the Secretary
of State believe that people should be forced by the
criminal law to buy a Sky TV package even if they do
not want one? If not, why should they be forced to buy
a BBC licence fee if they do not want one? Does she not
agree that both positions are equally absurd?

Lucy Frazer: I thank my hon. Friend for his question.
He will know that the Department is considering all
possible future funding options to ensure the BBC’s
long-term sustainability, because the digital world is
indeed changing.

Alison Thewliss (Glasgow Central) (SNP): The amount
of money that companies spend on formula milk advertising
seems to increase every year, but every penny they spend
on advertising goes on to the price of a tub of formula
at the till. What conversations has the Secretary of State
had on that advertising spend, which is having an impact
on public health?

Lucy Frazer: I am very happy to meet the hon. Lady
to discuss that issue further.

Duncan Baker (North Norfolk) (Con): Omaze is a for-
profit fundraising company that raises millions and
millions of pounds for charities. It spoke to me recently
about its concerns over the potential limits on prize
draws in the gambling White Paper. Does the Minister
agree that prize draws can be a very useful tool for charity
fundraising, which are relatively low risk to consumers?
Will he keep that in mind when looking at further
regulation of the sector?

Stuart Andrew: My hon. Friend is right to point out
that prize draws and competitions provide great
opportunities for charities. They do not fall within the
definition of gambling in the Gambling Act 2005 and
are exempt from regulation, which means it is very
difficult for us to get evidence on what the contribution
to charity is and on potential harm. That is why we are
looking at whether there is a need for research in this
area and whether any action is needed.

CHURCH COMMISSIONERS

The hon. Member for South West Bedfordshire,
representing the Church Commissioners, was asked—

Church Choirs: Engagement with Local Schools

1. Sir Desmond Swayne (New Forest West) (Con):
What steps the Church of England is taking to encourage
church choirs to engage with local schools. [905370]

The Second Church Estates Commissioner (Andrew Selous):
The Church of England has enthusiastically supported
the Government’s Sing Up programme, encouraging
local music hubs to partner with churches, and enabling
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the use of skills and knowledge that schools would
otherwise have to buy in. I am sure that my right hon.
Friend, as a strong supporter of singing in church, will
very much approve.

Sir Desmond Swayne: When will they be singing up in
the New Forest?

Andrew Selous: I am very pleased to be able to tell my
right hon. Friend that the new co-director of music at
St Mary’s church in Fordingbridge, Hazel Ricketts, is
running a singing club, working with 53 children in
local schools every week. Her expertise in church music
will enable that work to expand next term to include all
four local schools, both primary and secondary. I am
sure that my right hon. Friend will want to go to enjoy
this wonderful singing for himself.

Mr Speaker: Talking of singers, I call Jim Shannon.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I am afraid that,
as it says in the Bible, I make a joyful noise—it is never
melodious, but it is always joyful and always noisy. I am
very keen to encourage school choirs and church choirs
to sing together. We have a tradition of that in my
constituency. What can the hon. Gentleman do to ensure
that Strangford can be a part of the project he is talking
about?

Andrew Selous: As the hon. Gentleman knows, sadly
the Church of England does not have any jurisdiction
in Northern Ireland, but we are a generous-hearted
church and we will share everything we are doing across
England with churches in Northern Ireland. I am sure
the scheme could easily be copied there.

Diocese of Exeter: Additional Ordained Ministers

2. Kevin Foster (Torbay) (Con): What recent assessment
the Church of England has made of the potential
merits of recruiting additional ordained ministers into
parish ministry in the diocese of Exeter. [905371]

Andrew Selous: I am delighted to tell my hon. Friend that,
with financial assistance from the Church Commissioners,
the Diocese of Exeter has increased the number of new
curates to tell more people the good news about Jesus.
On 1 July it will ordain 18 new ministers, 11 of whom
are stipendiary and seven are self-supporting.

Kevin Foster: My hon. Friend will be aware that some
of the diocese of Exeter’s most challenged parishes are
in the Torbay deanery, where an ordained minister can
not only bring people into Christ’s flock but be a
lynchpin for wider community work. Has the Church of
England looked at the situation of deprived communities
in Torquay and Paignton to see where an additional
ordained minister may be able to bring real value to those
communities?

Andrew Selous: I am very pleased to be able to tell my
hon. Friend that Ordinand Kenny Wickens is soon to
be the curate at Our Lady and All Saints, Torquay.
I would also like to pass on my thanks to two inspirational
priests in my hon. Friend’s constituency, the Reverend
Sam Leach from Saint Mags church in Torquay and the
Reverend Matt Bray from the Bay Church in Paignton,
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for the work they do in running the Living Room cafg,
and groups for children and young people across the
Torbay constituency.

ELECTORAL COMMISSION COMMITTEE

The hon. Member for Lancaster and Fleetwood,
representing the Speaker’s Committee on the Electoral
Commission, was asked—

Election Finance from Overseas: Transparency

3. Alan Brown (Kilmarnock and Loudoun) (SNP):
What recent discussions the Committee has had with
the Electoral Commission on the transparency of election
finance from overseas. [905372]

Cat Smith (Lancaster and Fleetwood): The Committee
has not had recent discussions with the Commission on
the matters raised. The Commission has highlighted
vulnerabilities in the political finance system that could
allow unlawful foreign money to enter UK politics. It is
recommended that parties should be required to conduct
risk assessments of donations and “know your donor”
checks. Parties should not be permitted to accept donations
from companies that exceed their profits made in the UK.

Alan Brown: In the past five years, unincorporated
associations have donated more than £14 million to
political parties without declaring where the funding
comes from. Given that the Tories have not exactly been
shy about taking money from Russia-linked businesspeople,
does the Commission share the concerns of the chair of
the independent Committee on Standards in Public Life
that robust transparency rules are required to prevent
foreign donations being made that way? Frankly, it
cannot be left to the parties, especially on the day that
Boris Johnson is confirmed to be a self-serving liar.

Cat Smith: The Commission has highlighted weaknesses
in the transparency requirements for political donations
by unincorporated associations, as the hon. Gentleman
mentioned, which could allow donations from otherwise
unlawful sources. The Commission is not required to
ensure that those who donate are permissible donors.
There are no transparency requirements in law for
unincorporated associations that donate to candidates
rather than to political parties or campaigners. The
Commission will continue to recommend to Government
that changes be made to ensure that voters can have
greater confidence in political finance in the UK.

