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House of Commons

Wednesday 5 March 2025

The House met at half-past Eleven o’clock

PRAYERS

[MR SPEAKER in the Chair]

Oral Answers to Questions

SCOTLAND

The Secretary of State was asked—

Defence Spending

1. Jack Rankin (Windsor) (Con): What assessment he
has made of the potential impact of the Government’s
defence spending plans on Scotland. [902923]

The Secretary of State for Scotland (Ian Murray):
I am sure that the whole House will wish to pay tribute
to the artist Jack Vettriano, who sadly died this week.
He was the son of a Methil miner who taught himself to
paint, and our country is a little less colourful for his
passing.

May I express my thanks to you, Mr Speaker, and to
Members throughout the House for the many kind
words following the birth of my daughter Loïs? She was
born at home two hours before the midwives could
arrive, so I suppose it could be said that I am delivering
for Scotland. A number of Members have asked me
consistently how I am coping with the tears, snotters
and tantrums, but I remind them that I have been on
paternity leave, so have not had time to keep up with
Scottish National party selection dramas.

It has been an historic week for our country. I know
that the people of Scotland stand with Ukraine, and
will recognise the importance of the Government’s decision
to increase defence spending to 2.5% of GDP. The
Prime Minister’s leadership on the world stage should
be a source of pride for all who value Britain’s role as a
defender of democracy and a partner for European
peace. Scotland has never been more ready to play its
part in defending the UK and our allies.

Jack Rankin: Scotland’s world-class defence industry
will play a key role in rebuilding Britain’s military
capabilities, and during my visit to Babcock at Rosyth
I saw at first hand how defence spending benefits Scotland’s
small and medium-sized enterprises. However, investment
in Scotland’s defence SMEs lags far behind that in the
rest of the United Kingdom, accounting for just 2.5% of
the total spending of the Ministry of Defence, largely
owing to the hostile environment created by the Scottish
National party. How is the Secretary of State working
with the MOD and Scotland’s defence industry to unleash
Scotland’s SMEs and enhance our nation’s defence
capabilities?

Ian Murray: I thank the hon. Gentleman for the
cross-party support for the Prime Minister’s actions on
Ukraine and, indeed, defence. Scotland needs all its
political leaders to stand up proudly for our defence

industry. Scotland has led the UK in defence, and has
been home to its nuclear deterrent since the 1960s.
I recently hosted a defence industry roundtable to discuss
sector priorities and opportunities, and, as part of our
Brand Scotland programme, I have discussed those in
Norway and south-east Asia. I welcome the Prime
Minister’s announcement of new SME spending targets
for defence, which will boost access to UK defence
investment, unlocking new jobs in the process.

Joani Reid (East Kilbride and Strathaven) (Lab):
Does the Secretary of State agree that the SNP’s reckless
pledge to scrap our nuclear deterrent at Faslane threatens
our national security at a time of significant international
volatility? The First Minister has said that Trident is of

“no tangible or realistic benefit”

to our current security challenges. Does the Secretary of
State share my view that that stance is fundamentally
naive, and demonstrates that the SNP cannot be trusted
with Scotland’s future?

Ian Murray: Indeed. The First Minister is all over the
place on defence. He has suggested that we should
increase the of 2.5% of GDP by scrapping Trident, but
that is already included in the 2.5%, so it would make
no difference whatsoever. The SNP are not credible at
all when it comes to defence in Scotland, and I urge
every member of every party in the House to get behind
the Prime Minister in our national interest.

Make Work Pay Plan

2. Dr Scott Arthur (Edinburgh South West) (Lab):
What steps he is taking with Cabinet colleagues to
implement the policies in the make work pay plan in
Scotland. [902924]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Scotland
(Kirsty McNeill):The Employment Rights Bill represents
the biggest upgrade of workers’ rights in a generation,
banning zero-hours contracts, ending unscrupulous fire
and rehire practices, providing day one protections for
paternity leave and against unfair dismissal, and improving
access to statutory sick pay. With International Women’s
Day fast approaching, we should remember that it is
working women who will benefit disproportionately
from this groundbreaking legislation. That is what change
looks like, and that is the difference that a Labour
Government make.

Dr Arthur: Residents throughout my constituency
welcome the improvements in workers’ rights, but parents
are greatly concerned about the impact of the growing
gap in attainment in Scottish schools between the richest
and the poorest, and what it means for their children’s
ability to find their first jobs. This week I have been
inundated with comments from parents who are worried
about the recent Audit Scotland report on support for
children with additional needs; it is a disgraceful report.
Can the Minister assure me that she will use whatever
influence she has to ensure that the Scottish Government
make education a priority?

Kirsty McNeill: My hon. Friend is right to raise the
concerns of parents who are worried about how their
kids will get good jobs. The SNP has said that a zero-
hours contract is “a positive destination” for a school
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leaver, but this Labour Government will ban such
exploitative contracts. Labour’s Budget delivered an
extra £4.9 billion for Scottish public services, but after
18 years the SNP still does not see Scottish kids as a
priority. It should stand aside, and give Scotland the
chance of the new direction that it deserves.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I thank the Minister
for her response, but more importantly I thank the hon.
Member for Edinburgh South West (Dr Arthur) for
setting the scene. He has clearly explained the importance
of having children, and the importance of their having
opportunities. With those opportunities in mind, has
the Minister had a chance to discuss with the equivalent
Minister in the Northern Ireland Assembly how we can
better help our children in Northern Ireland, as she
wishes to do in Scotland?

Kirsty McNeill: I have not had that chance, but
I would be delighted to do so. Scottish education is, of
course, devolved to the SNP Government. SNP Members
should think long and hard about the fact that they
have claimed that it is their No. 1 priority and yet the
attainment gap is growing. Working-class kids’ education
and exam results were explicitly downgraded by the
serving First Minister. We would be delighted to partner
with anyone across these islands who wants to increase
educational opportunity for our young people.

Economic Growth

3. Brian Leishman (Alloa and Grangemouth) (Lab):
What steps his Department is taking to support economic
growth in Scotland. [902925]

6. Dr Jeevun Sandher (Loughborough) (Lab): What
recent discussions he has had with Cabinet colleagues
on supporting economic growth in Scotland. [902928]

8. Chris Vince (Harlow) (Lab/Co-op): What recent
discussions he has had with Cabinet colleagues on
supporting economic growth in Scotland. [902930]

10. Adam Jogee (Newcastle-under-Lyme) (Lab): What
recent discussions he has had with Cabinet colleagues
on supporting economic growth in Scotland. [902932]

The Secretary of State for Scotland (Ian Murray):
The Scotland Office is playing a key role in driving
economic growth in Scotland, ensuring that our new
industrial strategy works for Scotland and securing
Harland & Wolff’s future to protect hundreds of jobs in
Arnish and Methil, and I led the cross-Government
ministerial taskforce to secure £200 million from the
National Wealth Fund for Grangemouth. Over the next
10 years the UK Government will directly invest £1.4 billion
in local growth projects in Scotland. From the V&A in
Dundee and the town centre of Elgin to a freeport on
the Forth and local travel in Paisley, our plan for change
will bring growth to every part of Scotland.

Brian Leishman: The formal redundancy consultation
process started last week for laboratories and stores at
the Grangemouth site, with emergency response and
other shared services consultations also about to start.
The redundancies are due to Petroineos serving notice
to end shared services contracts because of the imminent
refinery closure. The Prime Minister has announced a

support package, guaranteeing workers’ incomes for
18 months. Will the Secretary of State reassure the
shared services workers who are about to lose their jobs
at the Grangemouth site because of the refinery closure
that they too will be eligible for the package of income
guarantee and for reskilling support from Forth Valley
college?

Ian Murray: I thank my hon. Friend for raising this
issue in the House, and for protecting workers in his
constituency. The UK Government are fully committed
to seeking a sustainable industrial future for Grangemouth
and all its workers. Following the work of the Scotland
Office-led taskforce, the Prime Minister announced that
the National Wealth Fund will provide £200 million of
investment for the Grangemouth site. The UK Government,
working with the Scottish Government, are providing a
training guarantee for all staff at the refinery to support
them into good jobs, and my hon. Friend will be pleased
to hear that Unite the Union has welcomed the funding
and said that the package

“safeguards Scotland’s energy security and delivers the jobs of
the future.”

Dr Sandher: The defence sector contributes £3.2 billion
to the Scottish economy, and Scotland’s contribution
keeps us all safe. The Prime Minister has announced
increased spending in our country, which also means
more investment in Scotland, higher industrial production
and higher incomes. Does the Secretary of State agree
that this shows the difference a Labour Government
make—both south and north of the border?

Ian Murray: The Prime Minister is absolutely right
when he says that the first responsibility of this Government
is to protect our national security and keep our citizens
safe. The last time that defence spending was at 2.5% of
GDP was under the last Labour Government.

Scotland is a leader in the defence industry. Just this
week, I had the pleasure of visiting JFD in Renfrew,
which works with the Royal Navy to design, manufacture
and operate world-class submarine rescue systems. From
Babcock and BAE Systems to small businesses and
start-ups, I am determined that Scotland leads the way
in building our military industrial base.

Chris Vince: Given that the defence sector already
supports more than 20,000 jobs in Scotland, as well as
hundreds in Harlow, does the Secretary of State agree
that the Government’s commitment to increase defence
spending will also help to grow Scotland’s economy and
create more skilled jobs?

Ian Murray: For years the defence sector in Scotland
has been at the forefront of creating skilled, well-paid
jobs, despite the SNP’s refusal to stand up and back UK
defence. This week is Scottish Apprenticeship Week,
and I hope that those on both sides of the House—
particularly Members from Scotland—will join me in
paying tribute to Scotland’s wonderful defence sector
apprentices, who do a great job at not just keeping our
country safe, but helping our economies grow and
building the skills base of Scotland’s future.

Adam Jogee: A proper industrial strategy is key to
economic growth, which is why industry has been asking
for support for many years. My constituents in Newcastle-
under-Lyme were failed by the Tories, and the people of
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Scotland have been failed by the SNP since 2007. Can
the Minister set out what work the Scotland Office has
done to ensure that a new national industrial strategy
delivers for Scotland, as well as for the good people of
Newcastle-under-Lyme?

Ian Murray: The Scottish Government and SNP
Members seem to think that defending the defence
industry is done on Twitter. This Government inherited
not just a fiscal crisis but an industrial one, because we
have had well over 10 years without a clear industrial
strategy. I was pleased recently to meet the chair of the
Industrial Strategy Advisory Council, and I welcomed
my right hon. Friend the Business Secretary to Scotland
last month to meet business leaders at the forefront of
Scotland’s industrial future. This Government have already
delivered, among other things, £200 million for
Grangemouth, £2.6 million for the V&A in Dundee,
and job security for 300 skilled workers at Harland &
Wolff’s shipyards in Methil and Arnish. Just this morning,
we announced £55 million for the Cromarty Green
freeport to expand its capability for floating offshore
wind. That is the commitment to growth that this
Government make to the country.

John Lamont (Berwickshire, Roxburgh and Selkirk)
(Con): The SNP Government continue to be opposed
to nuclear energy, despite the huge economic benefits it
would bring to Scotland. We can see that in the jobs and
investment that the Torness power station generates.
Does the Secretary of State agree with me that investing
in nuclear would help bring down bills for our consumers,
help the environment and create many more jobs?

Ian Murray: I could not agree more with the hon.
Gentleman. Our nuclear policy in Scotland should allow
us to have nuclear power to bring down bills and give us
energy security. Of course, he is also right that the SNP
is against nuclear power in Scotland, but very happy to
take the baseload from England.

Wendy Chamberlain (North East Fife) (LD): The
Scotch whisky industry is central to the economic growth
of Scotland, and I was very pleased to hear from the
Dispatch Box yesterday that the Department for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs is not moving
forward with its consultation on single malts. However,
can the Secretary of State explain why we were in that
position in the first place? What discussions were had
between DEFRA and the Scotland Office before that
consultation was opened?

Ian Murray: I agree with the hon. Lady about the
commitment given by the Chief Secretary to the Treasury
at the Dispatch Box yesterday, and I reiterate that the
only watering down of whisky in Scotland will be the
little bit of water that some put in to taste.

Dave Doogan (Angus and Perthshire Glens) (SNP):
The Secretary of State will be well aware of the manifold
range of family-owned businesses in Scotland, many of
which are very large and trade with multimillion-pound
balance sheets every year. The Chancellor’s move to
change the rules on business property relief threatens at
best these businesses being sold off to plcs and at worst
their being liquidated to pay their liabilities to His
Majesty’s Revenue and Customs. What assessment has

the Scotland Office made of the potentially catastrophic
implications for Scottish enterprise of the BPR changes
in train from the Treasury?

Ian Murray: It seems to me that SNP Members
decided when they came back to the House in July to
defend the Conservative Government’s economic
record. We inherited a £22 billion black hole, and when
the Chancellor came to the Dispatch Box for the Budget,
she had to fill that black hole and end austerity. It is
what we promised, and it delivered £4.9 billion to the
Scottish budget, which the hon. Gentleman’s party is
intent on spending. This is the key point: SNP Members
in this House have objected to every single measure in
that Budget, but they are very happy to spend the
money.

Graham Stuart (Beverley and Holderness) (Con): If
the Secretary of State wants to help economic growth in
Scotland, I suggest he looks at oil and gas. Ending the
licensing of domestic production, which will not make
the slightest difference to how much we consume, will
lead to the loss of tens of thousands of jobs—
35,000 jobs—and billions of pounds in tax revenue, and
we will then import oil and gas with higher embedded
emissions. The Secretary of State knows that that is
crazy. He cannot say so publicly at the Dispatch Box,
but can he use his good offices to persuade his fellow
Cabinet members that this is not a sensible course for
Scotland?

Ian Murray: This Government back the oil and gas
industry in Scotland. We have consistently said that oil
and gas will be with us for decades to come, but that sits
beside our national mission to get to clean power by
2030. It is a mission we should all be backing not just
for the jobs of the future, but to bring down people’s
bills.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Secretary of State.

Andrew Bowie (West Aberdeenshire and Kincardine)
(Con): I add my congratulations to those of many
others on the birth of the Secretary of State’s child
recently.

I read with some interest that the leader of the
Scottish Labour party is considering publishing a league
table to rank the performance of his Scottish Labour
MPs. I will not ask the Secretary of State to say where
he thinks he may sit in that table, but I will ask about
jobs and the economy, specifically in relation to the
energy industry.

As a direct result of the eco-zealotry emanating from
the Secretary of State for Energy Security and Net
Zero, the increase in the energy profits levy, the ban on
new licences and the refusal even to defend the issuing
of licences to Rosebank and Jackdaw, there will be a
reduction in the total economic value of the oil and gas
sector of £13 billion over the next four years, with
35,000 direct jobs at risk. Can the Secretary of State tell
the House, as Scotland’s man in the Cabinet—the man
on whom we all rely to make Scotland’s case and to act
in Scotland’s interests—whether he has made any overtures
to his beleaguered colleague at the Department for
Energy Security and Net Zero, or indeed to the Treasury,
to stop this madness?
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Ian Murray: The shadow Secretary of State will know
that the Government are working very hard, after the
Finch decision and the decisions around Rosebank, in
terms of oil and gas. He asks me to answer the question
about where Scottish Labour MPs would rank in the
table. Scottish Labour MPs are in the premier league; he
is in the Sunday league. [Interruption.]

Andrew Bowie: As my right hon. Friend the Member
for Central Devon (Mel Stride) says, there is nothing
wrong with Sunday leagues. Just as the Secretary of
State and Scottish Labour were silent on gender recognition,
and just as he and Scottish Labour are silent on taxing
family businesses and farms out of existence, he and
Scottish Labour are silent on the loss of an entire
industry and its workforce, which will decimate the
north-east of Scotland and impact the entire UK economy.
If he and his Scottish Labour colleagues are not standing
up for Scotland’s interests, Scottish workers and Scottish
industry, can he tell me just what is the point of Scottish
Labour?

Ian Murray: This Government are fully committed to
economic growth. As I have said, the Prime Minister
has said and the Chancellor has consistently said, oil
and gas will be with us for decades to come. We support
the industry. We are working through the issues that
have arisen from the legal cases the shadow Secretary of
State references. Our clean power mission by 2030 will
create jobs, create economic growth, lower bills, and
give us energy security for the future.

Mr Speaker: I call the Liberal Democrat spokesperson.

Christine Jardine (Edinburgh West) (LD): If economic
growth in Scotland is to succeed, our world-class
universities—the knowledge, the skills and the jobs they
provide—will be absolutely vital. Last week, Edinburgh
University announced that it faced a £140 million deficit,
which is projected to be the largest in the UK. That is
hugely concerning for my constituents and I am sure
also for the Secretary of State. The principal cited
several issues, including the national insurance changes.
This morning, visiting universities told Scottish MPs
that they also have funding concerns. They cited the
immigration laws in this country as a disincentive. What
are the Government going to do to stop further damage
to this vital sector inhibiting economic growth?

Ian Murray: Scottish universities punch above their
weight internationally. They are one of the jewels in the
crown of the Scottish economy, and of the Scottish and
UK education system. Of course, Edinburgh University
is the best university in the world—the House would
expect me to say that as the MP in Edinburgh and as an
alumnus. Let us not hide from the fact—I say this gently
to the hon. Lady—that part of the big funding challenges
for the universities is the lack of funding from the
Scottish Government, because higher education is devolved.
I will follow that up by very gently saying again that she
says she does not want anything in the Budget that
raises funds, but she wants to spend it.

Stephen Gethins (Arbroath and Broughty Ferry) (SNP):
I join others in congratulating the Secretary of State on
the birth of his daughter. That is one gain from Labour
that even the SNP can endorse!

One of the most important areas that business has
identified for growth is a more Scotland-specific approach
to migration. That was touted by Scottish Labour in its
manifesto and by its leader, but it was shot down by the
UK Government in no time at all, going the same way
as the Women Against State Pension Inequality Campaign,
child poverty commitments and the winter fuel payment
commitment. If the UK Government will not listen to
Scotland’s Labour leader, why should anybody else?

Ian Murray: I am very surprised the hon. Gentleman
did not take the opportunity to apologise for his Twitter
rantings at the weekend on foreign policy with regards
to the Prime Minister. He said:

“The UK has left itself in an utterly isolated position.”

I think the hon. Gentleman left himself in an utterly
isolated position.

This Government are completely committed to economic
growth and to transforming lives in Scotland. We are
already seeing the fruits of that in the Scottish context.
I ask the SNP either to get behind that, or to give
Scotland a new direction and get out of the way.

Stephen Gethins: If the Secretary of State had bothered
to read in more depth, he would have seen that I was
saying something that he once agreed with: leaving the
EU has left us more isolated. He once agreed with me
about that, before he went into government—but then,
he agreed with me on other things before he went into
government, such as tackling fuel poverty and tackling
child poverty. Is the Secretary of State no longer worried
about those issues and more worried about league tables?
Is he more worried about being in the relegation zone?
Do you know what is really interesting, Mr Speaker?
Throughout all of this, not once has he stood up for his
leader. That makes me think that we should not listen to
his leader—because Labour Members are not listening
to their leader any more.

Ian Murray: Sorry, Mr Speaker. I lost the thread of
that question about halfway through, but one thing
I did take from it is that it was absolutely identical to the
question from the Tory shadow Secretary of State. That
tells you all you need to know.

Employer National Insurance Contributions

4. Harriet Cross (Gordon and Buchan) (Con): What
assessment he has made of the potential impact of
changes to employer national insurance contributions
on levels of employment in Scotland. [902926]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Scotland
(Kirsty McNeill): Economic growth is the Government’s
No. 1 mission. These changes to national insurance
contributions are being made in the context of a resilient
labour market, with the estimated employment rate up
0.9 percentage points over the last quarter of 2024. We
are creating jobs and opportunities through our plan
for change and truly making work pay, to help raise
living standards right across the UK.

Harriet Cross: The Labour Government’s decision to
hike national insurance is a cost on businesses before they
even open their doors. I have spoken to many businesses
across my constituency in recent months, and all have
said how worried they are about the changes. In response
to my recent business survey, one large business said
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that it is now looking to cut up to 25 jobs because of the
NICs changes, and that it is beyond belief that the
Labour Government have decided to do this. Given that
this example will be replicated in constituencies across
Scotland, including the Minister’s, can she really stand
at the Dispatch Box and say she believes in this policy,
which so directly hits jobs, employment and growth
across Scotland?

Kirsty McNeill: I do believe in this policy, in the same
way I believe in all the announcements we made in the
Budget. As is so often the case with Conservative Members,
they will the ends of the Budget but not the means. If
the hon. Lady wants changes to the public services that
people in both our constituencies rely on, we need to
have the revenue to pay for them. That is what this
Budget was all about: cleaning up the mess we inherited
and getting the investment into public services that is so
desperately required.

Graeme Downie (Dunfermline and Dollar) (Lab): As
we know, one of the best ways to grow employment in
Scotland is through apprenticeships. A few weeks ago,
this UK Labour Government announced changes to
apprenticeships in England that will allow businesses to
work more closely with colleges and other skills providers
to ensure there is a job at the end of apprenticeships. In
Scotland, meanwhile, all we see is stagnation in skills
policy, which is reducing opportunities for young people
in my constituency and across the country. Will the
Minister make every effort to press the Scottish Government
to properly reform apprenticeships in Scotland and give
young people and others the opportunities they need
and deserve?

Kirsty McNeill: I certainly will. I pay tribute to my
hon. Friend for all he does to promote apprentices and
skills, and particularly apprentices in our defence industry,
who are doing so much to keep Scotland, the UK and,
indeed, the world safe.

Mr Speaker: I call the shadow Secretary of State.

Andrew Bowie (West Aberdeenshire and Kincardine)
(Con): The Secretary of State said that the questions
just asked were similar. Well, we did not get an answer
on either of our two attempts, so I might try on farming.
Scotland’s beef sector is at the heart of Scottish agriculture,
with 80% of the country’s agricultural land grazing
land, yet domestic beef production levels are set to
reduce by 5%, with a 12% increase in imports expected
to meet our forecasted demand. It is clear that this
Government’s tax changes could not come at a worse
time for Scotland’s farmers. Will the Minister please
stand up for Scotland’s farmers and make the case to
stop this madness?

Kirsty McNeill: The hon. Gentleman is perfectly
aware that 73% of agricultural property relief claims
each year are for less than £1 million, so almost three
quarters of those claiming the relief are expected to be
entirely unaffected. According to the latest data from
His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs, 40% of APR is
claimed by just 7% of estates making claims, meaning
that just 117 estates across the UK were claiming more
than £200 million in relief in 2021-22. Farmers will still
be able to pass down their farms to future generations,
just as they always have done.

Employer NICs: Businesses

5. Susan Murray (Mid Dunbartonshire) (LD): What
assessment he has made of the potential impact of
changes to employer national insurance contributions
on businesses in Scotland. [902927]

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Scotland
(Kirsty McNeill): Properly funding public services and
restoring economic stability requires difficult decisions
on tax, which is why we are asking employers to contribute
more. Stabilising the public finances is the only way to
create the long-term stability in which businesses can
thrive. The Government recognise the need to protect
the smallest businesses, which is why we have more than
doubled the employment allowance to £10,500, meaning
that more than half of small businesses will either gain
or be unaffected.

Susan Murray: A constituent has told me about one
of their clients, which is a care home owner that is
facing an increase in operating costs of £70,000 a year
as a result of the national insurance contributions
increase. Most of the business’s caring staff work part
time, which suits their family circumstances. However,
for each part-time member of staff, the business must
pay an additional £615 a year as a result of the change
to the national insurance contributions threshold in
the Government’s October Budget. In Mid Dunbartonshire,
and across the UK, there is growing demand for social
care. What will the Government do to help businesses in
the care sector that have been hit by these increased
staffing costs at a time of significant rises?

Kirsty McNeill: I am sure that the hon. Member, and
Members across the House, will join me in paying
tribute to Scotland’s social care workers for the incredible
contribution they make. Social care is of course a
devolved matter. The Scottish Government have now
received the largest budget settlement in the whole
history of devolution, as well as support for additional
employer national insurance costs. The Scottish
Government can choose to deliver that additional
support for social care, and I very much hope that they
do so.

Euan Stainbank (Falkirk) (Lab): The impact of net
changes in the Budget is £5.2 billion more for Scotland.
That is record funding to invest in our NHS, protect
the successes of devolution and fix our local services,
but the Scottish Government have squandered the
latter opportunity by continuing to underfund our
councils, leaving Falkirk council with a £28 million hole
to plug after eight years of SNP control. Does the
Minister agree that the £5.2 billion secured for
Scotland by the Labour Government could have been
used to fix local government, but instead the SNP
has chosen to leave the people of Falkirk to pick up
the bill?

Kirsty McNeill: Not only do I agree with my hon.
Friend that the SNP Government are at risk of squandering
this historic opportunity for Scotland, but I stress that
the SNP Government might like to ask their Members
of Parliament why they voted against this historic Budget
in Scotland’s interests.
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PRIME MINISTER

The Prime Minister was asked—

Engagements

Q1. [903008] Satvir Kaur (Southampton Test) (Lab): If
he will list his official engagements for Wednesday
5 March.

The Prime Minister (Keir Starmer): Tomorrow marks
13 years since six young British soldiers were on patrol
in Afghanistan when their vehicle was struck by an
explosive, tragically killing them all. Sergeant Nigel
Coupe was 33, Corporal Jake Hartley was 20, Private
Anthony Frampton was 20, Private Daniel Wade was
20, Private Daniel Wilford was 21, and Private Christopher
Kershaw was just 19, a teenager. Tomorrow also marks
the 18th anniversary of the death of Benjamin Reddy, a
22-year-old serving with 42 Commando Royal Marines,
who was killed in Helmand Province in 2007. These
men fought and died for their country—our country.
Across the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, 642 individuals
died fighting for Britain alongside our allies. Many
more were wounded. We will never forget their bravery
and their sacrifice. I know that the whole House will
join with me in remembering them and all those who
serve our country. [HON. MEMBERS: “Hear, hear.”]

This morning I had meetings with ministerial colleagues
and others. In addition to my duties in this House,
I shall have further such meetings later today.

Satvir Kaur: The Prime Minister has rightly made
growth his key mission, but can he outline for my
constituents in Southampton Test how our Employment
Rights Bill will not only deliver improvements for them,
but put more money in their pockets as part of our plan
for change?

The Prime Minister: I thank my hon. Friend, who is
doing a fantastic job for her constituents. The Employment
Rights Bill is the biggest upgrade to workers’ rights in a
generation and will benefit more than 10 million workers
in every corner of the country. It will tackle low pay,
poor conditions and poor job security that hold our
country back. It is pro-worker, pro-business and pro-growth.

Mr Speaker: I call the Leader of the Opposition.

Mrs Kemi Badenoch (North West Essex) (Con): Divisions
between Ukraine and the US only serve Vladimir Putin.
President Zelensky is right to try to rebuild his relationship
with President Trump. He is keeping a cool head under
very difficult circumstances, and I was glad to see
President Trump receive his letter positively. What is the
Prime Minister doing to help rebuild their relationship
after a challenging week?

The Prime Minister: The right hon. Member is absolutely
right: we need to do everything we can to ensure that
the US, Europe and Ukraine are working together on
lasting peace. I am doing everything that I can to play
my part in that, and I am in regular contact with all of
the key players at the moment, including talking to
President Zelensky yesterday afternoon.

Mrs Badenoch: I thank the Prime Minister for that
answer. All of us in this House know that the British
armed forces are a huge source of pride to our country.

They put themselves in harm’s way to defend our values.
As the Opposition, we support efforts to resolve the
conflict, but we cannot write a blank cheque. If British
peacekeeping troops in Ukraine were attacked—whether
directly or via proxies—we could be drawn into conflict
with Russia. Can the Prime Minister reassure all those
who are concerned about the UK being drawn into
war?

The Prime Minister: Yes; that is the last thing anybody
wants to see. The whole point of ensuring that there is a
lasting peace, and that any deal—if there is a deal—is
defended, is to avoid conflict so that we do have peace.
The way to ensure that we have peace is to ensure that
there are guarantees for any deal that is in place, because
the surest risk that there will be conflict is if Putin
thinks that he can breach any deal that may be arrived at.

Mrs Badenoch: The Prime Minister is quite right, and
we on the Opposition side of the House agree with him.
The objective for his visit to Washington was to get that
US security guarantee for Ukraine, and I commend his
efforts in that very difficult task. None the less, on
Monday the United States withdrew military aid for
Ukraine. Can he update the House on the steps he is
taking to persuade America that it is also in its national
interest to provide a security guarantee?

The Prime Minister: I am pleased to inform the
House that on Thursday of last week we did discuss
security guarantees. The President made absolutely clear
his commitment to article 5 of NATO, made absolutely
clear that he would have our backs because of the
relationship between our parties, and agreed that our
teams would sit down together to talk through security
guarantees. I have spoken to him, I think, three times
since then on the telephone, because it is vitally important
that we work with the US, with Europe and with
Ukraine and ensure that if there is a deal, it has proper
security guarantees in place.

Mrs Badenoch: I know that the Prime Minister is
unable to comment on specific intelligence matters, and
I am certainly not asking him to do that. However, there
are concerning reports that the United States has instructed
Britain to suspend intelligence sharing with Ukraine,
and there are other reports that Five Eyes itself may be
at risk. We need to ensure that America does not
disengage. There are some in the House who argue that
Europe should go it alone, but does he agree with me
that without this country’s greatest ally, any peace agreement
would place a terrible burden on Britain and our taxpayers?

The Prime Minister: I agree wholeheartedly. That is
why, as in the debate we had just two days ago, I have
always been clear that we need to ensure that the US,
the UK, Europe and Ukraine are working together, but
we must not choose between the US and Europe; we
never have historically, and we are not going to do
so now.

Mrs Badenoch: I thank the Prime Minister for his
comments on that. He will know that it is not just the
security situation that worries people; they are also
concerned about trade wars and the economic impact
of tariffs such as those levelled on Canada and Mexico
yesterday. The best way to avoid America putting tariffs
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on Britain is to reach agreement on a trade deal. Following
the Prime Minister’s trip to Washington, have talks on a
UK-US trade deal begun?

The Prime Minister: I was pleased that in the meeting
last week we did discuss an economic deal and agreed
that our teams would indeed sit down rapidly to talk
through a deal. That is what they are doing. As the right
hon. Lady rightly says, that is far better than getting
drawn into conflict in relation to tariffs.

Mrs Badenoch: I am glad that the Prime Minister has
confirmed that those talks have started. People across
our country are worried—worried about national security;
worried about whether we can equip our military fast
enough; and worried about whether we will deploy
troops in Ukraine, and whether we will be able to keep
the peace. They are also worried about our economic
security—can we afford all this?

The world is changing fast and we need an entirely
new approach to our economy and our energy security.
The Budget last year halted growth with higher taxes
and higher borrowing. Yesterday, farmers were protesting
in Whitehall again. People are hurting. Will the Prime
Minister now change course so we can have the economic
security that we know we need for our national security?

The Prime Minister: We were doing so well. [Laughter.]
What we inherited was insecurity in our economy. We
inherited a £22 billion black hole, and we have now
turned that around. We have got the highest investment
coming into our economy. We have got wages higher
than prices, and interest rates have been cut three times.
That is the difference between stability with Labour and
instability with the Conservative party.

Q2. [903009] Kevin Bonavia (Stevenage) (Lab): I commend
the Prime Minister for the decisive leadership that he
has shown in Europe and at home to bolster our collective
security. The £13.4 billion increase in defence spending
has been very much welcomed in my constituency. Will
the Prime Minister outline how that increase in defence
spending will boost jobs and growth in places such as
Stevenage, and will he join me in visiting some of my
constituency’s businesses?

The Prime Minister: Our plan for change is built on
national security and that has to go hand in hand with
economic security. As we return to 2.5% for the first
time since the last Labour Government, that investment
must mean UK skills, UK jobs and UK apprenticeships.
I was very pleased that on Monday we were able to
announce a new hub and new spending targets to help
12,000 small and medium-sized enterprises access the
supply chain, which will boost economic growth. That
will be really important in so many constituencies—and
of course I will consider my hon. Friend’s invitation.

Mr Speaker: I call the leader of the Liberal Democrats.

Ed Davey (Kingston and Surbiton) (LD): Yesterday
I visited Kingston’s Army Reserve centre and met members
of the Royal Army Medical Service who had served
bravely in Iraq and Afghanistan, so I associate myself
with the Prime Minister’s initial remarks.

On Monday the Prime Minister rightly said that a
minerals deal only was not a sufficient security guarantee
for Ukraine. The Trump Administration has since said
that a minerals deal is the only guarantee on the table,
and President Trump has removed military aid from
Ukraine and said that the British cannot share American
intelligence with Kyiv. Both those decisions mean that
more brave Ukrainians will die, while further emboldening
Vladimir Putin. Will the Prime Minister tell the House
whether he still believes that President Trump is a
reliable ally? If Ukraine does not get a sufficient security
guarantee from the White House, what is the Prime
Minister’s plan B?

The Prime Minister: We work very closely with the
United States on defence, security and intelligence, as
we have done for many, many years; we are intertwined,
and of course they are a reliable ally. We are operating
on that basis day in, day out across the world, as the
right hon. Gentleman knows.

In relation to the situation as it develops, obviously
our only focus is on a lasting peace in Ukraine. There
are many moving parts and there are many discussions
to be had. What I am doing is staying focused on what
I think is the single most important outcome: a lasting
peace in Ukraine, which is good for Ukraine and for
Europe and, of course, essential for the United Kingdom.

Ed Davey: The Prime Minister knows that we all
support him in that effort, but may I take him back to
President Trump’s reliability? Four British women have
accused Andrew Tate of rape and human trafficking.
British police have issued arrest warrants. The Tates
have tried to escape justice, first to Romania and now to
the United States. I am delighted that Florida has,
thankfully, opened a criminal investigation. Does the
Prime Minister agree that people who are wanted by
British police for such appalling crimes should stand
trial in our country? Given his assessment that President
Trump really is a reliable ally, will his Government
request an urgent extradition of the Tate brothers?

The Prime Minister: This is a live issue, as the right
hon. Gentleman will appreciate, and therefore I will
tread carefully. The principle is absolutely clear: justice
must be done in all cases, including in this case. But
I will not go into the details because this is a live case, as
he knows.

Q6. [903013] Steve Race (Exeter) (Lab): I am supporting
many parents in Exeter who are struggling to get the
support they need for their children within the special
educational needs and disabilities system run by Devon
county council. One parent told me that their child was
excelling, but after undergoing major surgery she needed
additional support to get back into a mainstream school
setting. That has not been possible due to the disarray
of the SEND system in Devon and that child is now
missing out. I welcome the new money going to the
system. Will the Prime Minister provide an update on
Government work that will also reform the SEND
system, to ensure that every child in Exeter has the best
start in life?

The Prime Minister: I thank my hon. Friend for
raising this familiar topic. We inherited a SEND system
that failed to meet the needs of children and families.
That is why we are investing £1 billion in SEND,
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alongside £740 million for councils to improve inclusivity
and expertise in mainstream schools and to ensure that
special schools can cater for children with the most
complex needs. We are working closely with partners in
Devon to deliver an accelerated progress plan and we
have deployed SEND advisers to offer support to the
local authority.

Liz Saville Roberts (Dwyfor Meirionnydd) (PC): By
cosying up to Putin, Trump is making Europe less safe.
We all recognise the need for Europe to adapt. Germany
is changing its fiscal rules to boost investment in defence
and infrastructure and creating a ¤500 billion fund to
strengthen its future. Will the Prime Minister please
consider a similar approach, focusing on strategic investment
rather than imposing further hardship on the poorest
through cuts to welfare and international aid?

The Prime Minister: As the right hon. Lady knows, it
is important that, if we are to increase defence spending
as we are, and to have that fully costed and fully funded,
we need to put that plan before the House, which is
what I did last week. She talks about fiscal rules and
funding, but I have to say that it was highly regrettable
that Plaid Cymru voted against £1.6 billion to fund
public services in Wales. She needs to explain how that
helps her constituents and the people of Wales.

Q7. [903014] KimJohnson (LiverpoolRiverside)(Lab):
This year marks 40 years since the Swann report exposed
systemic racism and discrimination in the education
system. Regrettably, none of its recommendations was
recommended. One of the most damning injustices in
the report was the misclassification of mainly black
children as educationally subnormal, as identified in
Steve McQueen’s BBC documentary. Given the historic
nature of this and the impact it had on so many, will
the Prime Minister consider a public inquiry to
provide justice and recompense for those who have been
affected?

The Prime Minister: I thank my hon. Friend for
raising this really important issue. All children and
young people must be treated fairly, and there is no
place for hate or prejudice in our education system.
I will ensure that she gets a meeting with the relevant
Minister to discuss this further.

Q3. [903010] Chris Law (Dundee Central) (SNP): This
week President Trump has ended military aid to Ukraine,
reportedly banned the UK from sharing US intelligence
with Ukraine and is now seeking to lift sanctions on
Russia to appease Vladimir Putin, a murderous lying
dictator. Regrettably, it is clear that, for now, the US can
no longer be relied upon for security and peace in
Europe, so will the Prime Minister provide leadership to
our allies by urgently making the decision to be the first
leader to release seized Russian state assets to Ukraine
under the established principle of international law, so
that Putin must pay, as the aggressor?

The Prime Minister: On the question of assets, we are
using the interest on the assets to help fund Ukraine
and we are looking, with others, at whether it is possible
to go further. Obviously, I will update the House if that
is possible. But I have to say that, at a time when defence

and security in Europe and the UK must be ramped up
for all the reasons that the hon. Gentleman readily
understands, the SNP maintaining its position of wanting
to get rid of the single most effective deterrent that we
have—the nuclear deterrent—really has to be explained
in its historical context.

Q10. [903017] Paul Davies (Colne Valley) (Lab): Labour
is rolling out free breakfast clubs in primary schools,
starting with 750 schools including Scapegoat Hill junior
and infant school in my constituency. Under the Tories,
only one in 10 schools had these clubs. Labour will
make them available for all children. That will help to
break down barriers to opportunity for every child. I
know that the Prime Minister is as determined as I am
to tear away the link between background and success,
so will he update the House on how we will do that
through Labour’s plan for change?

The Prime Minister: Labour promised free breakfast
clubs in every primary school, and the first 750 will
open in April, giving every child the best start in life
through our plan for change. It will also put up to
£450 a year back in the pockets of working families.
I am delighted to say that two of the breakfast clubs
will be opening in the constituency of the Leader of the
Opposition in April, and I hope she will welcome them
when they do.

Q5. [903012] Ian Sollom (St Neots and Mid Cambridge-
shire) (LD): On Monday, the Prime Minister talked
about creating defence jobs across the country as we
rebuild our defence industrial capacity. Will he and the
Government bring forward an urgent plan for skills in
the defence sector, and does he agree with his Education
Secretary that the strategy for defence skills should sit
purely under the Department for Education, and not an
under-powered Executive agency?

The Prime Minister: I thank the hon. Member for
raising this issue, because it is a duty to increase our
spending on defence and security, but it also provides
an opportunity for jobs across the country—good jobs,
well-paid jobs, skilled jobs, as he rightly identifies, and
jobs with a real sense of pride, and we are working on
that.

Q15. [903022] Mrs Emma Lewell-Buck (South Shields)
(Lab): My lovely grandad John Henry Richardson passed
away in 1998 from work-related asbestos exposure. Today,
in South Shields, we have one of the highest death rates
from this silent killer in the United Kingdom. Will the
Prime Minister look at introducing a national digital
register so that we know where the asbestos is, and
commit to a phased removal of it from public buildings?

The Prime Minister: I am sure that I speak for the
whole House when I say that I am very sorry to hear
what happened to my hon. Friend’s grandfather. These
are just awful cases, and the deaths are terrible. I have
no doubt that he was a wonderful man, and he would
have been very proud to have seen her in her place
today. I will ensure that she gets a meeting with the
relevant Minister.
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Q8. [903015] Sir Oliver Dowden (Hertsmere) (Con): St
Hilda’s girls school looks set to join Immanuel Jewish
prep as the second school in Bushey alone forced to
close because of Labour’s VAT hike. That is a double hit
to aspirations—first, to those of the parents, many of
whom are not wealthy and who have described the
significant sacrifices they have made to send their children
to these schools; and secondly, it affects the excellent
local state schools, including the one that I attended,
which simply do not have the places, meaning that this
policy will not even save money. May I therefore urge
the Prime Minister, even at this late stage, to look again
at the failures of this policy?

The Prime Minister: I do not doubt the aspirations of
all parents for their children. What we have been able to
do is ensure that we release the funding to ensure that
our state secondary schools have the teachers they need.
There is no point the Conservatives pretending that
they are interested in state education when they left
them without the teachers they needed.

Victoria Atkins (Louth and Horncastle) (Con): That
is a lie!

Mr Speaker: Order. I presume something was said
that should not have been said. I am sure the Member
would like to withdraw what was said, if they have
anything about them.

Victoria Atkins: Withdrawn.

Dr Marie Tidball (Penistone and Stocksbridge) (Lab):
Forty-eight children that we know of have been killed
by known domestically abusive parents during court-
permitted contact visits, including Paul and Jack Sykes,
who were tragically murdered at the hands of their
father in a house fire. Their mother, and my constituent,
Claire Throssell has campaigned against the presumption
of contact, which allows such abusers to have unsupervised
contact with their children. Will the Prime Minister
meet Claire and me to discuss the urgent need to
remove the presumption of contact in law?

The Prime Minister: I pay tribute to my hon. Friend,
and to my hon. Friend the Member for Calder Valley
(Josh Fenton-Glynn), who have both raised this critical
issue. I particularly pay tribute to Claire. Her courage
and strength are outstanding. Family courts must never
be a tool that domestic abusers can use to continue their
appalling abuse. We are expanding a number of Pathfinder
courts to protect the welfare of children and are reviewing
the presumption of involvement that she raises.

Q9. [903016] Richard Foord (Honiton and Sidmouth)
(LD): Daniel Coffey from Cullompton lost his life while
serving in Iraq. His grandfather said yesterday that
Vice-President J.D. Vance

“should have a lot more respect for those who lost their lives”

in response to Vance’s comment about

“some random country that hasn’t fought a war in 30 or 40 years”.

Will the PM gently remind the US Government that the
UK was there for the US following the 9/11 attacks
when Lord Robertson invoked article 5, we were there
for the US for the intervention in Iraq, and that they
might remember our long-standing friendship when we
think about security guarantees for Ukraine?

The Prime Minister: I thank the hon. Gentleman for
raising that—I know that he speaks for the whole
House. We remember the role that we have played
historically with our allies, and we remember in particular
those who made the ultimate sacrifice in that duty for
their country and for our allies. That is why it is so
important that we make that point today.

Perran Moon (Camborne and Redruth) (Lab): Meur
ras ha gool Peran lowen—happy St Piran’s day—to the
hundreds of thousands of people in Cornwall and
around the world who are celebrating it today. Will the
Prime Minister confirm our Government’s commitment
to national minority status for Cornwall, and will he
join me in wishing Cornish folk the world over a very
happy St Piran’s day?

The Prime Minister: Yes, let me wish my hon. Friend,
his constituents and everyone in Cornwall a very happy
St Piran’s day. We do recognise Cornish national minority
status—not just the proud language, history and culture
of Cornwall, but its bright future. I know that he and
Cornish colleagues will continue to be powerful voices
for Cornwall.

Q11. [903018] David Davis (Goole and Pocklington) (Con):
Four weeks ago, the Northern Ireland coroner accused
British soldiers of unlawful killing after they engaged
with IRA would-be murderers. After careful reading, as
far as I can see, that judgment was based on no evidence
whatsoever. More than 100 special forces soldiers have
been summoned before those inquiries; not one IRA
leader has been summoned in the same way. Soldiers
who serve our country with honour, heroism and skill
are being punished in their declining years for doing
nothing but carrying out their patriotic duty in the face
of enormous risks. Given how the Prime Minister opened
his comments, with which I associate myself, does he
not think that he and his Government have a duty to
protect those soldiers from such partisan parodies of
justice in their declining years?

The Prime Minister: On the coroner’s ruling, I have
not seen the details, I am afraid, so I cannot comment.
On the broader point, it is right that we should protect
those who serve our country, wherever they serve our
country—getting the balance right is critical. I did not
think that the legislation put forward by the Conservative
Government achieved that, but I believe none the less
that, in the interests of everybody in Northern Ireland,
of all those who served and all those who are victims,
we need to renew our efforts to find a way forward on
this important issue.

Helena Dollimore (Hastings and Rye) (Lab/Co-op):
My constituents in Hastings, Rye and the villages are
fed up with the constant failures of Southern Water:
dumping sewage in our sea, flooding, and leaving us
without water for days—all while taking huge bonuses.
We on the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee
have been hauling in the water bosses one by one and
hearing about their failures. The boss of Southern
Water finally agreed to give my constituents millions in
compensation for a major water outage. Will the Prime
Minister tell me how the Labour Government are cracking
down on the bad behaviour of the water industry?
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The Prime Minister: I applaud my hon. Friend for her
dedicated work on the Environment, Food and Rural
Affairs Committee and in her constituency. Last week,
our Water (Special Measures) Act 2025 became law. It
gives new powers to ban the payment of bonuses for
polluting water bosses and bring criminal charges against
lawbreakers. We are determined to fix our broken water
system after years of companies pumping sewage into
our waterways and infrastructure not keeping pace with
demand.

Q12. [903019] Wendy Morton (Aldridge-Brownhills) (Con):
I pay tribute to the Prime Minister for his efforts to
bring Europe together to ensure that we work to restore
peace in Ukraine. The war in Ukraine has also demonstrated
the need for greater food security and stronger supply
chains, but if the Government force our farmers to sell
their land because of the divisive family farm tax, they
will undermine that. Ahead of the spring statement,
will he think that policy through again and seek to end
it? National security needs food security, farming and
farmers.

The Prime Minister: We put a record amount into
farming in the Budget—£5 billion. We have set out our
road map for farming, which has been welcomed by the
National Farmers Union. As the right hon. Lady knows,
the vast majority of farms will not be affected by the
provisions that we are putting in place.

Lee Pitcher (Doncaster East and the Isle of Axholme)
(Lab): For months, my constituents in Doncaster East
and the Isle of Axholme have been telling me how fed
up they are with not being able to get an appointment
because of the 8 am scramble. The last thing they need
when they are ill is to have to pick up the phone and
wait, and fight again to be first. It is great news that the
Government’s new GP contract will start to resolve
that, but can the Prime Minister reassure my constituents
who cannot use technology that they will still be able to
book an appointment?

The Prime Minister: Last week, for the first time in
four years, the British Medical Association agreed the
GP contract with the Government, worth an extra
£889 million. Patients will be able to request appointments
online from October, but I absolutely reassure my hon.
Friend and others that that will free up the phones for
those who need them most, and help end the 8 am
scramble.

Q13. [903020] Rosie Duffield (Canterbury) (Ind): Under
his Labour Government, does the Prime Minister believe
that the UK’s estimated 3 million millionaires should
contribute more to our vital national security, or is it
just the world’s poorest, by no longer benefiting from
our international aid programmes, or the shameful almost
6 million children living in poverty in this country who
should pay for it? What happened to the wealth tax,
Prime Minister?

The Prime Minister: I think all should, and all do,
make a contribution at this vital time.

Mike Tapp (Dover and Deal) (Lab): These are delicate
moments for the country, and the Prime Minister has
led with British values, moral courage and decency, as a

true statesman, and with skilled and careful diplomacy.
All elected politicians in this House must appreciate
that everything we say could impact that diplomacy, so
does the Prime Minister agree that a united House
could help us to achieve a lasting peace?

The Prime Minister: Let me broaden out my hon.
Friend’s words to the whole House, because it is hugely
to the credit of this House that it is speaking loudly, in a
united way and with one voice in the face of Russian
aggression. That is why we must have lasting peace
based on the sovereignty and security of Ukraine, but it
certainly helps all those observing across the world to
see this House speaking powerfully and with one voice,
united across these Benches. I am pleased that we are
able to continue in that way.

Q14. [903021] Seamus Logan (Aberdeenshire North and
Moray East) (SNP): The Scottish fishing industry, by
volume and value, is the biggest in these islands, and in
my constituency the port towns of Peterhead and
Fraserburgh represent a large share of that industry in
terms of landed catch and processing. I am sure that the
Prime Minister enjoys the occasional fish supper, so
does he agree that the interests and future of that
industry must be secured and enhanced, as the Government
pursue economic growth and reset their relationship
with the European Union, especially through the
forthcoming trade and co-operation agreement negotiations,
so that the jobs of people who work in that sector can
never be made expendable for the sake of some other
interest?

The Prime Minister: I thank the hon. Gentleman for
raising that issue. I recognise the huge and historic
importance of the fishing industry in his constituency,
and others, and I am determined to make the sector
more secure, sustainable and economically successful.
We have already secured over 720,000 tonnes of fishing
quota for the year, worth up to £920 million, including
through agreements with the EU and Norway. We also
want to tackle the problems of labour shortages, which
he will be familiar with. I am pleased that his constituents
in Peterhead will benefit from £20 million under our
plan for neighbourhoods, and we will do everything we
can in relation to that issue.

Naushabah Khan (Gillingham and Rainham) (Lab):
Medway Maritime hospital in my constituency of
Gillingham and Rainham has today received a concerning
Care Quality Commission report, following an inspection
of the emergency department in February last year.
Testimonies include patients having to wait up to 50 hours
to be seen, and others being told to soil themselves
because staff were not available to take them to the
bathroom. Will the Prime Minister please outline what
this Government will do urgently to tackle the crisis in
our NHS, after 14 years of Tory mismanagement?

The Prime Minister: I thank my hon. Friend for
raising this case. Her constituents deserve the highest
standard of care. The Conservatives left the NHS in
dire straits. We are investing £26 billion and our reform
plan will cut waiting lists. I am really pleased to say that
waiting lists are down and we have delivered over 2 million
extra appointments to get the NHS back on its feet.
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Mr Richard Holden (Basildon and Billericay) (Con):
Marriage between first cousins carries significant health
issues for their children, many of which are not knowable
until post-birth. When practised generation after generation,
there is a significant multiplier effect. In addition, the
real impacts on the openness of our society and women’s
rights in our country are significant. After all, there are
significant dynamics in sharing the same set of grandparents.

On Friday, this Government have the choice to let my
Bill to ban first cousin marriage go through to Committee
stage. Will the Prime Minister think again before instructing
his Whips to block this legislation?

The Prime Minister: Mr Speaker, we have taken our
position on that Bill.
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Courts and Tribunals: Sitting Days

12.37 pm

The Lord Chancellor and Secretary of State for Justice
(Shabana Mahmood): With permission, I will make a
statement on capacity in the Crown court.

When this Government took office eight months ago,
we received an inheritance from the Conservative
Government that was little short of disgraceful: our
prisons were in crisis, on the edge of collapse, and our
courts faced a record and rising backlog. While the
crisis in our prisons was more obvious and visible, the
harm caused by the backlog in our courts cannot be
overestimated.

Today, the backlog stands at over 73,000 cases. Just
five years earlier, it had been half that figure. We should
stop and consider that fact, because the backlog is far
more than a number. Behind each case is a victim.
Many have waited years for justice and some will now
not have their cases heard until 2028. With delays that
long, it is little wonder that more victims are dropping
out, and tragically that is true of victims of the most
heinous crimes. Just five years ago, around 3% of adult
rape victims whose cases were due to go to trial dropped
out before their case was heard. Today, that figure has
more than doubled.

An old adage has sadly come true in this country: for
far too many, justice delayed is justice denied. Unlike
our predecessors, who allowed this backlog to rise and
rise, this Government will bear down on it. We will
deliver swifter justice for the victims of crime. That
starts today with a record investment in our criminal
courts.

Each financial year, the Government determine the
total number of days that can be sat across all our
courts and tribunals, commonly referred to as sitting
days. This process is called the concordat. Last year,
I committed to concluding the process earlier than in
previous years to give our courts greater certainty. We
have now done so, several months ahead of last year’s
settlement, so today I can announce that the Government
will provide a total budget of £2.5 billion for our courts
and tribunals in the next financial year. That represents
a record level of investment, which will fund up to
110,000 sitting days in our Crown courts—4,000 more
days than the previous Government funded last year. If
the shadow Lord Chancellor would like to check the
record books, he will find no higher allocation in recorded
history.

Beyond the Crown court, investment in the family
and civil courts brings those jurisdictions to, or close to,
their maximum capacity, and the investment in court
capacity is matched by an investment in court maintenance.
Our courts have been allowed to fall into a shocking
state of disrepair in recent years, so this Government
will boost funding to £148.5 million, up from £128 million
last year. That will be the highest figure spent on
maintenance and capital works in the last 10 years,
building on a consistent theme of this new Government,
and it is a marked difference when compared with our
predecessors.

In our first eight months in office, we have consistently
invested more in the courts than the last Conservative
Government. On entering office, I immediately funded
500 sitting days on top of the allocation provided by the

previous Lord Chancellor. At the end of last year, when
resources allowed, I added a further 2,000 sitting days.
In October, this Government also increased the sentencing
powers of magistrates courts; previously, they could
impose only a six-month prison sentence, which we
lifted to 12 months. In doing so, we freed up capacity in
the Crown court to hear the most serious cases. That
single change was equivalent to adding another 2,000 sitting
days in our Crown courts. All those changes are necessary
for the swift delivery of justice.

However, I must be honest, in a way that my predecessors
never were: this investment is necessary, but it is not
sufficient to reduce the Crown court backlog. Even with
record levels of funding, if we do not take other, bolder
measures, the backlog will grow. With a growing number
of cases entering our courts and cases of increasing
complexity being heard in front of our judges, we
cannot simply do more of the same: we must do things
differently. In December, I appointed Sir Brian Leveson,
one of our most distinguished judges, to conduct a
wholesale review of our criminal courts. The review will
propose long-term reform as well as reviewing the efficiency
and timeliness of court processes from charge all the
way through to case completion.

Crucially, I have also asked Sir Brian to address
something that too many others have avoided: the question
of structural reform. Today, 10% of criminal cases are
heard in a Crown court, where a judge presides and a
jury decides. Jury trials are a pillar of our justice system
for the most serious offences, and that will never change.
However, we must ask ourselves whether they are hearing
cases that could be handled equally well elsewhere.

Some cases can already be heard in either a Crown
court or a magistrates court, which we call “triable
either way” cases. Those represent 40% of the courts
backlog, but while a conviction—whether determined
by a jury or a magistrate—is the same regardless of the
type of courtroom, the demand that it places on our
justice system is very different indeed. An either-way
case is resolved by magistrates five times faster than
before a judge and jury. Justice must be done and
criminals must always face consequences—on that, I know
this House will agree—but we must be willing to ask
whether a judge and jury should be occupied, at great
length and expense, with crimes that could be dealt with
more swiftly elsewhere.

For that reason, I have asked Sir Brian to consider
the case for reclassifying some less serious offences,
whether magistrates’ sentencing powers are sufficient
and the case for a new court to sit between the magistrates
court and the Crown court. His recommendations will
come later this spring. His goal and mine are one: to
bear down on the backlog and deliver swifter justice for
victims. The consequences of failing to do so are all too
clear—the backlog in the criminal courts will rise, cases
will be listed even further into the future, and more
victims of crime will decide that the wait is too painful
with justice so distant, and as a result, dangerous criminals
will walk free.

Today, we have announced a record investment in our
courts: 110,000 sitting days funded, which is 4,000 more
than the previous Administration funded. For many
victims, their case will be heard sooner, but if we are to
deliver swifter justice for all, we must embrace reform.
This Government will deliver once-in-a-generation reform
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of our courts, and we will reverse the decline and the
delays of the last Conservative Government. I commend
this statement to the House.

Mr Speaker: I can always help by reopening Chorley
court for you.

I call the shadow Lord Chancellor.

12.44 pm

Robert Jenrick (Newark) (Con): It is great to see the
Justice Secretary back in the country after her holiday
in Texas. If she can find time to travel to America, why
can she not find time to travel to the two category A
prisons—[Interruption.] I will be pleased to hear from
the right hon. Lady if that is the case. That was not the
answer to our written parliamentary question the other
day.

Today, the central criminal court has 13 courtrooms
sat empty. In Preston, 40% of courtrooms sit empty,
and in Winchester the figure is two thirds. That is a
result of the court backlog, which has grown under this
Justice Secretary. We need to be maximising court capacity,
taking full advantage of all available days and probing
the judiciary for options to create more capacity. I know
that, and I would like to believe that the right hon. Lady
knows that, but how did we get here? We got here
because, just like in every other area, this Labour
Government came into office with no plan whatsoever,
and they have wasted their first eight months in office.

Upon the Justice Secretary entering office, the Lady Chief
Justice informed her that there were at least 6,500 sitting
days available to address the court backlog. The Justice
Secretary responded by adding a measly 500 sitting
days, and the court backlog kept growing. So frustrated
was the Lady Chief Justice that she came to Parliament
in November and took the unusual step of publicly
chastising the Justice Secretary, and reiterated her offer
of 6,500 sitting days. The Justice Secretary responded a
month later by adding 2,000 sitting days, and the court
backlog kept growing.

Here we are again, eight months on from the Justice
Secretary taking office and on the very day that the
Public Accounts Committee has published an excoriating
report into her Department, with her promising more
sitting days. Is it third time lucky for the Justice Secretary?
No. What we have learned again today is that she is still
turning down available sitting days, and astonishingly,
she has conceded that the court backlog will keep on
rising. That is simply not acceptable.

Of course, I welcome the changes made by the Justice
Secretary, but they are not enough. She says that victims
will get quicker justice—tell that to the victims of rape
who are having their court cases listed for 2028.
[Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. Please, I need to be able to hear
the shadow Lord Chancellor, and when Government
Front Benchers shout for so long, I cannot hear. I will
decide whether a statement is in order or not—are we
understanding each other?

Robert Jenrick: I do not pretend that cutting the
court backlog is easy, or that it will be quick, but the
Justice Secretary owes the country a plan and a timetable
for when that backlog is actually going to fall. This
morning, she was repeatedly asked that question, but
refused to give an answer. Can she tell the country now

when the court backlog will begin to fall, by what date
her Department has forecast it falling, and why she will
not take up the 2,500 additional sitting days offered
time and time again by the Lady Chief Justice?

Lastly, the new sentencing guidelines published alongside
this statement will make a custodial sentence less likely
for those

“from an ethnic minority, cultural minority, and/or faith minority
community”.

Why is the Justice Secretary enshrining this double
standard—this two-tier approach to sentencing? It is an
inversion of the rule of law. Conservative Members
believe in equality under the law; why does she not?

Shabana Mahmood: The shadow Secretary of State
asked, “How did we get here?” I will tell him how we got
here—his Administration and the 14 years they had in
power, and the absolute mess they made of the criminal
justice system; a mess that this Government are clearing
up. I am sorry to deprive him of what I am sure he
thought was a clever attack line on my recent visit to
Texas, but I can inform him that I have in fact visited
HM Prison Manchester. I did so during the February
recess. [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order. As I said to Members on the
Government Benches, I do need to hear.

Shabana Mahmood: The right hon. Gentleman should
welcome our seeking to learn from a tough law and
order state in America, which 20 years ago had the same
problems that we inherited from his Administration,
and which has embarked on criminal justice reform that
has seen reoffending at a level that we could only dream
of in this country. He should seek to learn from other
countries, as we are. If his Government had done so
when they were in power, we would not have such a big
mess to clear up in the criminal justice system.

The right hon. Gentleman referred to courtrooms
sitting empty; one reason why is that one of his
Government’s last acts on leaving office was to fund
only 106,000 sitting days. I have lifted that number, and
today the number of Crown court sitting days is at a
record high, funded by this Labour Government. More
courtrooms will be put to use. He will also know that to
run the system efficiently, the normal practice is that
some courtrooms will not be in use to cope with the flux
in demand. However, as a result of today’s decision,
more courtrooms will be in use than was ever the case
under his Administration.

The right hon. Gentleman asked what I have been
doing and what is the plan. When I came into office, the
first thing I did was immediately to increase the number
of sitting days by 500, up from 106,000 when his
Government left office. I then made a further allocation
and increased that again by 2,000 before Christmas—
making progress on the Crown court backlog and picking
up the pieces of the mess that his Government left
behind. He will know that the changes that I made to
magistrates court sentencing powers have also freed up
capacity in the Crown courts. We have increased funding
for criminal legal aid by £92 million so that we have the
money to underpin the system. That is action. That is
an increase in sitting days in-year and an unprecedented
increase in sitting days for next year. That is what this
Labour Government are delivering.
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[Shabana Mahmood]

The right hon. Gentleman will also know that even if
we were sitting at the maximum judicial capacity—he
rightly referred to that, as did the Lady Chief Justice in
Parliament—that backlog would still rise, because the
demand in the system is fast outstripping the pace at
which cases are being disposed of. Knowing that, it
would be unconscionable if I stood before this House
and behaved as if resources alone would fix the problem.
That is why Sir Brian Leveson is considering once-in-a-
generation reform of our Crown courts.

The combination of the steps that I have already
taken, the funding that I have allocated and the review
that will lead to once-in-a-generation reform—that is
what a plan looks like to fix the mess that the right hon.
Gentleman’s Government left behind. It is a plan that
they could have had in place when they were in government,
but they failed to do so, and now they carp from the
sidelines when someone else is getting on with the job.

Finally, as somebody from an ethnic minority
background, I do not stand for any differential treatment
before the law for anyone. There will never be a two-tier
sentencing approach under my watch or under this
Labour Government.

Mr Speaker: I call the Chair of the Justice Committee.

Andy Slaughter (Hammersmith and Chiswick) (Lab):
I congratulate the Lord Chancellor on the figures that
she has announced and on starting to get to grips with
her baleful inheritance. However, there is a long way to
go. The Lady Chief Justice told the Lords Constitution
Committee last week that she was pressing for Crown
courts to sit to capacity. Does the 110,000 figure represent
capacity? If not, what is capacity? Given that the backlog
is 73,000 cases and rising, will the Lord Chancellor
guarantee sitting days up to capacity for the whole of
the coming year? In her statement, she rightly promised
investment in the family and civil courts to bring those
jurisdictions to, or close to, maximum capacity. Will she
make the same commitment for the Crown court?

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend will know that
there is a difference between system capacity and maximum
judicial capacity. He is right that the Lady Chief Justice
has said that the maximum judicial capacity is
113,000 sitting days in the Crown court. We are funding
110,000 sitting days there, because in my role as Lord
Chancellor, I must be mindful of managing the wider
system capacity—the availability not just of judges to
sit in the Crown court but of the lawyers, prosecutors,
legal aid and defence barristers that underpin the rest of
the system. I am confident that the 110,000 sitting days
represent the system capacity, and that is being delivered.

Mr Speaker: I call the Liberal Democrat spokesperson.

Josh Babarinde (Eastbourne) (LD): Tens of thousands
of victims and survivors waiting for their day in court is
one of the darkest legacies of the last Conservative
Government. I feel that sincerely because, under that
Conservative Government, I was one of those victims.
After two decades of agonising over whether to report
my own victimhood as a child, I waited two years for
my own opportunity to seek justice in the Crown court.
That is years of your heart racing whenever you get a
phone call from an unknown number. Is it the court? Is

it the Crown Prosecution Service? There are years of
anxiety that your perpetrator will retaliate, and years of
your life excruciatingly on hold. Many victims today are
being forced to sit with all this for far longer than I did.
The Liberal Democrats and I personally welcome the
Justice Secretary’s announcement.

However, we all know that a huge backlog will remain,
which means that victims and survivors will continue to
be let down. At a time when victims and survivors need
more support during these agonising waits, Government
funding cuts and national insurance contribution increases
are putting services such as Safeline and Victim Support
at risk. Will the Lord Chancellor outline her year by
year targets for reducing this backlog, and will she
increase, not cut, support for charities to ensure that
victims and survivors get the support that they need
and deserve?

Shabana Mahmood: I thank the hon. Gentleman for
his remarks and I pay tribute to him for his bravery in
his own personal life, as he has sought justice for the
crimes committed against him. His journey reflects that
of too many people across our country. I have constituents
whose cases are trapped in the Crown court backlog, so
I hear regularly of the impact that it is having, and I am
alive to the human cost. That is why, at every available
opportunity, I have sought to make progress in increasing
funding and allocation in-year and have made this
record settlement for the next year. Of course, I know
that we need to go further and do more. The work of
Sir Brian Leveson is crucial because we know that
without reform, no matter how much the Crown court
sits, that backlog will still rise. I hope that when that
review reports, I can count on support for reform from
across the House. I hope that all those who want to see
the Crown court backlog come down will want that
reform. We have ringfenced funding for victims of rape
and serious sexual offences, as well as domestic abuse.
We will shortly set out our victims Bill, which will
include further measures to strengthen the victims code.

The hon. Gentleman asked about targets and
timelines—forgive me, the shadow Justice Secretary
also raised that point. I have committed to once-in-a-
generation reform of our Crown courts. Once Sir Brian
Leveson’s review has reported and the Government
have made decisions on the recommendations that they
will take forward and have legislation ready, we will be
able to set out the impact of future legislation to bring
down that Crown court backlog.

Linsey Farnsworth (Amber Valley) (Lab): I am absolutely
flabbergasted by some of the things that the shadow
Justice Secretary, the right hon. Member for Newark
(Robert Jenrick) said today. I assure him that this
backlog has not materialised just over the last eight
months. I can say that as a Crown prosecutor who
worked throughout the 14 years of the last Government
and saw the waiting lists go up and up, despite the best
efforts of the hard-working staff throughout the criminal
justice service. Will the Lord Chancellor confirm that
the measures that she has announced will finally allow
victims, including those in my constituency, to have
some confidence that there is finally a Government who
will tackle this issue?

Shabana Mahmood: “Flabbergasted” is one way of
describing it, and it is probably the only one that you
will find to be in order, Mr Speaker, so I shall refrain
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from using other language. My hon. Friend is a former
prosecutor, so she knows whereof she speaks, and I pay
tribute to her for the work that she did in her former
profession. The message should go out loud and clear
to her constituents, and to people up and down the
country, that this Government are acting to deal with
the Crown courts backlog. We have a plan. We have
increased funding, and we are considering the reform
that is needed, and has been ducked by too many
others, to get the system sorted out once and for all.

Sir Julian Smith (Skipton and Ripon) (Con): I refer
the House to my registered voluntary interests.

I welcome the statement. Does the Lord Chancellor
agree that one way of getting cash into the criminal
justice system is to reduce the cost of the civil system?
May I urge her to continue to consider alternative
methods of dispute resolution, particularly mediation
within the civil system?

Shabana Mahmood: The right hon. Gentleman is
entirely right. All the mechanisms at our disposal to
reduce the cost of people going to court should be on
the table, and we have already been acting to try to
amplify the availability of mediation and other ways in
which issues can be resolved. Going to court is always
very expensive, sometimes for the individuals involved
and often for the taxpayer, and it is important that we
keep bearing down on those costs.

Warinder Juss (Wolverhampton West) (Lab): I thank
the Lord Chancellor for her honesty in setting out so
clearly the difficult situation that we have inherited
from the Conservative party, and I welcome the measures
that she has proposed: the record investment in the
justice system, and the measures taken to reduce the
number of cases going to the Crown courts.

Robert Jenrick: It is getting worse.

Warinder Juss: It has got worse, because of the
Conservative party.

Does my right hon. Friend agree that, as well as
focusing on the measures that she has already proposed,
we should continue to focus on reducing crime in the
first place, and pursue our policies for tackling youth
crime, knife crime and violence against women and
girls?

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend is right. In order
to deal with all the problems in the criminal justice
system relating to policing, prosecutors and the situation
in the Crown courts, we need a system-wide approach.
That means taking action on the crimes that affect
neighbourhoods up and down the country, which is why
the Home Secretary’s recent Crime and Policing Bill is
such a landmark piece of legislation. We must all play
our part, because the criminal justice system has been
left in a truly terrible state by the last Administration,
and this Government are getting on with the job of
sorting it out.

Sir Christopher Chope (Christchurch) (Con): This
announcement is small beer, is it not? The extra £92 million
offered for criminal legal aid is exceeded twentyfold by
the subsidies given to offshore wind, which amounted
to £1.9 billion last year alone. Why do the Government

have such perverse priorities, and when will they put the
criminal justice system above the interests of offshore
wind operators?

Shabana Mahmood: We are talking about the highest
ever funded allocation in the Crown courts, and
110,000 sitting days, which is a record. The hon. Gentleman
says that is small beer; I wonder whether he had been
imbibing something before getting to his feet.

Pam Cox (Colchester) (Lab): I welcome the Lord
Chancellor’s announcement of additional sitting days.
The Justice Committee has been looking into the court
backlog issue, and we have also been hearing about the
ongoing need for the digitisation of court and wider
criminal justice processes. We need to replace the creaking
paper-based system, which is contributing to the delays.
Will the Lord Chancellor continue to support drives for
successful digitisation of those processes, and will she
also join me in congratulating the Conservative party
on marking International Women’s Day in such style?

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend is right to make
that point about digitisation and efficiency. Following
the first phase of the spending review, I have funded
ongoing work to improve digitisation of all our court
processes, because, as my hon. Friend has said, we need
to move away from our current paper-based and paper-
heavy systems. Part 2 of Sir Brian Leveson’s work,
which will produce a report in the autumn, will involve
looking at cross-system efficiency as well. My hon.
Friend is right about the need to increase productivity
and efficiency, because that will be the final part of the
puzzle if we are to sort out the backlog.

Gideon Amos (Taunton and Wellington) (LD): I welcome
the announcement of the extra sitting days, and also the
announcements about reform. I hope that the ancient
right to trial by jury will remain.

Somerset Crown court in Taunton was closed in
2023, after work began in 2022 because items were
falling on people’s heads from the ceiling. We have
just been told that it will be closed for another year,
during which victims of crime will have to travel tens
of miles further. Some court users are even sleeping
under a bush because they cannot travel back and
forth. We need to get our Crown court open again, so
will the Lord Chancellor please consider expediting
these works?

Shabana Mahmood: I will ensure that the hon. Gentleman
has a meeting with the courts Minister, my hon. and
learned Friend the Member for Finchley and Golders
Green (Sarah Sackman), to discuss the situation in
Taunton.

Gareth Snell (Stoke-on-Trent Central) (Lab/Co-op):
I am slightly worried about Conservative Members,
who appear to be the arsonists complaining that the fire
brigade has turned up too late to put out the fire, when
they were the ones who lit it in the first place. I worry
that they do not understand the scale and magnitude of
the challenge that they left behind, which I have heard
about from constituents who have been waiting years
for their court cases.

Robert Jenrick: It is getting worse.
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Gareth Snell: It is getting worse. If the right hon.
Gentleman spent more time providing leadership, rather
than auditioning for it, he would own up to his failures
in the House, and admit that the Conservatives left the
country in a mess.

Courts are not run just by judges; there are many
support staff in courts who make the system work.
What cross-governmental conversations has the Lord
Chancellor had about ensuring that those staff are
available, so that as many courts as possible are operational?
[Interruption.]

Shabana Mahmood: The shadow Lord Chancellor is
having such fun with his audition for leadership that it
would be a shame to deprive him of it. My hon. Friend
has said that Conservative Members do not understand
the mess that they have left behind, but I wonder
whether they simply do not want to understand it.
Members of a party that was willing to reckon with the
mistakes it made in office would at least have started
with some humility—and, perhaps, an apology for the
mess they left behind.

My hon. Friend is right to draw attention to the need
for a whole-system approach. One reason why the backlog
is scheduled to become worse, no matter how many
Crown court sitting days are provided, is the influx of
cases into the system, which is actually a good thing,
because it means that the police are doing their job and
prosecutions are being brought, but even at maximum
capacity, demand is far outstripping the disposal of
cases. The case mix is more complex, and that requires a
system-wide response, which the Government are providing.

Sir Gavin Williamson (Stone, Great Wyrley and
Penkridge) (Con): When does the Lord Chancellor
expect the additional places to start bearing down on
the remand population?

Shabana Mahmood: The right hon. Gentleman is
right: the remand population is growing, and currently
stands at 17,000. That has a big impact on prison
capacity, which is why I increased magistrates court
sentencing powers a few months ago, why I have increased
the number of Crown court sitting days, and why we
have a record allocation next year. The demand coming
into the system is one of the reasons why bearing down
on remand has been particularly challenging, but we
continue to work on it with the judiciary; listings are, of
course, a matter for the independent judiciary.

Clive Efford (Eltham and Chislehurst) (Lab): I expected
a little more humility from Conservative Members, who
left a legacy of chaos in our prisons and a huge court
backlog. What we are dealing with, fundamentally, is
the backlog that they left behind. My right hon. Friend
has set out a process for dealing with this growing
backlog, but ultimately the blame lies at the door of the
Conservative party, which left the place in chaos. Should
we not be hearing an apology from Conservative Members?

Shabana Mahmood: Sorry does seem to be the hardest
word for Opposition Members, and I have long since
stopped waiting for that apology. All I would observe—I
say this with experience of 14 years of opposition under
my belt—is that parties that do not acknowledge their
mistakes and sort themselves out rarely get elected.

Gavin Robinson (Belfast East) (DUP): In welcoming
the statement, I reserve judgment on whether we need
an additional court—an intermediate court—particularly
if it will be resourced from the existing magistrates and
Crown court system. Following on from the question
from the right hon. Member for Stone, Great Wyrley
and Penkridge (Sir Gavin Williamson), we have a backlog
in England and Northern Ireland, and people are on
remand for too long. Increasingly, people are being
released following a conviction with time served, and
there is no opportunity whatsoever for rehabilitation.
Will the opportunity to rehabilitate offenders while they
are on remand form part of the Brian Leveson review?

Shabana Mahmood: The right hon. Gentleman is
absolutely right to raise issues relating to remand. We
do have a problem with the remand population, which
is why I have made the changes that I have highlighted,
and why both reviews—the one being conducted by
Sir Brian Leveson, which looks at once-in-a-generation
court reform, and the one by David Gauke and the
independent panel, which looks at sentencing—are so
crucial. It is essential that we not only bear down on the
Crown court backlog, but get our prison capacity back
into balance and have a sustainable prison system in
this country.

Jayne Kirkham (Truro and Falmouth) (Lab/Co-op):
Criminal justice was an easy target for Tory austerity
cuts, which always impact the people with the smallest
voice. Rape victims in Truro and Falmouth have told
me that they have waited years for their cases to be
heard and had hearings cancelled at the last minute, so
I very much welcome this investment. Could I have
more detail about the case for a new court that would sit
between magistrates court and Crown court, and how
that might work?

Shabana Mahmood: On the possibility of a court that
sits between the magistrates and Crown courts, Sir Brian
is considering that. My hon. Friend will understand
why I want to wait until he has made his recommendations,
but that is one of a range of ways in which we could
change policy in order to bear down on the Crown
courts backlog in the long term. We will consider his
recommendations and bring forward legislation for those
that we want to take forward in the spring.

I absolutely hear what my hon. Friend says about the
terrible experience of victims who have their cases cancelled
on the day, and about the impact on rape victims in
particular. We have already fulfilled our manifesto
commitment to having independent legal advisers for
victims of rape, so that their rights in law are always
protected.

Sir Ashley Fox (Bridgwater) (Con): The Lord Chancellor
has been in office for eight months today. Although her
announcement of additional sitting days is welcome, it
is regrettable that she did not make this statement seven
months ago. There is only so long that she can blame
the last Government for the Crown court backlog. We
all know that the pandemic was largely responsible for
the substantial increase. We know that the Lady Chief
Justice has offered the Lord Chancellor a further
2,500 sitting days. Why is she not taking advantage of
that? There are currently too many people on remand
for too long, and it is clear that even the announcement
that she made today will not lead to a reduction in the
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backlog, so we need structural change. Will the Lord
Chancellor give serious consideration to the creation of
an intermediate court, so that we can reduce the backlog
more quickly?

Shabana Mahmood: I gently remind the hon. Gentleman
that the concordat process, which I have concluded with
today’s announcement, has concluded earlier than the
one that I inherited from his party would have done, so
we have been cracking on. I have been getting on with
the job: I increased sitting days immediately, I have
taken every opportunity to increase them further, and
I have now made a record allocation.

The hon. Gentleman says that the Lady Chief Justice
has offered more sitting days, but he will know that she
is not able to offer sitting days. She is able to comment
on maximum judicial capacity, which she has done, as is
appropriate. In order to make sure that sitting days are
possible in the Crown courts, I have to consider wider
system capacity issues, including the availability of legal aid,
prosecutors and defence barristers. We have 110,000 Crown
court sitting days—an unprecedented, record number—and
I can say that there is capacity in the system overall, not
just judicial capacity, for those days.

Yasmin Qureshi (Bolton South and Walkden) (Lab):
Yesterday, the Public Accounts Committee published a
report that says that rape and serious sexual offences
are taking many years to come to trial. When I was a
shadow Justice Minister, I asked the previous Government
day in, day out from the Dispatch Box about what they
were doing to reduce the court delays. For 14 years, they
did nothing. In eight months, this Lord Chancellor has
provided 110,000 court sitting days. Does she agree that
the expression that comes to mind is “the pot calling the
kettle black”?

Shabana Mahmood: I can tell my hon. Friend that
many expressions have come to mind as I have been
listening to the drivel from some Conservative Members—
not all of which would not fall foul of “Erskine May”,
so I will keep my counsel on that.

My hon. Friend refers to the Public Accounts Committee
report, and I gently observe that I was a long-term
member of that Committee. I have the highest regard
for the Public Accounts Committee, but I reject its
criticism, because this Government clearly have a plan—not
just on funding and resources for the Crown court, but
on the reform that will ultimately be needed to get the
system into balance.

James Wild (North West Norfolk) (Con): Despite
this announcement, the backlog will increase. When
cases do go to court, it is important that offenders serve
the sentence they are given. Following the Lord Chancellor’s
trip to Texas, where some prisoners serve as little as
25% of their sentence, will she rule out adopting such a
soft sentencing policy?

Shabana Mahmood: The Texans had similar problems
to those we face today, but they had theirs 20 years or so
ago. Their system of good behaviour credits incentivises
offenders to engage in rehabilitation activity and to get
help for their drug addictions, alcohol problems, mental
health issues and so on. If offenders engage with that
system and get their good behaviour credits, they can
earn their way to an earlier parole hearing. It is the
definition of a tough system, because it says to offenders,

“You have to do something good in order to earn the
possibility of an earlier release.” It is a system that is
well worth learning from, because the reoffending rates
are very low compared with ours. One of the prisons
I visited in Texas has a reoffending rate of 17%. I dream
of that number for us in this country, because every
time we bear down on reoffending, that is cutting crime.
It is a strategy for making sure that we have fewer
victims in the future. I hope that if whatever proposals
we bring forward lead to a reduction in reoffending, the
hon. Gentleman will back those proposals.

Paul Waugh (Rochdale) (Lab/Co-op): In June 2024,
in the dying days of the last Conservative Government
and after 14 years of their rule, there emerged a shocking
statistic: 60% of rape victims were withdrawing from
the court process, mainly because of court delays. Is
that not a damning indictment of all Governments who
have taken power in this country? What is the Lord
Chancellor doing to help reduce the number of rape
victims taking that awful decision?

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend is absolutely
right: the figure that he notes is a damning indictment
of the last Conservative Government. The announcement
we have made today will bear down on the courts
backlog, and it will mean that some rape victims get
their cases heard as cases move through the system
more swiftly. We have already implemented our manifesto
commitment on independent legal advisers, because we
know that, in addition to delays, one of the things that
causes many rape victims to drop out is inappropriate
requests for personal information that go beyond what
the law requires. Those independent legal advisers will
ensure that rape victims’ rights in law are respected and
that the process does not feel like it is retraumatising
women who are already going through so much, and
who are waiting for their day in court to have justice
done.

Bob Blackman (Harrow East) (Con): Harrow Crown
court has eight court rooms and could help alleviate the
capacity problems. Sadly, it has been closed since 2023 as
a result of finding reinforced autoclaved aerated concrete
in the roof. It was supposed to open last year. That was
then moved to April this year, and it is now being said
that the court will not open for a further year. Given the
improved funding, could the Justice Secretary look at
whether we can speed up the process of bringing that
court back into action, and help the people who now
have to go to Willesden, Amersham, Southwark and
elsewhere in London for their cases to be heard, so that
they can get justice at a local level?

Shabana Mahmood: I absolutely understand the hon.
Gentleman’s frustration and that of his constituents.
I understand that the problems at Harrow relate to
RAAC, and that the delays are due to contractor issues.
I will make sure that we write to him with a full plan of
what we anticipate will happen to get the Crown court
back into use. I hope he will recognise the record
investment in Crown court maintenance, which is also
being announced today. It is up by £28.5 million, which
will go some way to alleviating some of the maintenance
issues.

Shaun Davies (Telford) (Lab): Under the last Conservative
Government, we saw a reduction in the numbers of
Crown court judges in Shropshire and Telford; courtrooms
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remained empty for years while victims waited for years
for their trials to take place. With Labour, we now have
an extra Crown court judge, a remand court back in the
county and extra Crown court sitting times.

I have heard from magistrates and Crown court judges
in my area that defendants are opting for a Crown court
trial because they know it will take years to conclude.
Can we make sure that that does not happen in future?
We should absolutely tackle the backlog, but can the
Lord Chancellor give an assurance that we, unlike the
last Government, will not tell police officers to stop
arresting people and putting them before the courts?

Shabana Mahmood: I can absolutely give my hon.
Friend that reassurance. This Government will deliver
13,000 extra neighbourhood police officers, because we
are absolutely clear that we need neighbourhood policing
and bobbies back on the beat in this country. He is right
to note that the size of the backlog and the structural
problem with the backlog mean that many defendants
are gaming the system. They know that they can take
their chance, wait it out and hope that the victim gives
up or that, for some other reason, the case simply never
gets to court. That is why, in addition to the record
funding, we have to consider once-in-a-generation reform
of our Crown courts.

Sir Julian Lewis (New Forest East) (Con): Does the
Lord Chancellor accept that part of the reason for the
loss of public confidence lies with the sort of cases that
are clogging up tribunal and court time? As explained
by Jawad Iqbal in his column in The Times today, these
involve dubious decisions about not being able to deport
convicted criminals, such as an Iraqi cocaine dealer who
cannot be sent back to his homeland because he is
considered to be “too westernised”. Quite apart from
the perversity of the result, is it not an insult to the
genuine victims of crimes who are held up in getting the
judgments that they deserve?

Shabana Mahmood: The right hon. Member will
know that it would be inappropriate for the Lord Chancellor
to comment on individual judgments. On some of the
decisions in the immigration chamber, which have been
the subject of some public discussion, he will know that
the Prime Minister has been very clear that where a
policy or a legal change is required, it is for the Government
to bring forward those changes and ultimately for the
House to vote on them. In that respect, the Home
Secretary is considering further changes to the law. The
right hon. Gentleman mentioned deportations, and let
me remind him that, under this Government, deportations
of foreign national offenders from our prisons are up
by 23%.

Chris Vince (Harlow) (Lab/Co-op): Mr Speaker, like
Chorley’s magistrates court, Harlow’s sadly closed in
2019. I thank the Lord Chancellor for her statement,
but does she agree that we need radical reforms to start
driving down the Crown court backlog, including the
use of magistrates courts—as I say, sadly, we cannot use
Harlow’s at the moment—so that we can get through
cases more quickly and give victims the justice they
require?

Mr Speaker: We can reopen them together.

Shabana Mahmood: I am listening very carefully and
taking under advisement all these lobbying requests,
including from the Speaker himself, about courts in
Members’ areas. I thank both you, Mr Speaker, and my
hon. Friend for that.

My hon. Friend is absolutely right that we need
radical reform. Without radical reform, the backlog, no
matter how many Crown court sitting days we fund,
will keep going up and up, which is why Sir Brian
Leveson’s work is so very crucial.

Peter Fortune (Bromley and Biggin Hill) (Con): I speak
as a member of the Public Accounts Committee, which
worked on the report about how justice delayed is
justice denied, and I recommend that Members peruse
it. What specific conversations has the Lord Chancellor
had with colleagues in the Ministry of Housing,
Communities and Local Government about speeding
up the planning process so that we can get more courtrooms
operating?

Shabana Mahmood: We are speeding up the planning
process. The courts Minister is in regular conversation
with the planning Minister. The issue of Crown court
capacity is less one of planning and more about funding
enough days so that maximum use can be made of
every available courtroom, while recognising that there
has to be some level of give in the system of courtroom
usage to enable it to be run efficiently. Demand ebbs
and flows at every court across the whole country, so
some spare capacity needs to be maintained, and it was
that spare capacity that enabled such a swift response to
the summer riots. I hope the hon. Member will reflect
on the fact that some spare capacity will always be
required, but as I say, those conversations are happening
regularly between the courts Minister and the planning
Minister.

Jas Athwal (Ilford South) (Lab): I thank the
Lord Chancellor for her statement and for the record
funding. It is just a shame that the shadow Justice
Secretary, bereft of any policy ideas, has basically turned
up today to tackle the man—or in this case the woman—
rather than play the ball. A little humility, contrition
and a wholesome apology would not go amiss. Does the
Lord Chancellor agree that, in allowing the backlog to
spiral out of control, the previous Government failed
countless victims? Will she confirm that today’s
announcement means victims can have more confidence
in the justice system under Labour?

Shabana Mahmood: I am very happy to fight the
shadow Lord Chancellor—woman to man—any time
he likes. Conservative Members should own up to the
failure of the previous Administration and apologise—if
they want a hearing from anybody in politics or, indeed,
from the people in the country ever again. This Government
have shown that we are determined to clean up the mess
we inherited, and victims across the country can take
confidence from the fact that we have made record
funding available and we are considering the structural
reform required to sort out the system.

Mike Martin (Tunbridge Wells) (LD): When I speak
to the police in Tunbridge Wells, they often comment
that a large court backlog has a real effect on levels of
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crime. There are more criminals in circulation and,
frankly, the system is seen as a bit of a soft touch if
cases are never brought to court. May I simply ask the
Justice Secretary what is the backlog in Kent and when
will it be cleared? If she does not have the figures to
hand, would she write to me with them?

Shabana Mahmood: I would be happy to write to the
hon. Member with the specific figures for Kent. However,
he will know that the criminal justice system as a whole
is under tremendous pressure and extreme stress because
of the backlog and the prisons capacity crisis, all of
which is the legacy of the previous Government that we
are now fixing.

Dave Robertson (Lichfield) (Lab): It is no surprise to
me that I am the third MP from Staffordshire and
Stoke-on-Trent to take part today, because in Staffordshire
we now have 1,350 open cases waiting to be heard by
Crown courts. That figure more than doubled over the
last five years of Conservative mismanagement, and it
is the highest number since records began.

I spoke to the police commander in Lichfield on
Monday, and one of his major concerns is that delays in
justice being seen to be done in courts is making harder
his job of building the relationships he needs with our
community. The worst cases he has raised with me
include serious sexual assault and rape cases that have
been delayed for almost five years. What steps will the
Secretary of State be taking to make sure that these
additional extra sitting days are targeted at the most
serious offenders?

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend raises a very
important point. It is my job as Lord Chancellor to
make sure that the overall settlement for Crown court
sitting days is sufficiently big to help drive down the
Crown court backlog, which is why I have made the
record allocation today. The listing of individual cases
is of course a matter for the independent judiciary, and
it would be improper and inappropriate for me to
comment on listings decisions. However, taken as a
whole—with both the investment we are making and
the reform we are considering once Sir Brian Leveson’s
review has reported—I think he and his constituents
can be confident that this Government are going to sort
out the system.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I very much thank
the Lord Chancellor for increasing the number of sitting
days to attempt to tackle the extremely large delays in
court cases that we face in the United Kingdom, which
is the sad reality for those seeking justice. As she will
know, in Northern Ireland there are currently
18,907 pending cases in magistrates courts, which is an
absolutely huge backlog. Given the drastic increase in
cases involving violence against women and girls in
Northern Ireland, may I gently ask the Lord Chancellor
what discussions she has had with the policing and
justice Minister to help address the court cases issue
and reduce delays in the Province?

Shabana Mahmood: It is always a pleasure to respond
to the hon. Gentleman, and I thank him for his remarks
welcoming today’s announcement. A Parliamentary Under-
Secretary of State will be meeting devolved Justice
Ministers very soon and we will update the hon. Gentleman
on the work we are doing with Ministers in Northern
Ireland.

Julia Buckley (Shrewsbury) (Lab): I associate myself
with the remarks of my hon. Friend the Member for
Telford (Shaun Davies), my constituency neighbour in
Shropshire, in welcoming today’s much-needed funding
announcement, in particular the structural reforms to
increase capacity. In Shrewsbury we currently have no
working magistrates court, despite being the county
town for 350,000 residents. Will the reforms also enable
and support the pragmatic reallocation of courtrooms
between Crown and magistrate use in areas such as
Shropshire, so that spare capacity can be unlocked
specifically in towns, such as Shrewsbury, that are better
served by public transport for all our rural population?

Shabana Mahmood: The principle of local justice is
incredibly important to this Government and we will
endeavour to ensure that it is at the heart of all our
proposals and changes. We have also increased recruitment
to the magistracy.

Laurence Turner (Birmingham Northfield) (Lab):
I welcome today’s announcement. Recruitment and
retention challenges have limited access to justice in
recent years. Will the Lord Chancellor outline what
steps she is taking to ensure that we have enough
barristers and solicitors so that courts can get through
as many cases as possible?

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend is absolutely
right to raise the availability of lawyers. That is why the
Government have already increased criminal legal aid
by up to £92 million and increased the number of
prosecutors. We will be bringing forward more changes
in the upcoming victims Bill to increase the availability
of certain types of lawyers to do prosecution work.

Nesil Caliskan (Barking) (Lab): I thank the Secretary
of State for her statement. As a member of the Public
Accounts Committee, I have recently heard details about
the shocking state of disrepair in our courts in recent
years. The most recent report identified the Nightingale
courts set up under the previous Government as a way
to deal with the covid backlog. Many years on, some
Nightingale courts still exist and in some cases are
costing six times more than a normal court. Can she
reassure us that they will continue to close and that we
can direct that money to the courts that need repairs?

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend makes an important
point. We are keeping the situation in relation to Nightingale
courts under review. Where they are making a contribution
that is assisting with caseflow through the system, there
is a case for keeping them, but it is under review and the
courts Minister, my hon. and learned Friend the Member
for Finchley and Golders Green (Sarah Sackman), will
be happy to write to her with further details.

Jake Richards (Rother Valley) (Lab): I have been in
this House for only a few months, but I must admit that
I am absolutely staggered by the chutzpah of Conservative
Members—most have left, but when they were here—in
their attitude to this issue. In a competitive field, the
state of our criminal courts and our criminal justice
system perhaps wins the award for the most acute crisis
as a result of the legacy of the previous Government.
I really welcome today’s statement, in particular the
emphasis not just on capacity but on productivity. May
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I just press the Government on whether that approach
will also be taken in our family courts? I welcome the
investment in infrastructure and capital spend in family
courts, but we also need to look at how we can improve
productivity.

Shabana Mahmood: My hon. Friend makes an incredibly
important point on productivity. That is why the second
phase of Sir Brian Leveson’s work is so crucial. He will
know that we have expanded our pathfinder pilot, which
is making a really important contribution to the flow of
cases through the family court, and we are keeping it
under review.

Points of Order

1.33 pm

Mr Richard Holden (Basildon and Billericay) (Con):
On a point of order, Madam Deputy Speaker. There is
real concern in Basildon and Billericay about the closure
of the South Green surgery. I have raised the matter in
Parliament a couple of times, including at oral questions,
where the Health Secretary told me it would be a matter
for my integrated care board and that he would be
happy to make some introductions. However, in response
to a written question, the Minister for Care, the hon.
Member for Aberafan Maesteg (Stephen Kinnock),
told me that new powers under the Health and Care
Act 2022 meant that the Secretary of State could intervene
under new powers introduced on 31 January 2024. This
has caused real confusion among my constituents,
particularly the 3,500 who signed a petition led by
Justine Norris and Vivienne Conway, and my excellent
local councillors, who have been doing all they can to
raise the issue. What can Mr Speaker do to ensure that
Ministers do not give my constituents accidentally
misleading answers and that they correct the record
when they make mistakes?

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): I am grateful
to the right hon. Member for giving notice of his point
of order. The Chair is not responsible for the content of
ministerial answers, but he has put his point on the
record and there is a procedure for Ministers to correct
the record if they wish to do so.

Yasmin Qureshi (Bolton South and Walkden) (Lab):
On a point of order, Madam Deputy Speaker. You will
be aware that I have been campaigning for over 12 years
on behalf of families affected by the drug Primodos. In
December 2023 the Government agreed to look at new
evidence that links Primodos to babies born with
deformities. In November 2024 the Commission on
Human Medicines finally held a session with experts to
look at that new evidence. At the session we were told
that the conclusion of the review would be published in
a matter of weeks. We are now in March. We have
written to the Department and tabled questions. How
many months and years do the long-suffering families
have to wait? There has long been a culture of dither
and delay on this issue, and a hope that the families will
go away and that they can all be forgotten about. But
this issue has tremendous cross-party support. Can you
advise me on what more I can do to get the Department’s
attention on this matter?

Madam Deputy Speaker: I am grateful to the hon.
Member for giving notice of her point of order. This is
not a matter for the Chair, but she has put her point on
the record and I am sure that those on the Treasury
Bench will have noted what she has said.

Ellie Chowns (North Herefordshire) (Green): On a
point of order, Madam Deputy Speaker. Yesterday,
during my urgent question on Gaza, the Minister
responding, the hon. Member for Hornsey and Friern
Barnet (Catherine West), who has responsibility for the
Indo-Pacific, said that the Minister with responsibility
for the middle east, Afghanistan and Pakistan, the hon.
Member for Lincoln (Mr Falconer), could not answer
the question himself as he was
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“in the region pushing for a peace deal”—[Official Report, 4 March
2025; Vol. 763, c. 166.]

However, I have since received a communication from
the press with evidence suggesting that he was at a
Labour party networking lunch at Ronnie Scott’s at the
time. Could you advise, Madam Deputy Speaker, on
whether the record should be corrected if it is shown
not to be correct?

Madam Deputy Speaker: I am grateful to the hon.
Member for giving notice of her point of order. Has she
given notice to the Members involved that she was
going to raise this matter in the Chamber?

Ellie Chowns: I have indeed.

Madam Deputy Speaker: The Chair is not responsible
for the content of ministerial answers, but the hon.
Lady has put her point on the record and there is a
procedure for Ministers to correct the record if they
wish to do so.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): On a point of
order, Madam Deputy Speaker. The Prime Minister
rightly referred to the loss of life of young soldiers. He
was right to do that to set the tone for the Chamber and
thank them. Forty years ago, on Friday past, the IRA
launched a mortar attack from Corry Square on Newry
police station. How can the murder of nine brave young
Royal Ulster Constabulary police officers—the RUC’s
biggest single loss of life ever in the Province—be
recorded in this House? How can we record their bravery,
their courage and their determination in battling for
Northern Ireland to have the freedom and peace we
now have?

Madam Deputy Speaker: I thank the hon. Member
for his point of order. He has put his point on the
record.

BILL PRESENTED

CERAMICS (COUNTRY OF ORIGIN MARKING) BILL

Presentation and First Reading (Standing Order No. 57)

Gareth Snell, supported by David Baines, Shaun
Davies, Dave Robertson, Laurence Turner, Liam Byrne,
Maya Ellis, Leigh Ingham, Antonia Bance and Matt
Western, presented a Bill to require the indication of
country of origin for ceramic products; and for connected
purposes.

Bill read the First time; to be read a Second time on
Friday 25 April, and to be printed (Bill 191).

Dentists (Indemnity Arrangements)
Motion for leave to bring in a Bill (Standing Order

No. 23)

1.38 pm

Chris Vince (Harlow) (Lab/Co-op): I beg to move,

That leave be given to bring in a Bill to amend the Dentists
Act 1984 in respect of indemnity arrangements.

Like many MPs new to this place, I find that the first
Bill I am presenting is not on something I have experience
of, but on an issue brought to me by constituents. Clive
Worthington was a much-loved resident of Harlow. He
worked as a wood machinist and had three children and
five grandchildren. I thank my hon. Friend the Member
for Lewisham East (Janet Daby) for introducing me to
Clive’s daughter, Gina, who is her constituent. When
I met Gina, she described her father as fun-loving and
full of life—someone who had enjoyed sport and playing
with his grandchildren.

In 2008, Mr Worthington had dental implants. Despite
several follow-up operations in the years that followed,
the procedure was unsuccessful, and he was left in
agony. He was awarded £117,378 in damages and legal
costs at Chelmsford county court in November 2019—one
of the highest payouts for dental negligence in the UK.
However, the dentist who carried out the work was only
covered via her membership of the Dental Defence
Union. Organisations such as the DDU are not insurance
companies, but offer professional indemnity on a
discretionary basis for members against the risk of
dental negligence claims and professional conduct
proceedings. The British Medical Association describes
discretionary indemnity as

“where legal and financial assistance is provided at the discretion
of the provider, for example, not backed by an insurance contract
between the healthcare professional and the provider”.