Voter ID

4. Patricia Gibson (North Ayrshire and Arran) (SNP):
What recent discussions the Committee has had with
the Electoral Commission on the implementation of
voter ID in (a) Scotland, (b) Wales and (c) England
ahead of national elections. [905374]

6. Kirsten Oswald (East Renfrewshire) (SNP): What
recent discussions the Committee has had with the
Electoral Commission on the implementation of voter
ID in (a) Scotland, (b) Wales and (c) England ahead of
national elections. [905376]
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10. Richard Thomson (Gordon) (SNP): What recent
discussions the Committee has had with the Electoral
Commission on the implementation of voter ID in (a)
Scotland, (b) Wales and (¢) England ahead of national
elections. [905380]

Cat Smith: The Committee discussed the Commission’s
work to support the implementation of voter ID at its
recent public evidence session in March. A transcript of
the session is available on the Committee’s website. The
Commission supported voters, campaigners and the
electoral administrators ahead of the implementation
of voter ID at local elections in England in May. Its
research shows that public awareness of the requirement
increased from 22% in December 2022 to 87% in April
2023. Voter ID will now be required for police and crime
commissioner elections in England and Wales, UK
parliamentary by-elections, recall petitions and general
elections from October.

Patricia Gibson: The introduction of new rules to
require identity checks for postal and proxy voting in
UK general elections via a statutory instrument means
that they will not be voted on in the Commons. Age UK
director Caroline Abrahams has described them as
using
“a sledgehammer to crack a nut”,

amid concerns that new barriers will be erected for
older people trying to vote. What concerns and ongoing
discussions does the Electoral Commission have with
the UK Government on the proposals, alongside any
consultations with stakeholders?

Cat Smith: The Commission has continued to do
research to identify key groups who are likely to need
additional support to navigate the ID requirements,
including the over-85s. Ahead of the May elections, the
Commission worked with civil society organisations
and local authorities to produce tailored resources to
reach each group. However, the matter that the hon. Lady
raised is for Government policymaking rather than the
Commission, which supports electoral administrators.

Kirsten Oswald: A former Cabinet Minister has said:

“Parties that try and gerrymander end up finding their clever
schemes come back to bite them, as...we found when insisting on
voter ID”.

That claim appears accurate, as a snapshot of voting in
the English council elections in the east of England
found that thousands of people were turned away for
not having the correct ID, resulting in them not voting.
What steps are being taken to ensure that voters are not
disenfranchised by the Tory party’s gerrymandering?

Cat Smith: On the comments to which the hon. Lady
refers, the introduction of the voter ID requirement was
debated and passed by Parliament. Policy decisions are
rightly a matter for Parliament and not the Electoral
Commission. It is for the Government to comment on
the intentions of their policy.

Richard Thomson: The Under-Secretary of State for
Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, the hon. Member
for Bishop Auckland (Dehenna Davison), said that the
evaluation of anecdotal feedback shows that the roll-out
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of voter ID has been successful. The Electoral Commission
warned that the introduction of voter ID should be
delayed until after the English local elections in May—

Mr Speaker: Order. The hon. Gentleman is meant to
be speaking through the Chair. The advantage of doing
it this way is that we do not personalise things.

Richard Thomson: My apologies, Mr Speaker.

Does the Electoral Commission now share similar
views to the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and
Communities that the roll-out of voter ID has been a
success?

Cat Smith: The Electoral Commission will be publishing
its responses and findings from the roll-out of voter ID
at local elections in England that took place in May.
A report on the ID aspect will be published very shortly
and a full protocol report will be published in September,
which will look at the evidence that has been found in
information provided by returning officers across England.

CHURCH COMMISSIONERS

The hon. Member for South West Bedfordshire,
representing the Church Commissioners, was asked—

Support for Parish Life: Small Rural Communities

5. Sir Edward Leigh (Gainsborough) (Con): What
steps the Church of England is taking to support parish
life in small, rural communities. [905375]

The Second Church Estates Commissioner (Andrew Selous):
Parish ministry is at the heart of the mission of the
Church and, per head of population, there is a higher
proportion of ministers in rural areas than in urban
ones, although I fully recognise how great the loss is to
rural areas when they lose their minister. Between 2023
and 2025, the Church Commissioners will distribute
£1.2 billion to support the Church’s mission and ministry,
which is a 30% increase on the current three-year period,
and a significant share of that funding will go towards
revitalising parish ministry.

Sir Edward Leigh: Rural Lincolnshire has arguably
the finest collection of medieval churches in the country
and it is a joy to visit them. Many are open through the
open churches event organised as part of the West
Lindsey Churches Festival. Does my hon. Friend agree
that the glory of the Church of England is the parish
structure? Does he agree with many of the points made
by the Save the Parish campaign, which prioritises
keeping our parish churches open and functioning through
worship, despite increasing diocesan bureaucracy?

Andrew Selous: I completely understand where my
right hon. Friend is coming from. His concerns are shared
by many colleagues across the House, because they care
so much about the great work done in local parishes. If
any of the communities in his constituency have candidates
for non-stipendiary ministry—or self-supporting ministry,
as we call it these days—that might be a way to provide
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a focal minister at slightly less cost; the Caleb stream
might be one way to provide that. The Church of
England’s lead bishop for rural affairs, the Bishop of
Exeter, has also recently published “How Village Churches
Thrive: a practical guide”, which might be helpful to my
right hon. Friend’s local churches.

Family Relationships, Parenting and Marriage

7. Tim Loughton (East Worthing and Shoreham)
(Con): What steps the Church of England is taking to
support family relationships, parenting and marriage
following the report of the Archbishops’ commission on
families and households. [905377]

AndrewSelous: Thecommissionersmade 36 recommendations
to the Church of England and 29 to the Government,
and now the focus must turn to implementation.
Recommendations include supporting a consistent and
universal roll-out of family hubs, requiring registrars to
signpost high-quality marriage preparation, and a call
to the Church to build relational capability at all life
stages, not just for couples preparing for marriage.

Tim Loughton: I declare an interest as the son of a
former Church of England rector.

In 2011, there were 51,000 weddings in Church of
England churches; by 2019, pre-covid, that figure had
dropped to 29,000; and since the current Archbishop of
Canterbury came to office in 2013, as he readily admitted
last week, the average congregational attendance has
dropped by 15%. How can the Church of England
influence the population on family relationships and
marriage matters, when too many of the congregations
are voting with their feet?