Due to this loophole, Mr Worthington did not receive
compensation and, in 2022, unable to stand the agony
and feeling as though he had

“lost faith in the system”,

he took his own life. The senior Essex coroner said that
the long-term consequences of his unsuccessful dental
surgery impacted significantly on his mental health and
ability to cope with daily life. As his daughter Gina said:

“It’s such a tragic end to a life. It just makes me so mad—that it
didn’t have to end this way.”

Indemnity cover for healthcare professionals, including
dentists, was the subject of a consultation launched
by the Department of Health and Social Care in
December 2018. To move forward and build on both
the recommendations from the Paterson inquiry and
the Gina’s wishes, this Bill would, via secondary legislation,
amend the Dentists Act 1984—as amended in the Health
Care and Associated Professions (Indemnity Arrangements)
Order 2014—and therefore does not require lengthy
primary legislation.

My proposal is an amendment to section 26A(2) of
the 1984 Act, as amended in the 2014 order, which
currently reads:

“For the purposes of this section, an ‘indemnity arrangement’
may comprise…a policy of insurance…an arrangement made for
the purposes of indemnifying a person”

or

“a combination of the two.”
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My Bill proposes changing that subsection to:

“For the purposes of this section, an ‘indemnity arrangement’
should comprise of a policy of insurance.”

Question put and agreed to.

Ordered, That Chris Vince, Josh Dean, Jen Craft, Will
Stone and Charlotte Nichols present the Bill.

Chris Vince accordingly presented the Bill.

Bill read the First time; to be read a Second time on
Friday 13 June, and to be printed (Bill 192).

Estimates Day

[1ST ALLOTTED DAY]

Department of Health
and Social Care

Motion made, and Question proposed,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2025, for expenditure
by the Department of Health and Social Care:

(1) further resources, not exceeding £7,956,143,000, be authorised
for use for current purposes as set out in HC 655,

(2) the resources authorised for capital purposes be reduced by
£1,140,958,000 as so set out, and

(3) a further sum, not exceeding £6,827,154,000, be granted to
His Majesty to be issued by the Treasury out of the Consolidated
Fund and applied for expenditure on the use of resources authorised
by Parliament.—(Anna McMorrin.)

1.44 pm

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown (North Cotswolds) (Con):
Thank you, Madam Deputy Speaker, for granting us
the opportunity to debate this supplementary estimate,
which provides an opportunity for all Members of this
House to look at the Public Accounts Committee’s
report on health and discuss how the money might be
spent on different priorities.

As the Chair of the Public Accounts Committee,
I am honoured to introduce the first estimates debate
on the supplementary estimate of the Department of
Health and Social Care. I made this application jointly
with the hon. Member for Oxford West and Abingdon
(Layla Moran), the Chair of the Health and Social Care
Committee, and my right hon. Friend the Member for
Salisbury (John Glen).

As Members of this House will know, the Public
Accounts Committee is one of the oldest Committees
of this House. It exists to protect taxpayers’ money and
ensure that their pound is being used effectively. It goes
back, I think, to about 1867. Unlike other Committees,
we do not take evidence from Ministers; instead, we
take evidence directly from permanent secretaries and
the most senior civil servants and public sector officials.
The National Audit Office provides us with audited
accounts and value for money reports, and we produce
reports of our own with recommendations to Government
to which they must formally respond as part of the
Treasury minute.

At this point, I pay tribute to Amanda Pritchard,
who has recently announced that she will be stepping
down as chief executive of NHS England this summer.
She oversaw the NHS at a time when it was under so
much pressure post pandemic, and I wish her well in her
future endeavours. I also congratulate Chris Wormald
on his promotion to Cabinet Secretary. These vacancies
at the head of NHS England and the Cabinet Office
provide an opportunity for completely fresh thinking
within the NHS.

Layla Moran (Oxford West and Abingdon) (LD):
I echo the hon. Gentleman’s thanks to Amanda Pritchard
for her time at the head of NHS England. While I
also welcome the appointment of Dr Penny Dash as its
new chair, the hon. Gentleman is right to say this is a
really important moment in the future of the national
health service.
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Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I thank the Chair of the
Health and Social Care Committee for her endorsements
of the worthy work that all these individuals have put
into the health service.

The Department of Health and Social Care is one of
the highest spending Departments in the UK, with a
total departmental expenditure limit standing at a huge
£210.1 billion. I am not sure anybody believes that the
NHS is working at optimal productivity. NHS England
is the largest quango with the highest budget in Whitehall;
however, when allocating funds, it is also one of the few
Departments that is making life and death decisions
that affect the lives of literally millions of patients and
their families. I think it does, therefore, deserve the
highest level of scrutiny, which is part of what we are
doing today.

Before even getting on to the figures, the NAO confirmed
that the level of productivity in the NHS has dropped
by around 23% since the pandemic. I simply say that
unless that is sorted, any reform that the Government
announce will be sucked into the black hole of the NHS
without commensurate value for money or results.

Leigh Ingham (Stafford) (Lab) rose—

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I do not want to give way
to too many people; otherwise, you will reprimand me
for taking too long, Madam Deputy Speaker. However,
I am, of course, happy to give way to the hon. Lady.

Leigh Ingham: On that point specifically, I was at my
local hospital—County hospital, in Stafford—a couple
of weeks ago, where I noticed that staff were still using
paper to make notes on patients. One of the biggest
barriers to the NHS being more efficient is the inability
to have effective digital systems. Does the hon. Gentleman
agree that the investment that has been announced in
the move from analogue to digital in the NHS is long
overdue?

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I agree entirely with the
hon. Lady. She has obviously been reading my speech—
I will cover the announcement later in my speech, at
which point she will hear exactly what it says.

As I say, the NAO has confirmed that productivity
levels have dropped by 23%. I welcome the Government’s
commitment to a 10-year plan for the NHS. We have
also repeatedly warned that, with an ageing and increasingly
sick population, the NHS will struggle to cope with the
ever-increasing multiple complex demands of our
population.

I wish to split this speech into three sections: how
productivity could be improved in the NHS; funding;
and, as the hon. Member for Stafford alluded to, technical
advancements and a shift into community care.

The Department of Health and Social Care’s day-to-day
spending—RDEL—is set to increase by £10.9 billion—from
£187.9 billion to the main estimate as produced today
of £198.5 billion. The capital spending is, however, set
to decrease by around £1 billion, from £12.5 billion to
£11.5 billion—a decrease of 8%. That is worrying as it
shows that more and more funds are being redirected
from long-term investment—for example, in the new
hospitals to which the previous Government had committed
themselves. I welcome the new Treasury guidelines that
have stopped the practice of the past few years of

redirecting up to £1 billion from capital spending to
day-to-day spending. That should help to make more
money available.

The NHS estate, as we all know from our constituencies,
is in desperate need of investment, and our capital
investment programme is running behind schedule.
The problems with reinforced autoclaved aerated
concrete have only added to the necessity of upgrading
our hospitals, and I hope the Minister will listen to this
plea.

The latest NAO report on the DHSC annual report
and accounts shows that local systems, such as integrated
care boards and NHS providers, reported a year-end
overspend of £1.4 billion. This has nearly doubled from
£621 million in 2022-23. This was despite an extra
£4.5 billion of additional funding during 2023-24, which
was to support pay deals for non-medical staff, mitigate
any impacts from industrial action and provide money
to address the costs of new pay arrangements for doctors
and dentists.

What I do not think is acceptable is the glacial pace
of agreeing priorities and approving final budgets for
the local systems. In November, our Committee was
shocked to hear that, in the past two years, those local
systems—ICBs and others—had not had their financial
plans approved by the Department until June and May
respectively. That is up to three months after the start of
the financial year. How can our poor local systems plan
efficiently when these final allocations and guidance are
so late? If the Department’s own accounts were finalised
much sooner, our local systems would be able to have
the money allocated in a more timely way, making
wastage and inefficient spending less likely.

I welcome the Secretary of State’s prognosis that the
NHS is far too big and complicated. There should be a
shift towards allowing NHS trusts more control of their
own budgets, as clarified in the 2025-26 priorities and
operational planning guidance published in January.
Moving more funds directly to NHS trusts, ICBs and
local systems will improve accountability and give them
a level of flexibility about how their funds should be
better spent, rather than just focusing on targets and
directives. For example, if they were to run a surplus
because they had run their operation so well, they could
reinvest the money in desperately needed capital projects
rather than returning it to Whitehall. That must also go
hand in hand with a need to improve productivity.
Between 1996 and 2019, the NHS averaged a measly
0.6% a year increase in productivity.

Since the pandemic, productivity has now fallen by
23%. In March 2024, the Conservative Government
announced that the NHS would receive £3.4 billion of
capital investment for digital improvements between
2025-26 and 2027-28, which begins to address the point
that the hon. Member for Stafford mentioned. As part
of that investment, NHS England committed to achieving
ambitious average productivity improvements of 2% per
year through to 2029-30. However, those digital
improvements, presaged by that additional £3.4 billion,
have not yet been fully actioned.

Chris Vince (Harlow) (Lab/Co-op): I thank the hon.
Gentleman for his speech and, importantly, for his
scrutiny of the NHS. He reflected on the fact that
productivity has worsened since the pandemic. Does he
not think that is to do with the mental health of staff ?
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To support our NHS professionals to be as productive
as possible, should we not be considering looking after
their health, including their mental health?

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: The hon. Gentleman is
exactly right. The NHS employs an enormous number
of staff—more than 1 million people, I think—and
their conditions of work are really important if we are
to retain them. That does mean that their mental health
needs close attention, especially when they have problems.
If the NHS cannot help with mental health issues, who
can? The hon. Gentleman has hit on a really important
point.

One reason that productivity is not improving more
is that there are 19% more staff in the NHS, but they are
seeing only 14% more patients. At our hearing, NHS
officials stated that this was due to more complex and
acute health needs, meaning longer stays in hospital.
I also understand that it was due to staff sickness,
absences and the then ongoing workforce industrial
action that affected most patients last year, making
targets more difficult to meet. I do not know about
other hon. Members, but I am still getting emails from
constituents whose appointments and operations were
cancelled at the last minute due to that industrial action
and who are still waiting for their procedures to be
rearranged.

Along with staff, technology plays a big role in improving
efficiency and productivity. The 2025-26 priorities and
operational planning guidance stated that the NHS
organisation

“will need to reduce their cost base by at least 1% and achieve 4%
improvement in productivity.”

I understand that these figures are hard to pin down
due to the NHS still negotiating with bodies such as the
ONS on the definition of productivity and how it can
be measured. I say to the Minister that, even if the
numbers are disputed, we have still not seen a plan for
how these productivity gains can be achieved, and the
Committee believes that NHS England has produced
unrealistic estimates. We need to have a realistic estimate
from the Department of what productivity gains can be
achieved over the next few years.

Without significant productivity gains, the NHS will
not substantially reform waiting times and achieve the
best value for the large amount of money that we spend
on it. On average, there is a 4% real terms increase in
our spending each year, when the economy is growing
by only 1%, which is unsustainable in the long term. If
we go back to 2013, the Health Secretary had set the
NHS a challenge of going paperless by 2018. Clearly, as
we all know, that has not happened, because the NHS is
still using fax machines. In a digital age of AI, that lack
of modernisation produces a risk to both patients and
employees in the NHS. Investing in better technology
would help with the Government’s ambition to shift
more care into the community.

Community healthcare can take many forms, from
GP surgeries and community hospitals to pharmacies,
dentists and social care. I fear that when we talk about
the NHS budget, we predominantly focus on hospital
care, rather than the care that most of our constituents
need every day. Indeed, Lord Darzi’s report, which was
commissioned by the Government last year, said that

“the NHS budget is not being spent where it should be—too great
a share is being spent in hospitals, too little in the community, and
productivity is too low”

This is where I would like to pay tribute to our GPs and
all their staff across the country, especially in the North
Cotswolds. Our GP surgeries are usually the first point
of contact with our NHS, from antenatal services to
blood tests and vaccinations. They also offer a number
of services that could be termed preventive care.

As a Committee, we questioned NHS officials on
their prioritisation of preventing ill health rather than
treating it, thus avoiding much more expensive hospital
interventions in the future and a much better patient
experience. Their reply was that they had little additional
headroom to grow preventive services, yet the public
health grant used by local authorities to commission
preventive measures, such as health visitors and drug
and alcohol services, is expected to fall in value next
year by £193 million, despite the Government’s commitment
to maintaining it in real terms. I cannot stress enough
how I believe that we should be paying much more
attention to prevention rather than cure; it is just so
important.

NHS England said that, rather than moving funds,
there should be a focus on the role of GPs and how they
can advise their patients. However, according to the
Royal College of General Practitioners, although more
than 90% of patients’ direct experience of the NHS is
through primary care and GP practices, less than 10% of
the total budget is currently spent on primary care. I say
gently to the Minister that we are getting our priorities
wrong there.

As a Committee, we have recommended that the
Government clearly define what counts as health prevention
spending within the next six months and track that
spending annually. ICBs should be given more flexibility
in how they spend their money, which might include
redirecting services to more community settings that are
closer to patients. It might also include redirecting
funds to help manage discharges from hospital. According
to the House of Commons Library, the latest data
shows that last year an average of 12,340 patients a day
remained in hospital despite being clinically fit to be
discharged. Even though there is a slight decrease of
1.2% from last year, more can be done to ensure that
patients who are well enough can leave hospital for the
community and be closer to their families. That will
require better working between social care and hospitals.

Andrew George (St Ives) (LD): The hon. Member is
making a powerful case for reform and review. This
morning, the Health and Social Care Committee was
looking at the very issue of delayed discharge of medically
fit patients. Does he not accept that we need more
integration? If only a quarter of those delayed discharges
are down to a lack of social care packages, that means
many patients cannot be discharged because they have a
primary healthcare condition that needs to be taken
care of, so we need integration and not just social care
reform.

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: The hon. Member makes
an extremely powerful point. I am coming to the conclusion
of my speech, which is on precisely that point.

The social care system is not working in this country.
It is a political football that keeps being passed from
one Government to another. I understand that the
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Government have committed to another review of adult
social care and that we should not expect results until at
least 2028; for many of our elderly patients, that will be
too late. The funding of social care is rising exponentially.
There needs to be more focused and joined-up thinking
from the DHSC, NHS England and local authorities on
how they can support those who need help to be discharged
from hospital in a timely manner and live in their own
homes for a longer period than they might otherwise
be able to do. It should not be a postcode lottery, as
exists now.

With more joined-up thinking between different parts
of the NHS, the patient experience could be better.
However, without substantial increases in productivity,
increased spending on preventive care and public health,
and a better functioning social care system, our NHS
will never be able to operate at the optimal level with
world-leading standards.

Several hon. Members rose—

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): I want to
try to get everybody in, so I will start with an immediate
five-minute time limit.

2.3 pm

Mr Clive Betts (Sheffield South East) (Lab):It is a
pleasure to follow the Chair of the Public Accounts
Committee, the hon. Member for North Cotswolds
(Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown). Although we sit on opposite
sides in the Chamber, we now spend most of our time in
this place on the same side of the table in the Committee.
I congratulate him on his appointment and the work he
is doing as Chair.

The clear remit from the Secretary of State is to move
to prevention, community care and digital services; that
is how it is laid down. When we had the officials from
the Department and NHS England before the Committee,
we said that we thought they were complacent about the
NHS’s finances. I thought that there was no sense of
purpose or long-term strategy to deliver on the Secretary
of State’s objectives; that was the worrying thing.

Let us look at the immediate problems. We have a
service where trusts and others can run up deficits and
seemingly there is no consequence. Unlike local government,
which has to balance the books or go to the Government
for approval to capitalise losses, that does not happen in
the NHS. We have the problem in South Yorkshire that
Doncaster hospital runs at a loss every year—I am not
blaming the hospital, because it has an old building that
needs massive refurbishment, or probably complete
rebuilding, and it has not had the resources—and those
losses go into the wider ICB system and put pressure on
other hospitals and trusts not to distribute any surplus
they might make to community services in Sheffield but
to fund others’ losses. That is no way to incentivise a
proper financial arrangement.

The hon. Member was absolutely right on moving
towards community services, which is about not just
getting people out of hospital but stopping them going
into hospital in the first place. That certainly could be
done. GPs hold 90% of appointments and get 10% of
the funding. That is clearly wrong; we have got to switch
that.

On social care, about eight years ago the Health and
Social Care Committee and the Housing, Communities
and Local Government Committee produced a joint

report to which 22 Members of Parliament signed up,
but we are still here talking about the funding. Louise
Casey is a great appointment as she has a great “get up
and go” attitude, but I am sure she could be asked to get
up and go a bit before 2028, because that is a long time
to wait for any response.

We should be looking a lot more at moving services
out of hospitals. There is a proposal around—and I say
“around”because the NHS does not tend to act quickly—a
diagnostic centre at Crystal Peaks in my constituency.
The south-east of Sheffield is a long way from the two
teaching hospitals, so to put services such as MRI
scans, ultrasound scans, X-rays and CT scans there and
to have GPs working with consultants who come to see
patients in their clinics in the community would save
money and provide a better patient service. But that
seems to get locked up in discussions about NHS financing
and commissioning, and who gets paid what to see who
and when. We have got to unravel that and recognise
that services can be made to improve significantly.

On digitalisation, the example of fax machines is of
course legendary, but the other week I had to change a
hospital appointment a couple of times—the service
was really helpful in changing it—and I got not merely
three emails and three texts but three letters with a
first-class stamp on them, all for one appointment. That
is a complete waste of money. I have talked to the
hospital in Sheffield, which is bringing in new IT systems
to cover the whole of the hospital operation, but that
does not link into the GP systems. It is just nonsense
that in this day and age we have that sort of unjoined-up
thinking.

I will raise a couple of other issues. The consultant
who has been treating me for the last seven years—
successfully at this stage—for my myeloma has got an
idea. People have so much chemotherapy to go through—
probably at least six different sessions, twice a week—and
for those sessions they have to go into the day ward.
That is all right for some people—my timetable was
helpfully rearranged to suit me coming down here and
going back—but for many that is not possible, particularly
if they have to go to a specialist unit that is many miles
away. He has developed an idea for home chemotherapy,
which works and is good.

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I am sorry to intervene
on my deputy, who does an excellent job on the Public
Accounts Committee. In the last Parliament, before he
joined the Committee, we went to Denmark, where they
do precisely what he is talking about: give chemotherapy
treatment to people in their homes where they have a
history of not reacting to it.

Mr Betts: Absolutely. Obviously, it is done with a
clinician’s approval and with the patient’s agreement.
The idea has been around for two years now, but again
it is lost in the labyrinth of NHS discussions, boards
and committees. Come on—let us do it now. It is a good
idea, which is actually cheaper and benefits the patient.
Why cannot these ideas be got up and moving much
more quickly?

I absolutely agree with the comments made by the
Chair of the Public Accounts Committee on public
health. It is like an afterthought. The grant for public
health comes out at least two, three or four months after
the main grants for the NHS and local Government—it
is like the money down the back of the sofa that the
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Treasury finds at the last minute—and over the years it
has been cut significantly in real terms. Public health in
Sheffield does an absolutely great job, working with
NHS Sheffield Place. It has done some really good work
in deprived communities to increase and improve
community care in the north of Sheffield. That is the sort
of initiative we ought to pursue, and we should give the
ICB the wherewithal to support and engage with that.

Finally, we ought to build equality of treatment into
our aspirations. In Sheffield, from one end of the city to
another, life expectancy changes by 10 years. That is
simply not acceptable. However, for child vaccinations,
GPs get paid by the number of vaccinations they do, so
those GPs with the easy patients to reach—probably
those in the wealthier areas—get a lot more money for
doing vaccinations than those struggling to engage with
deprived communities. That sort of initiative from the
NHS is wrong and we need to correct it.

2.9 pm

John Glen (Salisbury) (Con): It is a privilege to make
a contribution in this important seasonal debate. I pay
tribute to my hon. Friend the Member for North Cotswolds
(Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown) for bringing the debate to
the House and commend him on his work chairing the
Public Accounts Committee. As he set out, the NHS
faces a number of enduring challenges: productivity,
the integration of different systems, the challenge of
public health, and the enduring issue of social care and
how local authorities can provide the space for the NHS
to deliver some of the outcomes we all aspire to.

I spent some of my time prior to the election in the
Treasury. At every fiscal event that I was part of, whether
as Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Chancellor,
Economic Secretary or Chief Secretary, more money
was given to the NHS. An attempt was made before
every fiscal event to ensure that all the relevant stakeholders
made the right positive statements about the new
commitments, yet six or 12 months later there would be
another pressing financial challenge. I say that because
it is frustrating—we all come to this place to try to find
enduring solutions to problems that are complicated.
I therefore want to make some observations about the
challenges of multiple systems operating effectively in
allocating resources.

I meet GPs in my constituency regularly, as I am sure
we all do. One such person is Dan Henderson, who is a
partner at Salisbury medical practice. Alongside Anna
Morton, who is a practice manager, he explained to me
the complicated dynamics with our ICB over how to
ensure that the right allocations are made for the inputs
that they are organising at GP practices. It is mindboggling
how difficult that process of securing the right allocations
is and the lack of ability to plan effective systems over
one, two or three years and beyond because the budget
cycle is so overwhelmed with managing the health system.
If we are to tackle the productivity challenge, we have
to come to terms with those connection points between
ICBs, GPs and local authorities and with how we can
embed behavioural shifts that lift productivity.

The second area I want to touch on, despite the
record £200 billion of funding going into the NHS, is
the problem of public health and coming to terms with
how we consume health services as a country. Where

something is free at the point of need, we can become
very inefficient in the way we draw down that provision.
I really think we have to work on pathways for informing
and helping our constituents access health systems
effectively.

We have seen an explosion of mental health challenges
in recent years and the NHS has done a fantastic job of
trying to deal with that. However, we should not tolerate
the variable performance of the NHS across different
trusts and across the country. One way in which we can
raise productivity is by exposing those variances in
performance so that those who are leading the NHS can
be accountable for them. Those systems will be different
for many reasons, with different demographic pressures
and different challenges due to their capital estate. We
must get those issues out in the open rather than always
thinking that just ploughing more money into our NHS
system is the way forward.

I welcome the greater investment, once again, in the
NHS, but I recognise that we will need radical solutions
if we are to change the productivity story. As a House,
we need to unite in finding the right fixes and looking at
the best ways of bringing them to fruition across our
country.

2.14 pm

Danny Beales (Uxbridge and South Ruislip) (Lab):
When the Labour Government came into office last
year, the NHS was in a critical state. Its fundamental
promise to be there when we need it had been broken.
The uplifted funding package is the first step on the
road to making good that promise once again, but the
pressures facing our health and care system are not
over. Our system needs fundamental reform as well as
investment, and achieving the ambitious 4% efficiency
targets on which the Budget is premised will be challenging
and will require change.

It is vital that we secure additional capital investment.
We saw the previous Government continually raid the
capital budgets of the NHS to balance the books,
leaving the long-term productivity issues that we face
today. I have seen in my own constituency hospital
wards closed and unable to do procedures, and pharmacy
and sexual health services desperate to do more but
without the clinical space to expand. The £3 billion
uplift in the future capital budget is therefore very good
news. In her response, will the Minister outline that
commitment to protecting capital budgets and maximising
them to deliver the change that we need to see?

Through my work on the Health and Social Care
Committee over the past few months, I have heard time
and again, and it has become increasingly apparent,
that to achieve the three shifts that the 10-year plan
addresses we will have to bring together health and
social care budgets and change financial flows to provide
long-term funding settlements for both sectors. We will
also have to fix the front door of our NHS, which is
primary care, to which I will address the rest of my
comments.

Primary care is best placed to provide preventive
advice that keeps people well and deliver community-based
healthcare that keeps people out of hospital. Yet it is
precisely those primary care services—GPs, dentists,
pharmacists and optometrists—that faced some of the
harshest underfunding and neglect over the last 14 years
of Conservative mismanagement. The Government’s
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new deal for GPs, announced last week, is a welcome
first step in improving primary care provision, but GPs
cannot do it alone. Primary care is much more than just
general practice, and other components of primary care
are still in a state of crisis.

Community pharmacies are on the same flat funding
contract that expired in late 2024, and that funding
model is clearly inadequate. Healthwatch has estimated
that 400 pharmacies were forced to close permanently
in the last 12 months. I recently visited Boots pharmacy
in my constituency and saw the great work that it is
doing on vaccinations, health advice and so much more,
and it is desperate to expand the range of services it
offers.

On optometry, having recently met the team at Uxbridge
Specsavers, it is clear to me that optometry is much
more than just glasses and contact lenses. Through
advanced testing, they have recently diagnosed people
with a range of conditions, such as high blood pressure
and even brain tumours. On dentistry, the dental contract
is no longer fit for purpose, with many practices no
longer delivering NHS appointments and those that are
doing so at a financial loss. In Uxbridge and South
Ruislip, the majority of practices are now closed to new
NHS patients—both adults and children—and that clearly
cannot go on. With that in mind, the provision of
700,000 extra urgent dental care appointments on the
NHS, announced last month by the new Government,
is a vital and desperately needed action. But clearly,
more is needed.

Will the Minister confirm whether the dental budget
will continue to be ringfenced? Will we ensure that,
unlike the last Government, we will not underdeliver
and underspend on the vitally needed dentistry budget?
Will she also confirm that negotiations for the new
dentistry contract will begin in earnest this year to
permanently fix the dentistry crisis?

The mental health investment standard has been
crucial in protecting mental health spending, as part of
a vital shift to giving mental health parity of esteem. As
we shift to neighbourhood health, I hope the Government
can explore how to better track community-based health
and preventive spending, ideally protecting and growing
the share of the NHS budget seen by primary care.

The task of rebuilding our health estate and our
primary care system is an immense challenge. However,
it is not insurmountable. Labour has turned around the
NHS before, and I am confident that this Government
will do it again, creating a genuine community-based
health and care system.

2.19 pm

Gregory Stafford (Farnham and Bordon) (Con): As a
member of the Health and Social Care Committee,
I know that there are serious challenges facing our
health and social care system, particularly in the context
of current and future funding. We all know that the
NHS is under immense pressure. Our population is
ageing, health needs are becoming more complex and
the effects of the pandemic continue to be felt. If we
want a system that works for everyone, we need to
address these challenges with smart, strategic and effective
solutions.

Before I became a Member of Parliament, I worked
in healthcare, most recently as part of the NHS Getting
it Right First Time programme. This programme focuses

on improving patient care by studying what works best,
comparing data and making practical changes. Through
that work, I saw where the system was bogged down by
excessive bureaucracy, poor organisation and feeble
productivity improvements, leading to unacceptable and
unwarranted variations in care. Those problems waste
time and money instead of helping patients. We need to
streamline processes, modernise services and focus on
patient outcomes rather than bureaucracy.

When the last Government were in charge, we increased
NHS funding to record levels. In 2023-24, the NHS’s
day-to-day budget was nearly £180 billion, and there is
even more being spent in the current budget. But the
real question is: where is this extra money going? Despite
this additional spending, NHS England’s chief financial
officer admitted to the Health and Social Care Committee
that almost all of this year’s £10.6 billion uplift will be
consumed by pay settlements, increased national insurance
contributions and rising costs of treatments and medicines,
meaning that very little, or indeed none at all, will be
left for improving patient care. The Government are
pouring billions into the NHS, but without demanding
productivity reforms the money is being absorbed by
the system instead of reaching the frontline where it is
needed the most.

In my constituency of Farnham and Bordon, which
includes Haslemere, Liphook and the surrounding villages,
we have challenges in ensuring fair access to services
across our different areas. In Bordon, rapid housing
developments continue, yet healthcare provision has
failed to keep pace. The ICB is pushing ahead with
proposals for a new health hub, but there are concerns
that it will not meet the future demands of a growing
population. Residents who rely on the Chase hospital
need assurance that new facilities will provide long-term,
sustainable care.

In Haslemere, the hospital has made great strides in
expanding services, reducing pressure on nearby GP
surgeries and major hospitals such as the Royal Surrey
County hospital, but ongoing support is needed. Upgrading
equipment, increasing staffing and ensuring continued
investment will allow Haslemere hospital to remain a
cornerstone of our local healthcare provision. Farnham,
meanwhile, faces persistent issues with both healthcare
and access to dental services. The shortage of NHS
dentists is an escalating crisis, leaving many residents
without the care they need. Too many people are forced
to travel long distances or go without treatment entirely.

Indeed, across the constituency, transport links to
places such as Frimley Park hospital remain a concern.
As a regional hub, Frimley Park plays a vital role in
serving Farnham and beyond. However, for many residents,
particularly those in rural areas, accessing treatment
there is a challenge. I have worked closely with the local
authorities and Frimley Park to improve transport
connections, including through the expansion of the
Waverley Hoppa service. If the Government truly want
to expand services, they need to look at this holistically:
not just at the buildings but at how patients can access
them.

Labour’s tax increases on GPs, pharmacies, care homes
and social care providers are putting vital services at
risk. The Royal College of General Practitioners has
warned that these changes could force some surgeries to
close or reduce their services. In my constituency, that
was amply demonstrated to me when I visited Badgerswood
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GP surgery and pharmacy. I have also spoken to Dr Kabir
from the Hampshire primary care network and Tim
Corry from Guardian Angels. They told me that these
changes are forcing small healthcare providers to cut
staff hours, downsize operations and even lay off employees.
Hospices are also struggling, with projected cost increases
of £30 million. I am lucky that the Phyllis Tuckwell
hospice in my constituency is currently going through a
major rebuild, but others are not so lucky.

The Government need to focus on real reforms that
improve productivity and modernise healthcare. If the
Health Secretary is serious about making the NHS
better, he must explain how he plans to integrate those
innovations into his 10-year plan. The reality is that this
Labour Government have failed to build the new hospital
programme and to implement the Conservative
Government’s cap on social care costs. Labour has no
plans to fix the NHS. Instead of returning to the futile
model of “Whitehall knows best”, the Government
should be looking at actively devolving funding to local
systems, with the provision of punishment if they fail.
Ultimately, they must have an honest and open conversation
with the public about how we deliver, provide and fund
healthcare.

2.24 pm

Jen Craft (Thurrock) (Lab): Meeting my constituents
in Thurrock serves as a constant reminder of the state
of our NHS and the health of our nation. I regularly
hear from residents who cannot access NHS services,
who are stuck on a waiting list or who are unable to see
their doctor. I see how the social determinants of health
play out, putting people in parts of my constituency at a
disadvantage from day one. Housing, unemployment
and education drive health inequalities, and in our most
deprived communities, people do not live to see their
80th birthday. That is representative of the immense
task this Government have been set. The funding of the
health service and the estimates we are discussing today
are fundamental to turning the tide on these trends.

Fourteen years of neglect and failure, the highest
waiting lists on record, an ageing population that is
getting sicker and unmet need in communities across
the country mean that the NHS is at a pivotal point in
its history. It must fundamentally change how it operates
in order to survive. The £22.6 billion of funding committed
to revenue spending at the Budget was a welcome and
much-needed cash injection, the impact of which is
already being felt. The delivery of Labour’s manifesto
commitment of 2 million more appointments a year is
testament to that.

Gregory Stafford: I did mention this in my speech,
but I think the hon. Lady was there in the Health and
Social Care Committee when the chief financial officer
of NHS England said that the extra £10.6 billion allocated
for this year would be entirely eaten up by other costs,
including national insurance rises, and that there would
be almost no extra money for frontline patient care.
Does she remember that?

Jen Craft: I was indeed at that Committee, and I also
remember the reflection that NHS England was incredibly
grateful for the amount of money that was being given.

It was the highest amount of money given to any
Department at the Budget, and it was much, much
more than has been given in previous years.

Waiting lists have fallen for the fourth month in a
row—I hope the hon. Gentleman and his colleagues
will welcome that—with 160,000 fewer people waiting
for treatment than when Labour took office. That includes
a member of my own family, so I am very grateful to see
that happening. Extending the opening hours of community
diagnostic centres, such as the one set to open in my
constituency this summer, will be key in catching conditions
earlier.

While I welcome those measures, I would like to
make the key point that funding alone is not enough to
change and save how our NHS operates, and we must
turbocharge the left shift to community and neighbourhood
healthcare. In my constituency, it is often the front door
to the NHS that lets local people down, which drives
admissions to A&E when there is no available alternative.
We have some of the most acute GP shortages in the
country, with an average of 3,431 patients per GP. The
neighbourhood health hubs promised by the previous
Government have yet to be delivered. People in Tilbury,
one of my most economically deprived areas, are still
waiting for a long-promised facility, which currently
looks like a hole in the ground, and I would welcome a
discussion with the Minister about how we can work to
deliver it.

The record funding uplift for general practice, with
£889 million of investment, is again welcome news, but
it highlights the fundamental tension between tackling
the crisis in acute care and driving the vital left shift to
community care that will be fundamental in turning the
tide on the NHS. We must not lose sight of the goal of
creating a healthier population in order to reduce pressure
on acute services in this country, creating better, healthier
lives and delivering the right care at the right time that
puts the focus on the individual.

Thurrock community hospital in my constituency
delivers excellent integrated community care that brings
together social workers from the local authority and
NHS staff to meet people where they are, intervening
early and reducing pressures on acute care. That is
partly thanks to a real partnership between the local
authority and the integrated care board, and it has
removed the need to focus on which public body benefits
and which public body pays. I have to point out that our
local authority has one of the lowest spends on adult
social care, partly due to measures such as this.

The real focus is on how to deliver for individual
patients—what do patients need and how do they get to
that place? I welcome the bold move in the recent
planning guidance to drastically reduce the strict targets
placed on integrated care boards, allowing more of this
work to take place by giving ICBs independence to
make decisions that are relevant to their local population.
However, I have heard from ICBs, including mine, that
there is a risk that a focus on the elective care target may
draw attention away from prevention.

I would like to point out the removal from the planning
guidance of the targets for annual health checks for
people with learning disabilities. That community
historically has been under-represented and has not had
its health needs fully met. This population dies younger
and does not access preventive care at the point at
which it would be most beneficial for them. Blanket
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prevention measures do not cover such populations.
People in this community need specific intervention
that allows them to access the healthcare that they need,
when they need it. While a blanket annual health check
is not necessarily the right way forward, it is absolutely
critical that historically overlooked groups who are
not served as well as others by our healthcare system
are not overlooked when we shift to community and
prevention work.

I very much welcome the strong investment that the
Government are making in our NHS; it is vital in order
to turn the NHS around and ensure that it is there for
generations to come. I would welcome the Minister’s
thoughts on how we can incentivise prevention as well
as providing acute care.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): I call the
Chair of the Select Committee.

2.30 pm

Layla Moran (Oxford West and Abingdon) (LD): We
are proving that estimates are not dull, although they
have a terrible reputation for being so. Everything comes
from the money, and if we do not follow the money, we
do our constituents a disservice. The Government have
announced an incredibly welcome £22.6 billion increase
in day-to-day spend on health and social care, in addition
to the further £3 billion in capital expenditure. It sounds
like, and is, a huge amount of money. The only thing
bigger than the uplift will be the disappointment of our
constituents if the money is not spent wisely and does
not lead to the change that they desperately want and
need.

I will start with an example. My constituent was
referred to her GP for an NHS-funded assessment for
autism spectrum disorder. She took tests, and exceeded
the threshold in all of them, and was told that she
would be put on a waiting list, with an expected wait of
16 years to 18 years—yes, years. She is 34 with young
children, and will be waiting for an appointment until
she is 51. That is clearly ridiculous.

We welcome the three shifts, the 10-year plan and the
long-term thinking, which hopefully will end stories like
the one that I just told; I know Members from across
the House will have similar stories. I was interested to
hear the Secretary of State choose technology as his top
pick when I pressed him to pick a favourite priority at
our Committee hearing on 18 December. In recent
correspondence with the Committee, which is now
online, the Department credited technology with a
0.7% productivity contribution this year alone. I am
concerned, though, that we do not have much detail
about how exactly technology will achieve that, and we
will press the Department on that figure.

Prevention is also incredibly important, and it is
always in danger of being overlooked. I assure the
Minister—I know she is responsible for prevention—that
if the Government do not pursue it, we will press them
to, as will the electorate, I am sure, because is a no-brainer.

Gregory Stafford: If we want prevention, we have to
invest in social care, but the Government are putting
almost all the investment that the hon. Member talks
about into the NHS, rather than social care. Surely
there needs to be a rebalancing.

Layla Moran: In our Committee hearing just this
morning, we heard that all parts of the system want
this. Acute care trusts recognise that they have the bulk
of the investment, but they realise that unless they start
pooling budgets and working in an integrated way, we
will not achieve the productivity gains that we desperately
need.

Mike Martin (Tunbridge Wells) (LD): The Government’s
policy is actually achieving the opposite for social care
of what the hon. Member for Farnham and Bordon
(Gregory Stafford) suggests. Peter runs a small domiciliary
service in my constituency that is going bust. That
means 35 people without a job, a loss of £100,000 in
taxes every year, and all those patients now blocking
beds in hospitals. Does my hon. Friend the Member for
Oxford West and Abingdon (Layla Moran) agree that
the Government’s policies are downgrading and trashing
social care, rather than boosting it?

Layla Moran: I share my hon. Friend’s frustration
that we are not doing more faster. Indeed, the first
inquiry that our Committee has launched is on social
care and the cost of inaction, because there is a cost to
doing nothing, and we need to quantify that as best we
can.

On the three shifts, the shift to the community is
incredibly important, not least because successive Secretaries
of State have said that they want that shift, yet the
money has flowed in the opposite direction.

Steff Aquarone (North Norfolk) (LD): In Cromer in
my constituency, about 18 months ago, the Conservative-
controlled county council closed down Benjamin Court
reablement centre. That is exactly the sort of facility
that we need to help bridge the gap between acute
hospitals and community and primary care. Does my
hon. Friend agree that we must work to reopen those
facilities, which do not stand a chance until there is
proper integration of NHS budgets and the budgets of
adult social care providers?

Layla Moran: We should be celebrating examples of
where this works well, not shutting them down.

In Oxford, the Hospital at Home programme, run by
Oxford University hospital ambulatory team, does
incredible work. I visited 91-years-young Mavis the
other day, who was receiving top-notch ultrasounds in
her home—ultrasounds of better quality than those
that she would have got in the hospital. That saves
hundreds of pounds for the NHS and means no long
trip for her and her family. That is definitely something
that we should do more of.

Let me turn to the estimates, because they are why we
are here. The supplementary estimates have been published.
I will not hit anyone over the head with them—they are
incredibly heavy. They are worth a read. They talk
about a £198.5 billion day-to-day spending budget. At
face value, that is an increase of £10.9 billion on the
estimate from July, but £9.2 billion is for staff pay
increases. Let us be clear: staff deserve that pay rise. It is
long overdue. Retention and mental health are important,
and we must invest in our workforce, but that does leave
just £1.7 billion.

Jen Craft: Will the hon. Member give way?
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Layla Moran: I will make progress, if I may, because
the clock is ticking down. As for that £1.7 billion, once
we add in national insurance contribution increases and
inflationary costs, the NHS has had to ask for an
additional £812 million on top, so it is already running a
little behind. Next year, the increase is due to be £10.6 billion,
but as the Committee heard in a hearing, the expected
pressures are £11.7 billion. We can all do the maths.
There is a problem. The way it will get solved, at least
on paper, is through an enormous 4% productivity
increase, combined with cost reduction. We need more
detail about how exactly that will be done.

I echo the point made by my fellow Committee
member, the hon. Member for Uxbridge and South
Ruislip (Danny Beales), about capital expenditure. In
these estimates, we see that there has already been a
decrease in capital spend of £1 billion from the 2024-25
main estimate. It is explained away as a transfer to
day-to-day spending, due to a reclassification of spending
on technology and new hospitals as day-to-day spending.
I do not know how others feel, but that does not sound
quite right to me. I am concerned that the Government
are falling into the same trap as previous Governments—
perhaps understandably, because they have to pay for
the day-to-day somehow. The Government gave an
assurance to the Public Accounts Committee that they
would stop making those sorts of changes. Is that still
the case?

Finally, I want to do more of this; I want to undertake
more scrutiny of the estimates, but it is quite hard to do,
because there is a lack of detail. For example, in the
document, £120 billion comes under the sub-heading,
“NHS providers”, and there is absolutely no detail
under that. Will the Minister commit to working
with the Committee and the House of Commons
scrutiny unit to provide Parliament with a meaningful
breakdown, so we can have more wonderful debates
just like these?

Several hon. Members rose—

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): I will
start with an immediate four-minute time limit.

2.39 pm

Neil Duncan-Jordan (Poole) (Lab): I acknowledge the
£25 billion of additional funding allocated to health
and social care in the autumn Budget. We are already
beginning to see improvements in waiting times, the
number of dental appointments and access to treatment.
That is absolutely what my Poole constituents wanted
and needed to see from a Labour Government.

Gregory Stafford: Will the hon. Gentleman give way?

Neil Duncan-Jordan: I am afraid I will not.

Funding is more challenging in social care, and that is
what I will focus my comments on. There is widespread
acceptance that our social care system is neither sustainable
nor fit for purpose. For far too long, it has been the
Cinderella service of the welfare state, overlooked and
underfunded, and it has suffered from a number of
problems that started to emerge decades ago but have
become critical as a result of severe cuts to funding and
increasing demand.

Most people who have looked at the system recognise
the huge cost to the NHS of keeping people in hospital
when they could be discharged into the community.
However, too often there are not the care packages in
place to enable that discharge. That will be resolved
only when we have a better understanding of the dynamics
of social care and a more effective way of managing it.
Addressing the crisis in the system requires us to reconsider
the meaning of the term “social care,” and to abandon
the false divisions between medical, nursing, personal
and social care, and instead regard all those activities as
part of a single care service.

A new national care service should seek to go further
than the existing model of provision. As well as providing
free domiciliary and residential care to all users who are
self-funding, it should also have to: take account of the
2 million older people who have needs that are not
being met by the system; improve terms and conditions
for care staff; strengthen regulation and monitoring of
services; and provide greater support for the country’s
5 million unpaid carers. There needs to be an immediate
national debate about how a new national care service
can be publicly funded and delivered, what it should
include and who should be responsible for its delivery.
The new Casey commission will only delay that debate
further, in my view.

We have known about the problems for a long time.
Over the last two decades, we have had at least
20 commissions, inquiries and reports analysing what is
wrong with the system and what might be done to
address the problems. However, successive Governments
have all found the issue too difficult to tackle, and have
instead favoured short-term answers that have largely
left the system untouched. The issue that all politicians
have avoided is the false division between health and
social care, and the question of how such care should be
funded.

No one should face personal costs simply because
they are unlucky enough to suffer from conditions such
as dementia. That undermines the very principle of our
NHS. Society must share the burden, and those most
able to contribute must pay their fair share. Our universalist
principles must lead us to talk about correcting those
inequalities and ensuring that wealth, resources and
budgets are used to build a fairer and healthier society
for all.

2.43 pm

Joe Robertson (Isle of Wight East) (Con): I commend
my hon. Friend the Member for North Cotswolds
(Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown) for his introduction to the
debate. I agree with the majority of what I have heard
so far.

We must understand the context of the large figures
announced by the Government. In particular, the £10 billion
for the NHS next year sounds like a big figure, but as
my colleague and Chair of the Health and Social Care
Committee, the hon. Member for Oxford West and
Abingdon (Layla Moran), was right to inform us, the
vast majority of that money—around £8 billion to
£9 billion—will be taken up by union pay deals, the
national insurance increases brought about by the
Chancellor, and inflation. When all the essential costs
that the NHS must meet are taken into account, the
£10 billion represents a shortfall. The NHS will be able
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to deliver only if it produces productivity gains. We
must understand that £10 billion will not even meet the
required costs of the NHS.

Jen Craft: Does the hon. Member not consider the
workforce a vital part of the NHS? Properly funding
the workforce, through a pay deal that appropriately
recognises the effort they put in, is part of the work of
turning around the outlook for our NHS.

Joe Robertson: I agree with all those things, and I am
happy that the hon. Lady and I agree with each other.
I hope that she acknowledges that £10 billion does not
cover the basic requirements of the NHS. It delivers
nothing more; in fact, it delivers less. The NHS will be
able to continue to grow only if it delivers productivity
gains, and it should.

Gregory Stafford: Does my hon. Friend remember, as
I do, that when the Secretary of State was in opposition,
he was very clear that there would be no pay increases
unless there were productivity gains and reforms to the
way the NHS operates? Now that Labour is in government,
that seems to have completely evaporated.

Joe Robertson: I remember that clearly. I would like
the Minister to spell out how she will deliver those
productivity gains through reform. We want to hear
more detail so that we can be confident that the NHS is
secure.

Let me turn to one area that the Minister might like
to reflect on: the use of technology. Penny Dash, the
candidate to take over as chair of NHS England, told
the Health and Care Committee clearly that she would
like technology to deliver and that she sees lots of
opportunities. She herself remarked that basic technology
in the NHS is not working. I recall that she used the
example of nurses taking half an hour to turn on a
computer system and having to use five passwords to
access it. I said to her that it is hardly sensible to try
delivering technology gains around artificial intelligence
and all the opportunities that it might bring if we
cannot deal with very basic, low-tech problems throughout
the NHS. She agreed and accepted that is a challenge.
I would like to see how the Secretary of State will,
through the Minister, support NHS England in delivering
that.

I would also like to see the dementia diagnosis target
brought back into the planning guidance document for
NHS England. It was taken out this year, in consultation
with the Secretary of State—so he allowed that. Diagnosing
dementia is the most important thing we can do for
people living with dementia and their families. Taking
that diagnosis rate target out is inexcusable. I accept the
wider point that if everything is a target and a priority,
then nothing is a priority, but I think we can all agree
that dementia—the biggest killer in this country—must
be a priority for the NHS. That target for diagnosis
rates must come back into the planning guidance next
year. Indeed, the word “dementia” does not even feature
in the guidance, which is shameful, frankly.

Let me finish by talking about where the money is
spent. We can have disagreements about how much is
needed, but Lord Darzi was very clear that it is not
being spent in the right places. Too much money in the
NHS is being spent on hospitals, and not enough is

being spent in the community. The Secretary of State
will have to take some tough decisions, which he accepts,
and one of them will have to be to reduce the proportion
of money spent on hospitals. That is politically difficult,
but across the House we are prepared to back him, if it
is part of a plan to deliver meaningful change and to
move more people out of hospitals and into communities,
which is where they most want to be treated. Nobody
wants to be in hospital if they have no medical reason to
be there.

Finally, the Chancellor must understand that every
decision she takes must be coherent and consistent with
delivering the three shifts. When she came to the Dispatch
Box to deliver the Budget in October, she recognised
that national insurance increases were going to be crippling
for healthcare. That is why she exempted the NHS from
those increases. However, she failed to exempt other
key providers of healthcare, particularly in primary
care, such as GPs, so it is no good now saying that the
GP pay deal is a record deal, because the money that
they must pay in national insurance contributions represents
more than 50% of the money that the Government have
given them. The Chancellor must back up the left shift
with the fiscal decisions she announced at the Dispatch
Box.

Several hon. Members rose—

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): Order.
Before I call the next speaker, Members may wish to
know that, given the time remaining for this debate and
the number of Members who wish to speak, I will be
unable to get everybody in, even with a four-minute
time limit.

2.50 pm

Josh Fenton-Glynn (Calder Valley) (Lab): I am pleased
to be called to speak in this important debate, Madam
Deputy Speaker. When we talk about the NHS, we can
argue either about specific investments or about general
principles, and like many colleagues, I have received a
great amount of correspondence highlighting no end of
specific areas where investment is needed. I could also
speak about the need to invest in urgent treatment
centres in Todmorden, or to celebrate the work of
Calderdale and Huddersfield NHS foundation trust—two
things that I continue to raise with my right hon. Friend
the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care.
However, as I have the privilege, along with others, of
sitting on the Health and Social Care Committee, I want
to talk in more broad terms about some of the problems
facing our health and social care system, and about how
the proposed shifts in the NHS need a reprioritisation
of resources.

I will focus on what I argue is the most important of
those shifts—the so-called left shift of care from hospitals
to the community. The hon. Member for North Cotswolds
(Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown) outlined the need for that
well—even if to hear him speak one might think that it
had come from on high, and not as the result of 15 years
of the previous Government. One in 10 people are stuck
on waiting lists in a healthcare system that is becoming
increasingly hospital-centric, and those lists will only
grow if we continue on the same course. There is no
solution to our crisis in emergency medicine without
the left shift of solving problems earlier and closer
to home.
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Of course we need hospitals and to invest in them,
but they should be where people go with acute and
complex cases, not where they go for want of working
services elsewhere. Despite the need to shift to community
care being obvious to just about everyone, one of the
most glaring revelations of the Darzi report was how
poorly successive Governments have gone about achieving
that. Meanwhile, we are not training or retaining enough
GPs—that is where the renegotiation of the contracts is
important.

In Calder Valley, the retention crisis has meant that
Bankfield and Church Lane surgeries, Northolme practice,
and Rastrick health centre all have a ratio of patients to
fully qualified GPs that is far higher than the local,
regional and national averages—averages that simply
do not meet what is needed from our health service.
More than a decade after the Dilnot report, social care
remains the forgotten service—the Cinderella service, as
my hon. Friend the Member for Poole (Neil Duncan-
Jordan) artfully called it. With 1.4 million social care
staff, our care system is the same size as the NHS
workforce, but it receives nothing like the support or
understanding of other areas of our health system. The
consequence is that our Committee, week after week,
hears about delayed discharge, with 20% of beds in my
local hospital taken up by people who should be treated
at home or closer to home. Meanwhile, carers are
missing their appointments because they are delivering
care to loved ones, and they end up with worse illnesses,
adding to the strain on the NHS.

In less than a year, this Government have ended the
industrial action in our NHS and delivered 2 million
additional appointments, and they are now setting up a
new deal with GPs. However, that cannot be the extent
of our actions. The 10-year plan cannot continue down
the same road that the last Government took us on, of
trying to fix a crisis in the NHS by putting more money
into hospitals and nothing else, because that tackles the
symptoms but not the causes of the problem.

Therefore, when setting out the estimates, I urge the
Minister to be mindful of the shifts we need to ensure
that funding not only increases, but increases with a
focus on community and social care. That is what we
need for a sustainable system that will protect the rest of
our health service in future, because a sustainable system
is the only way to deliver better healthcare and better
social care for people across the country.

2.54 pm

Seamus Logan (Aberdeenshire North and Moray East)
(SNP): I commend the hon. Member for North Cotswolds
(Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown) for introducing the debate,
and I pay tribute to the retiring interim chief executive
of NHS Grampian, Adam Coldwells, an outstanding
public servant who will be sadly missed when he departs
his post.

The revised departmental expenditure limit for the
Department of Health and Social Care in England sees
an overall increase in the estimates of around £10 billion,
and I want to comment on how that affects Scotland
generally and my constituency in particular. Lest we get
giddy about the numbers, let us think about where that
expenditure might be going: salaries and wages, price

increases—particularly for fuel and food—and certainly
more taxes. It is a new definition of the circular economy
as I understand it.

Let us also consider how the changes affect our
partners in the enterprise of health and social care. GPs,
hospices and charities are already facing huge financial
pressures from rising energy costs, staff retention issues
and labour shortages. Staff morale is already low and
will be further impacted by funding cuts to the vital
services they provide, as money is diverted to meet
rising costs. Then along comes the increase in employer
national insurance contributions for those partners.
When we look across the border into England, we see
additional GP contract funding of close to £1 billion,
which will cushion much of those additional national
insurance costs.

Let me share a local example from Aberdeenshire
council, on which I was an elected member for more
than two years. The cost to the council of the additional
NIC changes is about £11 million. The council’s estimated
allocation from the Scottish Government to mitigate
those additional costs is around £5.5 million. The difference
is stark and cannot simply be written off as a Scottish
Government responsibility. Indeed, as Wes Streeting
constantly reminds us, all roads lead to Westminster
when it comes to funding. Our joint enterprise partners,
such as GPs and third sector organisations such as
Marie Curie—I see Members are wearing a daffodil
today—or Chest Heart & Stroke Scotland, and local
GP surgeries in places like Longhaven and Cruden Bay,
are paying the price.

Turning to hospices, the Minister for Care, Stephen
Kinnock, stated that there will be no additional Barnett
consequentials—

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): Order.
I remind the hon. Gentleman to refer to Members not
by name but by constituency.

Seamus Logan: Thank you, Madam Deputy Speaker.

There will be no additional Barnett consequentials
arising for Scotland for hospices. The Scottish Government
are investing an additional £4 million in the hospice sector,
but that wider sector faces a £2.5 million bill from the
additional employer national insurance contributions.
A flat exemption would mean that they would not have
to pay that cost.

Perhaps also not evident from the estimates are the
eye watering costs of agency staff, which is felt no less in
Scotland, partly because of the regressive immigration
policies of the last Government, which are now pursued
by this Government. We have asked for those powers to
be devolved to Scotland, but if Ministers cannot do
that, there is an alternative approach—that has already
been pointed out by the right hon. Member for Salisbury
(John Glen). The Royal College of Radiologists tells us
that workforce shortfalls in radiology are around 30%, and
around 15% in oncology. It states that the most urgent
task facing the NHS is to manage its workforce crisis by
investing in an increase of 150 radiology training places
and 45 clinical oncology training places, rather than
relying on outsourcing and international recruitment.
Of course training has costs, and it is every bit as
expensive in Scotland as it is here.
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In conclusion, through the Minister I say this to the
Treasury: do not treat Scottish citizens as if they live in
some vassal state; they are taxpayers too. Rather than
expecting us to give you thanks, just get your chequebook
out because of the pressures that I have listed.

2.58 pm

Nesil Caliskan (Barking) (Lab): May I take this
opportunity to thank the Chair of the Public Accounts
Committee, the hon. Member for North Cotswolds
(Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown), for his work, as well as
other Members who I sit on the Committee with?

The financial sustainability of our national health
service will have an impact on patients now and in
future. Given that such a huge amount of money is
spent by the Government, it is imperative that they
focus on value for money for the taxpayer so that, at a
time when demand is going up but resources are limited,
we can deliver the very best health service that the
British people deserve and that my constituents in Barking
can rely on.

For too long the Department and NHS England have
taken a short-term approach to budgeting, relying on
reallocating capital budgets to cover revenue shortfalls.
Between 2014 and 2019, more than £4 billion was
raided from the Department’s capital budgets to fund
day-to-day spending. As a former council leader, that
approach has always been curious to me, given that, as
others have mentioned, local authorities are not permitted
to have the same approach. Equally, councils are legally
obliged to set annual balanced budgets, and even when
they overspend because of demand-led statutory services,
they cannot set deficit budgets.

Josh Fenton-Glynn: Another issue my hon. Friend
may wish to reflect on is that the council tax base differs
from place to place, so councils are even more disadvantaged
than the NHS on funding.

Nesil Caliskan: My hon. Friend makes an important
point, because health inequalities are determined by a
multitude of factors and the work that local authorities
do on public health is crucial too.

Compare the point I made about local authorities
not being able to set deficit budgets with the situation in
the NHS, where every year winter pressures mean that
our NHS is at crumbling point and that despite the
money poured in, the NHS overspends. Last year, that
overspend was £1.4 billion, more than double the previous
year. Those issues have not emerged in a silo; they are a
result of years of mismanagement and failed leadership
by former Ministers and by a Government who decided
to allow the chaos of one year budget setting, hindering
health leaders from being able to effectively plan for the
future.

A lack of political commitment, coupled with a refusal
to invest in the future, has led to awful consequences for
patients. On the NHS estate, the National Audit Office
report shows that since 2019, over 5,000 appointments,
surgeries and other clinical incidences have had to be
cancelled because of issues in buildings. That is absolutely
shocking, so I take on board the points made by Members
from across the House.

Anna Dixon (Shipley) (Lab): On that point, will my
hon. Friend give way?

Nesil Caliskan: I will not take any interventions at
this point—actually, I will.

Anna Dixon: I thank my hon. Friend for giving way.
It is always a pleasure to serve with her on the Public
Accounts Committee under the leadership of the hon.
Member for North Cotswolds (Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown).
She makes an excellent point about the raising of capital
budgets. In my constituency, we have the RAAC-infested
Airedale hospital. Does she agree that it is only with the
new Labour Government and a properly funded and
deliverable plan for new hospitals that we will see that
put right, following the decision made by the Chancellor
to ringfence capital funding?

Nesil Caliskan: I am very pleased to have accepted
my hon. Friend’s intervention and I entirely agree with
her. If we want to see an improvement in the estate of
the NHS, we need to have money allocated to it.

When the NHS was at breaking point, my constituents
had to feel the pain of not being able to get appointments
for their sicknesses. The population I represent already
has some of the worst health inequalities in the country,
exacerbated by the lack of primary healthcare provision.
Some wards in my constituency have no GPs at all, so
I welcome the remarks made by Members from all
parties about the importance of primary healthcare
provision.

Without reform, the NHS is simply not financially
sustainable, but alongside reform there must be a culture
of change in NHS England. The Public Accounts
Committee report highlights that last year NHS England
failed to approve ICB financial plans until months after
the financial year had begun. Working with local NHS
bodies, we have seen examples of ICBs, as other hon.
Members have said, talking a good talk on prevention
and public health, but we see a lack of action from
many areas on commissioning in a way that has a
positive impact on prevention.

Gregory Stafford: I entirely agree with the point the
hon. Lady makes, but does the impetus not have to
come from the top? Unless the Government are making
strides to shift moneys from healthcare to social care,
why on earth should any of the ICBs follow suit?

Nesil Caliskan: I do not disagree with that, which is
why the Government commitment around reform will
be so critical. I sit on the Public Accounts Committee
that produced the report that highlighted some of those
gaps. As a Committee, we will be looking closely at the
reforms that have come forward from the Government,
and I would welcome further reassurance from the
Minister.

The Government are right to invest in the NHS to
help to deal with the current critical waiting lists, but
only alongside reform will the additional investment in
the NHS be value for money. Only through reform
can the NHS improve productivity to make it sustainable.
I endorse comments made by Members from all parties
about productivity because, without reform, the NHS
cannot even meet its own productivity targets. That is
why the estimates under discussion are so important.
The 4.9% increase in investment is welcome because it
will help to cover the pay review body’s recommended
pay increase for NHS staff, stop the strikes, improve
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staff retention and keep more doctors and nurses at
work. That is crucial if we want a properly functioning
NHS.

The Secretary of State for Health and Ministers in
his team have said time and again that the NHS is
beaten but not broken. These estimates are important
because they set the foundation and springboard for
what is required to fix our NHS.

3.5 pm

Sarah Bool (South Northamptonshire) (Con): The
Government came into office making all the right noises
about tackling waiting lists and delivering a better
healthcare service, which all our constituents want to
see. However, since their election, I am concerned that
Ministers are giving out more money—about £22.6 billion
—for the day-to-day running of the NHS, without
plans about how that may be spent to reform our health
service, make it more efficient and support priority
areas, such as dentistry, general practice or hospice care.

The Government are seemingly giving with one hand
but taking with the other. No one should overestimate
the impact of the increase of the employer national
insurance contribution on our GP surgeries. Both Towcester
and Brackley medical centres in my constituency have
said that that increase will cost at least £40,000 to
£50,000 and may result in redundancies, stopping the
growth of their practices. Our surgeries are not here to
make profit, but to deliver care, and attacks like this
make care unsustainable.

The Darzi report said:

“The NHS budget is not being spent where it should be—too
great a share is being spent in hospitals, too little in the community,
and productivity is too low.”

Gregory Stafford: I agree entirely with what my hon.
Friend says, but has she seen anything from this
Government that suggests that there will be a significant
shift from acute care in hospitals to community care,
despite the rhetoric that we have heard from the
Government Benches?

Sarah Bool: I concur that I have not seen anything,
which is why today’s debate is so important. My GPs
tell me that more attention needs to be given to GP
practices: they are the praetorian guard who can ultimately
protect the NHS. Access to timely appointments is
crucial, as is rebuilding the key relationship and contact
between a GP and their patient.

Josh Fenton-Glynn: Under the last Government, 20%
of NHS doctors were thinking about moving overseas.
Does the hon. Lady agree that solving GP contracts is a
first step towards keeping GPs working in this country?

Sarah Bool: I want to encourage all our GPs to
remain in the UK, giving back, so I am always fully
supportive of anything we can do about that.

Ben Coleman (Chelsea and Fulham) (Lab): On that
point, will the hon. Lady give way?

Sarah Bool: I will make some progress.

That key relationship and contact between a GP
and their patient was reinforced by the Public Accounts
Committee report on NHS financial stability, published
in January, which concluded that a reallocation of
funds was needed to focus attention from sickness to
prevention.

I am a massive advocate of prevention. Many hon.
Members will know that I talk about being a type 1
diabetic; if they have not heard me talking about it, they
may have heard one of my sensors going off for a low
blood sugar. There is so much we could do in preventative
measures in the treatment of diabetes. Treatments can
be expensive as an initial outlay, but they will solve
many long-term problems. We cannot prevent type 1
diabetes, but we could have earlier testing in children,
for example, so that we could avoid them being diagnosed
when in a state of diabetic ketoacidosis, which can be
fatal. Families could be prepared and ready, and children
could avoid hospitalisation, saving costs to the NHS
while also saving lives.

We can also ensure access to technology that can
avoid huge complications. Poor blood sugar control can
result in loss of eyesight and limbs, alongside heart and
other conditions. Making continuous glucose monitors
and even insulin pumps available across the country can
significantly help the patient and, again, in the long
term save the NHS money. At the moment there is a
very unfair postcode lottery, so I ask the Minister to
consider ways to tip the funding balance, to ensure both
prevention and community care measures are properly
funded.

Finally, any reforms to the NHS must consider the
computer operating systems in place. Many of my
constituents must go out of the constituency for their
hospital care, be it to Northampton general hospital,
the John Radcliffe hospital, Horton general hospital,
Milton Keynes university hospital or Kettering general
hospital, but all those trusts operate on different
systems, with the result that my constituents often
cannot have their scans or medical notes shared easily.
That is frustrating for residents, and potentially fatal.
One resident noted that his wife was nearly given a drug
that she was allergic to, because her notes had not been
able to be shared correctly—it was only his presence
that saved her.

We must ensure that money is spent to look at that
and to change the systems, which my hon. Friend the
Member for North Cotswolds (Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown)
has explained very conclusively. We owe it to our
constituents to work across the House to better our
healthcare and to support the fantastic work of our
doctors and nurses.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): I will
start to call Front-Bench speakers at 3.15 pm.

3.10 pm

Alex McIntyre (Gloucester) (Lab): In my last career,
prior to entering this House, I was incredibly proud to
represent our NHS and other healthcare providers, and
I will continue to fight for our NHS now that I sit here
as an MP. I saw at first hand the impact that Tory
mismanagement had on our NHS, which breached one
of the fundamental principles of medical ethics: “first,
do no harm”.
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I saw that at first hand this week in my constituency
when I visited Gloucestershire Royal hospital. I also
met with Gloucestershire ICB this morning, and earlier
this year I visited the surgery in Tuffley. The challenges
that they face will not surprise anyone in this House,
as they were set out in stark terms in the Darzi report,
and they are replicated across the country in many
constituencies—maintenance backlogs, lengthy ambulance
waiting times, recruitment challenges and an ageing and
sicker population. What struck me most about my visits
this week was the resilience of our NHS staff, who are
committed to people in our county and in my city of
Gloucester.

What a difference a Labour Government are making
with more investment in our NHS. Waiting lists locally
are already coming down, and patients are now able to
access emergency dental treatment, rather than pulling
their teeth out at home. We have more midwives and
dentists and a new GP contract that will help to bring
back the family doctor. That is what we can do in eight
months—imagine the impact that we could have if we
had 14 years, as the Conservative party did.

From a personal perspective, I have seen how important
that work is. I used to joke on the doorstep that I should
be a poster boy for why prevention is better than
cure—it will not surprise Members that I may have a
few extra pounds that I could afford to lose. Sadly, the
prevention piece came too late for me; I was diagnosed
with type 2 diabetes earlier this year. The treatment
I have received since then has been phenomenal. I am
now on the path to remission programme—available in
Gloucestershire, but not across the country—which has
already brought my blood sugar levels down and helped
me to lose 3½ stone. [HON. MEMBERS: “Hear, hear!”]
Thank you very much. It will help countless others
across Gloucestershire and across the country. As we
move to prevention work, it is so important that we also
look at public health measures around diabetes; I echo
the comments made by the hon. Member for South
Northamptonshire (Sarah Bool).

I also thank all the staff who looked after my little
boy last year when he was really sick. We need to ensure
that when we look at investment in our NHS, we
prioritise maternity services and services for the youngest
in our society to ensure they get the healthcare they
need.

We have talked about British values a lot in this place
over the last few months. When people ask me what
makes me proud to be British, I point them to our
NHS—a system without comparison in the world that
means that everyone can access healthcare, regardless
of their wealth. I know that Reform Members are not in
their places today, but they say that all options are on
the table. I would like the Minister to make it clear in
her remarks that standing against our NHS and its
principles—being there for everyone, regardless of their
wealth—is the opposite of being patriotic and that their
options are not on the table.

I welcome the record investment in our NHS and the
shift from analogue to digital and from cure to prevention.
I would also welcome the Minister’s comments on how
we can ensure that we deliver on the people’s priorities
in Gloucester.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): I call the
Liberal Democrat spokesperson.

3.14 pm

Helen Morgan (North Shropshire) (LD): I thank the
Chair of the Public Accounts Committee, the hon.
Member for North Cotswolds (Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown),
for securing this debate and for his excellent opening
speech.

We all know that we have reached a crisis point across
the NHS and care sectors, with more patients than ever
waiting for treatment. That is affecting not just those in
need of care and treatment, but those who work tirelessly
across the NHS and care sectors, who are feeling the full
brunt of the crisis. The Conservatives have a legacy of
hours-long waits for ambulances, treatment in crowded
hospital corridors—captured in horrifying detail by the
“Dispatches”documentary, which looked into the hospital
that serves my constituents in North Shropshire—and
communities grinding to a halt under the weight of all
sorts of waiting lists and backlogs. We urgently need to
move forward.

The Secretary of State has repeatedly outlined the
need to shift from treatment to prevention and from
hospital to community, and the Liberal Democrats
absolutely support him in that endeavour—indeed, we
called for many measures that would achieve that shift
in our own manifesto. Stronger primary care and
community services were the strong recommendations
of Lord Darzi’s report, which was commissioned by the
Secretary of State and has been broadly welcomed.

There has been a great deal of consensus across the
House today that we need to take those measures, but
I fear that these estimates paint a picture of an NHS
that continues to pour money into the previous, failing
model in which capital budgets are drained to pay for
day-to-day services and a huge proportion of increased
spending goes on NHS staffing, while community care
and primary care providers wrestle with the huge increase
in employer national insurance contributions.

When that is combined with the decision to scrap
targets on mental health and community services for
the sake of prioritising targets on elective care, we must
ask: when will the stated objectives of the Secretary of
State really be matched by actions? The latest estimates
are an indictment of the broken state of the NHS after
years of Conservative neglect, but we urge the Government
to go further and faster to address the failure.

Ben Coleman: Having heard the hon. Lady’s comments
and the comments of those on the Conservative Benches,
may I share with her my confusion? She seems surprised
that she has not heard the full solution of what this
Government are going to do with the NHS, when it is
quite clear that there will be the three shifts, a 10-year
plan and a huge amount of reform coming down the
line. As that seems to have escaped the Opposition’s
attention, has it also escaped hers?

Helen Morgan: There is clearly a point in the debate
at which we need to urge the Government to go further
and faster. As a constructive Opposition, that is exactly
what we will do.

Primary care providers are on their knees, and I am
afraid to say that that has been made worse by the
national insurance hike announced in the Budget. They
cannot meet demand for local appointments as things
stand, and in many cases the constraining factor is the
estate in which they operate. Prescott surgery in Baschurch

329 3305 MARCH 2025Department of Health
and Social Care

Department of Health
and Social Care



[Helen Morgan]

in North Shropshire wants to provide additional services
to the community and keep people away from hospital,
but the surgery is physically not big enough. A local
developer has provided land for a new surgery, and the
local council has community infrastructure levy funding
for that building, but it cannot be done because the ICB
will not pay the notional rent, which everybody has
agreed to forfeit. It is crazy. I hope that the Minister can
commit to finding some kind of easy solution to that
kind of nonsensical situation that we find ourselves in.

Nesil Caliskan: On the point about the inability of
ICBs sometimes to get things going, in my constituency
it has taken the ICB nine months to procure something
very similar. Does the hon. Lady agree that it is about
not just their ability to pay, but their procurement
processes?

Helen Morgan: I fundamentally agree. There are many
such instances, and I chose that one because I spoke to
the providers there recently.

I will come on to community pharmacy, because I am
particularly concerned about pharmacies, which are a
key pillar of care in the community, dispensing prescriptions
and providing over-the-counter medicines and advice.
Critically, they also provide Pharmacy First, but they
are closing at an alarming rate. Analysis by the
National Pharmacy Association predicts that another
1,000 pharmacies will close—900 of them by the end of
2027—if the current rate of closures continues. That is
because of a 40% real-terms cut in their funding since 2015.

In fact, community pharmacies are essentially subsidising
the NHS by making a loss on many of the prescription
drugs that they dispense. In a few weeks’ time, in April,
they will be clobbered by not only the NICs hike, but
the increase in business rates, which will affect high
street retailers. Shamefully, they have not even had their
funding rates for the current financial year confirmed—the
one that ends in three weeks’ time.

Pharmacy First, the flagship plan to move care into
the community, has not had its funding confirmed
beyond the first week of April this year, which is in just
a few weeks’ time, according to the National Pharmacy
Association. In her remarks, will the Minister confirm
the future of Pharmacy First? Is there a funded plan to
deliver that service? What steps are being taken to keep
our community pharmacies in business? If we want to
see care in the community, it is essential that we support
them.

I want to mention dentistry. In Shropshire, Telford
and Wrekin, the number of NHS dentists fell by 12.3% from
2019-20 to 2023-24. Many of my constituents cannot
access a dentist, and the Government have committed
to improving the situation, so can the Minister confirm
when the negotiations on the new dental contract will
begin?

The crisis that the social care system faces is daunting,
not least because of the additional national insurance
hike that will take place in a couple of weeks’ time. Last
week, caring organisations launched an unprecedented
day of action, with thousands of people marching on
Westminster to highlight the precarious state of the
organisations that provide care. The Darzi review found
that people waiting to access social care account for
13% of NHS hospital beds. We all understand the

urgency of tackling social care, but the cross-party talks
collapsed last week—they have not started. There is no
date for a new meeting, and there are no published
terms of reference. We think that 2028 is far too late to
resolve this problem, so can the Government urgently
reinstate those talks and act now to deal with the social
care crisis?

Before I conclude, I will talk about mental health. As
Lord Darzi has said,

“There is a fundamental problem in the distribution of resources
between mental health and physical health. Mental health accounts
for more than 20 per cent of the disease burden but less than
10 per cent of NHS expenditure. This is not new. But the
combination of chronic underspending with low productivity
results in a treatment gap that affects nearly every family and all
communities across the country.”

He is dead right. By April 2024, about 1 million people
were on a waiting list for NHS mental health services, of
whom 340,000 were children. My casework is full of
children who wait months and months for the diagnosis
and treatment that they need. The Government have
removed the targets for mental health waiting lists;
I urge them to reinstate those targets, so that we have
parity between mental and physical health in our health
service.

I am very conscious of time, so in conclusion, I will
just reiterate our asks. Those are to ensure that social
care talks start immediately; to deal with the problems
with pharmacies; and to make sure that mental health
and social care receive parity.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Judith Cummins): I call the
shadow Minister.

3.21 pm

Dr Caroline Johnson (Sleaford and North Hykeham)
(Con): I draw right hon. and hon. Members’ attention
to my entry in the Register of Members’ Financial
Interests, as I am a consultant paediatrician. I congratulate
my hon. Friend the Member for North Cotswolds
(Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown) on securing this important
debate on the finances of the NHS.

Labour said that it had a plan to reform and improve
our NHS. Unfortunately, it has become clear from the
series of consultations—on the NHS plan, the 10-year
plan, the patient safety review, leading the NHS and the
independent commission to transform social care, to
name just a few that are in progress—that Labour did
not have a plan, other than to get into power and then
consider what its plan should be. As my hon. Friend the
Member for North Cotswolds has said, we need
improvements in productivity, technology and long-term
investment. I completely agree, and as a medic I could
give many examples of wasteful spending, especially
in relation to paperwork and increasingly inflexible
guidance and procedures that are well-meaning but
often unhelpful.

There is general talk of productivity improvements
from Government Members, but few specifics. I would
be grateful if the Minister could provide any specifics in
her closing remarks, but let us see what the Government
have said and done so far. In the autumn Budget, the
Chancellor announced that overall NHS funding would
be increased by £22.6 billion over two years—for this
year, that is £10.6 billion. The Government are asking
us to welcome that extra money. It sounds great, but is it
extra or not?
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Julian Kelly, NHS England’s chief financial officer,
told the Health and Social Care Committee that the
proposed 2.8% pay rise for 2025-26 would cost £3.8 billion.
The NICs pressure is worth around £1.7 billion, alongside
£1.9 billion in non-pay inflation, £0.8 billion for the GP
settlement and £3.5 billion for basic demand growth in
the NHS. Right hon. and hon. Members will note that
those figures add up to more than £10.6 billion, and
with the unions having threatened to strike again for
even greater pay awards and with Labour’s propensity
to capitulate to the unions, it is likely that that figure
will increase. Can the Minister confirm whether the
£10.6 billion that Labour talks about will really lead to
an improvement in services, or will it merely cover
inflation, tax rises and the pay rises given by the Labour
Government to their union paymasters?

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Johnson: I will give way in a moment; let us first
look further at those tax rises. It is clear that the
Chancellor had not properly considered the effects of
the NICs rise on the wider healthcare system. For
example, the Government have exempted the NHS from
that tax rise, but that exemption does not cover general
practice, hospices, charities, many social care providers—
including many care homes—air ambulance charities,
dental clinics, opticians, private healthcare providers,
agency staff, local pharmacies and other suppliers and
contractors, to name but a few.

Alex McIntyre: I am sure that the shadow Minister is
about to come on to this in her speech, but given that
she has just criticised this Government for lacking a plan
—a plan that is about to come forward to the House later
this year—surely she will now put forward her plan for
how much extra the Conservatives propose to put forward
for the NHS and how they would pay for it, and explain
why they did not do that for the past 14 years.

Dr Johnson: If the hon. Gentleman looks back at the
figures, he will see that there has been a substantial
real-terms increase in NHS funding over the past 14 years.
That cannot be said for this year, potentially, which is
why I am asking the question.

Mr Betts: Perhaps I will ask the shadow Minister an
easier question, then. She has just rejected the pay deals
that this Government have agreed to give a proper
reward to our nurses and doctors. By how much does
she think that pay deal should be reduced to bring it in
line with her policy? If she is opposed to the deal that
has been agreed, she must have an alternative in mind.

Dr Johnson: One of the key things about the
Government’s deal is that they have given in on money
without asking for anything in return in terms of
productivity. The Government needed to agree a pay
deal that was sensible and affordable, not talk about the
money that they are giving to the NHS while taking
away with the other hand in taxes.

Let us hear what some healthcare providers have had
to say about the implications of Labour’s NICs rises for
their constituents’ healthcare. The Royal College of
General Practitioners has warned that the NICs increase
will force GP practices to choose between redundancies
and closure. The hospice sector believes that the cost of
national insurance rises could be £30 million a year. The

Government have given that sector a capital grant worth
£100 million, which is welcome and will improve facilities;
however, if those facilities are empty and cannot be
staffed, they will not deliver much in the way of
improvement. Air ambulances are also under threat
from the Chancellor’s rise in national insurance and
taxes in last year’s autumn Budget, with the local service
in my constituency, Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire
air ambulance—which is entirely charitably funded—
needing to find another £70,000 just to pay for those
national insurance rises.

The Independent Pharmacies Association estimates
that the rises in employer national insurance contributions
and the minimum wage will cost the average pharmacy
over £12,000 a year, totalling more than £125 million
for the sector as a whole. Nick Kaye, chairman of the
National Pharmacy Association, has warned that

“Pharmacies face a financial cliff edge at the beginning of
April, with a triple whammy of rising National Insurance, National
Living Wage, and business rates all arriving at once.”

What impact will this have on our constituents’ health?
The Government talk a good talk about bringing healthcare
closer to the community, but actions speak louder than
words, and putting extra pressure on community-delivered
services is not a good way of delivering their aims.

The Nuffield Trust suggests that the national insurance
rise alone will add a £900 million burden to the adult
social care sector. With other new costs factored in, the
care sector is believed to be facing a bill of an additional
£2.8 billion, dwarfing the £600 million extra allocated
to the local authorities responsible for providing social
care. This will have a devastating knock-on effect: the
amount of care that can be bought by local authorities
will fall, the cost of private care will rise—so more
people will be reliant on the state, rather than the
private sector—and the waiting lists that the Government
claim to prioritise will also rise. The Nuffield Trust
warns that many small care providers will either have to
increase prices, stop accepting council-funded patients,
or go bust.

That will have a knock-on effect on the hospital
sector, as people are unable to be discharged because
there is not adequate social care for them. The
Government talk about creating a new national care
service, but they have managed to damage the existing
one by hiking the costs borne by care homes through
national insurance rises and other tax and wage increases.

In January, the Government announced a deal with
private hospitals in an attempt to cut waiting lists. The
deal, which sounded good to start with, would see
private hospitals being paid for each patient that they
treated, incentivising them to treat as many people as
possible. However, The Times reported that NHS England
has recently capped the amount that each hospital can
be paid. The chief executive of the Independent Healthcare
Providers Network has warned that the policy will
actually lengthen waiting times. Will the Minister comment
on that?

The Minister is focused on prevention, but when the
Government announced that they would be cutting the
overseas development aid budget by 40%, the Prime
Minister said that the UK would continue to play a key
humanitarian role on a range of issues, including global
health and challenges such as vaccination. I would
appreciate clarification from the Minister on whether
the global health budget will be cut, or whether the cuts
will be made from other aspects of the ODA budget.
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Workforce is the key asset of the NHS, yet sickness
levels are running at around 5.5%, which is a considerable
cost to Government and drag on productivity. They
vary considerably across trusts and professions, with
consistently less than 2% of consultants off sick, but
almost 8% of ambulance support staff. If those rates
could be reduced, it would lead to improved productivity
and patients being treated much faster. What is the
Minister doing to look at that? Perhaps she will have
another one of her reviews.

Josh Fenton-Glynn: The hon. Member has frequently
been quick to criticise NHS pay rises. Will there be
more or fewer sickness absences in the ambulance service
if its staff are better paid?

Dr Johnson: Is the hon. Gentleman suggesting that
whether someone becomes ill is entirely dependent on
whether they get another 2% in their pay packet? I am
not sure that it is.

The Government promised a great deal when they
came into power last July. Since then, they have handed
out inflation-busting pay rises, raised costs and abandoned
election pledges. At the centre of the Government’s
approach is a classic socialist trick—a sleight of hand,
taking money away from NHS providers in taxes with
one hand, and expecting praise when they give some of
it back with the other. The public will see straight
through it.

3.31 pm

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Health
and Social Care (Ashley Dalton): Let me begin by thanking
the Chair of the Public Accounts Committee, the hon.
Member for North Cotswolds (Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown),
for opening the debate. As a Public Accounts Committee
alumna, it is my pleasure to have my first outing at the
Dispatch Box for this debate.

I also thank all other colleagues for taking part. The
number of right hon. and hon. Members who have
contributed today speaks to the significant interest in
our health and social care services not only in this
House but in the country. The wide range of issues
raised shows how broad and overarching our NHS and
social care services are. I will try to cover as many of
those issues as I can, and if I miss anything, I will
happily pick it up with hon. Members afterwards. I will
also attempt to respond to all hon. Members who have
spoken, but if I miss anyone, I hope they will forgive me,
because we have had so many contributions.

The Chair of the Public Accounts Committee, as well
as the hon. Member for St Ives (Andrew George), my
hon. Friends the Member for Poole (Neil Duncan-Jordan)
and for Sheffield South East (Mr Betts) and many other
Members, talked about social care. Productivity was a
key point mentioned by the Chair of the Public Accounts
Committee, as well as by the right hon. Member for
Salisbury (John Glen), the hon. Member for Farnham
and Bordon (Gregory Stafford) and my hon. Friend the
Member for Barking (Nesil Caliskan). Prevention in
public health was raised by many Members—as the
Minister responsible for those areas, I am delighted to
discuss that.

My hon. Friend the Member for Uxbridge and South
Ruislip (Danny Beales) talked about dentistry, and shifts
were mentioned by many hon. Members. My hon.
Friend the Member for Barking talked about the work
not only of public health but of local government, and
the role of ICBs. It was great to hear my hon. Friend the
Member for Gloucester (Alex McIntyre) talk about his
pride in the NHS. This Government will always stand
by our NHS and will always keep it free at the point
of use.

In her autumn Budget, the Chancellor took the necessary
decisions to put our NHS on the road to recovery, with
an increase of more than £22.5 billion in day-to-day
health spending and over £3 billion more in the capital
budget over this year and the next. Thanks to her, we
are taking the first steps towards fixing the foundations
of our NHS and making it fit for the future. I say to the
shadow Minister that yes, this will make a difference,
because it is not just about the money but about making
the right choices.

Gregory Stafford: Will the Minister give way?

Ashley Dalton: I will, but very briefly, because we
have very little time.

Gregory Stafford: I thank the Minister, and welcome
her to her place. This, I think, is the fundamental point
that Conservatives are making. We all accept that we
want to see a shift from acute hospital provision to
social care, but when the Chancellor’s Budget does not
reflect that and when the national insurance rises hit the
social care end of the spectrum, how can the public
have faith that what the Minister says is anything more
than rhetoric?

Ashley Dalton: I am coming to all of that.

Since coming into office, the Government have made
choices. We have ended the resident doctors strike. We
have published our elective reform plan, which will cut
maximum waiting times from 18 months today to 18 weeks
by the end of this Parliament. We have introduced
investment and reform in general practice to fix the
front door to the NHS and bring back the family
doctor. We have started to get waiting lists falling, and
we have kept the promise in our manifesto to deliver an
extra 2 million appointments in our first year, a target
that we have actually smashed in the first seven months.
Anyone who thinks the Chancellor was wrong to make
the necessary decisions and trade-offs must explain
what they would cut from that list. Anyone who thinks
they could have achieved everything we have done in
less than a year without the autumn Budget is living in
cloud cuckoo land.

Today we are setting out our supplementary estimates
to the House. Funding will help the NHS to deliver
40,000 extra elective appointments a week, and to make
progress on reducing the number of patients who wait
longer than 18 weeks between referral and consultant-led
treatment. We will publish our departmental budgets
for the next financial year in the spring through phase 2
of the spending review.

Ben Coleman: Will my hon. Friend give way?

Layla Moran: Will the Minister give way?

Ashley Dalton: I will give way very briefly.
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Layla Moran: The Minister will have noted, on page 53
of the estimates, a £1 billion decrease in capital spending
in the departmental accounts. Will that be explained,
and can the Minister explain now how new hospitals
constitute day-to-day spending?

Ashley Dalton: I will be coming to that, but I thank
the hon. Lady for raising it.

We have talked about productivity, an issue that has
been raised by many Members including the Chair of
the Public Accounts Committee. I am delighted that
Members on both sides of the House, including
Conservative Members, have now recognised and accepted
the value of the Darzi report, which this Government
commissioned.

We are committed to meeting a 2% productivity
target by 2025-26. To help us to achieve that, there is a
£2 billion investment in NHS technology, allocated to
freeing up staff time, ensuring that trusts adopt electronic
patient records—we have heard a great deal about old-
fashioned paper today—and enhancing cyber-security
measures, while also improving patient access to services
via the NHS. The current measures of health productivity
data do not capture all the outputs and outcomes
adequately, and NHS England is working with the
Office for National Statistics and the University of
York to refine those metrics. Reform is at the heart of
our 10-year plan.

We are rebuilding our capital-starved NHS through
£1.6 billion of national capital funding in 2025-26,
which will help us to achieve constitutional standards.
The money will help to deliver more than 30,000 additional
procedures and more than 1.25 million diagnostic tests
as they come online through investment in new surgical
hubs and diagnostic scanners, new beds across the
estate, and a £70 million investment in new radiotherapy
machines to improve cancer treatment. Questions have
been asked about the shift from capital to revenue.
Some of investment has met historic need, including
capital funding for technology and new hospitals
programmes, but because of the nature of the funding it
needed to be defined as revenue. It is still being spent on
those programmes. The autumn Budget included a
commitment to ban shifting from capital to revenue,
and I can confirm that no shifts of that nature have
taken place since then. I will now give way.

Ben Coleman: I am most grateful to the Minister for
giving way to me and not to an Opposition Member
this time, splendid though they are.

The Minister probably shared my great disappointment
when the last Government put no money into the new
hospital programme and threw Charing Cross hospital,
in my constituency, out of the programme. May I share
with her my delight that the Government have put
Charing Cross back into the programme and are funding
it, with a timetable that the last Government failed to
deliver?

Ashley Dalton: Everyone knows that the previous
Government’s promise of 40 new hospitals was a fiction:
there were not 40, they were not new, and many of them
were not even hospitals. We have put the programme on
a firm footing with sustainable funding, so all those
projects will actually be delivered.

In response to the Chair of the Health and Social
Care Committee, the hon. Member for Oxford West
and Abingdon (Layla Moran), I am more than happy
to work with the Committee to clarify the funding
for NHS providers. I understand that there is already
quite of lot of information in the public domain, and
I am more than happy to have that conversation
with her.

On financial levers and incentivising prevention, the
10-year health plan is really the driver of all our shifts—from
analogue to digital, from hospital to community, and
from sickness to prevention. It will set out how we
achieve transformational change. As part of that, the
plan’s working groups are looking at how payment
mechanisms, funding flows and contracting will need to
change to build a health system that is fit for the future.

On ENICs, we have been here before. The Government
will provide support to Departments for additional
ENICs for public sector employees, and commissioned
services are all subject to local negotiation with providers.

I want to move on to public health, in which I take a
particular interest. I agree with hon. Members on the
importance of public health investment. In 2025-26,
through the public health grant and the 100% retained
business rates arrangements for local authorities in
Greater Manchester, we are increasing funding to
£3.858 billion—a 5.4% cash increase, and 3% in real
terms. It is a priority for this Government to confirm
future year allocations as early as possible, and we will
seek to do that. It is a priority of mine.

We have talked a lot about social care. Louise Casey
commands great respect across political parties, the
Government and the NHS, which is why she will lead
the independent commission on adult social care as
part of our critical first steps towards delivering a
national care service. She will begin her work in April,
drawing on people who need care and their families,
staff, politicians, and the public, private and third sectors
to inform the recommendations on how we rebuild
adult social care.

Anna Dixon: I welcome the Minister to her place and
congratulate her on her new role. On building a national
care service and the Casey review, will she reassure me
and other Members of the House that there will be a
first-phase report in 2026 to inform the spending review,
and that we will have action sooner than the 2028 final
report?

Ashley Dalton: I can confirm that, as has already
been stated, those interim reports will take place, with a
view to informing spending reviews.

I want to pick up on the point made by the hon.
Member for North Shropshire (Helen Morgan) about
the cross-party talks. My right hon. Friend the Secretary
of State wrote to colleagues from all the UK-wide
parties to invite them to joint cross-party talks in February.
Not everybody was able to take part—a significant
number of people were not—and we think it is really
important to have a wide range of views at such talks.
We have taken the decision to reschedule them, but we
will make sure that they take place. We are seeking to
reorganise those talks at the earliest opportunity, and
I can confirm that the intention is to go ahead with them.
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We have committed to look at how we can further
expand the role of pharmacies and better utilise the
clinical skills of pharmacists, and we have now resumed
our consultation with Community Pharmacy England
regarding the funding arrangements for 2024-25 and
2025-26. I am unable to say any more on that until the
consultation has finished.

To wrap up, we are undertaking the largest capital
investment in our national health service since Labour
was last in office, but if we are to deliver our promises to
the British people, we must deliver faster improvement
than even the last Labour Government achieved. Investment
and reform are what we promised before the election,
and investment and reform are what we are delivering.
We will ensure that the NHS is there for people when
they need it; we will tackle the big killers, such as
cancer; and we will create a fairer Britain, where everyone
lives well for longer, while making sure that every penny
of taxpayer money is well spent. I commend the estimates
to the House.

3.45 pm

Sir Geoffrey Clifton-Brown: I shall be brief. I thank
the Minister for her very comprehensive reply, and
I congratulate her on her new role. I also congratulate
everybody who spoke in this debate; there were some
excellent speeches. Can I ask the Minister to thank her
officials for appearing before my Committee? It is very
much appreciated. I also thank the members of the
PAC, a very hard-working Committee that produces
two major reports a week, and in particular my deputy,
the hon. Member for Sheffield South East (Mr Betts).

To sum up, as I said in my speech, productivity is the
key to long-term reform of the NHS. Increasing funds
at 4% per year in real terms when the economy is
growing at only 1% in the long term is unsustainable, so
something has to be reformed in the health service. As
I did in my speech, I ask the Minister to consider
producing a productivity plan, so that, without all the
arguments with the Office for National Statistics and
everybody else, we can see the DHSC’s best estimate for
productivity gains over the next five to 10 years, and can
start to see how such goals will be met. In such a
productivity plan, modern digital technology will be
really important. The Minister skated over one word
that I am really concerned about, which is “cyber”. We
had a wake-up call with WannaCry two or three years
ago. The NHS has some very important personal data,
so it is vital that we move towards modern machines
that can withstand cyber-attacks better than some of
the analogue equipment in the NHS.

It has been a great debate, and I am sure that the
Minister will have plenty to think about.

Question deferred (Standing Order No. 54).

Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office

[Relevant documents: Oral evidence taken before the
Foreign Affairs Committee on 13 January 2025, on the
work of the British Council, HC 609; Oral evidence taken
before the Foreign Affairs Committee on 18 and 27 November
2024, on the work of the Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office, HC 385; Oral evidence taken before
the Foreign Affairs Committee on 19 November 2024 on
thefutureof theBBCWorldService,HC384;Correspondence
between the Foreign Affairs Committee and the British
Council on the work of the British Council, reported to the
House on 4 March 2025; Correspondence between the
Foreign Affairs Committee and the BBC on the future of
theBBCWorldService,reportedtotheHouseon4March2025.]

Motion made, and Question proposed,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2025, for expenditure
by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office:

(1) further resources, not exceeding £592,196,000 be authorised
for use for current purposes as set out in HC 655,

(2) further resources, not exceeding £439,129,000, be authorised
for capital purposes as so set out, and

(3) a further sum, not exceeding £862,823,000, be granted to
His Majesty to be issued by the Treasury out of the Consolidated
Fund and applied for expenditure on the use of resources authorised
by Parliament.—(Stephen Doughty.)

Madam Deputy Speaker (Ms Nusrat Ghani): I call the
Chair of the International Development Committee.

3.47 pm

Sarah Champion (Rotherham) (Lab): I thank the
Backbench Business Committee for selecting this subject
for this very timely debate, which is in my name and the
name of my right hon. Friend the Member for Islington
South and Finsbury (Emily Thornberry). I also thank
the members of the International Development Committee
and the Foreign Affairs Committee for their support in
securing it.

Let me start this debate by welcoming the Government’s
commitment to increasing our defence spending; that is
long overdue and much needed. However, there was no
need to announce a decision on where the funding was
coming from before the spending review or, indeed,
before the defence review concluded. It will not surprise
the House to learn that I will use this debate to argue
that the decision to take all the defence uplift from
official development assistance was wrong.

When the former US Defence Secretary General
James Mattis was asked in Congress whether it was wise
to properly fund international development work, he
replied:

“If you don’t fund the State Department fully, then I need to
buy more ammunition”.

It pains me to say so, but the Prime Minister is setting
exactly this dangerous course for the UK. By planning
to take 40% out of ODA, he is taking the axe to our
most effective tool for reducing global conflicts and for
increasing our national security. Do not take my word
for it. Instead, consider this warning given last week
by General Richard Dannatt, the former Chief of the
General Staff:
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“Every pound we cut from development aid today risks costing
us far more in future military operations…slashing aid further to
fund defence spending is not just shortsighted—it is dangerously
counterproductive.”

He added:

“we are setting ourselves up for greater instability, which will
require even more military spending in the long term…If we cut
aid, we will be forced to deploy military resources in areas where
we could have mitigated instability through targeted development.”

I urge the Prime Minister to recognise that if we abandon
our commitments to the world in this way, we will see
greater numbers of people displaced from their homes
as a result of climate disasters, poverty and war. More
people will lose hope, and will instead look to extreme
ideologies for the answer, and civil societies will no
longer have the skills to hold rogue Governments to
account.

It concerns me greatly, as it should the whole House,
that the Government have yet to carry out an assessment
of the impact of their decision, which has been rushed
through without proper scrutiny. I urge Ministers to
study carefully an analysis by the ONE Campaign,
which demonstrates the real-world impact of cutting
ODA assistance from 0.5% to 0.3% of national income.
It has calculated that if the 40% reduction in UK aid
is distributed evenly across global health and food
programmes, there will be nearly 40 million fewer children
immunised; 600,000 fewer lives will be saved because of
reduced support to the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB
and Malaria; and almost 300,000 fewer school children
will receive nutritious meals and essential food assistance
through the World Food Programme.

I appreciate that the Prime Minister has pledged to
protect what he considers to be the most vital areas of
spending—Gaza, Sudan and Ukraine, vaccinations and
climate—but as the powerful resignation letter written
by my right hon. Friend the Member for Oxford East
(Anneliese Dodds), the former development Minister,
lays bare, that is, sadly, a delusion. As my right hon.
Friend, who knows the reality better than anybody else,
has written:

“It will be impossible to maintain these priorities given the
depth of the cut; the effect will be far greater than presented…It
will likely to lead to withdrawal from regional banks and a
reduced commitment to the World Bank; the UK being shut out
of numerous multilateral bodies; and a reduced voice for the UK
in the G7, G20 and in climate negotiations.”

James Naish (Rushcliffe) (Lab): I thank my hon.
Friend for her work as Chair of the International
Development Committee, on which I sit. Earlier today,
I had the privilege of meeting representatives from
Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, to hear at first hand about
its lifesaving work. Gavi has, of course, played a pivotal
role in ensuring that millions of children worldwide
receive vaccines against deadly diseases, protecting global
health and preventing pandemics. Does she agree that
we need to make an urgent commitment to the Gavi
replenishment, which is under debate at the moment?

Sarah Champion: I thank my hon. Friend and fellow
Committee member. As he is well aware, the Committee
is doing a value-for-money inquiry, and Gavi is one of
the best ways to get value for money by vaccinating
children around the world. It is not just that the House
wants that commitment to Gavi and all other bodies.
Do the British public really want us to step away from

the international stage, and to lose all our soft power
and ability to support the most vulnerable in the world,
so that they can lead a healthy, prosperous life?

Marsha De Cordova (Battersea) (Lab): My hon. Friend
is making an excellent speech and case against the cut to
aid. She knows that the world’s most vulnerable children
include disabled children. The Government’s disability
inclusion and rights strategy was going a long way
towards supporting those children through healthcare,
and when it came to social protections. Does she agree
that unless we get clear assurances, many millions of
disabled children will end up suffering greater loss?
Brilliant organisations such as Able Child Africa, which
is based in my constituency, are deeply concerned about
the impact the cuts will have on disabled children.

Sarah Champion: My hon. Friend is absolutely right.
The work that the Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office has done to protect the most
vulnerable—I am thinking particularly of children, people
with disabilities and people in marginalised communities—is
exemplary, but I cannot stand here and say that we will
be able to continue funding that. I just do not think it is
technically possible.

Research commissioned by More in Common has
found that 55% of the British public support the UK
giving both humanitarian and military aid to Ukraine,
and that more than half believe that aid spending is
worthwhile if it helps to boost the UK economy and
protect national security.

Even with a reduced aid budget, much better decisions
can and must be taken going forwards. In recent years, a
scandalously large amount of ODA has been diverted
primarily to the Home Office to support asylum seekers
and refugees in the UK. In 2023, this took up 28% of
the entire aid budget, costing £4.2 billion. It is welcome
that the proportion of the ODA budget spent domestically
is set to decrease very slightly this year, but unless these
costs are reduced significantly in the next two years, the
UK is set to spend nearly half its remaining ODA
budget on domestic refugee costs by 2027. That cannot
be right. Of course, these people need supporting, but
that should not come out of the ODA budget. I urge the
Government to cap the amount of ODA that the Home
Office can draw on for in-country refugee costs; if they
do not, there is simply no incentive for the Home Office
to address its spending.