Andrew Selous: That is a good challenge from my
hon. Friend, who I know cares about these things. The
work the commissioners are doing to fund the Church
to try new types of ministry is proving successful in
different parts of the country. I know he will join me in
supporting the objectives of the Church Commissioners
to try to strengthen family life, which was the subject of
his question. In particular, I think he will agree with me
about the role that registrars have to play, but he makes
a fair point that we need people in the churches. That is
central to what the Church of England is doing.

Mr Ben Bradshaw (Exeter) (Lab): There might be more

weddings in church were the Church of England to
allow same-sex couples to get married in church. In that
context, does he welcome the commissioners’ conclusion,
as I do, that
““family’ does not necessitate a certain type of relationship or a
specific family form. What matters is the depth of the connections
and the support which can always be relied upon™?
Is that not completely inconsistent with the Church’s
continued rejection of families where the couple happens
to be of the same sex, and its refusal to solemnise their
committed relationships?

Andrew Selous: I know that the right hon. Gentleman
follows these issues closely. This was an independent
report to the archbishops, which has been welcomed by
the Church. It is based on deep evidence collecting over
a two-year period, which involved talking to, in particular,
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young people up and down the country. I agree with the
right hon. Gentleman that it contains some sensible
suggestions, and the matters to which he refers are on
the agenda of the General Synod of the Church of
England, which will take place in York early next month.

HOUSE OF COMMONS COMMISSION

The hon. Member for Broxbourne, representing the
House of Commons Commission, was asked—

Work of Members: Help through Technology

8. Chi Onwurah (Newcastle upon Tyne Central) (Lab):
What steps the Commission is taking to help facilitate
the work of Members through technology. [905378]

Sir Charles Walker (Broxbourne): The Commission,
through the Parliamentary Digital Service, constantly
assesses and reviews new and emerging technologies
that could be of use to Members. There are issues related
to licensing, deployment and security that must always
be considered.

Chi Onwurah: The single greatest increase in my
productivity as a Member of Parliament is probably
due to the introduction of the Android tablet that I am
holding. It enables me to share messages and casework
instantly with my office, and I thank the Parliamentary
Digital Service for providing it.

Far from replacing us, technology can help us. Artificial
intelligence could, for example, identify requests from
constituents in an inbox flooded with PR emails, or
automatically monitor the length of time the Home
Office takes to respond to us so that I can raise it with
you, Mr Speaker. Will the hon. Gentleman work with
service providers such as Microsoft and Mimecast, and
open-source providers, to ensure that we are always
benefiting from the progress in technology?

Sir Charles Walker: The House is very much open to
the idea of artificial intelligence. I have prepared a long
written answer for the hon. Lady, which I shall send her
and a copy of which I shall place in the Library. I ask
her please to be assured that we are looking at artificial
intelligence, but there are real security issues in this
place: there are a lot of really bad people out there who
want to access the information that we hold about each
other but also about our constituents, so these things
can take a little time.
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ELECTORAL COMMISSION COMMITTEE

The hon. Member for Lancaster and Fleetwood,
representing the Speaker’s Committee on the Electoral
Commission, was asked—

Elections Bill: Government’s Equality Impact
Assessment

11. Christine Jardine (Edinburgh West) (LD): To ask
the hon. Member for Lancaster and Fleetwood, representing
the Speaker’s Committee on the Electoral Commission,
whether the Committee has had discussions with the
(a) Government and (b) Electoral Commission on the
Government’s equality impact assessment of the Elections
Bill. [905381]

Cat Smith (Lancaster and Fleetwood): The Committee
has not had recent discussions with the Government or
the commission on that subject. It is for the Government
to comment on the equality impact assessments that
they produce to accompany their legislation.

Christine Jardine: Given the disproportionate consequences
of the Government’s voter identity mandate and the
effect on the ethnic minority population, it is concerning
that there has been no impact assessment. Democracy
Volunteers, which deployed observers in about half the
English authority areas where local elections were being
held, noted that half the people they observed being turned
away from polling stations were non-white. I appreciate
that this is anecdotal evidence, but it is nevertheless
concerning, given that that represents about three times
the balance that would be expected in the population.
Would the commission consider pressing the Government
for an impact assessment?

Cat Smith: The Electoral Commission will shortly be
publishing its report on the local government elections
in May. It will include data collected by returning
officers, but also public polling to catch the people who
did not get as far as the polling station. The issue of
equality impact assessments is a matter for the Government,
and I would encourage the hon. Lady to raise it during
the upcoming questions to the Department for Levelling
Up, Housing and Communities.

Mr Speaker: I must now suspend the House for two
minutes.

10.28 am
Sitting suspended.
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Mr Speaker: Before we come to the urgent question,
I must tell the House that it is very possible that an
appeal against the sentence will be made. While I am
content for the House to discuss the general issues,
Members should avoid commenting on the specific
sentence in this case. They can, of course, discuss the
changes they would like to see made to the law. I also
remind Members that they must not criticise judges in
particular cases.

Dame Diana Johnson (Kingston upon Hull North)
(Lab) ( Urgent Question): To ask the Secretary of State
for Justice if he will make a statement on section 58 of
the Offences against the Person Act 1861.

The Minister of State, Ministry of Justice (Edward
Argar): Section 58 of the Offences against the Person
Act 1861 is the offence of administering drugs or using
instruments to procure abortion. I recognise that abortion
is a highly emotive issue across the House, and I understand
the strength of feeling on both sides of this debate.

The Government are committed to ensuring access to
safe, legal abortion, and ensuring that all women in
England and Wales have access to regulated abortion
services on the NHS. I also want to be absolutely clear
at the outset that, as you have alluded to, Mr Speaker,
I am unable to comment on any decisions made by a
court in specific cases. Decisions made by a court are
based on the facts and evidence before the court, and
are a matter for the court and the judiciary. Access to
abortion in England and Wales has been settled in law
by Parliament, and we do not intend to change this. It
takes nothing away from our commitment to ensuring
access to safe, regulated abortion.

Let me briefly set out the law as it stands. The
Abortion Act 1967 allows for safe and lawful abortion
in England and Wales. It defines the criteria under
which abortions or terminations can legally take place.
In effect, lawful abortions can be carried out in the first
24 weeks of pregnancy, where two doctors agree that
the abortion is necessary and that it falls within one or
more of four grounds. In practice, this means that
access to an abortion is available to those who need and
want it. Abortions beyond 24 weeks are also possible in
more limited circumstances.

Abortions outside of these provisions are a criminal
offence in England and Wales, while the criminal law in
Scotland and Northern Ireland is a matter for the devolved
Administrations. In England and Wales, the criminal
law provisions in the Offences against the Person Act
1861 and the Infant Life (Preservation) Act 1929 have
to be seen in conjunction with the provisions in the
Abortion Act 1967, which provides exemptions to the
criminal offences. The Government have a duty to see
that the provisions of these Acts are properly applied,
until and unless Parliament chooses to further amend
the law. We believe that abortion continues to be a
matter of conscience, and any changes to the criminal
offences relating to abortion or to the Abortion Act 1967
would normally be subject to a free vote and a matter
for Parliament, rather than a matter for His Majesty’s
Government.
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Dame Diana Johnson: Thank you, Mr Speaker, for
allowing an urgent question on this important matter of
public policy. As we know, earlier this week a mother of
three children was sentenced to a period of imprisonment
for ending her pregnancy and was prosecuted under
section 58 of the Offences against the Person Act, a
piece of legislation dating from 1861 that carries a
maximum sentence of life imprisonment.

This case was desperately sad, and thankfully rare. It
has been debated widely in the media and throws up
important questions that merit an open debate in a
healthy democracy. Crucially, though, it throws a spotlight
on our antiquated abortion laws. Government and
Parliament must look at this outdated legislation and
make it fit for the 21st century. Can I therefore ask the
Minister the following questions?

How do the Government reconcile the fact that women
in Northern Ireland have already been removed from
the criminal justice system by a vote in Parliament on
9 July 2019? The provisions of the Offences against the
Person Act no longer apply in Northern Ireland, and
there is a moratorium on abortion-related criminal
prosecutions, so women in one part of the United
Kingdom are treated differently from women in other
parts of the United Kingdom in relation to the criminal
law, which cannot be right.

Secondly, what is the Government’s view on the statement
from leading medical bodies, including the Royal College
of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists and the Royal
College of Midwives, raising concerns about the chilling
effect of the current legal position and of the custodial
sentence in this case, which they say

“may signal to other women who access telemedical abortion
services, or who experience later gestation deliveries, that they risk
imprisonment if they seek medical care™?

Finally, as we know, decriminalisation does not mean
deregulation, and time limits would still apply. Have the
Government undertaken any review of the necessary
regulation that would be required if the criminal law
were removed from this area of healthcare law in England
and Wales? And have they engaged with the royal
colleges and Professor Dame Lesley Regan, the women’s
health ambassador, on establishing a new regulatory
regime for abortion that does not involve putting women
in prison?

Edward Argar: As this is my first opportunity at the
Dispatch Box this week, and as an east midlands Member
of Parliament, I put on record that my thoughts are
with the families and all those affected by the terrible
incident in Nottingham. Our thoughts go out to that great
city and all those involved.

It is important to remind the House that the right
hon. Lady has taken a principled and passionate interest
in this issue for many years. I will not comment on the
specifics of the case. The House has heard her very
carefully worded references and, if she will forgive me,
I do not propose to add to them because there is still the
possibility of further legal proceedings in that case and
I do not want to pre-empt anything in that space.

The long-standing position remains that it is for this
House to seek to make changes, if it so wishes, but not
for the Government. As I said, any such vote would be,
in normal process, a free vote and would be brought
before the House in the context of a private Member’s
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Bill or perhaps through the tabling of a dextrous amendment,
which I know some Opposition Members are not averse
to doing, and with success.

The position in Northern Ireland is due to a decision
made by the House, cognisant of the fact that there
would be different regimes in Northern Ireland and in
England and Wales. Again, we respect the will of the
House in that respect.

Sentences are a matter for the courts. As the right
hon. Lady said, Parliament set the maximum sentence
at life imprisonment, and it is open to Parliament to
change that if it so wishes, but the courts have to apply
the law as set by this Parliament, or by a previous
Parliament many, many decades ago.

I accept the right hon. Lady’s final point that any
change would not be about deregulation, and I heard
her make that point very clearly on the radio a few days
ago, seeking to frame it in a public health or health
context, rather than a criminal context. Again, that is a
matter for the House, not for the Government.

I am not aware of any specific conversations between
the Government and the royal colleges and others on
regulation. Were Parliament to show its will and seek to
change the law, the Government would, of course, work
to implement the will of Parliament effectively and
efficiently.

Sir Robert Goodwill (Scarborough and Whitby) (Con):
Given advances in care for babies born prematurely, might
this be a good time for the Government to facilitate a
debate in Government time, followed by a free vote, to
get at least an indicative feeling of where the House now
stands, given the current situation?

Edward Argar: What debates are scheduled in Government
time is a matter for the Leader of the House, who is in
her place and will have heard my right hon. Friend’s
representation, on which I am sure she will reflect.

Mr Speaker: I call the Opposition spokesperson.

Thangam Debbonaire (Bristol West) (Lab): I thank my
right hon. Friend the Member for Kingston upon Hull
North (Dame Diana Johnson) for this vital urgent question,
where she has highlighted the current problems clearly.

On behalf of colleagues, let me say that this is a
shocking, tragic and complex case. Three children have
been left without a mother. Women should be able to
get access to safe, legal abortion. We are worried that
this judgment will deter women from seeking urgent
medical and healthcare support that they need—that is
paramount. Of course, there need to be safeguards and
time limits in place, to prevent late-term abortion, which
does mean there needs to be some kind of legal framework.
However, we do not want to see vulnerable women
serving prison sentences or being prosecuted when it is
not in the public interest to do so.

I ask the Government to work with us to look at
options to prevent an awful case such as this from
happening again. More immediately, I ask that the
Sentencing Council looks at this case to stop this sort of
circumstance, with this sort of sentence. It needs to do
that because no guidelines are in place for this section of
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the 1861 Act and it needs to produce up-to-date guidance.
We should not have vulnerable women sent to prison
like this.

The Director of Public Prosecutions must also review
the guidance on public interest prosecutions. Will the
Government review the legal framework to see how best
to ensure that women are not deterred from seeking
medical and healthcare advice, while keeping proper
safeguards in place? We will, of course, work with the
Government, on a bipartisan basis.

The Minister has said that this a matter of conscience
and for a free vote in the House, so I know that there
will be Ministers who have been absent or opposed
action to improve access to abortion. In the wake of
this awful case, I hope that the Government will be in a
position to take action, at least on sentencing guidelines.
This is too important an issue to play politics on.
Labour is willing to work with the Government. We ask
them to note that the legal framework currently has two
legal frameworks: one for Northern Ireland and one for
the rest of the UK. [Interruption.] And I thank the
Speaker for his indulgence. [/ Laughter. |

Edward Argar: May I say that that was dextrously
done by the shadow Leader of the House? She makes
valid points in her typically reasonable and measured
tone. She is right to highlight that this was an extremely
complex and emotive case. Again, I hope she will forgive
me for not straying into commenting on the judgment
or the decision taken in this case. There is a legal
framework for safe abortions, which is set out in the
Abortion Act 1967. It set out the conditions under which
abortion is legal and is available.