The Home Office is, of course, not the only Department
raiding aid. The Departments for Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs, for Education and for Science, Innovation
and Technology all regularly draw down ODA and do
not, in some cases, deliver as well or as transparently as
the FCDO. Will the Minister comment on taking these
programmes back into the FCDO, or asking the
Departments to reimburse at least part of the finance
that they draw down from ODA?

The supplementary estimates saw a boost in the
FCDO’s allocation of headline ODA spending for this
financial year. However, a large proportion of this
increase—almost £500 million—was sent to British
International Investment in what appeared to be a
last-minute panic to ensure that the Government fulfilled
their commitment to spending 0.5% of national income
on aid. Do not get me wrong: BII does excellent work
investing debt and equity in businesses in the developing
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world for the long term to facilitate beneficial and
developmental economic growth. However, it is not set
up to take immediate and short-term investment decisions,
and should not be expected to do so. Debate is also
ongoing over giving BII the ability to borrow against its
investments; in the fiscal circumstances, I urge the Minister
to look at that closely.

There are a number of issues on which the Government
could consider changing policy and legislation, including
debt relief, illicit finance and special drawing rights.
That could have significant impact on the lives of the
poorest in the world, at no expense to the British
taxpayer. Could the Minister also comment on potential
multipliers of aid? I am thinking specifically about
philanthropic match funding and UK Aid Match, which
could be used more readily.

This year’s estimates enable the FCDO to continue to
employ world-leading experts in development aid. In a
rapidly changing world in which we face huge challenges,
maintaining this expertise is not a luxury but a necessity
if the UK is to achieve global progress and safeguard
our collective future. Despite the damage done to its
budgets, the FCDO must prioritise protecting its skilled
staff, who offer so much to low and middle-income
countries when deployed effectively. My Committee
and I were with FCDO staff in Scotland when these
cuts were announced last week. Staff were understandably
devastated, with this announcement adding considerably
to the uncertainty they have faced over the past five
years.

The best way to retain our staff, and indeed our
international reputation, is with clarity about the
forthcoming spending cuts. Will there be a defined step
down or a cliff edge to funding in 2027? A commitment
today that the budget will be 0.4%—or more—in ’26-27
would be hugely reassuring, as would confirmation that
there will be no additional cuts in the spending review
for this financial year. I urge that an equality impact
and risk management assessment be done, and presented
to the House, before the Government make their tough
decisions on what to cut and what to save. In the 2021
round of cuts, we saw funding for women and girls
cut by 66% from its peak in 2017. Let us never do that
again.

From 2023, the UK was the 10th largest spender of
aid as a proportion of its gross national income. A cut
to 0.3% will leave us in 25th place. That is simply
unacceptable for a nation with such a proud history in
helping those most in need and a Government who are
rightly placing themselves as a leader on the international
stage.

I wish to finish with the powerful words of a speech
delivered in this Chamber on 13 July 2021, when the
Conservative Government’s decision to reduce aid spending
from 0.7% to 0.5% was confirmed. The House was told:

“Cutting aid will increase costs and have a big impact on our
economy. Development aid—we all know this—reduces conflict,
disease and people fleeing from their homes. It is a false economy
to pretend that this is some sort of cut that does not have
consequences.”

The speaker continued:

“Our overseas aid budget goes beyond that moral obligation: it
also helps build a more stable world and keeps us safer in the
UK…This cut will also reduce UK influence just when it is

needed most, and of course it risks leaving a vacuum that other
countries—China and Russia, for example—will fill.” —[Official
Report, 13 July 2021; Vol. 699, c. 177-178.]

That speaker was the then Leader of the Opposition
putting forward an inarguable case against the folly of
making massive aid cuts. His words are as true now as
they were then. May I urge the Minister and the
Government to listen to the words of the then Leader of
the Opposition, the now Prime Minister, and reconsider
this?

Madam Deputy Speaker (Ms Nusrat Ghani): Colleagues
can see how heavily subscribed this debate is. I need to
fit in another debate before 7 o’clock, so many colleagues
will be disappointed that they will not be called to
speak. They can judge that as they may. We shall set a
speaking limit of four minutes so that I can get as many
people in as possible.

4.1 pm

Mr Andrew Mitchell (Sutton Coldfield) (Con): It is a
pleasure to follow the brave and principled speech of
the Chair of the International Development Committee.

The Government are absolutely right to increase
defence expenditure, and President Trump is right, too,
in saying that Europe must shoulder the burden against
Russian imperial expansion. But development should
be part of that strategy. Development, defence and
diplomacy are intertwined. I remind everyone that the
development budget tackles conflict, helps build better
societies and builds prosperity. It helps tackle migration,
disease, medicines, education, vaccinations, growth, jobs,
British International Investment—I do not entirely agree
with the hon. Lady on this, because BII is an outstanding
example of British success in development—transparency,
accountability, and anti-corruption. All are independently
verified by the Independent Commission for Aid Impact,
which is the taxpayers’ friend. That is what development
does and it ought to be unanswerable that this is of vital
importance.

The cut from 0.7% to 0.5% was terrible, but we did
manage to find a number of ingenious ways of augmenting
that money through guarantees, co-financing, insurance,
and the use of special drawing rights, but the reduction
to 0.3% will destroy any incipient recovery. And, as the
hon. Lady said, who will fill the gap? It will be China
and Russia. It will be music to the ears of the many
terrorist organisations that exist across sub-Saharan
Africa. The failure to do some of the things that the
hon. Lady set out so clearly will result in the clarion call
of the terrorist being heard.

Furthermore, the stopping and starting of development
is very bad value for money for taxpayers. I know that
Foreign Office Ministers will have fought against this
terrible decision and it gives me a chance to pay tribute
once again to the Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office and the civil servants and diplomats
who work there. It is the finest diplomatic corps in the
world. I also want to pay tribute to the right hon.
Member for Oxford East (Anneliese Dodds) whose
principled and brave resignation letter will serve her
very well.

We all know that this is an example of the iron fist of
No. 10 cynically conquering the extremely good arguments
put up by the Foreign Office, to take the low-hanging
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fruit. In my view, that is entirely wrong. Many are
horrified to see a Labour Government behaving in this
way, bludgeoning development, which was already badly
damaged by the abolition of the Department for
International Development and the previous cuts in the
last Parliament.

I ask colleagues on the Labour Benches to make a
principled decision and ensure that their voices are
heard in government. They should imagine those Prime
Ministers who really drove forward international
development and the cause of development, turning
Britain into a development superpower: Prime Minister
Blair, Prime Minister Brown, Prime Minister Cameron
and Prime Minister May. Those four Premiers drove the
cause and did so much good, saving so many lives.
I very much hope that Labour Members will exert
influence and explain to the Government why this is the
wrong decision at the wrong time and that it must be
reversed.

4.5 pm

Emily Thornberry (Islington South and Finsbury)
(Lab): Since the election of the Labour Government
last July, I am proud to say that Britain is back on the
world stage. When we are at our best, we are a respected
and influential global player. We have many things to
our advantage: we are the bridge between the US and
Europe; we have a place on the Security Council; and
our security services and defence are very respected.
Under recent Governments, it must be said that we lost
our way, fighting among ourselves about Brexit and
everything else and threatening to break international
law, but under this Government we are taking a lead
again.

The question is: are we going to step up to the
challenge? We are more than capable of that, but we
cannot do it on two Chewits, a button and a postage
stamp. Alongside a pivot to hard power, the Prime
Minister has set out his priorities for the reduced aid
budget: Gaza, Sudan and Ukraine. To achieve peace,
we need that investment in hard power, but if we abandon
Britain’s soft power strength we cannot secure it.

In Ukraine, for example, political and financial investment
and military might are key to ending the war, but when
we reach the ceasefire, there will be shockwaves across
eastern Europe that must be absorbed. There are many
ways in which Russia will continue on the offensive, and
that is not just about tanks; it is about misinformation,
telling lies and trying to influence people by not telling
the truth. The best way to counter that is to tell the
truth.

How are we going to tell the truth? Well, we could
rely on the BBC World Service, which is internationally
respected and recognised. There is nothing like the BBC
World Service, yet we spend only £137 million on it,
which is given from the Foreign Office, and roughly
80% of that comes from ODA. Russia and China combined
spend more than £8 billion each year on their state
media. When we vacate the airwaves, which we have
done, Russia moves in and takes over the same frequencies.

Sir Julian Lewis (New Forest East) (Con): I entirely
endorse what the right hon. Lady says about the BBC
World Service. There used to be a ringfenced grant for
BBC Monitoring as well, but now that falls on BBC

general income and expenditure. Does she agree that
that monitoring service performs an equally crucial role
to the World Service in terms of open source information?

Emily Thornberry: I do, although I think that the role
has changed given the rise of the internet.

If we lose the World Service, will this be remembered
as the moment not just when Britain abandoned Africa
to the Chinese, but when we abandoned our historic
role of telling the truth and speaking the truth of a
united west around the world?

The second priority for the aid budget is Gaza.
I visited Jordan last week with the Foreign Affairs
Committee. Jordan, which relies on US and UK aid,
has absorbed over 2 million Palestinian refugees. Its
continued stability is fundamental to a lasting peace in
the region. Can that be guaranteed if we no longer have
a humanitarian budget to spend on it?

The third priority from the Prime Minister was Sudan,
where we are the penholder and we face a situation
where Russia has secured a Red sea base that it has long
coveted. The situation reminds me of warnings given by
Lord Dannatt, the former Chief of the General Staff,
that every pound cut from spending on development
today risks costing us more in future military operations.

Soft power is not just a nice-to-have; it is core to
peace and security. I have looked into the numbers
following the latest cuts, and after taking into account
the ODA money spent on asylum costs as well as our
commitments to the UN and the like, we have only
about £1 billion left for the Foreign Office to spend on
overseas aid. Is that really going to be enough, even just
for those three priorities and the money that needs to be
spent on that?

I am concerned that the ODA cuts will not be the last
of the challenges. There are also rumours that the
Foreign Office is expecting cuts, on top of those, of
between 2% and 11%. In that scenario, it will sell its
buildings. Will embassies shrink? I am concerned that
we will lose the British Council, which only receives
20% of its funding from the FCDO and generates the
rest of its income itself. I trust that an enormous amount
of work is being done on the details of the cuts, but at
the moment, we have heard nothing more than an
aspiration about where the other funding will come
from. I fear that we may look back at this time and say
to ourselves, “This is when Britain left the world,” and
yet, it really should be the time when we are able to say,
“Britain is back, and we are back as a force for good.”

4.10 pm

Aphra Brandreth (Chester South and Eddisbury) (Con):
Let me begin by saying that the decision by the Government
to increase defence spending, funded in the short term
by a cut in the ODA budget, is the right one given the
current global context. It is an immediate solution that
was necessary to bolster our defence budget to send a
clear message to our allies and our adversaries alike.

Russia’s illegal invasion of Ukraine has brought a
state of war back to Europe, but the security challenges
we face as a country do not stop with Russia. Iran
continues to be a destabilising influence in the middle
east and globally. Meanwhile, China’s growing influence
demands our attention. The rules-based international
order, which the UK proudly defends, is under threat
from many sides.
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A strong foreign policy starts with hard power. That
is why I support the Prime Minister’s decision to reallocate
ODA to the defence budget, and I agreed with my hon.
Friend the Leader of the Opposition when she called
for that in advance of the announcement. It is important
that we respond to the challenges of the day with a
well-equipped, well trained and well supported armed
forces. Our adversaries need to know that we have a
credible deterrent, and our allies need to be able to look
to us as a leader in Europe on defence.

It is clear that we are living in a time of mounting
geopolitical tension and without a credible foreign policy
strategy, those driving global instability will continue to
gain ground. A successful long-term foreign policy strategy
must recognise that hard and soft power are inseparable.
As was referred to earlier, it was the retired US general
and former Defence Secretary James Mattis, who said,

“if you don’t fund the State Department fully, then I need to buy
more ammunition ultimately.”

These are exceptional times, but as stability returns to
Europe, I urge the FCDO to prioritise restoring a
strong ODA budget. It is critical that if the ODA
budget is to be spent on defence in the immediate term,
that money is spent directly on enhancing our national
security and strengthening our armed forces, and not
on the Government’s foolhardy decision to cede British
sovereignty over the Chagos islands to Mauritius, in a
deal that is likely to cost the British taxpayer billions of
pounds, all at the expense of our security and strategic
interests. With a substantially reduced ODA budget, it
is critical that it is spent effectively. It cannot be right
that a third of the overseas development assistance
budget is spent here in the UK on supporting refugees
and asylum seekers. It is clear that we need to rethink
where our priorities for the remaining ODA lie.

One important area of ODA funding, which the
Foreign Affairs Committee has been investigating as
part of our inquiry into soft power, is the BBC World
Service. With unreliable sources seeking to undermine
our values, the World Service is on the frontline, so
I encourage the FCDO to continue supporting it, especially
as new challenges in information dissemination arise.
The consequences of disinformation gaining traction
are severe and we must safeguard that key asset in our
soft power arsenal.

The lines between hard and soft power are increasingly
blurred, yet they must complement each other to be
effective. It was necessary to divert funding to meet
security challenges. Now the FCDO must rethink how
to preserve our soft power, tackle urgent issues such as
disinformation and ensure British taxpayers’ money
spent overseas serves our national interests. Above all,
we must use those resources to expand our global
influence and enhance our security in the face of evolving
challenges.

4.14 pm

Uma Kumaran (Stratford and Bow) (Lab): I would
like to thank the Clerks of the Foreign Affairs Committee,
of which I am a member, and the International
Development Committee for their support, and my
hon. Friend the Member for Rotherham (Sarah Champion)
for securing this supplementary estimates debate. Late

last year, the Foreign Affairs Committee heard evidence
from the Foreign Secretary and the now former permanent
under-secretary. It was a valuable opportunity for
Committee members to hear, in the words of Sir Philip
Barton, about the
“tough choices that have been made and will continue to have to
be made”.

Those are the tough choices on our spending, on the aid
budget, on investment spending and on our soft power
resources. Those tough choices are not new, but in these
volatile times when the power of diplomacy and our
soft power matters more than ever, they can have seismic
impacts.

In 2011, under the coalition Government, the BBC
World Service had to eliminate five language services
due to cuts of £46 million per year. This included the
entire BBC News service in North Macedonia. Coalition
cuts to grant funding from the Foreign Office meant
that this trusted service with extensive reach—one in
every eight Macedonians listened to the BBC—had to
close. At the time, the country was attempting to join
NATO and the EU. Russia was opposed. Since this cut,
North Macedonia has been subject to a decade-long
propaganda campaign from Russia—a campaign of
misinformation that has spread fake news on covid,
amplified regional tensions and demonised NATO and
our European allies. In the past years, the UK has
deployed military experts in disinformation to counter
the malign influence of Russia on the western Balkans—an
influence seeking to destabilise our entire continent.

The example of North Macedonia shows that we
cannot risk a fractured approach. Cutting the BBC
World Service, a globally trusted news source, and
neglecting our soft power while our defence spending is
countering misinformation does not seem the right
thing to do. The absence of the BBC World Service
allows our adversaries to step in and fill the vacuum left
by the UK’s withdrawal, as was alluded to by the Chair
of the Foreign Affairs Committee, my right hon. Friend
the Member for Islington South and Finsbury (Emily
Thornberry).

There are real dangers when we allow hostile propaganda
to go unchallenged. It has been described as a tsunami
of bad actors. When Conservative cuts forced the BBC
World Service in the middle east, BBC Arabic, to cease
broadcasting, the same frequency was taken over by
Russia Today and Sputnik. The global director of BBC
News told the Foreign Affairs Committee that, on the
day of the walkie-talkie explosions in Lebanon, that
frequency was “essentially Russian propaganda”. Russia
is investing in disinformation to target Arabic-speaking
audiences and to create false pretexts for its invasion of
Ukraine.

Disinformation has real-world consequences, and where
UK soft power retreats, hostile states step in. They are
pumping in billions of pounds because they know what
is at stake: the battle for the truth. Future assessments
of funding for the World Service must consider the
impact on international and national security of
disinformation in our world. This is just one example
that demonstrates that our national defence and our
spending overseas are both vital for this nation’s long-term
security.

I am pleased to see the Government’s commitment to
BBC World Service grant funding reflected in the FCDO
supplementary estimate. We know that there are tough
choices to be made, we know that there are those who
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wish to do harm to Britain and we know that the
defence of our country in an ever more dangerous
world is essential, so we must put Britain’s defences and
Britain first. I am also pleased to see that, despite this,
the Government have reiterated their firm commitment
to prioritising programmes in Ukraine, Sudan and Gaza.

There are clearly many strategic calculations to be
taken into account, but the impartial and trusted journalism
of the BBC World Service is an antidote to disinformation.
The risks from malign actors who want to undermine
democracy will not go away any time soon. I strongly
urge Ministers to ensure that assessments of funding for
the World Service take into account the national security
consequences of disinformation.

4.18 pm

Edward Morello (West Dorset) (LD): The Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office plays a vital
role in supporting and protecting people around the
world, upholding Britain’s diplomatic presence and
promoting our values and interests. In my short time on
the Foreign Affairs Committee, I have been repeatedly
struck by the impressive quality of the people we are
fortunate enough to have working on our behalf
around the world. However, even as we face increasing
geopolitical instability, transactional diplomacy and
wars in multiple regions, the financial pressure on the
Department is testing our ability to play the role that
Britain should be playing in the world. For over a
decade, the maintenance of the FCDO overseas estate,
which includes 6,000 properties across 180 countries,
has been funded through the sale of assets. That is not a
sustainable model, and the reality is that there is no
more silverware left to sell.

Giving evidence to the Foreign Affairs Committee,
Sir Philip Barton, the then outgoing permanent under-
secretary, acknowledged that the current funding structure
will not work for much longer. The cost of essential
maintenance is estimated to be £250 million a year, and
that figure is only rising. From next year, the ability to
draw down from receipts of previous asset sales will
disappear completely. Unless the Treasury allows for
that additional cost in future budgets, the cost will have
to be met by cuts elsewhere in an already overstretched
Department.

This issue goes beyond bricks and mortar. The UK’s
overseas presence is a direct reflection of our diplomatic
standing and soft power. We cannot expect our embassies
to champion British interests when they are in dire need
of investment. The Foreign Secretary himself has recognised
the need for a sustainable funding settlement and highlighted
the condition of our estate in China as a particular
concern. The Government must set out an alternative
long-term funding model—one that does not rely on
the fire sale of national assets.

At the same time, we must address the deeply concerning
cuts to ODA. The UK has long been a world leader in
international aid, and we are the fourth highest donor
in absolute terms. The Government’s decision to reduce
our aid budget risks undermining our ability to deliver
on those commitments and the ones we have made to
the world’s most vulnerable. The Prime Minister has
rightly stated that the UK will prioritise Ukraine, Sudan,
Gaza, climate finance and global health, but with a
shrinking budget, delivering on those priorities will be
close to impossible.

I recognise that difficult choices must be made to
stand firmly with our allies in Ukraine during this
critical time. Our support for the Ukrainian people
must be strong and unwavering. It is a sad indictment of
the current state of global affairs that in a war between
the west and Russia, the first to withdraw from the fight
was the United States. It is therefore even more vital
that we increase defence spending to ensure that our
allies around the world know that they can continue to
rely on Britain in this increasingly unstable world.

The answer, however, is not to cut ODA. The Foreign
Secretary himself warned of the risks of stepping back
from development aid. The reality is that budget cuts
will severely limit our ability to counter malign influence
and to support fragile states. My party has warned that
the UK’s decision to reduce its aid spending will

“leave a vacuum for Russia and China to fill”.

James Naish: It is worth reflecting on the fact that
UK service personnel are obviously key to the defence
of our country, and those cuts started during the time
when the Liberal Democrats were in government. The
hon. Member talked about his party regretting the
actions of this Government. Does he regret the decision
to start cutting our service personnel from 2010 onwards?

Edward Morello: I am not going to waste time re-arguing
the coalition years—we have a global crisis happening.
Either we all work together on this, or we keep nit-picking
over the past. That is not the way to go forward.

I urge the Government to look at Liberal Democrat
proposals to fund the much-needed uplift in defence
spending not by cutting vital overseas development aid,
but by reversing the tax cuts for banks introduced by
the previous Government and by taxing the social media
companies that, even now, are profiting from spreading
disinformation on behalf of our enemies. We must
work together to secure a sustainable funding model for
the FCDO—one that protects our overseas estate and
ensures that our diplomats have the resources they need
to represent Britain effectively.

Finding a pathway to a just peace in Ukraine, a
workable solution for the Palestinian and Israeli people,
security for Europe and a united global approach to
tackling the climate crisis, as well as the many other
issues facing the world right now, in the face of a US
Administration seemingly intent on joining malign states
like Russia and Iran in rejecting international norms,
requires the UK to be centre stage in international
relations. Having a Foreign Office able to project British
influence has never been more important. I urge the
Government to set out a clear path on how we will
maintain our diplomatic and development commitments
in this increasingly uncertain world, and to ensure that
Britain does not become just “some random country”
but continues to play its historic role in global affairs.

4.23 pm

David Taylor (Hemel Hempstead) (Lab): I will start,
as many Members have, by recognising the urgent need
to increase defence spending. Over recess, I went to
Ukraine for a week—it is an existential crisis. If Ukraine
falls, I am convinced that the Baltic states will be in
Putin’s line of sight too. Like others in this House, I am
obviously extremely pained by the decision to partly get
there by cutting aid to 0.3%.
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Members will know that I spent my career prior to
coming to this House in international development.
I set up the Labour Campaign for International
Development and had the privilege of working for
former Prime Minister Gordon Brown, who did such
great things to lead on the world stage in this area when
he was Prime Minister and Chancellor. I want to offer
my expertise to the Government to find a way through
this. I recognise that, across the House, and particularly
on the Labour Benches, there are other Members who,
like me, have expertise in development, and we offer
ourselves to the Government to find ways to make the
best of this bad situation.

The first point that I want to make is about front-loading
multilateral commitments into 2026. We know that the
ODA budget will go down to 0.3% of gross national
income from 2027. We believe that by front-loading
some of our multilateral commitments—to the Global
Fund, for example—we can get round the cliff edge and
help the largest number of people for the longest possible
time. I know that there have already been discussions
about the budget potentially going down in 2026. I urge
the Government to look at other options so that we can
keep aid spending at 0.5% for as long as possible.

My second point refers to the comments made by my
hon. Friend the Member for Rotherham (Sarah Champion)
about asylum costs. We strongly urge the Government
to consider those costs and to reduce as quickly as
possible the amount being spent in the UK. Every
penny spent in the UK is not being spent helping the
most vulnerable. To deliver that, the Government could
formally budget for and commit to project reductions in
in-donor refugee costs, with any overspends funded
from outside the aid budget and any underspends provided
to the FCDO as additional ODA resources.

My third point, which I will not talk about for long
because I know that my hon. Friend the Member for
Kensington and Bayswater (Joe Powell) has done a lot
of advocacy on it, relates to the £2.5 billion of Chelsea
FC money. The sooner we can get it into Ukraine and
humanitarian aid the better, because it should, in theory,
free up ODA money for other situations around the
world.

My final point is that we now must focus time and
effort on alternative forms of ODA spending. My right
hon. Friend the Member for Birmingham Hodge Hill
and Solihull North (Liam Byrne), particularly in his
role as chair of the MP group on the World Bank, has
some fantastic ideas about how we might be able to use
things such as special drawing rights. I know that other
colleagues are working on debt relief, which could offer
alternative sorts of development financing.

Alex Sobel (Leeds Central and Headingley) (Lab/Co-op):
On alternatives, does my hon. Friend agree that it
sometimes creates a false dichotomy to separate defence
and ODA? In a human security approach, when there
are crises such as conflict, famine or pandemics, we can
utilise our forces to go in and deliver aid, as well as
utilising traditional ODA.

David Taylor: My hon. Friend makes an interesting
point, which I hope he will get to make in more detail in
due course. In the time available to me, I will carry on
with a few other suggestions.

Another suggestion relates to British International
Investment. I am not here to criticise the work that it is
doing, but the point of ODA is first and foremost to
help people in extreme poverty. Although admittedly it
has improved, BII has a track record over the years of
not necessarily focusing on the very poorest in society.
For that reason, I think the Government should look
at ways of making BII capitalisations additional to
the 0.3%.

Mr Mitchell: Will the hon. Gentleman give way?

David Taylor: I will not, if the right hon. Gentleman
does not mind.

The justification for that could be that the BII makes
capital investments, which are ultimately an asset on the
Government’s balance sheet, and that finance does not
count towards the Government’s budget deficit. That
could be one way of justifying such a measure without
going against the Government’s fiscal rules.

I have only 30 seconds left, so I will end where
I started. Other Members have made points about how
aid is in our national interest, and they are right to say
so. For me, it has always been about how we can
ultimately benefit other human beings. Where we are
born is an accident; I am privileged to live in what
I consider to be the best country in the world, but many
are not. We must do everything we can to support the
most vulnerable.

4.29 pm

Brendan O’Hara (Argyll, Bute and South Lochaber)
(SNP): That a Labour Government, after all they said
during their years in opposition, have decided to take
essential life-saving overseas aid away from the poorest
people on the planet is truly astonishing and utterly
shameful. They know that removing £67 billion of
overseas aid will have devastating consequences. It will
mean that the world’s poorest children will go unvaccinated,
millions of girls will go uneducated, and projects set up
to help communities recover and protect themselves
from climate change will come to an end.

There is no running away from the fact that millions
of people, mainly children, will die or have their lives
permanently changed as a result of that decision. Nor
can the Government escape from the fact that this was a
premediated political decision taken by a Labour Prime
Minister. That Prime Minister has tried shamefully to
frame this debate as an either/or—we either spend the
money on defence, or we spend it on overseas aid—but
that is palpably not true. Indeed, it would be laughably
disingenuous were it not so serious.

If we are—and I agree we are—heading into uncharted
waters for European security and defence, the Government
need to rip up their self-imposed fiscal rules and have an
honest conversation with the public about what must be
done. Explain to the public that with an emboldened
Putin, and with America no longer a trustworthy or
reliable ally, we in Europe have to look after and fend
for ourselves, and that is going to mean tough choices.

This is morally reprehensible. The Government know
that cutting overseas aid will make us less secure. As
the hon. Member for Rotherham (Sarah Champion)
said, if they need convincing, they should read the
Prime Minister’s speech from 13 July 2021, when he
laid it out line by line. It was an excellent speech—Labour
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Members should read it—but I just wish he had meant
it. Absolutely no one believes that we can make ourselves
safer and more secure by making the world’s poorest
even poorer.

When the Prime Minister announced the decision to
increase defence spending by cutting overseas aid, he
attempted to justify it, saying that it could only be
funded “through hard choices” and that this was a
“difficult and painful decision” for him. Well, it is not
nearly as painful or as difficult as it will be for millions
of impoverished children who do not know where their
next meal is coming from, for girls who do not know
when they will next be able to go to school, or for
children who wonder why their siblings are dying of
preventable diseases because they have not been vaccinated,
or where their father has gone when he has gone to
Europe to try to find work. Prime Minister, save me
your crocodile tears about this being a “difficult decision”.
This was not a difficult decision; this was an easy
option.

4.32 pm

Yasmin Qureshi (Bolton South and Walkden) (Lab):
Let me begin by declaring that I chair the Westminster
Foundation for Democracy, an organisation that has
done incredible work around the world and is partially
funded by the FCDO.

The Foreign Secretary was right last week when he
stated that realism includes being clear about what our
values are. The reality is that alongside the military
security gap left by the approach of the US Administration,
we must also fill the gap in support for accountability,
inclusion, and the rule of law. This is about UK security
and prosperity. Our ODA budget supports stability and
alliances that are critical to our national interest. We are
losing the battle for hearts and minds in many parts of
the world, while our rivals help friendly rulers, silence
opposition, control the media and outlaw NGOs. If we
do not step up, others will fill the vacuum.

The WFD is part of the answer. It operates in
50 countries, strengthening democracy and the rule of
law. Its FCDO grant this year was about £8.5 million,
with additional country-specific grants to maximise the
impact globally. However, funding cuts are already hitting
us. The WFD’s spending review bid for flat cash of
£8.5 million in 2026-27 would fund programming in
20 countries and 14 global initiatives on artificial intelligence
in Parliaments, public debt, climate, electoral integrity
and women’s political leadership. Its reach would
be significant: 5,000-plus participants, half of them
women, would engage with over 1,600 parliamentarians,
2,400 parliamentary staff and 1,700 political party
officials. This work delivers results, including anti-corruption
reforms, improved rule of law, climate legislation
security and a stronger UK relationship with democratic
leaders.

However, inflation could leave a funding gap of over
£500,000, equivalent to 70% of the WFD’s work in the
Indo-Pacific. We cannot afford to let that happen. Investing
in democracy is investing in the UK’s security, prosperity
and global influence. With so many bad-faith actors
now in the world, and with a constant assault on
democracies across the world, the important work of
the Westminster Foundation for Democracy is vital and
should be protected.

4.35 pm

Ellie Chowns (North Herefordshire) (Green): I share the
horror, outrage and deep disappointment and disillusion-
ment of many hon. Members in the House, across many
parties, and of people across the country at the
Government’s terribly short-sighted and counterproductive
decision to fund greater investment in defence through
slashing the development budget.

Like many hon. Members, I know how important the
development budget is because I spent practically my
entire career before I came to this place working in that
field. I have seen it face to face and on the ground.
I know that investing in health, education and nutrition
helps increase human security for the long term, and that
investing in conflict resolution, peace building, democracy
support, and women’s and girls’ rights builds human
security globally and makes the world, and us, more
secure in the long term, as well as in the short and medium
terms. So it is impossible to understand why the
Government have taken this incredibly counterproductive
decision. The three D’s of defence, diplomacy and
development are united: they work together. We cannot
possibly increase one by slashing another.

It is unbelievable that this decision has been made,
because it is so unnecessary. A Member on the Government
Benches talked earlier about needing to “send a clear
message”, but what is the message that has been sent by
this decision, which follows in the slipstream of President
Trump’s blocking and dismantling of the United States
Agency for International Development? It is the wrong
message. Members on the Government Benches—indeed,
the Prime Minister himself—have talked about “tough
choices”, but it is a wrong choice, because there is an
alternative. We did not have to fund this investment on
the backs of the poorest and most marginalised.

There are other choices available to us. We should ask
those with the broadest shoulders to bear the burden of
increased investment in defence and security. Our
neighbours in France are doing exactly that by looking
at wealth taxes. In his summing up, will the Minister
explain why the Government have decided to fund
investment in defence by undermining diplomacy and
development in slashing the aid budget, leaving us all
more insecure in the long run?

4.38 pm

Abtisam Mohamed (Sheffield Central) (Lab): I am a
member of the Foreign Affairs Committee, and we have
heard from FCDO representatives about the important
work the Department does and how essential it is for
the Department to have the resources to execute its
work effectively. The world is witnessing a watershed
moment unfolding before our very eyes. The world
order is visibly in the process of being challenged, and it
is transforming all aspects of organised human life.
That provides an immensely challenging environment
for foreign policy, from wars in Sudan, Gaza and Ukraine
to concerns about climate change.

Last week, the Prime Minister demonstrated strong
leadership and reinforced that we have a strong presence
in the global arena, which highlighted that we must
continue to remain actively engaged and agile in our
foreign policy. The Prime Minister’s commitment to
increase defence spending in light of the volatility is the
right one, but while I recognise that defence spending is
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important, so too is international development, particularly
given the diplomatic soft power that it lends the UK. As
we navigate these changing and unpredictable global
power dynamics, international development is an area
of historical strength for us. UK aid makes the world
safer and saves lives, and cutting support for countries
that need it the most will only add to insecurity worldwide.

We have heard from voices outside the aid sector, as
colleagues referred to earlier. Lord Richard Dannatt, a
former head of the British Army, said that

“cutting aid risks making us weaker, not stronger…well-targeted
aid prevents conflict and reduces the burden on our armed forces
in the long run.”

Analysis from the ONE Campaign supports that; its
evidence demonstrates that every 80p spent on activities
that spur economic growth and political stability can
avert spending of up to £80 on future conflicts. Cutting
the aid budget will undercut our ability to build global
partnerships and alliances. When the UK helps countries
to adjust to climate change and to grow and prosper, we
build our relationships and our influence. When countries
such as ours withdraw, China and Russia stand ready to
step in.

I turn to the impacts that the cuts will have on a
specific group: women and girls across the world. As we
celebrate International Women’s Day later this week, it
is critical that we stand up for protecting gender equality
with the UK’s ODA budget. That includes improving
access to education and maternal healthcare, preventing
and responding to malnutrition and gender-based violence
and combating early marriage and female genital mutilation.
When ODA is reduced, we know that women’s equality
programmes are the first to be cut. When a cut was
implemented in 2021, 41% of initiatives for women and
girls were the first to be lost. When Governments take
action to close gaps and eliminate barriers for women
and girls, to realise their rights to live safely and to learn
and earn equally, we create safer, healthier and wealthier
societies.

The UK’s leadership in international development
has long been a source of national pride and global
respect, and we should not now head in the opposite
direction. If we are to see a decline in aid to support the
world’s most vulnerable communities, the Government
could show serious ambition to reform the global economy,
which could include tackling the broken global debt
system to enable the countries most in need to emerge
from poverty. Fixing global debt for developing countries
could be achieved by compelling private lenders operating
in the City of London to co-operate in debt relief
negotiations.

4.42 pm

Sir John Whittingdale (Maldon) (Con): It is a particular
pleasure to follow the Chair of the Foreign Affairs
Committee, the right hon. Member for Islington South
and Finsbury (Emily Thornberry), and four fellow members
of the Committee.

I make it clear that I strongly support the increase in
defence spending to 2.5% of GDP. I fear that that may
not be enough and that we will have to spend more if we
are to maintain our security against the threat that is
now clear. I therefore accept that part of the funding of

that needs to come from ODA, although I feel the pain
of both the Chair of the International Development
Committee, the hon. Member for Rotherham (Sarah
Champion), and my right hon. Friend the Member for
Sutton Coldfield (Mr Mitchell). That makes it even
harder to swallow the £9 billion bill we face paying to
maintain a base on the Chagos Islands.

I will focus specifically on soft power. I welcome the
establishment within the FCDO of the Soft Power
Council; it is very important that strengthening hard
power should not be at the expense of Britain’s soft
power. A number of Members have already talked
about the BBC World Service, which is one of our great
assets. It was very welcome that in the Budget, the
Government increased their contribution by £32 million,
but it was concerning that the BBC recently announced
a reduction in its contribution of £6 million, with the
loss of 130 jobs. While all 42 language services are being
maintained, the World Service defence committee has
already pointed out some of the damage that those
reductions will do, with the loss of regional editors,
science coverage and business programmes. I am particularly
concerned about the letter that the Chair of our Committee
received a few days ago from the director general, in
which he said:

“In the last few days we have been asked to prepare for further
engagement with the FCDO on the impact of the reduction in
Overseas Development Spending.”

I would like the Minister to assure us that there will be
no reduction in the Foreign Office’s funding of the BBC
World Service. Indeed, I hope he will give serious
consideration to the BBC’s request that in the longer
term, the Government consider taking on the full funding
of the World Service.

We on the Committee have also heard from the
British Council, another aspect of soft power. It is
absurd that the loan of £250 million given to the British
Council has to be renewed each year, creating huge
uncertainty. I hope that a solution can be found to put
that funding on a long-term basis.

I finish by referring to an issue of huge concern to me
and many others: media freedom. Both this Government
and the previous Government have very good records
on supporting media freedom around the world; we set
up the global Media Freedom Coalition. However, as
the Minister knows, media freedom is under huge threat.
I urge the Government to continue to press the cases of
Jimmy Lai, a British citizen imprisoned in Hong Kong,
and of Alaa Abd el-Fattah, a British citizen imprisoned
in Egypt. The Minister also knows that in Ukraine,
97 journalists have been killed since 24 February 2022,
12 while on duty, and the most recent withdrawal of
funding—that of USAID—will put at risk over half the
media outlets that are bravely reporting what is happening
in Ukraine. I hope that the Minister can provide support
to them, too.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Ms Nusrat Ghani): I call
Blair McDougall.

4.46 pm

Blair McDougall (East Renfrewshire) (Lab): Thank
you, Madam Deputy Speaker. It is appropriate that we
have such a distinguished internationalist in the Chair
for this debate. [Interruption.] That did not get me any
extra time for my speech.
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I recognise the impossible decisions that the Government
have to take, but I hope that we do not set up a false
dichotomy in which we believe that our moral preferences
have to be at odds with our strategic interests. I recognise,
though, that the Government are making budgetary
decisions in response to very painful real-world events
that are taking place every day. I represent many of the
FCDO workers from East Kilbride, and I myself worked
for 10 years delivering aid. I do not want to repeat what
others said in pleading for the international development
budget, but I want to ask the Government about one
thing, and perhaps challenge them on it.

If, as the right hon. Member for Sutton Coldfield
(Mr Mitchell) said, we are not still the development
superpower, what is our offer to the global south? We
know what Russia’s offer is: blood for gold. It will kill
your enemies for you, through mercenaries, and take
precious minerals out of your country. We know what
China’s offer is: infrastructure in return for debt that
keeps you in its power. We cannot offer violence, and we
cannot demand subservience. It seems to me that our
offer is values, but values need to be projected through
vehicles. In the time I have, I want to mention two of
those vehicles.

I add my voice to those of right hon. and hon.
Members who have spoken in defence of the BBC.
Others have spoken about how development helps to
save money on defence. That also works the other way
around: when defence fails, development picks up the
pieces. If we need one example of that, we can look to
Afghanistan. When we left Afghanistan, we left behind
the BBC World Service. It is now the only broadcast
journalism in the country—the only thing that is still
there, saying to those people, “We have not abandoned
you.” The cuts that we are discussing imply very deep
cuts to the World Service, which I hope we will not see.

The second thing I wanted to plead for is the democratic
infrastructure that supports dissidents and democrats
around the world—the people I worked with. As we
stand here, that infrastructure is being dismantled because
of Elon Musk’s vandalism. The most extraordinarily
brave people I have ever met are being utterly abandoned.

Stephen Gethins (Arbroath and Broughty Ferry) (SNP):
I congratulate the hon. Member on his contribution.
He and I disagree on a lot, but not on this. Will he pay
tribute to those who work with the conflict, stability
and security fund, which is particularly important in all
the areas that he rightly touched on?

Blair McDougall: I am very happy to do so. The hon.
Gentleman and I have worked closely together on
Georgia—a country in the backyard of Vladimir Putin
that is on day 96, I think, of huge street protests, all for
lack of the cost of a single storm shadow missile in
recent years. We cannot fill all the gaps, but I hope that
we can triage, and can look at places such as Ukraine,
Georgia, Moldova and Belarus, where a small amount
of money makes an enormous amount of strategic
difference.

If investing in arms allows us to fight, we must
remember to invest in the reasons why we want to fight
in the first place. The fundamental weakness of the
authoritarians with whom we are in this unspoken war
is the same. Every act of brutality is a confession of
their weakness. They know that if their people were free

to choose, they would not choose the form of Government
that is there. All that those authoritarians offer is corruption,
violence and brutality against their own people, who
will choose to be on our side in the global fight, but we
need to put in the resources to make that case every
single day around the world with confidence.

4.51 pm

Chris Law (Dundee Central) (SNP): Like everyone in
this House, I stand in full solidarity with Ukraine and
recognise the threat posed by hostile actors such as
Putin. I agree that UK defence spending must increase
to enhance our national security. However, the decision
to raid the development budget does not increase security.
It does the very opposite.

Decreasing overseas development assistance is utter
folly, and it fundamentally undermines efforts to bring
about justice, peace and security in the world. The
Prime Minister knows that. He stood in this Chamber
and criticised Boris Johnson and the previous Conservative
Government when they made their first cuts. He made
these very points. He was elected on a manifesto that
pledged to rebuild Britain’s reputation for international
development, with a new approach based on genuine
respect and partnership. We all agree with the need for
that. Instead, in a fashion that has become typical of his
leadership, he has U-turned on his promise, and went
even further in making cuts than the Conservatives
were willing to go.

Put simply, this decision by the Prime Minister is a
death sentence for hundreds of thousands of people. It
will have a devastating impact on millions of the world’s
most vulnerable and marginalised. Children will go
hungry and will miss out on lifesaving vaccinations.
They will die as a result. Girls will lose access to
education, family planning and reproductive health clinics.
As a consequence, they will be forced into early marriage
and will have an increased risk of being victims of
gender-based violence. Refugees will lose access to
accommodation and vital support services, and will be
displaced once again. The Prime Minister has reneged
on his promises, and the UK Government have abandoned
their moral duty, all without any impact assessment
whatsoever. They have done this with a callous disregard
for the lives of others throughout the world.

It does not have to be like this. In 2023, Germany, our
G7 European ally, spent 0.82% of GNI on ODA, while
others such as the Netherlands, Ireland, Denmark, Sweden
and Norway spent greater percentages than the UK. We
are all facing the same threats, so why is the UK
the only one cutting back? I look forward to hearing the
Minister’s response to that.

The Prime Minister has once again sought to appease
President Trump, and to follow the leader of Reform
and short-sighted right-wingers who believe that those
in the rest of the world simply do not matter, and that
our actions abroad have no impact at home. It is wrong.
The UK’s role in the world is built on hard power, soft
power and diplomacy. As a former member of the
International Development Committee, I travelled around
the world, and heard of the devastating impact of the
UK’s first cut to ODA in 2020. I heard how trust in the
UK has been eroded, and I heard directly from leaders
of countries who are increasingly turning to others,
such as China and Russia, to fill the void left by the
UK’s absence.
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The threats that we face are interconnected and disregard
international borders. We have faced a global pandemic
and we will encounter more. We are in the midst of a
climate emergency, which is not going away. We are
experiencing war in Europe and a challenge to the
rules-based system. These issues should be a catalyst for
increasing development aid and for solving these problems
collectively, but tragically, this Labour Government are
following in the footsteps of the Conservative Government,
who used covid as an excuse to make cuts. Labour is
using defence spending as its excuse to step away when
it should be stepping up. This madness must stop. All of
us in this House must come together and find another
route for financing defence spending—a route that is in
our national interest. This simply cannot come to pass
without a fight.

4.54 pm

Alice Macdonald (Norwich North) (Lab/Co-op): I
thank the Chair of my Select Committee for securing
the debate. Twenty years ago, the words of Nelson
Mandela rang out just down the road in Trafalgar
Square. He called on the world to “make poverty history”,
stating that

“as long as poverty, injustice and gross inequality persist…none
of us can truly rest.”

I hope we remember those words as we continue this
conversation.

I do of course welcome the uplift in defence spending,
but to someone like me who has campaigned and worked
in international development for years, the decision to
cut aid is, as the Prime Minister himself acknowledged,
very painful. When I think of why our aid matters, I
think of the women I met in Dadaab refugee camp, who
had finally secured some safety after years of uncertainty.
I think of the children being vaccinated against life-
threatening diseases. I think of the response to the
Ebola crisis, which not only saved lives in the countries
affected but protected us all. I think of our development
work as not only lifesaving, but a form of international
insurance for us all.

UK aid constitutes about 1p in every pound of public
spending, and, as we have heard before, it brings a huge
return on investment. It is a down payment to prevent
the spread of disease and conflict, to tackle the upstream
drivers of migration, and to increase prosperity. I say
that because many of my constituents wrote to me
urging me to speak today, but I think we receive far
fewer emails about aid than about other matters. As we
continue this conversation about the very difficult choices
that have to be made and other forms of financing, we
must continue to make the case for aid, both in its own
right and in our own interests.

I do not want to repeat all the points that have been
made, but I think we need to focus on a few key issues.
As the Chair of the Select Committee emphasised, the
timeline is key, and I hope that the Minister will respond
on that. Can we expect aid expenditure to remain at
0.5% next year and the year after, before we get to 0.7%?
That could save billions of pounds and millions of lives.
I would not like to be in the Minister’s shoes, because
these are difficult if not impossible decisions, but will the
House be updated on the spending criteria that will be
used? Will it be a decision between bilateral and multilateral,

between one country and another, and between this or
that programme? As my hon. Friend the Member for
Hemel Hempstead (David Taylor) pointed out, there is
expertise, and we hope to work with the Government
constructively on this.

UK legislation already sets out what we need to
consider. Ministers must be satisfied that our aid

“is likely to contribute to a reduction in poverty”,

and is provided in a way that contributes to reducing
gender inequality, as was mentioned by my hon. Friend
the Member for Sheffield Central (Abtisam Mohamed).
That focus on women and girls is vital. I back the call
from many non-governmental organisations, including
CARE and UNICEF, for a new commitment to target
at least 20% of bilateral official development assistance
on gender equality, and I hope that the Minister will
respond directly to that call.

I echo what has been said about the need to reduce
the amount of money spent in this country on refugee
costs. According to the most recent figures, it was 28%
of the aid budget. I know that our Government are
committed to bringing down that spending and tackling
the backlog, but the sooner we can do that, with a clear
commitment that the money will go back to the aid
budget, the better. I hope that the Minister can update
us on the conversations with the Home Office about
that. There should be a whole-Government approach
taken, involving the Treasury, the Home Office and
development.

We must leverage other forms of financing. I am
short of time, so I will just mention debt. We have done
a great deal on that before as a Labour Government,
and I hope we will do so again, because 32 African
countries are spending more on their external debts
than they can spend on healthcare and education, which
is a scandal. I hope we can also do more on remittances.
We know how much is sent overseas from diaspora
communities here; the cost of doing so is still far too
high, and reducing it would not be a cost for this
Government.

These are indeed challenging times, and I appreciate
that these are tough choices, but we must retain a clear
commitment to returning to 0.7% as soon as circumstances
allow. We are an internationalist party that believes in
the power of aid, and we will fight to ensure that
remains the case.

4.58 pm

Joani Reid (East Kilbride and Strathaven) (Lab):
East Kilbride in my constituency has a long and proud
history as a key part of the UK’s international development
efforts. Generations of dedicated civil servants have
worked there to tackle global poverty, strengthen
partnerships, and uphold Britain’s reputation as a force
for good in the world. However, I must express my deep
concern about the fact that the Government are on the
verge of severing that proud connection. The proposed
closure of the overseas development office in East Kilbride
is a mistake, not just for my constituents but for the
integrity of Britain’s global development work. Let me
be clear: East Kilbride is not a suburb of Glasgow. It is
a town in its own right, designated as part of the new
town movement by the post-war Labour Government.

Mr Mitchell: Will the hon. Lady give way?
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Joani Reid: I am sorry, but I will not, for reasons of
time.

East Kilbride is Scotland’s second largest town, with
its own economy, its own economy, its own identity—

Mr Mitchell: On a point of order, Madam Deputy
Speaker.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Ms Nusrat Ghani): Is it
really a point of order?

Mr Mitchell: Yes, it is. As far as I am aware, it is not
true that the office in East Kilbride is being closed. It is
being moved to Glasgow, and I am advised that the
Government have no plans to change that arrangement.

Madam Deputy Speaker: The point of order is noted,
but that is not a matter for the Chair. Time is limited, so
we will go back to Joani Reid.

Joani Reid: Thank you, Madam Deputy Speaker.

As I said, East Kilbride is not Glasgow. Closing the
development office and shifting the jobs to Glasgow is
not just tinkering with the administration of the FCDO;
it is a blow to our community, which has built itself
around the development opportunities that the office
provides. It is taking well-paid, skilled jobs from a town
and centralising them in a city—the kind of decision
that too often leaves towns behind. I know that many of
my hon. Friends share my concerns about the hollowing
out of towns such as East Kilbride, and I urge the
Government to think again.

The decision to close the development office has been
made at a moment of deep uncertainty for the civil
servants working in international development. The
Government have already made this very difficult and
painful decision. It is not a decision that I celebrate, but
I support it, because governing means taking tough
choices, not easy ones. However, closing the office and
moving it to Glasgow, at a time when there is such deep
uncertainty about the international development budget
and no clear evidence that it will do anything other than
cost money in the immediate term, is ill advised.

Labour has a proud legacy, built by pioneers such as
Judith Hart, and we must not allow it to be weakened
by short-term thinking. We are now in an era where
words are not enough and an era of show, not tell. If we
really believe in the role that East Kilbride can continue
to play in shaping Britain’s international engagement,
the answer is clear: take the closure off the table, and
use the money to focus on the announced priorities in
international development.

5.1 pm

Richard Foord (Honiton and Sidmouth) (LD): I support
the Government’s increase in defence spending from
2.3% to 2.5% of GDP. I would like to see them go
further, and for it to rise to 3% as soon as possible.
There is an urgency to increase defence spending, and it
would have been wrong to wait until the spending
review later this year, yet the reduction in development
assistance is the wrong place to look for the money. It is
not only devastating for humanitarian projects and
development assistance; it has significant geopolitical
consequences.

For years Britain has led the way in providing
development assistance to countries in desperate need,
helping them to develop while also strengthening our
global influence. However, with both the US and the
UK now cutting back on aid, we risk creating a vacuum
that will be filled by authoritarian actors. Countries
that were previously aligned with the west will have little
choice but to shift fully towards countries that are
hostile to the UK. This is not speculation, because I
make my observation based on historical precedents.

In 2021, France suspended ¤10 million in aid and
halted military co-operation with the Government of
the Central African Republic. The Central African Republic
sought alternative partners, including for security, and
went to Russia’s Wagner Group. Wagner deployed
mercenaries to support Government forces in their fight
against rebels, solidifying Russia’s role in the Central
African Republic. Russia then secured economic resources
and mineral resources, such as gold and diamonds,
from the Central African Republic.

When Russia expanded its foothold in Africa, it
gained both economic leverage and political influence,
and the political shift is apparent in the Central African
Republic’s voting record at the United Nations. Historically,
the Central African Republic aligned with the west in
supporting key resolutions, such as on the continuation
of the UN Observer Mission in Georgia. More recently,
on critical UN votes—for example, the votes on Ukraine
at the General Assembly—the Central African Republic
has either abstained or voted against resolutions
condemning Russia.

We are also seeing that elsewhere—for example, with
China’s belt and road initiative. It is well known that
China has deepened its ties with both Tanzania and
Zambia by investing in roads, ports and energy projects.
Meanwhile, western influence in those countries has
waned, with China emerging as their primary partner.
We have seen senior Zambian Government officials,
including Ministers and permanent secretaries, participating
in training programmes focusing on governance in Beijing
every year, thus pushing China’s authoritarian ideology
and influence across Zambia. Historically, when the
west withdraws, China and Russia step in, and that is
exactly what will happen with the cuts to the FCDO
budget, particularly the cut in development aid to 0.3%
of GDP.

To conclude, let us not erode democratic values across
the globe or weaken our ability to advocate for a fairer
and more democratic world, because that is also in
British interests.

Several hon. Members rose—

Madam Deputy Speaker (Ms Nusrat Ghani): Order.
We are dropping the time limit down to three minutes.

5.5 pm

Cat Eccles (Stourbridge) (Lab): In the uncertain global
situation we currently live in, I welcome the announcement
of increased defence spending. I am sure it will also be
welcomed by 63 Military Intelligence Company in my
constituency of Stourbridge. It is based at the Army
reserve centre, with minimal permanent staff and more
than 90 reservists from across the Black Country and
beyond. It was great to see a female officer leading the
Remembrance Day parade this year—a celebration of
its diversity and strength.
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[Cat Eccles]

As part of the increased defence spend, we must
harness the power and skill of British business. Last
week, I visited Welin Lambie, the UK’s leading designer,
manufacturer and service provider of davits, winches
and lifting appliances for the global marine and offshore
industry. Founded in 1901, the business found a home
in Brierley Hill in 1989. It proudly employs over 40 local
people and trains multiple apprentices each year. I was
impressed to hear that it sources nearly all its materials
from within a five-mile radius, and it is the leading
supplier to the US navy and the US coastguard. Welin
Lambie is keen to break into the UK defence market,
but when under the previous Government it bid for
Ministry of Defence contracts, it narrowly lost out to a
Spanish firm.

I also welcome the Government’s continued support
for Ukraine. Last year, I had the opportunity to visit,
and some of the things I saw and heard will never leave
me. We visited a children’s hospital in Kyiv that had
been bombed by Russia just a few weeks before, showing
that, by targeting civic infrastructure, Russia is not even
following the rules of war. I met the strongest and most
resilient people who were steadfast in their continued
fight against Russian aggression, and Ukrainian MPs
who are battling against Russian propaganda and
misinformation on a new frontier of digital combat. I
also met ordinary people helping one another rebuild
their homes and villages, and doctors and nurses treating
and rehabilitating the ever-growing number of casualties.
On a visit with the mayor in Chernihiv, it was clear that
funding to Ukraine is not always reaching the people
who need it most—ordinary hard-working Ukrainians—
and I urge FCDO Ministers to ensure that funds sent to
Ukraine are fairly distributed across the country to the
communities that need them most.

It was disappointing to hear that the increased funding
will come at the expense of ODA, and I am still not
convinced it is the right thing to do. I understand that
security at home is of vital importance, but should we
as the Labour party really be cutting support to some of
the world’s most vulnerable people? There is crucial
work happening in developing countries in health, education
and climate change, and abandoning that work leaves a
void for Russia and China to fill. What does it leave for
our support for Gaza, Sudan and beyond at a time
when the US is pulling its aid? Investing in international
development is an important contribution to security
both at home and abroad.

5.8 pm

Brian Mathew (Melksham and Devizes) (LD): I believe
the UK’s international development spending must be
used effectively, with a primary focus on poverty reduction,
and we must reverse the ODA cut and get back to 0.7%
of GNI, which was probably our proudest achievement
as Liberal Democrats in the coalition Government. We
must put the United Nations sustainable development
goals at the heart of our international development
policy, including access to clean water, sanitation, health,
education and achieving food security.

However, for now we are where we are, and with our
total aid budget likely to be cut to around £9 billion a
year, we must strive to get the very best value for our
money—not just for the sake of the Exchequer, but for

the massive good that British aid can still do in the
world if it is not squandered. For example, approximately
£4.3 billion is spent on asylum seekers arriving in the
UK each year, a large proportion of the overall aid
budget, leaving only £4.9 billion for actual aid work
overseas. Now that budget has been further depleted to
increase defence expenditure, it is vital that we bring
down the costs associated with asylum seekers urgently.
That could be done in the following way.

Asylum seekers arriving in the UK illegally, in small
boats or by other highly dangerous means, need protection.
They need support, they need compassion—they are
people—but what they do not need is to be put in hotels
with no plans for their future. As anyone who has been
cooped up in a hotel for more than a few weeks will
know, that will cause their mental health to suffer, and
their drive and determination to wane. Asylum seekers
come here full of hope for a better future for themselves
and their families. They want to work. We should give
them the chance and the support to do so, instead of
leaving them in administrative limbo in hotels around
the country, costing the taxpayer billions. If they have
the chance to work their way into our society, instead of
remaining a burden on the Exchequer and a burden to
themselves, it would free up a large part of the remaining
aid budget that could be spent on improving lives in the
developing world, so that people do not need to risk
their lives to come here in the first place.

People come here risking their all and that does not
cease once they enter our borders. To protect them from
the clutches of human trafficking—[Interruption.] I
had better sit down.

5.11 pm

Brian Leishman (Alloa and Grangemouth) (Lab): I
thank my hon. Friend the Member for Rotherham
(Sarah Champion) for securing the debate.

The enormity of the challenges facing the world right
now can seem somewhat overwhelming. We are all, at
varying speeds, suffering from the existential threat of
climate change. We live in a global economy that is
stacked in favour of the few, to the detriment of the
many. These issues are driving forces for the volatile,
unstable world we live in today. Our Government’s
attitude to the international community and how we
tackle our own domestic issue of increasing inequality
should, therefore, be shaped by the principles of human
rights, compassion and social justice—the very principles
our party and our wider movement were founded on.

To cut overseas aid is a moral failing. Foreign aid
should not be considered as an expense to be cut. It is
an investment in global stability, security and a commitment
to making the world a better place. As with all cuts,
whether domestic or foreign, it will be the poorest, the
most disadvantaged and the most vulnerable people
who will be hardest hit.

Tomorrow, we have the International Women’s Day
debate. Women and girls in conflict-ridden areas such
as Sudan, Yemen, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo, Syria and Gaza absolutely need our help. Cutting
aid in those regions is not just short-sighted. It will
abandon and consign millions to persecution, famine,
illness and death.

The Government claim the cut is necessary to fund an
increase in defence spending, but framing things in that
way is, frankly, wrong. Cutting international development,
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as many hon. Members have mentioned today, does not
strengthen our security—actually, it weakens it. Aid is a
strategic investment in our long-term national interest.
We have seen the United States slash its foreign aid
budget. AIDS and HIV clinics in Ukraine, Uganda,
Liberia and South Africa are running out of medicine.
In Sudan, 80% of emergency food kitchens have been
shut down. People will starve because of the American
decision. Let us not make that same mistake.

International leadership is desperately needed, arguably
now more than ever. The UK cutting overseas aid
damages our credibility and diminishes our role on the
world stage. Let us lead by example, not retreat into
isolation. Let us reaffirm our commitment to being a
force for good: a nation that stands up for its values, its
security and, frankly, our global responsibilities. I implore
the Minister and the wider leadership to restore the
UK’s overseas development aid budget.

5.14 pm

Alex Ballinger (Halesowen) (Lab): Twenty years ago,
I joined the Royal Marines. Roughly a year later, I was
deployed to Afghanistan. I remember the challenges we
faced: daily attacks from rockets and mortars and daily
threats of improvised explosive devices, and the massive
underfunding and disappointments with the Ministry
of Defence’s procurement system. Many of us had to
buy our own body armour. We ran out of desert boots
had to walk around in 40° heat in black boots. We were
driving weapons-mounted installation kit Land Rovers,
which provided no protection against the landmines in
the area.

I understand that defence underfunding is not new.
However, since 2010, when the UK last spent 2.5% of
GDP on defence, a decade of austerity under the
Conservative Government has completely hollowed out
the capability of our armed forces. With Russia’s full-scale
invasion of Ukraine now in its third year, it has never
been more important for our military to rebuild its
capability to show strength and support for our allies in
Europe. I completely back our Prime Minister and his
decision to increase defence spending back to 2.5% of
GDP, and his ambition to go further in the next Parliament.

This is the right course of action. The most effective
way to ensure peace in Europe is through strength.
However, state-on-state conflict is not the only conflict
that threatens us in the UK. There are more active
conflicts across the globe than at any time since the end
of the second world war—in Gaza, Sudan, Yemen,
Myanmar and the Sahel—and we need a strong military
to protect our citizens and deter our enemies.

However, hand in hand with defence is our vital
spending on international development. When I was in
Afghanistan, serving alongside British soldiers and marines
were humanitarian workers, doctors and engineers. Our
armed forces were working side by side with aid workers,
just as British-backed aid workers are now doing in
Ukraine alongside the brave Ukrainian armed forces.
There are so many stories of the bravery of aid workers
across the world’s conflict zones, where fighting is causing
destruction, starvation and violence against women.

Laura Kyrke-Smith (Aylesbury) (Lab): I thank my
hon. Friend for bringing deeply fragile and unstable
conflicts such as Afghanistan into this discussion. Does
he agree that aid plays a deeply stabilising role in such

conflicts and, as such, contributes to global stability
and security and to our own national security? Does he
agree that that should be recognised in the tough choices
we have to make on development spending?

Alex Ballinger: Absolutely. I think that those of us
who have served would recognise that development and
defence are completely complementary. When we reduce
our development spending, our defence spending needs
to go up.

After leaving the Royal Marines, colleagues and I
worked with civil society in Syria, helping to keep hopes
of a different, more tolerant country alive during that
civil war. Those groups are probably now the best hope
for Syria’s civil society and for a more tolerant and
stable country.

Aid helps to mitigate the worst impacts of conflict
and to prevent further conflict. I am concerned that
cutting our development budget so deeply will undermine
our ability to stabilise fragile states, reduce the drivers
of extremism and stop further conflicts emerging. The
implications of that will be felt here in the UK, with a
greater chance of spikes in food and energy prices,
increased migration and threats from extremist groups.
Our military and security services will face those challenges
at a time when their attention should be on Ukraine.
While I wholly support raising our defence spending, I
encourage the Government to look over the next two
years at opportunities to avoid such drastic cuts to our
aid budget, in particular our investments in conflict
zones and on conflict prevention. Each pound we spend
on conflict prevention can save £16 in aid to mitigate
the destruction caused by conflict.

I welcome the pledge the Prime Minister made for an
international fund for Israeli-Palestinian peace last
December, and I hope that that remains a priority for
the FCDO after the latest announcements. I strongly
support the increase in defence spending announced
last week, but, as a former marine, I also urge the
Government to value the critical role our aid budget
plays in delivering vital aid in conflict zones and preventing
conflicts altogether.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Ms Nusrat Ghani): Due to
time constraints, we now come to the Front Benchers. I
call the Liberal Democrat spokesperson.

5.18 pm

Monica Harding (Esher and Walton) (LD): This month
marks 10 years since the passing of the International
Development (Official Development Assistance Target)
Act 2015, which committed this country to spending
0.7% of our national income on international development.
It was a proud moment that represented the culmination
of almost half a century of effort and advocacy by my
party, the Liberal Democrats. However, that legislation
was created through a political consensus across the
House, which built on the work of the reforming Labour
Government of 1997, who committed to make poverty
history, and was continued by a coalition of Conservatives
and Liberal Democrats.

Britain is a leader in international development due
to both our expertise and our generosity, and our influence
on the world stage has grown as a consequence.
Development opened opportunities for trade and growth,
and worked alongside defence and diplomacy as a third
element of our foreign policy to keep us secure at home.
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[Monica Harding]

The Prime Minister’s cut to the international development
budget last week to 0.3% of GNI puts an end to that
shared consensus. Let me be clear: Liberal Democrats
support the increase in defence spending. We called for
the uplift to 2.5% of GDP even before the Prime
Minister committed to it, but we have laid out alternative
funding plans.

The world is changing fast, not least in the past six
weeks, so we must adapt. But this diminishing of our
development spend will make us less, not more, secure.
International development serves our national and border
security interests. It is our investment in a more stable
world and it pays dividends. By contrast, when we retreat,
actors whose values and interests are not ours seize the
opportunity. Even as we watch, President Trump and
Elon Musk gut USAID, which was responsible for a
fifth of global development spending. China is moving
to fill the gap, deepening its partnerships in the Indo-Pacific
and Africa, where, in 2024 alone, Beijing agreed more
than $50 billion in loans and aid. As we have heard,
when budget cuts forced the closure of the BBC World
Service’s Arabic radio in Lebanon, Radio Sputnik—the
Russian-backed radio service—moved in.

Development spending serves our health here in the
UK, and that is put at risk by the Prime Minister’s cut.
Through our support for multilateral organisations,
such as Gavi and the Global Fund, we have not only
saved millions of lives, but prevented diseases such as
Ebola from reaching pandemic proportions and causing
devastation on British shores.

As Anneliese Dodds’ resignation letter makes clear,
last week’s decision will make it impossible to maintain
all of the UK’s development commitments. It may mean
cutting strategic programmes that make vital contributions
to UK security, including peacebuilding and deconfliction
work in fragile states. This will only produce more violence,
more failed nations and more refugees and, in the
breeding grounds of instability and extremism, risks the
emergence of new terrorist groups that could threaten
us here at home.

The development cut will mean scaling back the
climate finance that develops resilience and mitigation
measures for countries on the frontline of climate change
and reducing anti-poverty programmes for those very
same nations. We know that for every 1% increase in
food insecurity, there is a 2% increase in migration. The
interaction of climate change and poverty with the high
birth rates and extremely young populations in much of
the global south is a recipe for the vast displacement of
people. We know that in the next 10 years, 1.1 billion
young people across the global south will become working-
age adults, yet in those same countries we expect only
325 million jobs to be created, so supporting these
economies is in our interests. More conflict will only
exacerbate the situation. Last year, even as the world’s
largest humanitarian catastrophe unfolded, more than
2,000 people from Sudan crossed the channel on small
boats.

We already have the highest levels of refugees and
migration since the end of the second world war, and
the Prime Minister’s decision risks further displacement.
Will the Minister clarify why no impact assessment was
done in advance of these cuts? When will it be done,
and when will this House see it?

In 2023, the UK spent 0.2% of GNI on official
development assistance within the UK, more than £4 billion
of which was used to host in-country refugees. If anything
like that continues, we will be left with just 0.1% of GNI
to finance our overseas aid objectives. That would make
our aid spend the smallest of any of the 32 countries
that comprise OECD’s Development Assistance Committee,
save for Viktor Orbán’s Hungary, and lower than the
rest of the G7. That is a long way to fall from being a
global leader in development spending and the second
biggest donor of the G7.

Will the Government reconsider their decision to
count in-country refugee costs as ODA, so that what
little remains after this cut can be used to advance UK
interests abroad? Will the Minister confirm that, in view
of the Government’s statements in the other place yesterday,
the money for the Integrated Security Fund will be
ringfenced? Can he also confirm that, to safeguard
British soft power, the current level of ODA allocated
to both the BBC World Service and the British Council
will be protected?

Will the Minister clarify how much of the total 0.3%
has already been assigned to multilateral commitments?
Is the money still ringfenced? If it is, how much will be
left available for bilateral assistance? How will this cut
affect UK-run programmes in Sudan; in Gaza and the
west bank; in Jordan, where UK ODA is used to support
displaced people and prevent future waves of refugees;
in the DRC; and in Myanmar? Most importantly, is
0.3% the floor or the ceiling?

In the past, Britain’s overseas aid spending, which
has reached 13.8 million people with food aid, helped
95 million people to cope with the effects of climate
change and inoculated 15 million children with lifesaving
vaccines, has reflected the deep generosity of the British
people—we see that again and again in just how much is
donated to appeals in response to natural disasters
across the world—but we should never mistake development
for charity. We reap the benefits of a safer, richer
world through increased trade and growth and—
critically—through our security, national health and
border security.

I had hoped that the Government would reset the
UK’s place on the world stage, as they promised. I had
hoped that they would return us to the 0.7% target, as
promised in their manifesto. In the past, Labour Front
Benchers, including the Prime Minister, spoke with
vigour about the importance of development for security
and the short-sightedness of previous Conservative cuts.
Now, in dereliction of its values, Labour has gone
further than the Conservatives ever did.

The world is becoming ever more dangerous. The
norms of the international order have been turned
on their head. Only yesterday in the UN, the United
States denounced the sustainable development goals
developed collaboratively in pursuit of a better world.
The Liberal Democrats had hoped that the UK would
step up and lead on development, recognising its vital
importance to our future security. Instead, the Government
have cut development to its lowest level this century.
That is a short-sighted, strategically unwise decision that
will leave us less safe. It is not only the millions of the world’s
poorest who will feel that, but our constituents, too.
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Madam Deputy Speaker (Ms Nusrat Ghani): Before I
call the shadow Foreign Secretary, I remind Members
that they should refer to other Members by their
constituency or by their title if they are a Minister, not
by their first name.

5.26 pm

Priti Patel (Witham) (Con): I begin my remarks
by paying tribute to the many speakers in the debate,
and in particular the Chair of the International
Development Committee, the hon. Member for Rotherham
(Sarah Champion), who has been a long-standing advocate
for development aid. I have had the great privilege of
working with her, and I thoroughly understand her
commitment.

I will pay tribute to a few other colleagues. My right
hon. Friend the Member for Sutton Coldfield (Mr Mitchell)
has been a long-standing, dedicated and passionate
advocate not just for 0.7%, but for the effective use of
that funding, and for working with the private sector,
which he and I have both had the enormous privilege of
doing. I also pay tribute to the right hon. Member for
Oxford East (Anneliese Dodds) for her commitment. I
have had the privilege of working with her as well, and
during her time in government she was professional and
committed to her brief. Of course, last week the Government
sent her here to defend Labour’s indefensible Chagos
surrender deal, which uses money transferred from the
aid budget to defence to pay for the lease of a site that
we have sovereignty over.

Josh Fenton-Glynn (Calder Valley) (Lab) rose—

Priti Patel: I will not give way because I do not have
time.

To spare the blushes of the Minister, I will not
relitigate the debate. I am glad that he is in his place
because there is a lot to cover. He will speak passionately
about development aid and assistance because of his
background and experience. I would like to ask him a
question about the British Indian Ocean Territory and
which budgets the lease costs will come from. Will it be
from the FCO, defence or ODA budgets? We still need
an explanation of that. I thank the Minister, because
before the debate started I received a flurry of answers
to some of the questions I have been posing on this
issue. However, just for the record, I still do not have
clarification, so there will be more.

I want to speak about defence spending and ODA.
The Government were right to follow our calls to redirect
some ODA funds to support the defence budget at this
critical time.

Emily Darlington (Milton Keynes Central) (Lab) rose—

Priti Patel: I will not give way as we are very short on
time. I hope that the hon. Member will respect that.

The threats that we and our allies face necessitated
that decision, and there is consensus across our respective
Front Benches on that. Importantly, it shows our enemies
and adversaries that we as a country are serious about
dealing with the malign influences and challenges we
face. The Minister knows the implications, but we must
always look to increase our defence spending and resources.
We will work collectively on that.

We all recognise, as I think the debate has shown, that
many of the decisions on ODA are difficult. There are
strong views in this House on the choices that have been
made, including among those on the Opposition Benches.
My hon. Friend the Member for Chester South and
Eddisbury (Aphra Brandreth) pointed out some of the
choices. My right hon. Friend the Member for Maldon
(Sir John Whittingdale) spoke about how we must still
champion media freedoms, about some of the real
pressures that exist and about the key values that we
will stand up for.

As a former Secretary of State for International
Development—I have been there and I understand—
I know the benefits and the impact of UK aid: how we
stand strong in the world, the use of soft power and the
way in which we save lives. Whether that is through the
Global Fund or Gavi, we know those funds very well.
We have been a huge supporter of them, and Britain
has saved and changed lives around the world. We are
all proud of that; there is no question.

These points have been made already, but I ask the
Minister: where will the Government take the lead—on
which development programmes in particular? We know
about Sudan—the Prime Minister has referred to that—but
there are so many other areas of conflict in the world.
They include Yemen, and I am afraid to say that I have
not heard Yemen mentioned in this House for too long.
Where will we be on the replenishment of Gavi and the
Global Fund? I know Ministers will say that they will
wait until the spending review, but given that ODA
spending will still be pegged to a proportion of GNI,
will the Minister give a commitment on the potential
for published plans?

We want to know more about the split of ODA
between Government Departments. Home Office spending
of ODA on asylum has already been raised several
times, and I know that the Minister will want to speak
about that. We also want to know more about the
integrated security fund and the decisions and choices
that will be made on that. What clarity can be given?
Similarly, CDC was mentioned. Can there also be clarity
on its role and that of British International Investment,
and some of the opportunities that exist there?

I want to briefly touch on Ukraine, and some other
areas too. It is quite clear that we stand shoulder to
shoulder with Ukraine. The Ukrainians’ fight is our
fight. They are on the frontline protecting the very
principles that underpin our way of life: sovereignty,
democracy and the rule of law. Can the Minister say,
particularly with the forthcoming changes in defence
spending, whether the Government will turbocharge
the work following the summit the Prime Minister led at
the weekend? Importantly, the Americans have already
spoken about pausing military aid and intelligence sharing.
What work will we do now to make sure that that does
not happen in the headline ways that we have heard?
How will we respond to that? Are we having constructive
dialogue with our friends in the US Administration to
safeguard key intelligence and security assets? This is a
defining moment.

I want to touch on the middle east as well, and
particularly on some of the discussions we had in
the urgent question yesterday on Gaza and the ceasefire.
We must ensure that we always stand strong when it
comes to standing up for the hostages. New discussions
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[Priti Patel]

have taken place in Cairo. When plans are forthcoming,
what role will we play as a country in some of those
areas?

I must raise the issue of Iran. Our diplomatic and
security efforts obviously have to ensure that we address
that malign influence. I welcome the Government’s
actions, which were undertaken yesterday, on the enhanced
tier of the foreign influence registration scheme. However,
I want to press Ministers to go further and have a
consistent and serious approach to security and defence
across Government, because this is a whole of Government
effort now.

We have heard day after day in this House about the
threats posed by Russia, Iran and China, which continue
to cast a dark shadow over freedom, democracy and
our national interests. We have to stop going cap in
hand to China. We have to do much more, and I hope
the Minister will reflect upon what I consider to be the
Government’s reckless approach in kowtowing to China.
What will we do to ensure that the vacuum that will now
be created in some parts of the world will not be filled
by China? How will we stand up to it?

Finally, it is pretty clear that we live in an increasingly
dangerous and uncertain world. The threats are
increasing and growing. The Foreign, Commonwealth
and Development Office has one of the world’s greatest
privileges, which is to stand up and look after our
security, defence and freedom using soft power and all
its levers. We urge Ministers, within the scope that they
have now, to tackle the real threats and challenges that
we all face globally, while also giving voice and
representation to many of the issues that colleagues
have spoken about today in the House.

5.34 pm

The Minister of State, Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office (Stephen Doughty): I start by thanking
all hon. and right hon. Members for their passionate
and sincere contributions to today’s debate. We have an
incredible wealth of experience here, not least among
the former Ministers and former and current Committee
members. I am a former member of the International
Development Committee. I also want to thank the
many people who work in the international development
sector and on wider foreign affairs and security issues,
notably those who have served in our armed forces. We
thank them, and all those who have served our country
in humanitarian, security and defence roles, for their
service.

I particularly want to thank the Chair of the International
Development Committee, my hon. Friend the Member
for Rotherham (Sarah Champion), for opening the
debate. She made her points strongly and forcefully. She
has played an important role as Chair of that Committee,
and we take very sincerely the points that she made and
hear them all. I will make sure that they are communicated
to the new Minister of State in the other place. These
are challenging times, and they demand tough choices
and clear leadership. I would also like to pay my own
tribute to the work of my former ministerial colleague,
my right hon. Friend the Member for Oxford East
(Anneliese Dodds). I have known her for nearly 30 years,
and she is a person of absolute integrity and sincerity.
I am sure she will continue to contribute in the House
on many matters of importance. I thank her for her work.

I also want to thank all the staff in the Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Office, in our arm’s
length bodies and in other organisations including the
BBC World Service and the British Council for the
incredible work they do. Ministers and Conservative
former Ministers will know the incredible work that our
teams of staff have done on these matters, both for the
previous Government and for this Government, and it
is absolutely right at times of uncertainty such as these
that we recognise their contribution and their work. I
thank all the hon. Members who made that point in the
debate.

I want to be as transparent and as open as I can. I
have noted all the many different points made today,
including those about specific geographic locations and
programmes. I am going to be completely honest: I am
not in a position today to answer some of the questions
about specific funding for specific programmes, but I
will ensure that those points are heard loud and clear by
the new Minister of State. I take those points with
sincerity, and this debate has been helpful in allowing
me to understand the priorities of the House.

Emily Darlington: I know my hon. Friend’s absolute
passion and the experience in this area, particularly on
international development, that he gained under the
last Labour Government. As chair of the all-party
parliamentary group on aid match, can I ask whether
he sees a role for the generosity of the UK public in
ensuring that they can match and supplement our efforts
in rebuilding countries, but also in furthering our aims
right across the world?

Stephen Doughty: Absolutely, and I pay tribute to my
hon. Friend for her experience and work on these issues
over many years. She is right to say that aid match is
crucially important, and we very much hope to continue
that work. The generosity of the British public is remarkable,
whether in relation to Gaza, to Ukraine or to the many
other crises around the world. I pay tribute to all the
communities and individuals up and down this country
for their brilliant generosity and fundraising.

Sir Julian Lewis: Would it be fair to say that the step
that has been taken to use development money for the
immediate or relatively prompt increase in defence spending
is essentially a short-term measure that will have to be
substituted with long-term measures, given that the
increase in defence spending, if it is to fund a security
contribution to a divided Ukraine, will be an indefinite
commitment?

Stephen Doughty: I obviously cannot speak for what
will happen many years into the future, but the right
hon. Gentleman is absolutely right: our intent is to get
back to 0.7% of GNI as soon as the fiscal circumstances
allow. The Prime Minister has been very clear about
that.

Anna Dixon (Shipley) (Lab): Will my hon. Friend
give way?

Stephen Doughty: I will not take any more interventions,
because of the time; I need to respond to the points that
have been made.
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It was clear that all of us across the House agree—with
a couple of exceptions—that our defence spending needs
to go up. There is absolutely clear unity on Ukraine. We
will obviously be setting out the further work following
the summit at the weekend and how we will go forward.
There have been important conversations on that over
recent days involving myself, the Foreign Secretary, the
Prime Minister and others.

At this time of profound change, with conflicts overseas
undermining security and prosperity at home, the Prime
Minister rightly took the decision to increase spending
on defence to 2.5% of GDP from 2027. That will be
funded by cutting our spending on overseas development
from 0.5% to 0.3% of GNI. The Prime Minister was
absolutely clear that this was not an announcement that
he was happy to make—I know that a couple of Members
suggested the opposite. The Prime Minister is a man of
integrity and sincerity on this issue, and I urge colleagues
to look carefully at what he said about it.

For me, this was a sincere but difficult decision, not
least given my experience working for humanitarian
and international development NGOs and, indeed, at
the former Department for International Development.
I too have seen the positive impacts of Britain’s proud
record on overseas development on lives around the
world, as hon. Members reflected on. As the Prime
Minister said, we will continue to play a key role in
doing everything we can to move towards rebuilding
our capacity, and we remain committed to working in
Sudan, Ukraine and Gaza and on tackling climate
change, on supporting multinational efforts on global
health and challenges such as vaccination, and on our
commitments to the overseas territories.

I have to level with the House, and I hope that people
can see and feel this: in this dangerous new era, the defence
and national security of this country must come first.
This is not the 1990s. This is not even 2005, and I cannot
look at what I, or indeed other Ministers, do every day
and not recognise that we have to respond differently to
the very serious threats facing this country, our continent
and the world. I say that in deep candour.

This difficult choice reflects the evolving nature of
the threats we face and the strategic shifts required to
meet them, while maintaining economic stability—the
foundation of this Government’s plan for change. We
will ensure that every pound of development assistance
is spent in the most impactful way, equipping the FCDO
to deliver the plan for change internationally. The changes
in this estimate reflect that approach, and the FCDO
will continue overall, not just through ODA, to focus on
growth, security, Europe, migration, climate and nature,
and development.

Reducing the overall size of our ODA budget will
necessarily have an impact on the scale and shape of the
work we do. We will consider how to maximise the value
of our budget throughout the ongoing spending review,
but ODA alone is not, and has never been, the single
answer to the many challenges of international development.
We have to use all the levers at our disposal to support
our development aims and make use of all forms of
development finance to maximise the impact of our ODA.
We have set out the detail of the changes being made.

Many Members have raised concerns about asylum
spending. The Home Office introduced policy and
operational changes within the asylum system to reduce

the impact on UK ODA spend. The Home Secretary is
committed to ensuring that asylum costs fall, and indeed
there has already been an impact. The Government
have taken measures to reduce the asylum backlog and
the use of expensive asylum accommodation in the next
spending review period, and to increase detention capacity
to facilitate more removals.

The Chief Secretary to the Treasury considered the
impact of the rise in GNI and the reduction in asylum
costs, among other changes to ODA forecasts, in the
round and agreed that the FCDO would receive an
uplift to its 2024-25 ODA settlement in the region of
£540 million. Many colleagues have raised questions
about 2025-26. We will be setting initial budgets for
2025-26 to minimise disruption to key programmes as
we transition financial years. The details of that will be
set out in due course. The ODA budgets for future years
are under review by the Government, and we will confirm
details to the House in due course. I want to be honest
that we cannot provide categorical assurances at this
stage, but I assure Members that their points have been
heard clearly.

Many Members raised debt relief. Supporting developing
countries to tackle unsustainable debt is a key development
priority of this Government. We need to take the twin-track
approach of tackling the immediate challenges and the
underlying drivers of unsustainable debt.

BII was mentioned, and it is a crucial part of our
development architecture. We have provided additional
support to BII, and we will work closely with it on its
role. Indeed, in 2023, BII-backed businesses provided
more than 1 million jobs, paid $2.5 billion in taxes and
generated huge amounts of electricity, and we need a
clearer role for it. I have taken on board the important
points about the British Council and the funding that
we give it, and about the BBC World Service, which we
hugely support—our part of the funding for it has gone
up by £32.6 million in the 2025-26 fiscal year. The role
of SDRs has been pointed to.

I want to highlight that we will continue to centre
absolutely everything that we do internationally on
women and girls. Impact assessments have been mentioned
many times. Of course, impact assessments, including
of impacts on women and girls, will play a crucial role.
I have mentioned UK Aid Match and many other
things.

These are incredibly difficult choices, but they are the
right choices for the circumstances in which we find
ourselves. They are not choices that we make lightly. I
say sincerely that I have heard all the contributions that
Members have made. We will come back to the House
in due course with further information. I commend the
estimates to the House.

5.45 pm

Sarah Champion: I thank everybody who has spoken
in the debate, and express my deep regret that some
were unable to do so, but there are many avenues in this
House for Members to make their voices heard. I end
by saying that I am very concerned about those who
might step in, with less generous intent, if we leave the
international stage.

Question deferred (Standing Order No. 54).

373 3745 MARCH 2025Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office

Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office



Emily Thornberry: On a point of order, Madam Deputy
Speaker. For clarification, when I made my contribution,
I referred to Jordan. I should have referred the House to
my entry in the Register of Members’ Financial Interests,
as I recently went to Jordan at the invitation of the
King, and I should have said so.

Madam Deputy Speaker: I thank the right hon. Member
for putting that point of clarification on the record.

Department for Business and Trade
[Relevant documents: First Report of the Business and

Trade Committee, Post Office and Horizon scandal redress:
Unfinished business, HC 341; Second Report of the
Business and Trade Committee, Priorities of the Business
and Trade Committee, HC 42.]

Motion made, and Question proposed,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2025, for expenditure
by the Department for Business and Trade:

(1) further resources, not exceeding £952,875,000, be authorised
for use for current purposes as set out in HC 655,

(2) further resources, not exceeding £1,035,833,000, be authorised
for capital purposes as so set out, and

(3) the sum authorised for issue out of the Consolidated Fund
be reduced by £2,037,739,000.—(Justin Madders.)

5.46 pm

Liam Byrne (Birmingham Hodge Hill and Solihull
North) (Lab): I put on the record my profound thanks
to the Backbench Business Committee for making time
for this debate, and to the Liaison Committee for some
of the arrangements that have made today possible.

The Prime Minister has underlined time and again
that growth is the No. 1 priority, so I am grateful that
the House has agreed to put the Department for growth,
together with its accounts, under the microscope today.
In readiness for today’s debate, my Business and Trade
Committee has taken the precaution of talking to hundreds
and hundreds of businesses up and down the country,
to trade unionists and to consumer groups, and has laid
in the House a report on what we heard from literally
thousands of voices. In a way, that is what these accounts
and estimates, and the Minister, should be judged against
when we consider this matter today.

Let me make three points quickly to get the debate
started. I start with the point that struck me hardest
when we were listening to business voices up and down
the country: for all that divides us in this House, there is
a terrific unity of purpose in the business community in
this country—unity not only about the possibility of
becoming the fastest-growing economy in the G7, but
on what we need to do to hit that target. The overwhelming
majority of businesses want Ministers do more to grow
the markets into which they sell. They want to see an
ambitious reset with the European Union, fast-tracking
of the free trade deals with Switzerland, the Gulf
Co-operation Council and India, and for us to do
absolutely everything possible to avoid the peril of
tariffs from the United States. However, they also want
to see a complete transformation in the way in which we
use public procurement to support businesses in this
country. Minister after Minister has said from the Dispatch
Box, “We will do more to buy British.” Well, it is time to
actually deliver on that promise.

Secondly, businesses want the right workers for the
roles that are available. Pretty much everywhere we
went, the challenges of getting the right workforce were
the No. 1 priority of the people we heard from. It is true
that we heard a lot of concern about the rising costs of
business. People are worried about the impact of the
Employment Rights Bill, the national minimum wage
changes and the national insurance increases all coming
at the same time. However, I heard businesses say that
they could live with that if they saw the rapid development
and publication of a growth plan, along with the
comprehensive spending review. I regret the fact that
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that has kind of moved sideways, because given what
this extremely hard-working Minister is doing with the
Employment Rights Bill, it would have been in his
political interests for his colleagues to table that industrial
strategy and growth plan sooner rather than later.

Chris Vince (Harlow) (Lab/Co-op): I appreciate a
fellow Harlowian giving way to me. Does my right hon.
Friend agree that part of employment is about skills,
and one way the Government can support businesses is
by ensuring that young people have the skills to succeed
in business and in all workplaces?

Liam Byrne: My hon. Friend is 100% right. We heard
businesses say to us loud and clear that they wanted
radical and bold changes in the way that the skills levy
was organised. The Government have moved to introduce
flexibilities, and business want them to go further, faster.

We also heard business say that there is a good
environment when it comes to start-up finance, but a
terrible environment in this country for scale-up finance—I
will return to that in a moment. People want much
stronger relationships between universities and businesses,
and we in this country still do not have something like
the Fraunhofer institutes in Germany, which have as
their slogan that they are the research and development
departments for the Mittelstand. Where those knowledge
transfer partnerships work, they are good, but they
need to be far more prevalent. Finally, we heard businesses
say loud and clear that the planning system needs a
complete overhaul. The infrastructure in this country is
terrible, and we must drive down energy prices; right
now, many businesses are being priced out of doing
business because our energy prices are sky high.

For all our differences, there are important points on
which we can agree. We on the Business and Trade
Committee will continue to judge Ministers against
many of the things that we heard from the business
community as we travelled up and down the country,
and I will flag up two or three points that we want to
zero in on.

Gareth Snell (Stoke-on-Trent Central) (Lab/Co-op):
My right hon. Friend’s point about energy costs and
opening markets chimes with everything that the ceramics
industry is telling me about what it is facing. He is right
about the need for growth, and as well as being a
wonderful Chair of the Committee, he is a doughty
campaigner against inequality and inequity. I am sure
that he will agree that we need to ensure that the
benefits of growth are felt in every community, be it in
Birmingham or Stoke-on-Trent, and particularly in those
communities that sadly, under the last Government, did
not get the benefits they deserved.

Liam Byrne: My hon. Friend is an extraordinary
champion for the city he represents, and for the industry
that has made that city great over the centuries. He is
absolutely right: when the industrial strategy is published,
we must understand whether it is driving growth and
better wages, and whether it is transforming people’s
ability to earn a good life in every corner of the country.
We cannot again have the situation that we had over the
past 10 to 15 years, where 70% of the growth and wealth
in our country has been concentrated in London and
the south-east. We must genuinely level-up this country
and pull together a cross-party consensus, to the extent
that we can, on the changes that are needed. Why? Because

if we can get that cross-party consensus, we can redesign
the economic institutions in our country in a way that is
sustainable for the long term.

I wish to flag three issues that pose questions to the
Minister who is asking us to agree the estimates today.
First, there is a real worry in the small business community
about whether it will be adequately supported by some
of the changes that the Minister is helping to drive
through. We all know that what has bedevilled our
economy for a long time is a long tail of underproductive,
often smaller, firms. If we are to raise wages, raise the
rate of economic growth, and become the fastest growing
economy in the G7, we must transform the productivity
rate of a lot of our small firms. How will new technology
be diffused through supply chains? How can we ensure
that small and medium-sized businesses have support in
deploying new technology that could change their business?

Rosie Wrighting (Kettering) (Lab): I thank my right
hon. Friend for his chairmanship of the Committee.
Given the Prime Minister’s recent announcements, and
our increased defence spending, does my right hon.
Friend agree that it is important to support small and
medium-sized defence enterprises?

Liam Byrne: My hon. Friend is a brilliant member of
the Committee, and she makes a brilliant point. We
know that we must come to a strategic culture and
defence mindset in this country, so that our industry
can innovate as fast as the battlefield changes. We all
know that there are defence manufacturers—drone
manufacturers in particular—that struggle to get the
working capital that they need to fund and grow their
businesses, month by month. We will have to change the
way that we support smaller businesses, and that means
transforming access to finance.

Time and again, the Committee has heard about
business leaders being brought in once a firm gets to a
particular size, and it being snapped up and shipped
out, in particular to the United States, because we do
not seem able to supply equity finance or debt finance
of between £50 million and £500 million. We have to
think anew about how we ensure that the British Business
Bank, the National Wealth Fund, the private sector and
the proposed changes to pension funds work together
to completely revolutionise access to finance for businesses
in this market. In the estimates, there looks to be a
welcome £414 million increase in funding for the British
Business Bank. Although it is hard to decode the accounts,
it looks like about £127 million of that is provision for
bad debt. Will the Minister clarify that? The Committee
will continue to press for us to completely transform
access to finance, including through an inquiry that we
will launch later in the year.

The final fear that I wanted to flag, which is coming
through loud and clear to Committee members, is that
the Government just do not work for business in the
way that they need to. We have heard over and over again
about one Department doing something that completely
undermines the work of another, or one regulator doing
something that completely undermines what a different
Department or regulator is trying to do. We do not yet
see anything about how we can knit Government together
in a wholly new way in either the Green Paper on
industrial strategy, or any of the commentary about the
estimates. In the good old days, when I was Chief Secretary
to the Treasury, what we were beginning to test—
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Andrew Griffith (Arundel and South Downs) (Con):
There was no money left.

Liam Byrne: Well, there was an awful lot more money
than there is now. We certainly did not have a debt
interest bill of £100 billion a year, which is what the bill
has risen to, and why so many difficult choices are having
to be taken. At that time, we were beginning genuinely
to consider how to create single, pooled funds that came
together from different Government Departments. A
challenge for us in the House is that we have to reflect
on the fact that we reinforce silos in Government, and
do not reinforce joined-up Government. This estimates
debate is a good example: we are considering the accounts
of the Department for Business and Trade, but in an
ideal world we would also have here Ministers from the
Department for Science, Innovation and Technology,
the Treasury, the Department for Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs and a couple of other Departments,
and we would ask those Ministers how they were working
together to deliver a joined-up offer to our business
community, because businesses have not got time to
muck around and deal with all the red tape; they are
trying to build a business.

Joe Morris (Hexham) (Lab): I thank my right hon.
Friend for giving way—he has given way a few times
already. When I speak to businesses in my constituency,
I pick up that young people who want to remain in the
most rural communities simply cannot get to the jobs
that they want to get to, and that businesses in rural
settings have real trouble accessing a lot of the help that
he refers to. Does he believe that one of the particular
sins of the past 14 years is that the business climate has
been unfriendly to business, and particularly unfriendly
to small rural businesses?

Liam Byrne: My hon. Friend is right, but we have to
look to the future. We have to understand how Government
will connect together and ensure a transformation in
regional transport and connectivity. So many parts of
our country are bedevilled by a lack of internet connectivity,
so they cannot access the kind of applications that
might give them access to artificial intelligence, for
example, or to international markets. They cannot get
access to the internet full stop. We have to think boldly
about how we join Government together in a revolutionary
way.

Finally, I wanted to mention the Post Office. When we
look at these accounts in the round, we see a 44.8%
increase in the amount allocated, taking the figure up to
nearly £6 billion a year. That is partly driven by £444 million
for the British Business Bank, but it is overwhelmingly
driven by about £1.3 billion extra for the Post Office.
The good step has been taken of increasing funding for
the Post Office compensation scheme, but that money is
still not going out the door fast enough. I accept that
that has improved, but the Committee will return with
some tougher questions for Ministers in the light of
their response to our recent report.

My final point, which I urge on both the Minister
and his colleagues in the Treasury, is that we cannot
transform the Post Office into the organisation it could
be by drip-drip-dripping the funding for modernisation
through to it. The Post Office needs a proper five-year
to 10-year funding plan so that it can genuinely become
the organisation that it could be. When these accounts

were published by the Department, they were qualified
and late. I know that civil servants have to work hard to
iron out a number of problems, and we have asked the
permanent secretary for monthly updates on how he is
doing in bringing the kind of clarity that this House
should expect. I thank the civil servants and the Department
for the extraordinary work that they do; they are absolutely
mission-critical to the hopes of so many of us in this
country and to our becoming the fastest-growing economy
in the G7.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Caroline Nokes): I will have
to put Back-Bench Members on an immediate five-minute
time limit, which may well go down in due course.

6 pm

Alison Griffiths (Bognor Regis and Littlehampton) (Con):
I will do my very best to reduce the comments I was
going to make, Madam Deputy Speaker. I pay tribute
to the Chair of the Business and Trade Committee, the
right hon. Member for Birmingham Hodge Hill and Solihull
North (Liam Byrne), for his very thoughtful comments,
which reflect the considerations of our Committee.

Business is the lifeblood of our economy. It creates
jobs, funds our public services and drives the success of
our country, yet under this Government, businesses
face an onslaught of damaging policies that threaten
growth, confidence and livelihoods. The Government’s
£25 billion national insurance jobs tax is making it
more expensive to hire workers, their family business
tax punishes those who drive local economies and their
1970s-style employment laws are stifling business growth.
The result? The fastest rate of job losses since 2008.

Instead of supporting enterprise, this Government
are actively making it harder for businesses to thrive.
The budget of the Department for Business and Trade
is being slashed by 6%, which means less support at a
time when firms need it most. The so-called Employment
Rights Bill—or, perhaps, the unemployment rights Bill—will
cost the Government £1 billion, while its fair work
agency could add an astonishing £6.3 billion burden.
Those costs will inevitably be passed on to businesses
and workers alike.

This is not just about numbers on a spreadsheet:
these policies have real consequences—workers losing
their jobs, families struggling with rising costs and
businesses already being forced to shut their doors. The
Government claim to support growth, yet their policies
are driving firms into significant financial distress, with
more than 632,000 businesses now at risk. That is a 32%
increase in just one year.

The irony is that Britain remains an attractive place
to invest. The PwC chief executive officer survey ranked
us second only to the United States, but, alas, that
survey took place before the Budget. A strong economy
depends on strong business confidence, yet confidence
in this Government’s economic management has been
shattered. Businesses no longer trust that the Government
have a clear strategy for growth, which the right hon.
Member for Birmingham Hodge Hill and Solihull North
has already mentioned.

The numbers speak for themselves. More than
200 leading hospitality and retail firms have warned
that Government policies will force them to cut jobs
and scale back investment. Businesses face ever-changing
regulations, increasing tax burdens and a Government
who appear out of touch with their needs.
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Sir Ashley Fox (Bridgwater) (Con): My hon. Friend
refers to the increase in regulation. The Government’s
Employment Rights Bill, which I have in my hand, is
192 pages long. Only this week, Government amendments
totalling 216 pages have been tabled for this House to
consider in two days next week. Does that not present
any business with a vast quantity of new regulation to
consider?

Alison Griffiths: My hon. Friend is absolutely right.
The time that we have next week to consider this number
of amendments seems wholly inadequate.

Businesses are facing ever-changing regulations and
increasing tax burdens. Many have said that they were
misled—duped—into believing that this Government
were pro-business when their actions tell a very different
story. Analysis by the Nuffield Trust has found that if
the fair work agency were to increase social care workers’
wages to match the NHS Agenda for Change band 3,
the cost could be as high as £6.3 billion, including an
increase to the real living wage costing £2.2 billion. That
is another measure in the out-of-touch Employment
Rights Bill. It is as if the 32 members of the Cabinet
have a very limited understanding of the private sector
and of business as a whole.

Business owners, entrepreneurs and workers do not
need more red tape and tax hikes. They need a Government
who understand that growth does not come from the
state dictating terms, but from unleashing the potential
of enterprise, and they need policies that encourage
investment, not deter it. Businesses in my constituency
of Bognor Regis and Littlehampton are already struggling
with the global impacts on their business environment,
let alone the challenges at home. The day one rights
given by the Employment Rights Bill give the presumption
of innocence to workers and the presumption of malevolent
intent to employers. The reality is that neither is correct.

The Government need to understand that when business
thrives, Britain thrives. That is the only way in which we
will restore confidence, protect jobs, and secure a growing
economy.

6.6 pm

Gregor Poynton (Livingston) (Lab): I speak today as
a member of the Business and Trade Committee and as
the MP for Livingston constituency, determined to see
this Department play its vital part in delivering the
Government’s No. 1 mission of economic growth and
economic renewal, all underpinned by a pro-worker,
pro-business approach. One of the crucial elements in
delivering that mission is the delivery of a modern and
ambitious industrial strategy. It is towards that industrial
strategy that I will primarily address my remarks.