On the hon. Lady’s comments about the CPS, I gently
say that in considering any decision it has to look
at both the evidential test and the public interest test.
However, the CPS is independent and it makes those
decisions; again, it would not be appropriate for a Minister
to comment on CPS charging decisions. Similarly, the
Sentencing Council is independent, and it determines
what to review and how to review it. I suspect that it will
have heard her comments, but, again, it would be inappropriate
for me to seek to direct the Sentencing Council, given its
independent function.

Like the right hon. Member for Kingston upon Hull
North, the hon. Lady mentioned that there is a difference
in the frameworks in Northern Ireland and in England
and Wales. The House was cognisant of that difference
when it chose to make that decision, and that decision
must be respected. As for any future decisions made by
this House, I simply reiterate that were the House to
seek to change the law and come up with a different
framework, the Government would of course work to
implement the will of the House.

Sir Edward Leigh (Gainsborough) (Con): When the
House debated whether it should be possible to receive
an abortion pill through the post, we warned that there
might be a tragic case such as this. Some people in the
abortion industry are now using this tragic case to argue
for some sort of legal right to abortion up to birth.
Given that many babies are surviving at 24 weeks, that
is an obscene and cruel proposal. Surely the solution,
given that it is difficult to determine gestation without
an in-person appointment, is to return to the system of
in-person appointments, so that women can receive safe,
legal abortions if they wish.
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Edward Argar: I am grateful to my right hon. Friend;
his remarks highlight that there are strongly and sincerely
held views on both sides of this debate, and it is right
that those views are respected and able to be aired in
Parliament. In noting that, all I would say on his final
point is that although I respect his view, the House did
debate that matter, and it expressed its view and voted
accordingly.

Mr Speaker: I call the SNP spokesperson.

Alison Thewliss (Glasgow Central) (SNP): The Royal

College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists has stated
its belief
“that prosecuting a woman for ending their pregnancy will never
be in the public interest.”
Even though the Offences Against the Person Act 1861
is England and Wales legislation, constituents of mine,
and I know of other MPs in Scotland, have been in
touch concerned about this shocking case and the precedent
that it sets in a worldwide context of erosion of women’s
bodily autonomy. Abortion is a devolved matter and the
SNP remains committed to protecting the legal right to
essential healthcare, which is what abortion services are,
safely and free from stigma. I hope to see more progress
in Scotland on this area. I welcome that today sees the
lodging of the final proposal for MSP Gillian Mackay’s
private Member’s Bill on buffer zones in Scotland and
I wish her all the best with that.

Is the Minister concerned that this judgment may
create a chilling effect on women accessing healthcare
services and, given the outrage that the judgment has
caused, would he support decriminalisation to prevent
this from ever happening again?

Edward Argar: The hon. Lady highlighted a number
of points there. As she rightly highlighted, this matter is
devolved in Scotland. I know the Holyrood Parliament
will be considering it in due course and that is, of
course, a matter for that Parliament.

On the hon. Lady’s comments about the public interest,
that is one of the tests that the Criminal Prosecution
Service applies in making a charging decision—whether
there is sufficient evidence and whether it is in the public
interest. It would be inappropriate for me as a Minister
to second guess or comment on the decisions that it
reaches in individual cases.

On the hon. Lady’s final two points, again, whether
the law in this area should be changed is a matter for
this House, not for the Government. This is a matter of
conscience for Members of this House. This House is
not shy about expressing its will, as we have seen on various
matters, and I suspect that this may well be debated again.

In respect of the hon. Lady’s concerns about the
impact the judgment may have, again, I will be cautious
in not commenting on the judgment itself, save to say
that I believe that, under all the provisions that impact
in this space, there have been only two convictions in
five years.

Martin Vickers (Cleethorpes) (Con): I always find it
distressing, when these issues are debated, that so little
concern is expressed for the welfare of the unborn child.
Surely that should be an equal priority, alongside the
mother’s health. Does the Minister agree that the least
the Government could do in view of this case is review
the regulation of the providers who send out these pills?
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Edward Argar: Again, my hon. Friend’s contribution
highlights to the House that there are genuine and
sincerely held views on both sides of the debate, with
colleagues concerned about the unborn child’s rights
and, equally, colleagues concerned about the mother’s
right to choose and the mother’s health. It is right that
those points are aired. On his specific question, that
would be a matter for colleagues at the Department of
Health and Social Care and I will ensure that they are
aware of his question.

Janet Daby (Lewisham East) (Lab): Following this
shocking case, a constituent contacted me about her
experience of seeking an abortion. Her partner is on
medication, one side effect of which is that it can cause
serious foetal abnormalities. For that reason, she was
advised to seek an abortion, only to be told that it was
not a legally valid reason, which seems ludicrous, and
that she should make up another reason. Will the
Minister commit to reviewing and updating the legally
valid reasons for having an abortion?

Edward Argar: I hope the hon. Lady will appreciate
that I cannot comment on a specific case. She may wish
to write to me and I will see, depending on circumstances,
whether there is anything I can write back to her with,
but I do not want to set expectations because I will have
to judge that when I receive the correspondence. However,
she is welcome to do that. Again, her question is essentially
relating to changes to the legal framework around abortion.
As I have set out, that is a matter for this House—the
will of the House—and individual parliamentarians in
a free vote.

Sir Desmond Swayne (New Forest West) (Con): This
tragedy would not have occurred had there been a
requirement for a face-to-face consultation and clinical
administration of the drugs, would it?

Edward Argar: My right hon. Friend will appreciate
that I am not going to comment directly on this case
and the judgment involved, but I refer him to the
answer I gave some moments ago in respect of that
decision: this was debated and the House expressed its
view.

Stella Creasy (Walthamstow) (Lab/Co-op): I start by
joining the Minister in expressing our condolences to
the people of Nottingham. I had the honour of meeting
Grace O’Malley-Kumar when she and her father were
part of the vaccination effort in my local community.
She was a wonderful young woman who clearly had a
very bright future ahead of her.