It is my belief that the UK economy is in a moment
of peril. Fourteen Tory years of underfunding, instability,
and a lack of investment in our people and infrastructure
have left us with anaemic growth. If we do not get the
next few years right, that trend will continue, despite the
best efforts of our business leaders and our workers.
However, I also see opportunity. The Business and
Trade Committee went around the country gathering
evidence for our report and speaking to those with a
stake in our economy—from sole traders to global
corporates, from trade unions to academics. Time after
time, we heard and saw the same thing: the huge optimism
and potential for our country and the businesses that

power it. What those people wanted from Government
was stability, predictability and coherence. If we as a
Government can provide that, they believe that they can
unleash our country’s potential.

There was universal positivity about the Government’s
focus on an industrial strategy—a belief that it will
drive investment, create high-quality jobs and ensure
that businesses, including those in my constituency of
Livingston, thrive in the economy of the future. Economic
prosperity does not happen by accident; it takes businesses,
business leaders and workers. It requires vision, leadership,
and a Government willing to invest in the industries
that will power our future. The Green Paper sets out
how the strategy will support growth sectors, drive
productivity, and ensure that Britain remains a world
leader in financial services, fintech, manufacturing, green
technology, life sciences and more. These are not just
abstract commitments; they have tangible benefits for
people and businesses in my constituency of Livingston,
and across Scotland and the wider UK.

Take, for example, the significant opportunities in
Scotland’s renewable sector. With the right industrial
strategy, we can fully harness the nation’s potential in
onshore and offshore wind, hydrogen production,
sustainable aviation fuel and battery technology, creating
well-paid, secure, future-facing employment across
Livingston constituency and elsewhere that benefits
workers, families and communities alike. Contrast this
approach by DBT and the wider Labour Government,
rooted in a long-term strategy and tangible investment,
with the record of the SNP Scottish Government over
the past 18 years. It is frankly staggering that Scotland—
a country with truly extraordinary economic potential,
not least in the area of renewable energy—still lacks a
dedicated industrial strategy. Not only that: under successive
First Ministers, businesses of all sizes were shunned,
and their growing concerns about Scottish Government
economic policy were ignored.

Chris Law (Dundee Central) (SNP): Will the hon.
Member give way?

Gregor Poynton: Go ahead—I would like to hear the
hon. Member’s intervention.

Chris Law: I am glad that the hon. Gentleman would
like to hear it. What I just heard was breathtaking. I
remind him that Scotland’s economy is one of the best
performing in the UK. Since 2007, Scotland’s GDP per
person has grown by 10.5%, outperforming the UK’s
6.5%, while productivity has risen at an annual rate of
1%. I would be curious to know what figures he is
working from, because it is a topsy-turvy world, since
Scotland has had the highest rate of foreign direct
investment in the UK for the past nine years in a row
outside of London.

Gregor Poynton: I am afraid the hon. Member often
falls into the trap of thinking that being just a little bit
better than the Tories is good enough for Scotland. I see
Scotland as much more than that.

While this Government are providing businesses with
the certainty that they need to plan for the future, the
SNP has been content to manage decline without a plan
to stimulate growth or attract investment. It failed on
delivering green jobs, despite grand promises on renewable
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energy that never materialised, and failed to support
manufacturing, leaving companies without backing.
Contrast that with the UK Labour Government’s crucial
action to protect jobs and investment at Grangemouth,
a site of huge economic importance to Scotland. The
Prime Minister’s announcement of £200 million from
the national wealth fund represents a clear and unequivocal
commitment to ensuring that Grangemouth remains a
hub of economic and industrial activity. This investment
will not only safeguard existing jobs but unlock new
opportunities in green energy and advanced manufacturing.

That is Government working in the interests of business,
workers and our long-term prosperity. It is in that spirit
that I hope and believe that Grangemouth will become
a central part in DBT’s industrial strategy and its thinking
and work for years to come. The SNP Scottish Government
and previous Tory Governments had years to act but
failed to do so. They have squandered opportunities
and failed to plan for Grangemouth or for Scotland’s
economic future. This Labour Government have stepped
up and secured a future for Grangemouth workers,
providing them with a training guarantee and working
with industry partners to build long-term resilience for
the site. The contrast could not be sharper.

I look forward to working with my dedicated and
talented collegiate Committee colleagues from all parties
as we continue to scrutinise the work of the Department.
This Government are committed to driving growth and
building an economy that works for everyone. The
opportunity to get ahead is what everyone wants for
their family. That is why I am in politics, driven to
ensure that no one in this country is held back by their
circumstances. A modern industrial strategy is key to
making that happen.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Caroline Nokes): I will now
reduce the time limit to four minutes.

6.12 pm

Peter Fortune (Bromley and Biggin Hill) (Con): I
regularly meet business owners big and small across
Bromley and Biggin Hill. The story is the same no
matter who I talk to, be it big franchisees, independent
care providers or small family-owned start-ups: British
businesses do not feel supported by this Labour
Government. Instead, they feel hamstrung by Labour’s
tax rises and red tape. The Department for Business and
Trade’s budget may be over £3.3 billion, but any business
will say that things are getting worse, not better, under
Labour.

I have lost count of the number of local enterprises
who have told me that they have stopped recruiting, and
are making redundancies, delaying investment and
increasing prices, all after Labour’s tax-raising budget.
That should not come as a surprise to the Government.
Hiking employers’ national insurance contributions by
£25 billion will cost jobs. Imposing reams of new
employment red tape will deter businesses from hiring.
There may only be one Cabinet member who has started
their own business, but this is simple stuff. If they make
it more expensive and difficult to hire and grow, businesses
will not hire or grow. That is what anti-business, anti-growth
Government look like. Labour’s policies are causing
economic growth to slow down, unemployment to rise
fast and inflation to increase again.

Bromley and Biggin Hill has nearly 4,800 small
businesses. They are the lifeblood of the local economy.
If they thrive, our community succeeds. If they fail, our
community suffers. But Labour is making their jobs
harder, as it is for small businesses across the country. A
new survey by the Federation of Small Businesses shows
that a third of small employers plan to cut jobs, with
nine in 10 worried about Labour’s Employment Rights Bill.
Small business confidence has also fallen to a record
low because of the pandemic, with confidence among
small firms plummeting more in London than in any
other English region. This Labour Government are not
helping businesses to deliver economic growth; instead,
they are taxing them to the very brink.

6.14 pm

Sarah Edwards (Tamworth) (Lab): As a member of
the Business and Trade Committee, I am pleased to
share the Committee’s priorities for this Parliament,
and the way in which the evidence that we have gathered
has shaped our work plan. I recently hosted a roundtable
in Tamworth with local businesses and, given our close
relationship with West Midlands combined authority, I
also invited our mayor, Richard Parker, to discuss his
plans for skills development across the region. One of
the main themes that emerged from our discussion was
the difficulty that businesses experienced in finding the
right workers.

With the transition to a greener, more digital economy,
businesses need a skilled workforce. The Minister’s recent
announcement about making apprenticeships shorter,
more agile and tailored to business needs responded directly
to what we have heard across the country. In Tamworth,
I spoke to representatives of Kier Group and Simpson
Strong-Tie to explore how we could encourage young
people, especially women, to consider the construction
sector. With clearer pathways, we can ensure that the
skills needed to support economic growth and deliver
the housing and infrastructure that our country needs
are in place.

A great example of regional success is Cornerstone
Partnership, a social housing developer in Tamworth.
With support from the combined authority, it has been
able to access finance through loans, demonstrating
how devolved powers can direct resources effectively.
However, challenges remain for smaller businesses that
struggle to access finance from institutions such as the
British Business Bank or face barriers when exporting. I
should like to hear a little more from the Minister about
how businesses will be enabled to access the additional
£415 million for the bank.

I also spoke to PI-KEM, a small company in my
constituency that started with five employees and now
exports globally from its base in Tamworth. In just over
a decade, it has increased its workforce to more than
30 employees. Despite that success, it faces long waits
for suitable industrial units. Many businesses whose
representatives I have spoken to are in a similar situation,
unable to find mid-range industrial space to grow into.
Small and medium-sized enterprises are the backbone
of our economy, constituting 99.8% of all private sector
businesses, but they are under immense pressure, especially
with rising costs and energy challenges.

The energy crisis has hit businesses hard, especially in
sectors such as hospitality. I hear time and again that
energy bills are forcing businesses to close. The good
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news is that, as of December 2024, the Energy Ombudsman
can represent businesses with up to 50 employees, expanding
its reach beyond just microbusinesses. I am currently
working with the ombudsman on behalf of one of the
microbusinesses in my constituency, which has faced
unfair back-billing practices by its energy supplier.

Our high streets have been affected by business closures,
but in Tamworth we have embraced our heritage as a
driver of regeneration. Our unique selling point is our
history and heritage, and we are using it to bring
businesses back to the town. For instance, our grade I
listed St. Editha’s church and Tamworth castle can be
key drivers of growth. Local businesses have collaborated
on events such as the Athelstan 1100 festival, which
brought the community together and attracted visitors.
With the Government’s £270 million funding for the
Arts Everywhere programme, towns such as Tamworth
can continue to showcase their heritage, support local
businesses and regenerate town centres.

There is much more to discuss, but let me end by
saying that whether it is a question of improving access
to finance, supporting digital transformation or helping
businesses to export, with the right support we can
achieve sustained growth, but we must remain agile in
the face of an unpredictable global context.

6.18 pm

John Cooper (Dumfries and Galloway) (Con): I, too,
am a member of the Select Committee.

Perhaps no other Department has an impact on the
lives of so many Britons. The economy affects each and
every one of us, and when the Government’s No. 1
priority is the fastest sustained economic growth in the
G7, then—to use football parlance—the Chancellor is
the midfield general and the Department for Business
and Trade is the big striker in the opposition box. The
rest of us—all of us—have a spot on the terraces, but oh
dear! We have barely kicked off, and we are pinned in
our own half.

Where is business confidence, given that less than a
quarter of the businesses that cheered Labour on, signing
a letter ahead of the election, are still waving their red
scarves? One said that it now feels “duped”. What of
the financial back-up? The eye-catching headline figure
in the supplementary estimates is that the Department
has been allocated a total funding increase of £1.8 billion,
yet that money is largely earmarked for Post Office
compensation. It is absolutely right and proper that the
victims be compensated quickly, but there should be no
pretence that the money is a shot in the arm for DBT.

Although the extra £440 million for the British Business
Bank is good news, is it enough? This country lacks not
for start-ups but for scale-ups, and we hear time and
again that a lack of finance from risk-averse banks is
the block. Scale matters. The Business and Trade Committee
heard only yesterday that although work by the previous
Government had created an ideal environment for the
emerging technology of quantum computing, Britain
has earmarked a few billion pounds for the sector—
impressive, until one hears that the United States is
injecting over $50 billion. The US’s R&D spend alone is
perhaps seven times our total budget in this field.

No Government are ever in full control of events, and
the storms of war are howling. Even as this Government’s
industrial strategy is being shaped, defence is now the
utmost priority. If we as a nation are not secure, we are

not a nation. Wars are fought in trenches and on myriad
battlefields, but they are won in boardrooms and on the
shop floors and shipyards of industry. Economic growth,
then, is a key arrow in the British quiver. But do these
estimates give us hope for growth? Rather than confidently
striking out for new global deals, Britain today looks
like a cork in a storm-tossed sea—at the mercy of
events, and not their master.

On a Business and Trade Committee visit to Brussels,
we explored what the Government might expect of their
much-vaunted reset of relations. Troublingly, Britain
lacks for any clear definition of its ask beyond warm
words about defence and security, yet the EU, being
made up of good protectionists, already has an invoice
drawn up.

We have acceded to the comprehensive and progressive
agreement for trans-Pacific partnership—that is not easy
to say, especially with these teeth. It covers a bloc of
over 500 million people and includes countries such as
Australia, Canada, Japan and Singapore, and economies
that are ripe to bloom, such as Vietnam and Malaysia,
in contrast to the sunset economies of Europe, which
have sclerotic growth. Yet we are told that trade deals
take up British GDP only marginally. We lack ambition.

Alison Griffiths: I want to follow up on my hon.
Friend’s comment on international trade. Does he agree
that the Government currently lack the capability to
support businesses appropriately in international trade?

John Cooper: I completely agree that much more
needs to be done on international trade. As I said, we
lack ambition in this field, because we base so much of
what we expect on previous deals. Frankly, there has
never been a deal like CPTPP, the putative deal with
India and the dripping roast that is a free trade deal
with the US.

The Department for Business and Trade needs to
step up, not be beaten before we even start. Growth is
the destination that we in this House should all agree
on; the path there is where the disputes lie. We are in an
economic relegation zone after a dud Budget. Can the
Department for Business and Trade help pull off the
shock result that we all need? Britain’s got talent, and
the Department for Business and Trade can boost it.

6.23 pm

Sonia Kumar (Dudley) (Lab): As a member of the
Business and Trade Committee, I welcome this debate
and the opportunity to look at our priorities for the
future. Small and medium-sized businesses make up
99.9% of British businesses, employing over 16 million
people. As the daughter of a greengrocer, my speech
will focus on supporting SMEs to grow our economy.

It is crucial that the Government’s plan to deliver
long-term growth includes digital inclusion, improving
financial literacy, improving access to finance, workforce
reskilling, and expanding the export-led growth capabilities
of SMEs. Digital exclusion is not just a social problem,
but an economic one. The Government’s digital skills
plan recognises that businesses and workers must be
equipped with digital capabilities to drive growth, yet
millions of adults and thousands of businesses lack the
digital skills and financial literacy needed to compete in
both today’s and tomorrow’s economy. They face barriers
to digital adoption, including cost, lack of awareness
and difficulty accessing Government support.
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I have spoken to several businesses in Dudley and I
recently held a networking event, and those from small
businesses repeatedly said that they do not have the time
to learn digital skills, and using social media as part of
their marketing strategy was walking into the dark.
SMEs also face barriers in accessing finance to scale up
and enter new markets abroad.

I support the Business and Trade Committee’s priorities,
so will the Department agree to spend on expanding
financial incentives, as Governments must make grants,
R&D tax reliefs and digital adoption funding easier to
access, especially for SMEs outside London and the big
cities; to focus on financial literacy so businesses can
thrive; to streamline public procurement as too many
tech SMEs struggle to win public sector contracts due
to the overly complex processes; and to have initiatives
for businesses to access finance, whether that is seed
money or scaling up to export? Lastly, will the Government
commit to maximising opportunity in the industrial
strategy for all towns like Dudley to ensure that no
town is left behind on this journey to economic prosperity?

Several hon. Members rose—

Madam Deputy Speaker (Caroline Nokes): Order.
There is now a three-minute time limit.

6.25 pm

Chris Law (Dundee Central) (SNP): Obviously, increasing
investment in Scotland’s economy is crucial to delivering
the SNP Government’s priorities, which are improving
public services, supporting a thriving economy, tackling
the climate emergency and eradicating child poverty. I
want to put this on the record again, just to be very
clear in this House about the facts: Scotland’s economy
makes it one of the best-performing parts of the UK.
Its GDP has outgrown the rest of the UK by 50% since
2007, and productivity is at an average rate of 1.1%. It is
vital that the spending of the Department for Business
and Trade complements the Scottish Government’s efforts
to increase investment and ensure economic prosperity.

Increasing trade and attracting inward investment
are critical for Scotland. In 2023, Scotland secured a
record number of foreign direct investment projects,
maintaining its position as the top performing UK area
outside London for the ninth year running. According
to Ernst and Young’s annual analysis, 142 FDI projects
were secured in Scotland, which is double the UK’s
growth rate. Scotland is clearly the best place to invest
in these islands. However, this success must not be
jeopardised by decisions by the UK Government. Obviously,
the pressure employers are feeling on national insurance
is negatively impacting on Scottish businesses, limiting
their capacity to contribute to the economy. This tax on
jobs undermines efforts to support businesses, entrepreneurs
and investment.

Labour’s political choice to remain outside the EU single
market and customs union is costing the UK billions
every year. Brexit—a decision Scotland never voted for—
continues to hurt Scottish businesses, trade opportunities
and economic prospects. A January 2025 analysis by the
office of the chief economic adviser estimates that
Brexit trade barriers could cost Scotland £4 billion,
with exports potentially down 7.2% or £3 billion compared

with EU membership. Scotland’s future therefore lies in
the EU and the European single market. The Labour
Government must acknowledge that standing outside
the EU is driving down investment and growth.

This will be crystalised by the potential trade war
being initiated by President Trump as part of the
“America first” trade policy. Free trade, a long-established
principle, is under significant strain, bringing uncertainty
for trade, with the USA and other nations imposing
tariffs. I would speak about the vulnerable whisky
industry, which needs to be revisited. I heard only today
that the Government are withdrawing the idea of making
English whisky a single malt, and I am pleased to hear
that.

I will finish by saying that the UK must recognise the
value of Scotland’s industries and potential emerging
sectors. Scotland is at the forefront of the energy transition
and cutting-age technologies, presenting substantial
opportunities for future growth. I look forward to hearing
more about investments in Scotland, particularly in
those sectors.

6.28 pm

Amanda Martin (Portsmouth North) (Lab): It was
interesting to hear from the hon. Member for Dumfries
and Galloway (John Cooper) about the importance of
shipyards. Portsmouth was once—from 1511 to 2014—
a fantastic shipbuilding city, with a strong tradition of
building some of the greatest ships. It played its part by
repairing and refitting over 1,600 ships during the first
world war. After Labour’s commitment in 1998 to build
the Invincible class aircraft carriers, in 2011 Pompey
shipbuilders played a crucial role in the construction of
the two new aircraft carriers by helping to build 6,000-tonne
sections of the midship of HMS Queen Elizabeth. I am
proud to say that my son is currently serving on that ship.

But like so many other parts of this country, Portsmouth
has been let down. Under the previous Government,
despite Portsmouth being the home of the Royal Navy,
the heart and industry of my city of shipbuilding was
cut away. In 2014, shipbuilding was taken from Portsmouth,
and it has left a deep scar. The answer to the industry
being removed was to have a Minister for Portsmouth.
Despite having three token Ministers for Portsmouth
given to us under the previous Government, charged
with bringing economic growth to the city, Portsmouth
under the Tories was failed again and again and again.
Ten thousand adults in Portsmouth North are living on
the minimum wage, a stark reality showing a lack of
economic growth and strategy in my city to ensure jobs
for local people.

Nelson once said, “England expects”. Madam Deputy
Speaker, Portsmouth expects. It is refreshing to see a
Government—a Labour Government—identifying the
need for an industrial strategy across the country. While
we may not return to shipbuilding in its same volume
and while we may be in the south-east, we are unique
and we need a strategy and action. Will the Minister
outline what difference he sees in this Government’s
modern industrial strategy from those that have been tried
—or should I say in the case of my city, not tried—
so that my city and the people in it can see a future
of growth, investment, security and well-paid jobs for
themselves, their families and future generations?
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6.30 pm

Sir Ashley Fox (Bridgwater) (Con): The Government
were elected eight months ago with a promise to go for
growth, but so far most of their policies seem designed
to make life more difficult for business. Their £25 billion
national insurance jobs tax is a direct assault on the
businesses that create jobs. The increase in capital gains
tax, the introduction of the family business tax and the
family farm tax all discourage entrepreneurship.

The 1970s-style employment laws are slowing
business growth and discouraging job creation. Labour’s
Employment Rights Bill will increase costs to businesses
by £5 billion, borne mostly by small businesses. Take
day one rights. If, after less than one week, it becomes
apparent that a new employee is the wrong fit for a
business, a complicated process must be followed to
dismiss them. Speaking as a former—though fully qualified
—solicitor, I know the businesses that will be hit hardest
are the ones with no human resources department. Get
the process wrong, and they could be taken to court for
unfair dismissal. Another example is the obligation for
the employer to notify an employee in writing that they
have the right to join a trade union. Is that something
we would reasonably expect from the local publican, or
the proprietor of a family newsagent? In what world is
that really going to occur? Yet if it does not occur, those
small businesses will on the hook for an additional four
weeks’salary in damages. That will have brutal consequences
for very many microbusinesses and will deter them from
employing people.

The Bill also establishes an advisory board for the
enforcement of labour market rules. That body will
advise the Secretary of State on matters relating to the
labour market. It is an expensive and pointless exercise.
The Secretary of State has plenty of avenues to collect
advice already. There will be a complicated process for
selecting members of the panel, which will consume
considerable amounts of civil service time and money.
The members of the board will be paid hundreds of
pounds a day. This is a sham process designed to allow
the Secretary of State to hand out sinecures to receive
advice on strategy from his union friends that he could
have got for free.

The first instinct of this 1970s-style old Labour
Government is to regulate, to stifle innovation and to
back the unions over business every time. We Conservatives
will stand up for business and the people who make the
economy work, and will continue to champion its success.

6.33 pm

Cameron Thomas (Tewkesbury) (LD): I hope the
hon. Member for Portsmouth North (Amanda Martin)
will pass on my thanks to her son for his service. I do
wonder how Lord Nelson would feel about the increasing
necessity for us to align with our English channel
neighbours.

Labour’s national insurance hike will hit small businesses,
social care providers and local GP services across the
country. This rise will have dire consequences for the
many historic villages and towns of my rural constituency.
In recent years, small businesses have increasingly been
forced out of our historic high streets and replaced by
soulless international chain stores and restaurants with
the resources to cope with inflation. Over time, our high
streets are losing their unique character.

Among the small businesses that will suffer are pubs
and breweries, which generate approximately £15 billion
of tax revenues each year. According to UKHospitality,
the economic value of the hospitality industry in
Tewkesbury is £67 million a year. Last month, I visited
the Plough in Prestbury, where I spoke with the landlord,
Emma, who told me that this one establishment is
worth £100,000 a year to HMRC. Having diversified
and restructured to the nth degree, she is now accumulating
debt to stay solvent. The pub is also her home. How do
the Government expect to accrue revenue if they tax
such businesses into oblivion?

Small local businesses are vital to the unique identities
of rural high streets across the country. They are often
the backbone of local economies, and it is important
that we do not inadvertently force them to the wall. This
single policy will have such an outsized impact—I hope
the Government will review this decision with economic
growth in mind.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Caroline Nokes): To wind
up for the Liberal Democrats, I call Clive Jones.

6.35 pm

Clive Jones (Wokingham) (LD): I offer my thanks to
the Chair of the Business and Trade Committee, the
right hon. Member for Birmingham Hodge Hill and
Solihull North (Liam Byrne), for delivering a powerful
opening speech and for securing this important debate.
I absolutely agree that public procurement should be
more focused on buying British, and that access to
finance needs to be improved sooner rather than later,
so that our defence industries can upskill and respond
to what is going to be a growing need. The Department
for Business and Trade is synonymous with what Britain
truly needs. Britain needs growth—most of us in this
Chamber will agree with that. Businesses need confidence
in the UK as a place to invest.

We have a Government who are staring stagnation in
the face and failing to learn the lessons from the
Conservative party’s economic vandalism, which stretched
household finances to the brink. Businesses are now left
bracing for further pain once the Chancellor’s job tax
comes into force. Like many others, I am particularly
concerned about the impact it will have on the hospitality
sector and the great British pub. Last Saturday, I visited
the Station Tap in my constituency, which has been a
pub for 150 years. While I pulled one of the worst pints
of my life, the owners shared their concerns about the
Budget. The rise in national insurance contributions for
just this one pub will add £12,000 to its business costs
every year. It is no wonder that in a survey by the
British Chambers of Commerce, 82% of firms said that
the rise in national insurance contributions will impact
their business, forcing them to change their plans,
make redundancies and stop investing in people and in
growth.

Changes to NICs were not the only issue with the
Budget that the Station Tap’s owners raised with me. It
is overwhelmingly obvious that business rates are broken.
They asked me to give a clear message to the Minister
that business rates are outdated and need meaningful
reform—most importantly, sooner rather than later.
We would not be in a position where I seemingly have a
new business raising this matter with me every week if
the Government were getting on with the work quickly.
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The owners are especially concerned about the planned
reduction in relief for hospitality, which could cost
independent publicans £3,000 to £5,000 a year.

Other businesses in Wokingham warned that the loss
of the relief could see their businesses pushed to the
brink. Wokingham has some of the best pubs in the
country—The Queen’s Head, the Queen’s Oak, the Duke’s
Head and the Walter Arms, to name just a few. The
Government should be championing those pubs. What
steps are they taking to monitor the impact of the
reduction in business rates relief, and the rise in national
insurance contributions on pubs? If the Minister’s
monitoring reveals that this Government’s policies are
leading to a higher rate of business closures or are
deterring investment, will he implore the Treasury to
reverse the taxes and, instead, tax the big banks, implement
a proper tax on the super-profits of oil and gas companies
and tackle tax avoidance by properly investing in
His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs?

People across the UK are watching with concern as
the United States engages in economic sabotage of the
global economy. In the UK, Britain’s steel sector is
bracing itself for the pain of Trump’s tariffs, which are
set to be applied next week. This will negatively impact
our manufacturers, forcing price rises or reduced sales
to the United States. Will the Minister urgently update
the House on his Department’s efforts to ensure that the
UK is excluded from the steel and aluminium tariffs?

It would also be helpful to understand what retaliatory
action the Government would take if these tariffs were
applied and whether it would include some action against
Elon Musk’s Tesla. Nobody wants a trade war. It is bad
for business, bad for consumers and bad for diplomatic
relations. However, if we are to be attacked, we must
ensure that we simply do not take it on the chin. That is
why I admire the confidence of our great Commonwealth
and NATO ally, Canada.

Donald Trump is trying to undo our western alliance,
threatening to annex a nation that shares our King, and
seeking to weaken its economy as a staging ground for
that proposed takeover. The Canadian Prime Minister
and the Leader of His Majesty’s Opposition in Canada
are united in wanting to be at the negotiating table to
get the deal done with the UK as soon as possible. As
for Canada becoming the 51st state of the USA, I do
not know any Canadians who are interested in that.

Madam Deputy Speaker (Caroline Nokes): Order. I
remind the Liberal Democrat spokesman to bring his
remarks to a close so that we have time to hear from the
Minister and the shadow Minister.

Clive Jones: Thank you, Madam Deputy Speaker.

We need to take action to deepen bilateral trade with
Canada. Does the Minister share Canada’s sentiment
about strengthening our economies? Does he agree that
we need to take tougher action to stand up for our
Canadian friends? Will the UK return to the negotiating
table and start working on a trade deal with Canada as
soon as possible?

Madam Deputy Speaker: I call the shadow Minister.

6.42 pm

Dame Harriett Baldwin (West Worcestershire) (Con):
I shall try to make my speech short and snappy, Madam
Deputy Speaker. I congratulate the right hon. Member
for Birmingham Hodge Hill and Solihull North
(Liam Byrne) on securing this afternoon’s debate, which
has allowed many Members to articulate the concerns
that they are hearing from businesses in their constituencies
and enabled them to talk about the great importance of
growth.

Growth is essential. We talk about the importance of
defence and of increasing spending on it from 2.5% to
2.7% and then up to 3%, but of course we want the
economy to grow at the same time. In the estimates
before us today, the Secretary of State has laid out his
ambitious goals for his Department. First, on the aim
of delivering a comprehensive industrial strategy, I simply
ask, eight months in, when will businesses see that.
Secondly, on a plan to provide small businesses with
tools and support, I simply ask, eight months in, when
will small businesses see that. Thirdly, on a trade strategy
that recognises that high-quality trade deals are necessary
to give businesses access to international markets to
boost jobs and deliver economic growth here, I simply
ask when businesses will see a change on that front.
Fourthly, on delivering sweeping changes to employment
law, I have to say that, sadly, businesses have seen that.
They have seen that the sweeping changes outlined in
the Employment Rights Bill, which we will be scrutinising
next week, will take us back to 1970s-style employment
laws, adding £1 billion in costs just to the Government’s
cost base alone. I wonder, Madam Deputy Speaker,
whether at the end of the debate you might share a few
words on whether it would have been appropriate for
those hon. Members who receive contributions from
unions to have declared them in the debate. We have
had an excellent debate, but I did not hear any declarations
of interest.

I heard excellent contributions from those on the
Conservative Benches—from my hon. Friends the Members
for Bognor Regis and Littlehampton (Alison Griffiths),
for Bromley and Biggin Hill (Peter Fortune), for
Dumfries and Galloway (John Cooper) and for Bridgwater
(Sir Ashley Fox). They outlined and summarised the
challenges that businesses face up and down the country.
In contributions from the hon. Members for Tamworth
(Sarah Edwards), for Dudley (Sonia Kumar), for Livingston
(Gregor Poynton), for Portsmouth North (Amanda
Marton), for Dundee Central (Chris Law), for Tewkesbury
(Cameron Thomas) and for Wokingham (Clive Jones),
we heard a range of concerns felt by real businesses that
create the wealth of this country.

I turn to trade. I note that, in the supplementary
estimates, the Department marks an increase under
sub-head A4, the account that includes first and foremost
the trade policy implementation and negotiations group.
The note explains that the increase is owing to

“An international reorganisation within DBT which has brought
our International Strategy and Development teams into this
group from Strategy and Investment.”

Strategy and investment, meanwhile, have been cut by
almost the same amount that this account has been
increased by. I wonder whether there is a little bit of
smoke and mirrors going on when it comes to the
amount dedicated to increasing trade.
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Increasing trade is one of the key routes to economic
growth. Businesses in our constituencies would really
benefit from further opening up of free trade. I note the
welcome news that the Prime Minister talked to the
President of America about a free trade agreement last
week, but as of the end of January, no official or
Minister from the Department had made any attempt
to engage with the US Administration on trade. The
Department has chosen to abandon the position of
chief trade negotiator, which is either deliberate self-harm
or wilful incompetence.

There was almost no public recognition by the
Department or its Ministers of the UK’s accession to
the comprehensive and progressive agreement for trans-
Pacific partnership, which does indeed trip off the
tongue. There is growing evidence that instead of investing
in opportunities for trade with the US, Canada and the
fast-growing markets of Asia, the Government are reverting
to their ideological safeguard, relying on Brussels, and
developing a Trojan horse strategy to realign the UK
with the European Union.

Is the Department actually being given the tools that
it needs to deliver on trade deals? If the Government
claim to have set their sights higher, should not the
resources reflect that? I worry that we are seeing a
classic example of big words, big ambitions and Ministers
just saying the word “growth”, but nothing taking place
that actually delivers growth. It is eight months to the
day since those on the Labour Benches entered
Government. How many businesses in this country can
say that things have got better for them in the last eight
months? How many are more confident? How many
can say that they expect the trade situation facing the
United Kingdom to improve?

6.48 pm

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Business
and Trade (Justin Madders): First, I thank my right
hon. Friend the Member for Birmingham Hodge Hill
and Solihull North (Liam Byrne), and indeed the hon.
Member for Dumfries and Galloway (John Cooper),
for securing the debate, and for the work that they do
on the Business and Trade Committee. The hon. Member
for Dumfries and Galloway littered his speech with
football analogies, to the extent that I wondered whether
you were going to show him a red card, Madam Deputy
Speaker, but you did not. He made many criticisms of
the Government, but all I would say is that we are not
even at half-time yet. Let us wait until we get to the end
of the match. There were a number of important and
interesting contributions to the debate. I will try to
address as many of them as I can in the time that I have.

It is clear that the Department is central to driving
economic growth, ensuring that we remain competitive
on the global stage, and making work pay for everyone.
The Government’s growth mission has been our top
priority since day one of taking office, because we
understand that without economic growth we cannot
invest in public services, nor can we raise living standards
for hard-working families. To secure the growth that we
need, we are guided by four key principles: building
long-term stability; renewing our commitment to free
and fair trade; easing the investor journey; and being a
strategic, growth-focused state. We have wasted no time
in getting to work on that, and in fixing the foundations
of the economy. My Department has been at the forefront

of those efforts, and I will try to explain the things that
we have done as I answer the points raised during the
debate.

I start with the comments of the Select Committee
Chair, my right hon. Friend the Member for Birmingham
Hodge Hill and Solihull North. I was pleased to hear
that he found terrific unity of purpose on the Government’s
ambitions for growth. I join him in paying tribute to the
civil servants who are helping us to deliver on those
ambitions. He raised a number of important points. He
talked about getting the right workforce, as did my hon.
Friend the Member for Tamworth (Sarah Edwards). We
will have a levy-funded growth and skills offer that will
deliver greater flexibility for learners and employers.
That will be aligned with our industrial strategy, creating
routes into good, skilled jobs in growing industries.

As a first step, we will ensure shorter duration and
foundation apprenticeships in targeted sectors. That
will help more people to learn high-quality skills at
work, fuelling innovation in businesses across the country
and providing high-quality entry pathways for young
people. We will, through legislation, reduce the minimum
duration of apprenticeships to eight months, so that
shorter apprenticeships are possible from August 2025.
Trailblazer apprenticeships in green energy, healthcare
and film and TV production will be among the first to
take advantage of that new offer. Also, in response to
calls from employers, assessment plans will be less
burdensome, focusing on the must-haves for occupational
competency, rather than testing every knowledge, skill
or behaviour.

The Select Committee Chairman made an important
point on an issue that I have been looking at carefully:
how we harmonise regulation, make sure that we do not
have different Departments talking to different people
and saying different things, streamline, and ensure a
cohesive environment in which businesses can invest
and grow. He will be pleased to know that I have been
meeting colleagues from other Departments, and
particularly Lord Vallance, the Minister of State for
science, research and innovation, who is looking at
innovation in this area. We also now have Government
growth boards, which are looking at this Government’s
missions to ensure that that cross-departmental grip on
matters.

The Select Committee Chair, along with my hon.
Friends the Members for Dudley (Sonia Kumar) and
for Tamworth, asked how we can use the British Business
Bank to help businesses access finance. We are looking
very closely at that. The bank is operationally independent,
but we are working with it to ensure that businesses can
navigate the market better and have clearer information
and options available to them. There is also a package
for encouraging tech adoption among SMEs, and we
hope that the British Growth Partnership will get that
pension fund investment into some of the UK’s fastest
growing companies.

The Select Committee Chair asked about the figure
of £126.7 million. My understanding is that it is the
result of a revaluation of the Department’s investment
portfolio. That is a standard process, and I am happy to
put him in touch with officials for a more detailed
explanation of that, if he requires it.

My hon. Friend the Member for Livingston (Gregor
Poynton) asked about the Grangemouth refinery. It is
deeply regrettable that we have had to step in and put
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[Justin Madders]

plans in place there. There is £100 million for the
Falkirk and Grangemouth growth deal, which will help
boost the local economy. There is a £1.5 million project
to look at credible, long-term industrial options for the
site, which we expect to report in the spring. The National
Wealth Fund will also provide nearly £200 million of
growth opportunities for the area.

My hon. Friend the Member for Portsmouth North
(Amanda Martin) highlighted the devastating impact
that a lack of a strategy can have on a community in her
constituency. I join Opposition Members in thanking
her son for his service in the defence of our nation. She
will be pleased to know that our industrial strategy
Green Paper, “Invest 2035: the UK’s modern industrial
strategy”, sets out the eight key growth-driving sectors
into which we want to channel investment and support
in the long term. We want to unleash the full potential
of those priority sectors to spur growth, spread wealth
and drive up employment across all four nations of the
UK. Each of the industries will have its own sector
plan, setting out how we intend to support businesses,
build on existing successes and unlock new opportunities.
Those sector plans are being designed in partnership
with business, devolved Governments, regions and other
key parties. The industrial strategy, alongside sector
plans for the growth-driving sectors, will be published
later this year, and will be aligned with the multi-year
spending review.

Gareth Snell: The Minister is making an excellent
speech setting out this Government’s ambitious plans.
While he is looking at the industrial strategy and those
eight high-growth areas, can I make a pitch for him to
remember those foundational industries that sit below
them, including ceramics? Without ceramics, refractories
and those foundational industries, delivering the growth
that the Department wants in those eight high-growth
areas will simply be impossible.

Justin Madders: I thank my hon. Friend for that
intervention. I knew as soon as he rose that he would
raise the subject of the ceramics industry, such is his
record of championing it. I will certainly pass his comments
back to the relevant Minister.

Tom Collins (Worcester) (Lab): Working in industry, I
have personally experienced the power of partnership
between Government and industry when the Government
set clear, powerful goals, and then collaborate with
industry on delivering them. That has, in my experience,
really fuelled innovation and is key to delivering the
growth that we desire. Does the Minister agree that a
partnership with industry, in which the Government set
goals and we work together to deliver them, is key to
delivering a successful industrial strategy?

Justin Madders: I absolutely agree with my hon.
Friend, and that is what we are attempting to deliver
with our industrial strategy. Engagement with businesses
is continuing on that. Publication will, I believe, be in
the late spring, and we will ensure that it is a very
successful launch.

I will draw my comments to a conclusion, but I want
to acknowledge Conservative Members’barrage of criticism
for the Employment Rights Bill. I refer the House to my
entry in the Register of Members’ Financial Interests,

just to make sure that the shadow Minister is not
disappointed. No doubt we will debate the Bill in more
detail next week, but I do hope that Conservative Members
will have actually read it by then. They kept talking
about going back to the 1970s, but the legislation that
the Bill repeals is from 2023 and 2016, so we are going
back to 2015 at best. I hope that they get some better
lines before Report.

In conclusion, we are making the UK a more attractive
and easier place in which to invest and do business
through our expanded Office for Investment. Our sectors
of the future are being emboldened through our modern
industrial strategy, which will ensure that we have the
right environment and skills for them to innovate, invest
and create clean growth. Small and medium-sized businesses
are being supported with the capital and conditions
that they need to thrive, and millions of employees are
being afforded greater protections at work, so that they
can support their family and enjoy a higher standard of
living, because we are determined to end the race to the
bottom. I thank all Members for contributing to the debate,
and I am grateful for the important work of the Business
and Trade Committee. I look forward to continuing to
work with it. I commend these estimates to the House.

6.57 pm

Liam Byrne: This has been an excellent debate. Let
me once again say that I am incredibly grateful to the
Backbench Business Committee for ensuring that we
could spend time together debating the issues at stake.
We heard some brilliant speeches from across the House.
In a way, my ambitions for the debate were satisfied,
because I wanted to ensure, after our report on the
priorities of the business community, and having secured
this debate, that we actually heard business voices in
this Chamber, and in the corridors of power. We do not
give enough time, space or attention to business voices,
and to hearing about the challenges in boardrooms and
on shop floors. If we did that a little bit more, it would
surprise us how much consensus there is in this country
about the big moves forward.

This is for the economic historians among us. We have
to recognise that we are at one of those moments in
history that occur every 30 to 40 years. We have a series
of geopolitical shocks, and then we have a big, agonising
debate about whether the country is in decline, whether
it is all going to hell, or whether there is a different way
forward, in which the country rallies together and chooses
to build a different kind of sovereign capability. Inevitably,
that has consequences for the kind of state that emerges.
We went through this in the 1980s, the 1940s and after
world war one. We have to conduct that argument now
at a moment when it is clear that the United States—that
great power, that great ally of ours, that built the
multilateral system beginning in 1944 in San Francisco and
then through to the end of world war two—in the words
of Joseph Chamberlain, is a weary titan no longer able
to grasp the orb of its fate. We have to recognise that for
those of us who support that multilateral rules-based
order, we will have to step up. That will be difficult and
expensive, but it will bring new opportunities for business
growth and, crucially, for our constituents to earn a
good living.

7 pm

The Deputy Speaker put the deferred Questions (Standing
Order No. 54).
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SUPPLEMENTARY ESTIMATE 2024–25

DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH AND SOCIAL CARE

Resolved,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2025, for expenditure
by the Department of Health and Social Care:

(1) further resources, not exceeding £7,956,143,000, be authorised
for use for current purposes as set out in HC 655,

(2) the resources authorised for capital purposes be reduced by
£1,140,958,000 as so set out, and

(3) a further sum, not exceeding £6,827,154,000, be granted to
His Majesty to be issued by the Treasury out of the Consolidated
Fund and applied for expenditure on the use of resources authorised
by Parliament.

FOREIGN, COMMONWEALTH AND DEVELOPMENT

OFFICE

Resolved,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2025, for expenditure
by the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office:

(1) further resources, not exceeding £592,196,000 be authorised
for use for current purposes as set out in HC 655,

(2) further resources, not exceeding £439,129,000, be authorised
for capital purposes as so set out, and

(3) a further sum, not exceeding £862,823,000, be granted to
His Majesty to be issued by the Treasury out of the Consolidated
Fund and applied for expenditure on the use of resources authorised
by Parliament.

DEPARTMENT FOR BUSINESS AND TRADE

Resolved,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2025, for expenditure
by the Department for Business and Trade:

(1) further resources, not exceeding £952,875,000, be authorised
for use for current purposes as set out in HC 655,

(2) further resources, not exceeding £1,035,833,000, be authorised
for capital purposes as so set out, and

(3) the sum authorised for issue out of the Consolidated Fund
be reduced by £2,037,739,000.

The Deputy Speaker then put the Questions on the
outstanding estimates (Standing Order No. 55).

Madam Deputy Speaker (Caroline Nokes): With the
leave of the House, I will put the Questions on motions
3 to 8 together.

ESTIMATES 2025–26 (NAVY) VOTE A

Resolved,

That, during the year ending with 31 March 2026, a number
not exceeding 39,850 all ranks be maintained for Naval and Marine
Service and that numbers in the Reserve Naval and Marines
Forces be authorised for the purposes of Parts 1, 3, 4 and 5 of the
Reserve Forces Act 1996 up to the maximum numbers set out in
Votes A 2025–26, HC 638.

ESTIMATES 2025-26 (ARMY) VOTE A

Resolved,

That, during the year ending with 31 March 2026, a number
not exceeding 97,940 all ranks be maintained for Army Service
and that numbers in the Reserve Land Forces be authorised for
the purposes of Parts 1, 3, 4 and 5 of the Reserve Forces Act 1996
up to the maximum numbers set out in Votes A 2025–26, HC 638.

ESTIMATES 2025-26 (AIR) VOTE A

Resolved,

That, during the year ending with 31 March 2026, a number
not exceeding 35,800 all ranks be maintained for Air Force Service
and that numbers in the Reserve Air Forces be authorised for the
purposes of Parts 1, 3, 4 and 5 of the Reserve Forces Act 1996 up
to the maximum numbers set out in Votes A 2025–26, HC 638.

ESTIMATES, EXCESSES 2023–24

[Relevant document: Eleventh Report of the Committee
of Public Accounts, Excess Votes 2023–24, HC 719.]

Resolved,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2024:

(1) resources, not exceeding £219,401,000, be authorised to
make good excesses for use for current purposes as set out in the
Statements of Excesses 2023–24, HC 657 and HC 725, and

(2) resources, not exceeding £2,417,000, be authorised to make
good excesses for use for capital purposes as so set out.

SUPPLEMENTARY ESTIMATES 2024–25

Resolved,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2025:

(1) further resources, not exceeding £99,602,165,000, be authorised
for use for current purposes as set out in HC 613, HC 655 and
HC 661,

(2) the resources authorised for capital purposes be reduced by
£25,436,251,000 as so set out, and

(3) the sum authorised for issue out of the Consolidated Fund
be reduced by £1,683,639,000.

ESTIMATES, VOTE ON ACCOUNT 2025–26

Resolved,

That, for the year ending with 31 March 2026:

(1) resources, not exceeding £402,046,708,000 be authorised,
on account, for use for current purposes as set out in HC 446,
HC 605, HC 614, HC 656, HC 660, HC 662 and HC 706,

(2) resources, not exceeding £92,524,444,000, be authorised, on
account, for use for capital purposes as so set out, and

(3) a sum, not exceeding £409,837,337,000, be granted to
His Majesty to be issued by the Treasury out of the Consolidated
Fund, on account, and applied for expenditure on the use of
resources authorised by Parliament.—(Justin Madders.)

Ordered, That a Bill be brought in upon the foregoing
Resolutions;

That the Chairman of Ways and Means, the Chancellor
of the Exchequer, Darren Jones, Emma Reynolds and
James Murray bring in the Bill.

SUPPLY AND APPROPRIATION (ANTICIPATION AND

ADJUSTMENTS) BILL

Presentation and First Reading

James Murray accordingly presented a Bill to authorise
the use of resources for the year ending with 31 March 2024,
31 March 2025 and 31 March 2026; to authorise the
issue of sums out of the Consolidated Fund for those
years; and to appropriate the supply authorised by this
Act for the years ending with 31 March 2024 and
31 March 2025.

Bill read the First time; to be read a Second time
tomorrow, and to be printed (Bill 193).
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Business without Debate

DELEGATED LEGISLATION

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6)),

RETAINED EU LAW REFORM

That the draft Food and Feed (Regulated Products) (Amendment,
Revocation,ConsequentialandTransitionalProvision)Regulations2025,
which were laid before this House on 29 January, be approved.—
(Vicky Foxcroft.)

Question agreed to.

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6)),

Madam Deputy Speaker (Caroline Nokes): I can inform
the House that the Joint Committee on Statutory
Instruments has considered the orders on motions 10
and 11 on capital gains tax and determined that they
raise no issues that need to be reported to the House.

CAPITAL GAINS TAX

That the draft Double Taxation Relief and International Tax
Enforcement (Belarus) (Revocation) Order 2025, which was laid
before this House on 3 February, be approved. —( Vicky Foxcroft.)

Question agreed to.

Motion made, and Question put forthwith (Standing
Order No. 118(6)),

CAPITAL GAINS TAX

That the draft Double Taxation Relief (Russian Federation)
(Revocation) Order 2025, which was laid before this House on
3 February, be approved.—( Vicky Foxcroft.)

Question agreed to.

PETITION

Income threshold for partner and family visas

7.3 pm

Imran Hussain (Bradford East) (Lab): I rise to present
a petition on the minimum income threshold for partner
and family visas, alongside a corresponding online petition,

signed by more than 420 residents in Bradford, declaring
that everyone deserves the right to family life under
article 8 of the European convention on human rights,
and that it is fundamentally wrong that people are
denied the ability to sponsor a spouse or family member
to live with them because of an arbitrary income threshold
that is now being reviewed by the Migration Advisory
Committee.

Around half of all employees in the UK earn under
the current frozen threshold of £29,000, including nurses,
police community support officers and nursery teachers
at the start of their careers, disproportionately impacting
women and young people, who are unable to exercise
their right to family life.

The petition states:

“The petitioners therefore request that the House of Commons
urges the Government to take a compassionate approach to
partner/family visas, withdraw the previous Government’s changes
to the minimum income threshold, and ensure that any future
threshold be accessible and no higher than the National Living
Wage.

And the petitioners remain, etc.”

Following is the full text of the petition:

[The petition of residents of the constituency of Bradford
East,

Declares that everyone deserves the right to family life
under Article 8 of the European Convention of Human
Rights and therefore the minimum income threshold for
partner/family visas should be withdrawn.

The petitioners therefore request that the House of
Commons urges the Government to take a compassionate
approach to partner/family visas, withdraw the previous
Government’s changes to the minimum income threshold,
and ensure that any future threshold be accessible and no
higher than the National Living Wage.

And the petitioners remain, etc.]

[P003049]
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Type 1 Diabetes and Disordered
Eating Services

Motion made, and Question proposed, That this House
do now adjourn.—(Vicky Foxcroft.)

7.5 pm

Josh Newbury (Cannock Chase) (Lab): It is a privilege
to have secured a debate on a chronic but often
misunderstood condition that affects many people across
our country: the correlation between type 1 diabetes
and disordered eating, known as “T1DE” for short.
Separately, those two conditions are well-known and
well documented, but together they exacerbate one
another and can, in extreme cases, become a life sentence.

On an individual level, type 1 diabetes is a chronic
autoimmune condition characterised by the pancreas
being unable to produce insulin, meaning that those
with the condition are required to carefully monitor
their blood glucose levels and administer insulin. As we
know, that delicate balance demands constant attention.
Many of us have the luxury of going out for dinner and
choosing a meal based on what we like the sound
of—shamefully, in my case, often with too little thought
to the sugar content, calories or how the body will
digest it. For those with type 1 diabetes, however, that
blissful ignorance simply is not an option. For them, life
revolves around counting carbohydrates, monitoring
blood sugar levels and injecting insulin. It is relentless.
To put that into numbers, a child diagnosed with type 1
diabetes at the age of five faces up to 19,000 injections
and 50,000 finger-prick blood tests by the time they
are 18. Every moment of every day is a balancing act
between food, activity and insulin.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I commend the
hon. Gentleman for securing the debate. I spoke to him
outside the Chamber and he knows exactly what I am
going to say. I have been a type 2 diabetic for almost
20 years, and I understand very well the fact that
monitoring food intake is part and parcel of daily life.
For those who suffer from an eating disorder, the constant
food noise needs to be addressed by a professional, but
diabetic clinics do not have the resources to deal with
that. Does he agree that we need mental health support
links for diabetics throughout the United Kingdom?