The 67 prosecutions in the last 10 years under this
legislation and the conviction that we have seen in
England and Wales show that it is not a theoretical issue
to consider whether women in England and Wales have
a legal right to an abortion. They do not have a situation
where they are exempted from prosecution. The situation
is completely different in Northern Ireland, where this
House voted to implement a human rights approach
and give women in Northern Ireland a human right—
something the Minister himself did not oppose when it
came before this House. Has he had any legal advice on
the inequality in the ability of women within the UK to
exercise their human right to choose what happens to
their bodies?



441 Abortion: Offences against the
Person Act

Edward Argar: [ am pleased the hon. Lady’s voice held
up through her question. I suspect she possibly still knows
some of those who are friends with Grace, so I hope
that through her I can pass on my condolences to them.

The hon. Lady is a passionate campaigner on these
issues and dexterous in her use of amendments and the
procedures of this House to make progress on the
campaigns that she cares about. On her point about
Northern Ireland, I have not received legal advice on
any impacts of the differential regimes, but I gently reiterate
that the House made that decision knowing that it
would create a different regime in Northern Ireland,
and I respect the will of the House.

Bob Blackman (Harrow East) (Con): Regardless of
one’s views on abortion, surely it must be that those
women seeking an abortion get proper medical advice
so that their health and the health of the unborn child
are protected?

Edward Argar: I am grateful to my hon. Friend, who
makes an entirely sensible point. It is important that,
when women make what is a very difficult decision, they
have access to appropriate advice to assist them in
making that decision. That advice is perhaps more a
matter for colleagues in the Department of Health and
Social Care, but I will ensure that they are aware of this
urgent question.

Christine Jardine (Edinburgh West) (LD): Not only
has a great deal of concern been expressed in this place
about the case, but I am sure we have all received
representations from constituents who are concerned and
alarmed that this could happen. It has created uncertainty
among women. What is the law? What are their rights?
That is another reason why I ask the Minister to press
for a debate in this place, so that we can address the law
and reassure women about the situation.

Edward Argar: This House has debated these issues
on a number of occasions, certainly during my time in
the House and during the hon. Lady’s time in the House.
The Leader of the House is not in her place at the moment,
but she will have heard the point that has been made. Any
such decision on a debate would of course be a matter
for the usual channels and the Leader of the House, but
I will again ensure that she is aware of that request.

Nick Fletcher (Don Valley) (Con): It appears to me
that every time anyone comes to this place and speaks
openly about the rights of the unborn baby, they tend to
get shouted down and jeered at. I am pretty sure that
this subject will come to this House again in the not-too-
distant future, and I am pretty sure it will vote to relax
these rules. But before it does that, I want this House
and this country to think of those unborn babies. They
are lives—after 6 weeks old, those babies are fully
formed and it is just a case of them growing, as we
continue to do when we are outside the womb. We
should also do all we can to help people to have as few
unwanted pregnancies as possible. I am sure no woman
goes to an abortion clinic and has an abortion and does
not hate that experience. I am sure it is something that
no woman ever wants to do. Can we just think of those
unborn babies and of the women having those abortions?
Maybe, if they had used contraception or had looked at
things in a different way, these babies would not have
happened.
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Edward Argar: My hon. Friend highlights again that
there are sincere and genuinely held views on both sides
of this debate. Respect for those divergent views must
characterise how we debate what is an extremely sensitive
issue. This place, the heart of our democracy, is the
right place for such views to be debated and discussed.

Mr Ben Bradshaw (Exeter) (Lab): How is it possible
that Roman Catholic Spain and Italy—home to the Vatican
—have decriminalised abortion but we have not?

Edward Argar: The right hon. Gentleman will know
that different approaches are taken across Europe—for
example, the UK has a 24-week limit; in most European
countries that is much lower, at 12, 13 or 14 weeks.
There are differences of approach across European
countries such as France. We are roughly in line with
the Netherlands in terms of the time limit. I take his
point, but there is genuinely a wide range of approaches
across European countries on some of the specifics in
this space.

Alex Davies-Jones (Pontypridd) (Lab): In 2020, this
House amended the law in Northern Ireland to remove
the threat of criminal sanctions for any woman who
attempted to end their own pregnancy. There is cross-party
agreement in this place that more must be done to protect
a woman’s right to abortion. I have great respect for the
Minister, I have heard what he has said, and I understand
that Parliament knew this would be the case when we
established the different framework, but may I implore
him to extend the same protections elsewhere in the UK
so that no more women in desperate circumstances are
ever threatened with prison again?

Edward Argar: The hon. Lady knows that, as well as
having a huge amount of respect for her, I consider her
a friend. I listen very carefully to what she says. I reiterate
that Parliament was cognisant of the divergence when it
made this decision. Of course, it is open to Parliament—if
it so wishes at some point in the future—to change in
the usual manner the framework in England and Wales.
But that is not a matter for the Government; it is a
matter for this House and a matter of conscience.

Chi Onwurah (Newcastle upon Tyne Central) (Lab):
The Minister says that abortion is “a matter of conscience”
for the House, but it is also a matter of women’s mental
and physical health. Surely Parliament has a duty to
ensure that there is a consistent, humane and modern
legislative framework that supports women’s wellbeing.
On that point, could he confirm whether women’s personal
data in relation to that medical treatment remains private
and under their control?

Edward Argar: The hon. Lady makes a clear point
about the divergence between the regimes of the two
jurisdictions, and she rightly highlights the physical and
mental health aspects of what is always going to be an
incredibly difficult decision for any woman to take. It is,
as I say, open to Parliament to make further changes
through the usual routes—private Members’ Bills and
similar—if it so wishes. On her latter, technical question,
I understand that to be the case, but will she allow me to
write to her? I do not want to unwittingly mislead her in
any way.
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Chi Onwurah indicated assent.

Charlotte Nichols (Warrington North) (Lab): I am
hopeful that the Minister will soon bring forward something
so that we can discuss this. As colleagues on all sides of
the House have said, there is a need for a modern, fact-
based discussion. Will he ask his Conservative colleagues
to ensure that, when we have those discussions, male
colleagues are not speculating about what might be in a

woman’s mind when she goes to seck treatment of that
kind?

Edward Argar: The hon. Lady makes a couple of
important points. Any legislation or changes to the
legislative framework will, of course, be a matter for the
House via the usual mechanisms in this space—private
Members’ Bills and so on. In respect of debating the
matter in the House, I cannot prejudge that, but I know
that the Leader of the House will have heard hon.
Members’ requests, and I am sure that she will, as she
always does, reflect carefully on their views. In respect
of the hon. Lady’s final point, I go back to what I said a
few moments ago: respect, and respect for different people’s
views and perspectives, as well as for what different
people are thinking and feeling, must characterise debate
of what is clearly a highly emotive and sensitive issue.

Kerry McCarthy (Bristol East) (Lab): The Minister
seems to be saying that if something is deemed a matter
of conscience and subject to a free vote, it is never a
matter for Government legislation and bringing it forward
is reliant on private Members’ Bills or Back-Bench
amendments, as we saw with the Northern Ireland
situation. Surely that is a total abdication of responsibility.
We used to see that with LGBT rights, when free votes
were allowed across the House. Is it not up to the
Government to show leadership on this issue—which is
primarily a healthcare issue for women, whether it is
physical or mental health—and bring forward legislation
that we can discuss?

Edward Argar: The hon. Lady will know that on
matters such as abortion and assisted dying, it has been
a long-standing approach by Governments of both
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parties—hers as well—that those are matters for the
House and not for Government. In respect of what
would happen were the House to legislate, I have already
made clear that if the House did express its will through
legislation, Government would of course respect that
and work to implement whatever the House decided
efficiently and effectively.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I thank the Minister
for his balanced answers. If the right hon. Member for
Kingston upon Hull North (Dame Diana Johnson)
thinks that section 58 should be replaced because it was
made a long time ago, why is she not asking for repeal
of the entire Offences against the Person Act? The whole
Act is old. The age of legislation is irrelevant. What is
important is what it does. Section 58 provides vital
protection for not just the person but the most vulnerable
person of all: the unborn child. Will the Minister commit
to protecting the sanctity of life, as other developed
European nations do, where the average limit is 14 weeks,
and uphold section 58? Will he urgently review safeguards
for the pills-by-post scheme, to ensure that such a case
never happens again?

Edward Argar: I know that the hon. Gentleman has
strong and sincerely held views on this subject. In
respect of the broader provisions in the 1861 Act, I have
to be honest that I do not know whether the right hon.
Member for Kingston upon Hull North would like to
keep them, and I will not presume to know her mind.
It is quite possible that she would like to see further
changes, but the scope of this urgent question is this
section 58 of the Act.

The hon. Gentleman is right to highlight that there
are strong views on both sides of this debate. We have
heard from other Members about the rights of the
unborn child, but we have also rightly heard about the
health rights of mothers and a woman’s right to choose.
We have to recognise that this needs to be a balanced
debate, with views listened to respectfully on both sides.
On his final point, that will be a matter for colleagues in
the Department of Health and Social Care, but I will
ensure they are aware of the point he makes.
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Thangam Debbonaire (Bristol West) (Lab): Will the
Leader of the House give us the forthcoming business?

The Leader of the House of Commons (Penny Mordaunt):
The business for the week commencing 19 June will include:

Monpay 19 JunNe—Motion relating to the fifth report
from the Committee of Privileges, followed by a general
debate on the UK tech industry following London Tech
Week.

Tuespay 20 June—Remaining stages of the Finance
(No. 2) Bill.

WEeDNEsDAY 21 June—Consideration of Lords message
to the Strikes (Minimum Service Levels) Bill; followed
by, if necessary, consideration of Lords message to the
Retained EU Law (Revocation and Reform) Bill; followed
by Opposition half day (17th allotted day, part one)—a
debate in the name of the official Opposition, subject to
be announced.

THurspAy 22 June—General debate on the infected
blood inquiry, followed by a debate on a motion on the
BBC’s proposals for the future of local radio. The
subjects for these debates were determined by the Backbench
Business Committee.

Fripay 23 June—The House will not be sitting.

The provisional business for the week commencing
26 June includes:

Monbay 26 June—Consideration of Lords amendments
to the Financial Services and Markets Bill, followed by,
if necessary, consideration of Lords message to the National
Security Bill.

Thangam Debbonaire: I thank the Leader of the House
for the forthcoming business.

Boris Johnson lied. He lied to MPs, he lied to the
people of this country, and he lied to nurses, doctors,
care workers, bus drivers—everyone who was putting
their own life at risk during the pandemic. Why does this
matter? Because people sacrificed so much, and they
deserved a Prime Minister who values truth and honour
and leads by example. It turns out that they did not have
one. As I read the report this morning—and I have—
I thought of all those people, including constituents of
mine, who could not say goodbye as loved ones lay
dying because they stuck to the rules. When they hear
these headlines, they will be forced to relive their own
hurt and anger.

I thank the members of the Privileges Committee for
the thoughtful and considered work that they have
carried out over a year, under constant intimidation
from the former Prime Minister and his friends. They
did as we asked, diligently, and we should all be grateful.
I am disappointed to hear that the attacks on that
Committee—a Committee with a Conservative majority;
a cross-party Committee, properly constituted—continue
today, led by Mr Johnson. His behaviour is shocking,
but not surprising. I was shadow Leader of the House
two years ago when he tried to rip up the rules to save
his friend Paterson. Hundreds of Tory MPs voted with
him—including the current Leader of the House, I am
afraid to say. As we do not know what the motion on
Monday will say, I ask her now: can she assure us that
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there will be no similar attempt? Will she confirm that
the Government will give the House the opportunity to
approve and endorse the report in full?

This all brings into question the validity of Johnson’s
resignation honours list, and the Prime Minister’s support
for it. With a lawbreaker and a liar rewarding his cronies,
will the Leader of the House call on the Prime Minister to
show some leadership for once and cancel these dishonourable
honours?

On the subject of the Prime Minister’s incredibly
poor judgment, is he so out of touch that he thought it
was right that taxpayers’ hard-earned money fund legal
advice for Johnson’s lies to the public—a shameful
waste of money, especially during a Tory cost of living
crisis? This was a mess of his making. Does the Leader
of the House think that was a good use of public
money? Will the Prime Minister now demand that Boris
Johnson pays back every penny? We will return to this
topic on Monday in full, when I will face the right hon.
Lady again.

Turning to a related matter, a week really is a long
time in politics, especially for the right hon. Member for
Mid Bedfordshire (Ms Dorries)—or is it the former Member?
Who knows? She has had a busy week. Apparently barred
from being a Baroness, she then declared her departure,
then threw a tantrum on TalkTV, seemingly resiled on
her resignation and launched a one-woman investigation
into why she did not get a peerage. This could now drag
on for months, like the guest who outstays their welcome
when conversation has dried up. She has said she is off
home, but she is taking forever to put on her coat, and
you know what? She will stay for that last cup of tea after
all. Is this really what people can expect from Tory MPs?

Could the Leader of the House please clarify whether
her colleague is resigning or not? Does she agree that
the good people of Mid Bedfordshire deserve proper
representation from their MP, as do the people of
Uxbridge and South Ruislip and of Selby and Ainsty,
and people up and down the country who cannot
stomach a moment more of this Tory soap opera, with
a Prime Minister too busy failing to get a grip on the
sleaze and scandal engulfing his own party to focus on
the cost of living, crime, or NHS waiting lists? With so
much to do, he cannot even fill a full parliamentary day.
What is the point of him? He is out of touch, out of
ideas and unable to govern. He is breaking his promises
and letting people down. It is time that he showed some
actual leadership and let the people have their say, and
called a general election.

Penny Mordaunt: First, 1 associate myself with the
remarks and the tributes paid in this House to the
victims of the Nottingham attack and their brave families
and friends, and also to all those who perished in the
Grenfell fire six years ago and those who loved them.
This week, we also commemorate the liberation of the
Falkland Islands, which is of particular importance to
many of the families that it is my privilege to represent.

The hon. Lady raises the issue of the hour. It is worth
reminding the House that the Privileges Committee is
there to defend this House, our rights and our privileges.
The Committee and the investigation it carried out was
set up unanimously by this House. We asked it to do
this work. The membership of the Committee was
established unanimously by this House and, as many
Members have pointed out, it had a Conservative majority
on it. I put on record my thanks to the Committee.
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Andrew Selous (South West Bedfordshire) (Con):
Conservatives doing their duty.

Penny Mordaunt: Yes, the members of that Committee
were doing their duty. My advice to all hon. and right
hon. Members, having had the Committee carry out the
work we asked it to do, is to read the report. Members
should make their own judgments about it and take the
task that it is our privilege to do seriously and soberly.
Members should use their own judgment on that. I can
confirm that the motion before us will be votable and
amendable, and it is House business, so I am expecting a
free vote.

The hon. Member for Bristol West (Thangam
Debbonaire) reminds us of a previous case, and I know
these are difficult matters for the House. We have to
look at the evidence and the report, but we are talking
about people who are friends and colleagues. The task
we face on Monday will be a painful process and a sad
process for all of us, but we all must do what we think is
right, and others must leave us alone to do so. I concur
with the hon. Lady.

The hon. Lady has understandably focused on wrongs
and gongs, if I may say so, but she will know that this
Government have not been distracted from our duties.
She mentions the cost of living. I know how stressful,
frightening and exhausting that living from hand to
mouth can be, and we are determined to support families
and businesses through these tough and volatile times.
Global economic conditions have been made worse by
the actions of those who would do us harm. The latest
atrocity in Ukraine will have knock-on effects globally.
As a country, we must, and we will, weather this storm.
That is why we are supporting households on average to
the tune of £3,300. It is why we have frozen fuel duty for
the 13th consecutive year. It is why we have the triple
lock and the largest ever increase to the national living
wage. It is why we have doubled the personal allowance.
It is why we are capping bus fares and why we have
introduced tax-free childcare, supporting 2 million families,
and are expanding that offer further still.

The public need a plan from their Government to
grow the economy, to halve inflation and to reduce
debt. Those are their priorities, and that is why they are
our Prime Minister’s priorities, too. The hon. Lady will
know that we are a resilient nation. We have had the
fastest cumulative growth in the G7 for the past two
years. The International Monetary Fund has revised its
forecasts up, and we have avoided a technical recession
that many said was inescapable. This week, we learned
that employment is higher than pre-pandemic levels. We
have 4 million people into work, half of whom are women.
The percentage of women in high-skilled jobs is up
38.5% since the hon. Lady’s party was in power.

In tough times, this country does not need doom-mongers
and hand-wringers; it needs fighters, grafters and hope-
bringers. It needs a Government who will back families,
workers and wealth creators and all who invest in every
sense in our nation. That is what we are focused on,
including, most notably during London Tech Week, the
growth sector of artificial intelligence. In contrast, we
know what Labour’s Al policy is: anti-investment, anti-
infrastructure, anti-innovation and anti-individuals.

In 13 years of Labour Government, they managed to
electrify just 60 miles of rail track. Their top 10 worst
IT failures cost half the schools budget. They had no
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free childcare for under-threes, they gifted us the fuel
duty escalator and they thought it an acceptable state of
affairs that someone in a second job got to keep only 2p
for every additional pound they earned. No Labour
Government have ever left office with more people in
work than when they came to power. Al is not a danger
to jobs and wages, but a Labour Government certainly
are.

Bob Blackman (Harrow East) (Con): I was pleased
earlier this week to be re-elected as co-chairman of the
all-party group on the holocaust memorial and education
centre. [ understand that the Standing Orders Committee
has considered the progress of the Holocaust Memorial
Bill, which will bring both the much-needed and expected
education centre and the memorial to fruition. Can my
right hon. Friend provide a progress report on that Bill,
but also on the long-promised boycotts, divestment and
sanctions Bill that the Government have promised to
bring forward?

Penny Mordaunt: I congratulate my hon. Friend on
his re-election to that important role. On the first Bill he
mentions, he knows how important this is to the
Government and to many people, and it is also important
that we bring these things forward in a timely way. He
will know that the next stage is for the House of Lords
Standing Orders (Private Bills) Committee to meet on
19 June to consider the Standing Orders that apply, and
I hope the Bill will continue to make good progress. The
second Bill is also making good progress, alongside the
Procurement Bill, as he will know, and I will announce
further business in the usual way.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Dame Rosie Winterton):
I call the SNP spokesperson.

Deidre Brock (Edinburgh North and Leith) (SNP):
There is no shortage of things we can talk about this
week. The UK still has the highest core inflation in the
G7, with the continuing cost of living crisis and warnings
of further rate rise misery for mortgage owners. There
were some—putting it mildly—questionable choices on
a former PM’s honours list, a scathing report out yesterday
from the Scottish Government demonstrating exactly
how this UK Government are attempting to impose
direct rule on Scotland by stealth and, indeed, an utterly
damning Privileges Committee report, just released,
with its conclusions on that former PM’s behaviour,
although we can of course expect that one to be very
thoroughly debated on Monday. Our constituents, who
suffered so much throughout the pandemic, deserve
nothing less.

However, I want to focus on this occasion on something
I am sure the Leader of the House will have been as
horrified to hear about as I was. It is the report on Sky
News that serving personnel at RAF bases in England
are having to use food banks to feed their families. We
all know that the Leader of the House has a real interest
in defence matters—until her demotion by the previous
Prime Minister, she was a Defence Minister herself