Josh Newbury: It is a pleasure to take my first intervention
from the hon. Gentleman. I pay tribute to him for his
campaigning on this issue and the personal experience
that he brings to the House. I will come later in my
speech to my experience of mental health services. I
absolutely agree that we need to ensure that people with
type 1 and type 2 diabetes have all the support they need
for their mental health and managing their condition.

For some, type 1 diabetes morphs into a the deeper
challenge of disordered eating—it is not difficult to see
how that can happen. Given the strict attention to diet
and nutritional information that type 1 diabetes necessitates,
unhealthily restrictive and avoidant approaches to food
can sometimes, at least to begin with, be indistinguishable
from healthy diabetes management. As we know, in
some cases, one side effect of insulin-based treatment
can be weight gain. That leads some people with type 1
diabetes to realise that by restricting their insulin intake,
or even stopping it altogether, they can essentially eat

what they like and lose weight. However, the medical
consequences of that are stark, including kidney problems,
bone wastage, amputations, blindness and even death.

One of the most insidious aspects of T1DE is how
difficult it can be to identify until its devastating
consequences for both physical and mental health begin
to manifest themselves. People suffering with T1DE
often say that the isolation that comes with trying to
navigate both a chronic illness and disordered eating is
unimaginable for anyone who has not experienced it.

Sarah Bool (South Northamptonshire) (Con): I thank
the hon. Gentleman for securing this debate. As someone
with type 1 diabetes, having been diagnosed only four
years ago I completely understand the feeling of isolation
just from having diabetes, let alone having to deal with
disordered eating as well. Does he agree that we need to
destigmatise both conditions, so that we can ensure the
right support for patients?

Josh Newbury: I completely agree with the hon. Lady,
and I thank her for the lived experience that she brings
to this House, and for how candid she has been in
sharing her experiences. I could not agree with her
more.

Many people are falling through the cracks of a
system that often fails to recognise the unique needs of
people who live with both type 1 diabetes and disordered
eating. While disordered eating in those with type 1
diabetes is sometimes referred to as “niche” or “rare”, it
is becoming increasingly clear that it is simply under-
recognised, and it is often missed. Evidence suggests
that up to 40% of women and girls, and up to 15% of
men and boys with type 1 diabetes experience some
form of disordered eating. That is a quarter of the
400,000 people in the UK with type 1 diabetes.

Alex McIntyre (Gloucester) (Lab): My hon. Friend
makes the important point that this issue affects so
many people. I have direct experience with a family
member who had type 1 diabetes and what, back then,
was referred to as diabulimia. They could not get support
because the medical profession did not accept that it
was a condition. Does my hon. Friend agree that part of
tackling this issue is recognising its impact on families
across the country, as that is the first step to ensuring
that people get the support they need?

Josh Newbury: I agree with my hon. Friend. We need
far better awareness of this condition, and better support
for people affected and their families—I will come on to
that a little later in my remarks.

As my hon. Friend said, a key issue we still face is the
absence of internationally recognised criteria for T1DE,
which hampers accurate diagnosis and classification, as
well as collaboration and research. Within our NHS,
pockets of fantastic practice have existed for a long
time, but overall the current system often does not take
account of the unique challenges faced by people with
T1DE. Eating disorder specialists might lack the necessary
understanding of diabetes management, while diabetes
care teams may not be fully equipped to deal with the
psychological aspects of eating disorders. The gap in
knowledge and siloing of services means that people
with T1DE sometimes come up against exclusion criteria
and will end up disengaging from services at a critical
point in their condition.
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The need for joined-up, bespoke services is where the
five NHS England T1DE pilot sites come in. Those
trailblazing projects are combining diabetes and eating
disorder support into one service, helping people to
recover faster from T1DE and reducing repeated hospital
admissions. That is where my interest in T1DE comes
in, because in a past life I worked in the communications
team at the Coventry and Warwickshire partnership
NHS trust. When it was selected as one of the second
wave of pilot sites, I had the privilege of working on
preparations for the launch of the new service. Although
I sadly moved on before the service was launched, that
was a highlight of my years working for our NHS.
What I learned about T1DE in those few months has
stayed with me, as has the expertise and dedication of
Dr Tony Winston and his team at the Aspen centre in
Warwick, which is to be commended.

I pay tribute to CWPT and all the pilot sites for the
pioneering work they have done to develop these services
from the ground up, co-designing them with patients
who at last are being heard and treated. Diabetes UK
told me that it supported NHS England in the development
of those pilots, and it is calling for long-term funding to
ensure that best practice is shared and, most importantly,
that support is offered by those services on a sustainable
footing.

Tom Collins (Worcester) (Lab): I congratulate my
hon. Friend on securing this important debate. Type 1
diabetes is incredibly demanding to live with. It is a
game of numbers, and as such it can be greatly helped
by technology, which is developing rapidly. I wish to put
on the record how important it is that the Government
ensure universal access to such transformative technology
for all who are insulin dependent with diabetes. Even if
someone’s iPhone can be their pancreas, type 1 diabetes
is unique in its constant psychological demands. It
invades people’s lives socially as well as practically, with
the result that type 1 diabetes combined with disordered
eating is a perfect storm. Does my hon. Friend agree
that it is important that we provide not just practical
but emotional support that is integrated not just around
an individual but also the family, to provide for the
severe depths of need for this complex condition?

Josh Newbury: I completely agree with my hon. Friend’s
comments on the need for technological advancement. I
will come on to support for the family a little later in my
comments, but it is critical to have a support network
around people with T1DE.

To the credit of the last Government, they recognised
the need for T1DE-specific services, but they allowed
the initial two pilots, in Bournemouth and London, to
close in April last year. Those of us who are members of
the all-party parliamentary group on diabetes have heard
stories about patients who have suffered as a result of
that cliff edge.

Having inherited a highly uncertain and unfunded
position, I very much welcome the Government’s recent
announcement of a 12-month extension to the ongoing
pilots. That will ensure sufficient patient numbers and,
more importantly, safeguard vital services where they
already exist. I encourage the Department of Health
and Social Care to seek additional investment through
the spending review. Now that services have been up
and running for over two years, our focus should turn

to building up to a national offer, so that people with
T1DE in parts of the country like Staffordshire can
benefit for the first time.

Another vital effort will be raising awareness of T1DE,
particularly within general practice and eating disorder
services, to ensure that people with both conditions
receive tailored care. This is a call not solely for increased
training for healthcare professionals, but for greater
recognition of the issue within the system as a whole.
The King’s Fund and Centre for Mental Health report,
“Long-term conditions and mental health: the cost of
co-morbidities”, shows that complications stemming
from mental health illnesses in people with long-term
physical illnesses increases the cost of care by an average
of 45%.

In June 2022, a parliamentary inquiry into T1DE was
launched. It was very ably co-chaired by Theresa May
and Sir George Howarth, both then Members of this
House. I acknowledge the work of the hon. Member for
Harrogate and Knaresborough (Tom Gordon), who I
have known for many years, who co-wrote the inquiry’s
report during his time working for the Juvenile Diabetes
Research Foundation, now Breakthrough T1D. The
inquiry gathered evidence from experts, those with lived
experience, researchers and voluntary sector leaders.

The report was launched in January last year and the
key findings included the need for international diagnosis
criteria, updated National Institute for Health and Care
Excellence guidelines, the continuation of funding so
that pilot sites can become centres of excellence, better
data sharing, and a T1DE peer support offer to reach
every corner of the country. I urge the Government to
look at increasing awareness and training, particularly
to give families and carers the tools and support they
need to be able to play their part in early intervention
and treatment pathways, as hon. Friends have mentioned.

Diabetes UK is currently funding a research project
into the prevention of T1DE in children. It will test out
an intervention designed to help parents and carers
recognise signs of unhealthy eating behaviours. There is
a lot of great work going on for us to build on.

To conclude, I thank those running the NHS pilot
projects for all their work, Breakthrough T1D and
Diabetes UK for the briefings they have given me, and
all the Members who have contributed to the debate.
We must do everything we can to support people with
type 1 diabetes and disordered eating. The issue is not
small or rare, and it deserves our attention in this place.
By raising awareness, integrating services and providing
support for families, we can help people overcome
T1DE and lead healthier, happier lives.

7.17 pm

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Health
and Social Care (Ashley Dalton): I thank my hon.
Friend the Member for Cannock Chase (Josh Newbury)
for securing the debate and all hon. Members who
have contributed. The hon. Member for Strangford
(Jim Shannon), who appears to be quickly making an
exit but remains in his place, spoke about mental health.
The hon. Member for South Northamptonshire (Sarah
Bool) spoke about destigmatisation for disordered eating
and for type 1 diabetes. By sharing her diagnosis in this
place, she is making a huge contribution towards
destigmatisation, and I thank her for that. My hon.
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Friend the Member for Gloucester (Alex McIntyre)
shared his family’s story, which is heartbreaking and
shows the impact that these issues have on people. My
hon. Friend the Member for Worcester (Tom Collins)
talked about technological advancement and support.

As my hon. Friend the Member for Cannock Chase
outlined in his remarks, type 1 diabetes and disordered
eating—T1DE—is not a widely known condition, yet it
potentially affects up to a third of people with type 1
diabetes. People with T1DE find themselves trapped in
a battle between needing to control their diabetes with
insulin and trying to control their weight in an unhealthy
way. It is a vicious cycle. People with T1DE experience
increased ill health and, sadly, an increased chance of
early death. Studies have shown that people with T1DE
who restrict insulin have a mortality rate more than
three times higher than those who do not.

We should pay tribute to the diabetes charities that
are doing so much for people living with diabetes across
the UK and tackling this problem head on, such as
Beat, which has dedicated helplines for people struggling
with this condition; Breakthrough T1D, which funds
international research to cure, treat and prevent type 1
diabetes and its complications; and Diabetes UK, which
does a fantastic job of articulating the community’s
needs to Government.

Tom Gordon (Harrogate and Knaresborough) (LD): I
congratulate my friend, the hon. Member for Cannock
Chase (Josh Newbury), on securing this debate. As was
mentioned, I used to work for the type 1 diabetes
charity JDRF, as it was then—it is now Breakthrough
T1D. We used to regularly have meetings with Ministers
in the Department of Health and Social Care. One of
the key things that I and, I am sure, Members across the
House would like to see is the new Government taking
up the recommendations of the report by Theresa May
and Sir George Howarth. Will the Minister agree to
meet the APPG for diabetes to talk about how those
recommendations can be implemented?

Ashley Dalton: I am more than happy to meet the
APPG to discuss those matters.

I was really moved to read Lynsey’s story on the
Diabetes UK website. One thing that really stood out to
me was her experience of turning 18 and moving to an
adult clinic. She said:

“I became a number in a system, rather than a patient. Every
time I went, I saw a different team, and would have to explain my
entire medical history. It felt like it wasn’t worth my time, and I
certainly wasn’t going to have a conversation about what was
going on with people I didn’t know.”

After just a few appointments, Lynsey stopped going.
T1DE cuts across diabetes and mental healthcare, and
Lynsey’s interactions with the NHS show that we must
never treat patients like interchangeable statistics, bouncing
around a cold system that does not seem to care for
them. Instead, each patient should benefit from a unique,
joined-up approach.

To its credit, NHS England has recognised that there
is an unmet need for better treatment of T1DE. As my
hon. Friend the Member for Cannock Chase has recognised,
it has begun piloting type 1 diabetes and disordered
eating services, two of which came online in 2019. The
aim of those pilots was to develop the evidence base
around how best to manage T1DE by testing an integrated

pathway, which means that patients such as Lynsey
would not be obliged to recount their medical history
on every visit. In the past five years, NHS England has
expanded on the original pilots, with funding extended
for five T1DE pilot sites until March 2026 to ensure
that there are sufficient patient numbers for us to get a
full picture of what is happening on the ground. I thank
my hon. Friend for his contribution to those pilots.

While those pilots are gathering evidence, NHS England
is looking carefully at the findings, with a view to
developing a future national strategy. Each of the five new
pilot areas is submitting quarterly data to the evaluation,
and it intends to publish its analysis of the data by
September.

Jim Shannon: I thank the Minister for her comprehensive
and helpful response. I first came to this House in 2010,
and in 2015 a diabetes plan for the whole of the United
Kingdom came out of Westminster for all the regions
together, but that came to an end. I had always asked
and hoped for that plan to come together again. Will
she consider having a diabetes plan for all of the United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland working
together, because I understand that in Northern Ireland
we have the highest number of type 1 diabetics anywhere
in the United Kingdom?

Ashley Dalton: As I am sure the hon. Member knows,
health is obviously a devolved matter. However, I am
more than happy to look at the issues he has raised and
come back to him.

The data from the pilot areas will also be shared with
all the integrated care boards, so that we can build up
the case for more investment in T1DE from ICB budgets
while looking at ways in which NHS England can
support ICBs in commissioning their services.

While those pilot sites are doing critical work, the NHS
is supporting people with diabetes to live well. Central
to that is making sure that patients have access to annual
reviews that cover eight processes recommended by the
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence. We
know that people who attend annual diabetes reviews
have much better outcomes for emergency hospital
admissions, amputations, retinopathy and mortality.
That is why it is right that the NHS is investing £14.5 million
over the next two years, supporting up to 140,000
people between the ages of 18 and 39 to receive additional
tailored health checks by healthcare staff. That support
will include vital support to break down any stigma
associated with diabetes while helping those people to
manage their condition, from blood sugar level control
and weight management to minimising the risk of heart
disease.

As has been touched on, technology plays a critical
role in helping people with diabetes to live healthier lives,
and there is great potential to do the same for people
with T1DE. NICE has made positive recommendations
on offering real-time continuous glucose monitoring
and hybrid closed loop technology to adults and children
with type 1 and type 2 diabetes, meaning that those
treatments are now offered on the NHS. Over two thirds
of people with type 1 diabetes currently use glucose
monitoring to help manage their condition, and following
NICE’s recommendations on hybrid closed loop systems,
NHS England has developed a five-year national strategy
that began in April last year. I know that five years will
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seem like a long time to many of those young people
struggling with this condition here and now, but the
NHS does need an implementation period to ensure we
have all the right people with the right skills within
specialist adult services. We cannot compromise an inch
on safety, and NHS trusts should only ever provide
hybrid closed loop if specialist trained clinical staff,
experienced in using insulin pumps and continuous
glucose monitors, are in place.

Tom Collins: I can speak from personal experience
about the power of hybrid closed loop systems and the
safety they present from day one, compared with the
conventional treatment using injections. I encourage
the Minister to explore every way possible—using collective
peer forums or any other vehicles that can be imagined—to
accelerate the deployment of hybrid closed loop technology
as fast as we possibly can.

Ashley Dalton: I thank my hon. Friend for that
intervention, and for sharing his lived experience. I am
more than happy to consider his suggestions and discuss
them further.

Finally, I will touch on the encouraging work of the
early surveillance for autoimmune diabetes—ELSA—
programme. Type 1 diabetes is not preventable, but the
sooner we reach people, the sooner we can care for
them. ELSA is a children’s screening programme that

can detect type 1 diabetes through a simple fingerstick
blood test by looking for four antibodies associated
with a higher risk of developing diabetes. ELSA launched
in November 2022, and over 20,000 children have already
taken part. The study has made a huge effort to screen
all of those children by February, and we are still
waiting to hear whether that ambitious target has been
reached. I would be pleased to keep my hon. Friend the
Member for Cannock Chase and the House updated on
that programme.

It is clear that T1DE is a serious and often overlooked
condition that requires a more integrated and compassionate
approach to care. The work being done through NHS
pilot programmes, investment in diabetes management,
and advances in technology all represent meaningful
progress, but there is still much more to do. It is vital
that we continue to build on the evidence gathered
through these initiatives to ensure that people with
T1DE receive the tailored, consistent and supportive
care they deserve. No patient should feel like a number
in the system, or be forced to navigate a fragmented
approach to their health. By working together through
Government, the NHS and charities, we can ensure that
people with T1DE receive the right support at the right
time. I look forward to working with my hon. Friend to
get this done.

Question put and agreed to.

7.29 pm

House adjourned.
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Westminster Hall

Wednesday 5 March 2025

[DR ROSENA ALLIN-KHAN in the Chair]

Jammu and Kashmir: Human Rights

9.30 am

Sarah Smith (Hyndburn) (Lab): I beg to move,

That this House has considered Government support for human
rights in Jammu and Kashmir.

It is a pleasure to serve under your chairwomanship,
Dr Allin-Khan. I am very pleased to have secured this
important debate on the Government’s support for
human rights in Jammu and Kashmir, and I would like
to thank parliamentary colleagues who have joined me
to contribute to the debate. The complex issues faced in
the region were last debated here back in 2021, so it is
vital that we have this opportunity to highlight the
challenges faced by those living in Jammu and Kashmir.

I am proud that we now have a Labour Government
who have returned the UK to its rightful place on the
world stage, advocating and working for the protection
of human rights across the globe. I therefore welcome
the opportunity to ask the Minister about that work
and how it relates to the now union territories of
Jammu and Kashmir.

When our TV screens are sadly filled with images of
conflict from around the world, other international
issues often fail to get the exposure they perhaps should,
and I see part of my role as a Member of Parliament as
being to highlight areas of international concern that
we should not neglect to bring attention to as we
continue to support our international partners in reaching
a just solution.

Let us not forget that this troubled region is one of
the most militarised places in the world, and ordinary
Kashmiris have lived through decades of conflict and
widespread abuse at the hands of state and non-state
actors. The population of Kashmir remains divided
between three countries, and though it is welcome that
elections have now been held after a 10-year hiatus, the
Indian authorities have failed as yet to provide a timeline
for fully restoring Jammu and Kashmir’s statehood.
After years of delay, I applaud Jammu and Kashmir for
partaking in the democratic process, despite, I am sure,
feeling alienated and disempowered after decades of
impasse. I want to acknowledge the large Kashmiri
diaspora here in Britain, including in Hyndburn and
Haslingden, and their aspirations for a just settlement.

As the Minister will know, human rights groups such
as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, as
well as the United Nations, continue to highlight human
rights concerns such as the repression of the media and
freedom of speech in Jammu and Kashmir and the
widespread use of detention before trial.

Andy McDonald (Middlesbrough and Thornaby East)
(Lab): Does my hon. Friend agree that the United
Kingdom occupies a very special position, given our
historical connections with the region? Does she also
agree it is imperative that, in all trade discussions, the

issues of observing human rights and the right to
self-determination are consistently progressed by our
Government?

Sarah Smith: I do agree—that is very important—and
I will get to that shortly.

Human Rights Watch has stated that the Indian
Government have not fully restored freedom of speech
and association since the revocation of article 370 of
the constitution in Jammu and Kashmir. It said in its
July 2024 report:

“The Indian security forces continue to carry out repressive
policies including arbitrary detention, extrajudicial killings, and
other serious abuses.”

Many of these violations are enabled by legislation such
as the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act 1967, the
Armed Forces (Jammu and Kashmir) Special Powers
Act 1990 and the Jammu and Kashmir Public Safety
Act 1978, which obstruct the normal course of law,
impede accountability and jeopardise the right to remedy
for victims of human rights violations.

Ms Stella Creasy (Walthamstow) (Lab/Co-op): My
hon. Friend’s constituents and mine will recognise well
the title of Amnesty International’s report: “Five years
of silence and struggle in Kashmir”. Does she agree we
are making it very clear that this Government and the
MPs present today will not allow that to be the case for
human rights in Kashmir?

Sarah Smith: I completely agree with my hon. Friend.
It is encouraging to see so many Labour Members in the
Chamber who share the responsibility for ensuring that
we do not stay silent on the issues that matter the most.

The Armed Forces Special Powers Act remains hugely
concerning, given that it gives the Indian security forces
de facto legal immunity from prosecution for any human
rights violation. Amnesty said:

“There is almost total impunity for enforced disappearance
with little movement towards credibly investigating complaints”.

Mary Lawlor, the UN special rapporteur, said:

“The state must respect its human rights obligations and be
held accountable where it violates them.”

Amnesty has reviewed the habeas corpus petitions
filed to challenge detentions under the Public Safety
Act before the High Court for the periods 2014 to 2019
and 2019 to 2024. It found a sevenfold increase in the
number of cases filed under the PSA after 2019, with
Muslim-dominated Srinagar consistently recording more
PSA cases than Hindu-dominated Jammu.

As Pakistan and India work towards a bilateral resolution
for peace, I want to ask the Government how the UK is
supporting that aspiration. UN Security Council resolution
47 states that the future of Jammu and Kashmir should
be decided by its own people

“through the democratic method of a free and impartial plebiscite”.

How will the UK Government encourage the
implementation of that resolution, and how will they
encourage the Indian authorities to comply with the
Indian Supreme Court’s mandate for the restoration of
statehood to Jammu and Kashmir?

Given the evidence of ongoing human rights violations
in Jammu and Kashmir, will the UK Government agree
to raise their concerns in ongoing trade talks and other
diplomatic negotiations with India? As part of any
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future UK-India trade negotiations, will the UK
Government support the call for the release of journalists,
and press for an open media environment that can
function in a more meaningful way to promote a healthy
democratic process?

The Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office
last published an annual report on its activities to
promote human rights abroad in 2023, and the previous
Government unfortunately did not address Kashmir
directly. Do this Government have plans to publish an
annual report with reference to the Foreign Office’s
activities regarding Kashmir?

I thank the Minister for her time today. The Kashmiri
community in my constituency of Hyndburn make an
invaluable contribution to the life of our community,
but many live with anxiety about the future for their
relatives in the region. I share their hope that Jammu
and Kashmir will enjoy improved social and political
conditions following a return to statehood, that the
authorities will adopt a more humane approach to
political prisoners, and that the appeal of militancy is
reduced as Kashmir moves towards a peaceful resolution.

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rosena Allin-Khan (in the Chair): Order. I remind
Members that they should bob if they wish to be called.

9.38 am

Imran Hussain (Bradford East) (Lab): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Allin-Khan. I thank
my hon. Friend the Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith)
for securing this timely and important debate.

My hon. Friend is absolutely right that, for more
than 70 years, the people of Kashmir have suffered
persecution, oppression and injustice. Their calls for
justice have gone unanswered, their fundamental human
rights have been violated, and their right to self-
determination has been repeatedly denied. They have
faced enforced disappearances, extrajudicial killings and
the largest military occupation in the world. Even today,
mothers wait in vain for sons who never return and
wives live in perpetual uncertainty—so much so that the
term “half-widows” has tragically entered our lexicon.

That injustice has been facilitated by laws such as the
Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act, the Armed Forces
Special Powers Act and the Jammu and Kashmir Public
Safety Act, which even the Supreme Court of India
describes as “lawless law”. Those laws grant military
personnel extraordinary powers to detain, arrest and
even take lives without fear of prosecution. They have
been weaponised against human rights defenders, journalists
and political activists. Today, Yasin Malik, Khurram
Parvez, Asiya Andrabi and Irfan Mehraj, as well as
hundreds of others, remain imprisoned as a result of
those draconian and illegal laws. Not one of them has
been allowed the right to a fair trial. We must be clear in
this House and call it what it is. It is not the rule of law;
it is state-sponsored persecution and oppression, used
over seven decades to try to silence the voice of the
Kashmiris.

In August 2019 the Indian Government took the
unprecedented and unconstitutional step of unilaterally
revoking articles 370 and 35A, stripping Jammu and

Kashmir of its special status. That action was not only a
direct violation of international law, the commitments
made to the Kashmiri people and decades of United
Nations resolutions; it was, let us be clear, a blatant
attempt by the right-wing Modi Government to quash
the Kashmiri struggle once and for all. The consequences
were devastating: a 150-day communications blackout,
mass detentions, violent crackdowns and the transformation
of the region into an open-air prison. Families were
separated, businesses destroyed, young people denied
education and basic rights trampled upon. Yet the
Kashmiri people have shown remarkable resilience in
the face of such adversity.

In the elections of September 2024, held after a
decade of political repression, voter turnout reached
63%. It was not merely an election; it was a referendum
in which large numbers of Kashmiris took part, and the
voice of the Kashmiri people unequivocally rejected
the revocation of articles 370 and 35A, and demanded
the restoration of the region’s special status. Indeed, the
first act of the democratically elected Assembly was to
pass a resolution to that effect.

The question that is central to today’s debate is:
where has the international community been? Despite
the overwhelming evidence of human rights abuses, the
response from the international community has been
deafening. Although United Nations human rights
organisations and Governments worldwide have issued
statements of concern, statements alone are insufficient.
Action is required.

The silence is not merely inaction; it sends a dangerous
message that nations can suppress, oppress and brutalise
without any consequences. We have a moral and historic
duty to act, particularly given this Parliament’s role in
shaping the region’s legacy—a point we can never forget.
We have a duty beyond that of other nations, so today
I press the Government and the Minister, who is a dear
friend of mine. Over the last decade, she and I have
discussed this issue on many occasions.

We must start by moving away from the decades-old
policy in this area—the policy that has been adopted by
Governments of all stripes. The central point is that this
is not a bilateral issue. We have to be absolutely clear:
this is not an issue for India or Pakistan to determine.
There is a central voice here, and that is the voice of the
Kashmiri people. That voice has been ignored for far
too long, so I urge the Minister to listen. I sincerely
think she will, and I hope she responds to that point.

Although I support trade agreements with the region,
we cannot in good conscience enter into a clear agreement
with India, as talks now begin, without addressing the
human rights abuses in Kashmir. Trade must not come
at the expense of human rights. Any future trade deal
with India must be conditional on tangible actions to
end these violations, which include repealing repressive
laws such as the Armed Forces Special Powers Act and
the Public Safety Act; restoring Kashmir’s special status;
and upholding the Kashmiri people’s right to self-
determination. I hope the Minister will address these
important points on the UK Government’s position
and on the trade deal.

Finally, the voices of the hundreds of thousands of
Kashmiris in this country will be heard on this important
issue. I am a proud British Kashmiri, and Kashmiris
stand tall and proud, and will never bow or beg in the

131WH 132WH5 MARCH 2025Jammu and Kashmir: Human Rights Jammu and Kashmir: Human Rights



face of oppression and injustice. Our voices will be
heard, and we will continue to raise our voices loud and
clear until our birthright of self-determination is granted.

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rosena Allin-Khan (in the Chair): Order. As so
many Members wish to speak, I suggest that we stick to
four-minute speeches where possible, please.

9.46 am

Ayoub Khan (Birmingham Perry Barr) (Ind): I thank
the hon. Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith) for
securing this important debate and for her persuasive
and articulate speech. I also thank the hon. Member for
Bradford East (Imran Hussain).

Britain has long been a beacon of justice—a nation
that has stood as the gold standard for the rule of law, a
pillar of fairness to which the world looked in times of
darkness. Our legal system has been revered globally
and trusted so profoundly that even international contracts
choose English courts as the final arbiters of truth.
That is the legacy that we inherited, a legacy of unwavering
integrity and of standing for what is right, no matter the
cost, but I fear that that legacy has been somehow
slipping in these times. In recent years, we have seen the
principles that once defined us compromised by political
expediency. The fair and equal application of justice
has been tarnished by the weight of economic interests,
and our moral compass has wavered in the face of
convenience.

How can we claim to champion human rights when
we turn a blind eye to atrocities that violate the very
essence of international law? Kashmir, a region bound
by United Nations Security Council resolutions, has
been abandoned to decades of suffering. The people of
Kashmir endure a brutal occupation, with their voices
silenced and their rights stripped away, while we—the
nation that helped shape modern international law—remain
silent. In Gaza, civilians are caught in an unrelenting
cycle of violence and despair, yet our actions remain
hesitant and inconsistent. Contrast this with our swift
and justified response to Russian aggression!

Why do we pick and choose when to stand for justice?
Why do we let economic interests decide who is held
accountable and who is ignored? This is not the Britain
that we aspire to be. If we are to reclaim our moral
authority and restore our standing as the defender of
justice, we must hold all violators of international law
to the same standard. That means taking a stance even
when it is difficult. It means considering sanctions
against nations such as India for the ongoing abuses in
Kashmir. It means standing resolute, not for profit or
political gain, but for the fundamental human rights of
every individual, no matter where they live or who they
are.

Justice must not be selective. Human rights are not
negotiable. Let us be the nation that places international
law above all else. I ask the Minister: given the United
Nations Security Council resolutions that have been
ignored, what sanctions will this Government now impose
to remain consistent in our legal and moral obligations?

9.50 am

Abtisam Mohamed (Sheffield Central) (Lab): It is an
absolute pleasure to serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-
Khan. I thank my hon. Friend the Member for Hyndburn

(Sarah Smith) for securing this important debate. I pay
tribute to the work that my constituents in Sheffield
Central have done on this really important issue: they
have campaigned for many years to raise awareness of
the plight of Kashmiris.

Amnesty International has documented the repression
of dissent in Jammu and Kashmir, particularly after the
revocation of its special autonomous status in 2019.
Quite recently, the case of Farkhunda Rehman, a British
Kashmiri woman who was harassed and exploited, was
not investigated appropriately. This is not an isolated
case. Human Rights Watch has also reported on the
ongoing repression, arbitrary detentions, extrajudicial
killings and restrictions on freedom of speech and of
assembly. Its findings emphasise the use of counter-terrorism
laws to target journalists, activists and political leaders.
Journalists in Kashmir face extreme levels of harassment
by security forces, including interrogation, raids and
threats.

For many years, people have relayed to me their
constant concerns that the Indian authorities have routinely
restricted and blocked internet in Kashmir and prohibited
the rights of human rights defenders and impartial
independent observers. We must work hard to make
sure that all political parties put their candidates up for
election and facilitate free and fair participation, regardless
of their political beliefs, for the determination of the
future of a free and fair Kashmir.

These are my questions to the Minister. Given the
scale of human rights abuses, when will we move from
condemnation to action? When will we recognise that
this is not a bilateral issue? When will we hear the voice
of Kashmiris and ensure that their voice is heard in the
international arena?

Dr Rosena Allin-Khan (in the Chair): I call Tahir Ali.

9.52 am

Tahir Ali (Birmingham Hall Green and Moseley)
(Lab): Thank you, Madam Speaker.

Dr Rosena Allin-Khan (in the Chair): I have been
promoted!

Tahir Ali: It is a pleasure to serve under your chairship,
Dr Allin-Khan. I thank my hon. Friend the Member for
Hyndburn (Sarah Smith) for bringing this debate to
Westminster Hall today.

In January 1948, India went to the United Nations to
ask that the issue of Kashmir be noted. Subsequently,
resolution 47 determined the outcome for a plebiscite.
To this day—76 years on, and into the 77th year—that
resolution has not been implemented. The people of
Kashmir are now asking the international community:
what has to happen to them before their voices are
heard? When articles 370 and 35A were revoked back in
August 2019 by the Modi-led BJP Government, there
was a deafening silence from the international community.
The United Nations failed to act.

Earlier this week, the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights, Volker Türk, expressed
concerns over human rights violations in India and
particularly in illegally occupied Jammu and Kashmir,
but the response from the Indian high commissioner to
the United Nations was that he should take
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“a long and hard look in the mirror”.

That is nothing but a complete disregard for the United
Nations.

India calls itself the largest democracy. That raises
the question: if it is the largest democracy, why would it
not let international observers into Kashmir, with unfettered
access to observe what is happening on the ground?
Why are extrajudicial killings happening on the international
community’s watch? India is getting away with atrocities
against women, rape, torture and even the pelleting of
children who are making their way to school. What
threat can they be? This is all very well documented.

It is a blatant two fingers up to the international
community to shout the loudest and say, “We are the
largest democracy. Nothing is happening in Kashmir.
We will continue to do what we are doing. What has
been happening for the last 76 years will continue, and
we will take no notice.”

Kashmir is not a bilateral issue. It is not an issue
between Pakistan and India. It is an issue for the
Kashmiri people, who have a right to self-determination.
It is for the international community to come together
to make that happen. If it does not happen now, in the
midst of the global turbulence that is happening in all
regions, when is the time for the international community
to come together? Peace is needed. Peace has to happen
in the region. Two nuclear states cannot allow Kashmir
to become the hanging fireball in the region that could
explode or ignite at any time.

This is unfinished business from the UK Labour
Government in 1947. We have a Labour Government
now. Perhaps it is up to the UK’s Labour Government
to take a leading role and make sure that that unfinished
business is dealt with properly once and for all, without
putting any more lives at risk and without risking any
more atrocities, given the genocide that is taking place
in India-occupied Kashmir. Why would a country not
even allow its own politicians access to the region of
conflict? Why will it not allow its own journalists access,
if there is nothing to hide?

Back in 2020, a delegation from the all-party
parliamentary group on Kashmir went to Kashmir. All
of us were denied a visa to the India-occupied region.
The then chair managed to get to Delhi, but she was
returned to Dubai because she was not allowed any
further access. When we ended up on the Pakistan side,
the then PTI Government allowed us unfettered access
to any areas we wanted to visit, without any hindrance.
We had to ask for it, but we got access. In fact, we
changed the schedules to make sure that we saw parts of
the Kashmir region that had perhaps not been seen by
politicians before.

On one side, Pakistan allows international access; on
the other side, India is hesitant. You do not have to be a
rocket scientist to work out where the problem is. My
plea to the UK Government is that unfinished business
cannot remain unfinished. It has to be dealt with now.
Will the Government take all steps to make sure that
the right of self-determination is granted to the people
of Kashmir?

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Rosena Allin-Khan (in the Chair): Order. I remind
hon. Members that because so many want to speak in
this important debate, we need to stick to four-minute
speeches and keep interventions to a minimum.

9.58 am

Iqbal Mohamed (Dewsbury and Batley) (Ind): It is a
pleasure to serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-Khan.
I thank the hon. Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith)
for securing this important debate. I have many Kashmiris
in my constituency of Dewsbury and Batley, and one of
the pledges I made to them during my election campaign
was that I promised to stand up for peace, justice and
human rights anywhere around the world. Kashmir is
their homeland and very close to their hearts and my heart.

A report issued by Amnesty International last year
captures the reality of the repression to which the
Kashmiri population are subjected. It describes a
clampdown on freedom of expression via the use of
restrictive travel bans and arbitrary detentions to intimidate
critical dissenting voices into not speaking out. It describes
how those subject to detention under stringent anti-terror
laws are now being detained for much longer without
trial than before: the average was 269 days between
2014 and 2019, and about 330 days from 2019 to 2024.
This is, in effect, a form of internment. We know from
the experience of internment in Northern Ireland in the
1970s that it did nothing more than act as a recruiting
agent for paramilitary organisations. Add to that the
extrajudicial killings, the police and army abuses, the
Indian Government’s decision to strip Kashmir of its
autonomy and statehood, and the draconian crackdown
that followed in its wake, and it is not surprising that the
region is in constant ferment.

What is surprising is how little is known in this
country about the state of affairs in Kashmir, especially
considering the British Government’s historical role in
the creation of Kashmir, the partition of India, and all
the chaos that came in its wake. The UK has a historic
responsibility for the current situation. It has a responsibility
to put rhetoric about upholding human rights into
practice and to use governmental pressure on India to
that end.

I have no illusions about the difficulties in making the
British Government act. As the plight of the Palestinians
illustrates, the UK’s commitment to human rights exists
more in theory than in practice. Nevertheless, thanks to
public campaigning, the issue of Palestine will not leave
this Government alone—it is like a stone in their shoe.
For those of us concerned about the issue of human
rights and self-determination for Kashmir, the challenge
is to make it the stone in the other shoe. The Government
must take responsibility and a leadership role as a
peacemaker and enforcer of international law.

What will the Government do to remove the impunity
they provide the Indian Government for their many
breaches of international and humanitarian law? What
specific steps will the Government take to enforce the
UN resolutions that have already been mentioned? What
diplomatic engagement is the UK using to seek a peaceful
resolution for the Kashmiri people and the right to
self-determination? What action are the UK Government
taking to enforce human rights in Kashmir? What
humanitarian aid are the UK Government providing to
Kashmir, and how will that be impacted by the decision
to reduce foreign aid by 40%?
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10.2 am

Yasmin Qureshi (Bolton South and Walkden) (Lab):
It is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Allin-Khan. I thank my hon. Friend the Member for
Hyndburn (Sarah Smith) for securing this important
debate.

This is a personal issue for my constituents and for
me, as my great-grandparents come from Jammu and
Kashmir, which is now occupied by India. The United
Kingdom has a historic responsibility for this issue: it
was during the British Raj when the statehoods of India
and Pakistan were created. The principality of Kashmir
was predominantly a Muslim area and, from the beginning,
there were problems regarding who would run it.

In 1948, the Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal
Nehru, went to the UN and asked for UN Security
Council resolution 47, which guaranteed that all Kashmiris
had the right to choose their future through a democratic
vote. That still has not happened 76 years later. Instead,
a very right-wing Hindutva-led Prime Minister, Mr Modi—
Hindutva is the concept that India is for Hindus first—is
in power. Since his Government have been in power,
things have got worse for the people of Kashmir.

One of the first things the Indian Government did, in
2019, was revoke article 370, meaning the situation has
gone from bad to worse. The revocation of that article,
and some others, split occupied Kashmir into three
different areas. The revocations have also allowed people
who are not from Kashmir to settle there. Thousands of
acres of land have been grabbed, apparently for development
purposes. Yet the rule in Kashmir is that Kashmiris
should be able to settle there. This is a deliberate ploy to
change the demographics on the ground so that if ever
there was a plebiscite, Kashmir would probably be kept
with India.

Apart from that, there have been human rights abuses
such as pellet guns being aimed at children. There was a
500-day period when there was no internet for the entire
area. People have been arrested and incarcerated without
due process under the law if they are critical of the
Indian Government.

India is supposed to be the largest democracy in the
world—we are told—yet in Kashmir the Assembly has
been dissolved. People in Kashmir have no right to vote.
The Prime Minister has recently done great work on
Ukraine; I ask him and our Foreign Office to get
involved in this issue, stop treating it as a bilateral
issue—it is not—and for once ensure that the people of
Kashmir have the right to decide their destiny as to
where they want to be. As so many people have already
said, we talk about human rights and we talk about the
rule of law; it is about time that people in Kashmir were
given their human rights, and one of the fundamental
human rights is the right of self-determination.

10.6 am

Dr Allison Gardner (Stoke-on-Trent South) (Lab): It
is a pleasure to serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-Khan.
I thank my hon. Friend the Member for Hyndburn
(Sarah Smith) for securing this important debate.

Many of my constituents in Stoke-on-Trent South
care deeply about the conflict in Jammu and Kashmir
and have family there, as do many British Asians of
Jammu and Kashmiri descent. I have had the honour of
attending several meetings in Stoke-on-Trent to discuss

the ongoing conflict and human rights abuses occurring
in Kashmir. In particular, I am grateful to Raja Najabat
Hussain and Tamoor Shafique of the Jammu and Kashmir
Self-Determination Movement International for their
regular engagement with me since my election. I also
thank Councillor Majid Khan and Councillor Amjid
Wazir for hosting the meetings, and also Bagh Ali, who
first raised Kashmir with me, highlighting the ongoing
issues.

David Williams (Stoke-on-Trent North) (Lab): I echo
the comments of my hon. Friend and constituency
neighbour about Majid Khan and Amjid Wazir. Many
of my constituents in Stoke-on-Trent North have deep
ties with Kashmir. Does my hon. Friend agree that the
work that Majid Khan, Amjid Wazir and others do
locally to raise awareness of the terrible ongoing human
rights violations is incredibly important? Too often,
there is not enough understanding among our wider
constituents of the ongoing human rights violations.

Dr Gardner: I of course agree with my hon. Friend.

I am of course aware that we are speaking during the
holy month of Ramadan. This is a time of deep reflection
when it is very apt that we discuss the need for peace
and resolution. It is, of course, the role of India and
Pakistan to seek a diplomatic and political resolution
and an end to the human rights abuses, and so find a
sustainable peace and self-determination for the people
of Jammu and Kashmir, but I ask the British Government
to take an active role in mediation.

Crucially, the negotiations must include the voices
of the Kashmiri people and, in acknowledgment of
International Women’s Day next week, they must include
the voices of women. Academics, human rights
organisations and the UN rightly point out that it is
often women who are frequently the most severely
affected emotionally, physically and economically. Of
greatest concern is the use of sexual violence and rape,
which is so often used as an instrument of war in any
conflict. This has been used to intimidate and silence
women and communities. The fear instilled in women
means that their day-to-day existence, safety, security
and mobility are curtailed.

Enhanced security protocols and militarisation have
an enormous negative impact on the lives of women,
even reducing their access to education and, crucially,
healthcare. Conflict results in the loss of husbands,
either by extrajudicial killings or imprisonment, which
often means women have to work to support their
families. We need to support the economic empowerment
of women as well as their physical security in Jammu
and Kashmir. For peace to be secured and for resolution
to be reached, the voices of women must be heard in the
dialogues and mediation in respect of the Kashmiri
conflict.

I urge the Minister, in the light of our global reputation
for mediation, to do all that can be done to help to
secure peace, democracy and self-determination in Jammu
and Kashmir for all Kashmiri people—men women and
children.

10.10 am

Mr James Frith (Bury North) (Lab): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Allin-Khan. I thank
my hon. Friend the Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith)
for securing this important debate.
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This topic is close to the hearts of hundreds of my
constituents, and therefore close to my heart. On the
doorsteps during the election campaign, and during my
time in the House, I have promised to involve myself in
it and continue to fight for it. Earlier this year I was
proud to host the first Labour Friends of Kashmir
event in Bury North, which brought together friends
and colleagues from across my community and further
afield to discuss the important issues that we seek to
address and highlight today.

I am grateful in particular to Raja Najabat Hussain
and Tamoor Shafique of the Jammu and Kashmir
Self-Determination Movement International for engaging
with me since my election; Lord Wajid Khan, who is a
Minister and a long-time friend to me and Bury; and
our wonderful Pakistan-Kashmiri diaspora. I also thank
Councillors Tamoor Tariq, Babar Ibrahim and Tahir
Rafiq for their counsel on this issue. Their interactions
have deepened my understanding and commitment to
advocating for the rights and dignity of the people in
this contested region.

These global issues have local resonance. Bury North
is home to a proud south Asian community, and many
continue to have familial ties to Jammu and Kashmir.
Their stories, hopes and concerns resonate deeply with
our community, and it is our duty to ensure that their
voices are heard. We must not just stand in solidarity
with them in these challenging times, but call out injustices.
We must also move things along and make progress for
them—not to constantly rehearse the objections and
assessments but, now that we are in government, to see
progress.

As we speak, we are mindful that it is the holy month
of Ramadan—a time dedicated to peace, reflection and
charity. It is a period when we are reminded of our
shared humanity and the importance of supporting
those in need. The principles of Ramadan, as with so
many of the values of our Abrahamic faiths, inspire us
to advocate for justice and compassion—values that are
essential in our discussion of human rights. This conflict
is taking place thousands of miles away, but we must
not, cannot and should not turn away from the human
rights abuses, the stifling of democracy and free speech,
the ongoing struggle for self-determination, the historic
injustices, the need for reconciliation and, as with so
many of these contentious issues, the UK’s role originally
and our role in resolving it.

Restrictions on free speech in the region have led to
the detention of journalists, activists and political leaders
under anti-terror laws. These measures supress dissent
and limit public discourse. Laws such as the Public
Safety Act and the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act
enable authorities to detain individuals for extended
periods without trial, and often without formal charges,
raising concerns about legal abuses and arbitrary detention.

Extended lockdowns have had severe consequences
for civilians, restricting access to essential services such
as healthcare, education and employment. These measures
have disproportionately affected vulnerable populations
and exacerbated their hardship. Additionally, religious
minorities and migrant workers have faced targeted
violence and repression, further marginalising already
at-risk communities.

It is fundamentally a matter for the Kashmiri people
to be given and to execute their self-determination, but
it is a matter for the UK to involve itself with Pakistan
and India. We have a global role and reputation, as well
as leadership that can inspire the change we wish to see.
There are verified reports on human rights violations
from credible organisations such as Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch. The human impact of the
restrictions, and the testimony we have seen and heard
from affected individuals, highlight the real-life injustices
and consequences.

In closing, I urge the Minister to consider what more
the Government can do—not simply to rehearse the
assessment we understand, but to progress to resolution.
The direction of this ongoing conflict must be towards
achieving peace and democracy in the region, and justice
for the Jammu and Kashmiri people through self-
determination. Will the Minister confirm the Government’s
objectives in this Parliament for this historical and
current conflict? The remarkable resilience of the Jammu
and Kashmiri people demands action and a resolution.

10.15 am

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): It is a pleasure to
serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-Khan. I thank the
hon. Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith) for setting
the scene so well, and all those who have made incredible
contributions. We have seen the new Parliament engage
on this issue, including the all-parties Kashmir conference
held in the House of Commons. That is an indication of
the strength of feeling. I have spoken on the issue on the
Floor of the House many times. It is vital that such
dialogue translates into meaningful action.

I state an interest as chair of the all-party parliamentary
group on international freedom of religion or belief.
I speak up for those with Christian faith, other faiths
and no faith. I have deep concern for the rights of all
communities affected by the ongoing tensions in the
region. I acknowledge the deeply troubling reports of
press suppression, and obviously the tensions and human
rights concerns in India-administered Jammu and Kashmir.

The situation for journalists in particular remains
alarming. Reports suggest that some 90% of journalists
working in the region have been summoned for questioning
at least once—some repeatedly—often under intimidation
from authorities demonstrating detailed knowledge of
their personal lives and family members. These activities
create a chilling effect, deterring independent reporting
and limiting the free flow of information. It remains
concerning that despite multiple calls for transparency,
the regional administration has failed abysmally to
provide satisfactory responses. The climate of fear for
journalists directly undermines press freedom, which is
an essential pillar of democracy, as others have said.

The right to freedom of expression is fundamental to
any democratic society, and it is deeply concerning that
the ability of the press to operate freely in Jammu and
Kashmir remains under significant threat. Beyond press
restrictions, we must also consider the broader security
situation. Since 2021, Jammu has seen at least 33 militant-
related attacks, and in just the first half of 2024, 12 civilians
were killed, matching the total number of civilian deaths
in the previous year. I believe those statistics underscore
a worrying escalation in violence, despite claims that
peace has been restored. The Indian Government’s
revocation of article 370 in 2019 fundamentally altered
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the status of Jammu and Kashmir. While officials may
claim that that move was to increase development and
integration, reports from international rights organisations
tell a different story.

The arbitrary arrests, the surveillance and the oppressive
environment in which journalists work are clear violations
of press freedom. The BBC has documented numerous
instances where citizens, particularly journalists, have
been detained or harassed for merely exercising their
fundamental rights and doing their job. One example is
the case of Muneeb ul Islam, a 29-year-old photojournalist
who had worked in Kashmir for five years. His career
halted in August 2019. For over 150 days the region was
left without internet access, making it India’s longest
ever communications blackout. Such acts of repression
have only intensified since the revocation of article 370
in 2019, which has further suppressed independent
journalism.

I will turn to Pakistan, because there are two countries
involved in this. We cannot ignore the serious human
rights concerns in Pakistan-administered Kashmir. The
2018 amendments to the interim constitution, which
restrict religious freedoms for the Ahmadiyya community,
remain a cause for concern. Reports from human rights
groups suggest that enforced disappearances continue.
Freedom of expression remains under threat, with
journalists facing harassment and restrictions in both
Pakistan-administered and India-administered Kashmir.

As I often do in these types of debates, I will quote a
biblical text. Proverbs 31:9 says:

“Open your mouth, judge righteously, defend the rights of the
poor and the needy.”

In the discussions to continue, I urge the United Kingdom
Government, and specifically the Minister who is here
today, to engage proactively with their counterparts to
seek assurances that human rights will be protected.
The international community, including the UK, must
use its diplomatic channels to encourage both Governments
to uphold fundamental freedoms, allow independent
monitoring by UN bodies and ensure justice for those
affected by violence and repression.

The people of Jammu and Kashmir deserve a future
free from violence, repression and discrimination. It is
our duty in this House to stand in solidarity with them
and to ensure that their rights are upheld. So, let us
continue to push for justice, for accountability and for
lasting peace in this region.

10.20 am

Harpreet Uppal (Huddersfield) (Lab): It is an honour
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Allin-Khan, and
I give huge thanks to my hon. Friend the Member for
Hyndburn (Sarah Smith) for securing this important
debate.

As other colleagues have said, in 2019 India made the
unilateral move to downgrade Jammu and Kashmir to
two union territories, revoking article 370 of its constitution.
That was a huge move that India made unilaterally and
it has had a huge impact on the Kashmiri people.
As other Members have said, there was a complete
communication lockdown in the immediate aftermath;
there continue to be sporadic internet shutdowns to
this day.

As has been said, the Unlawful Activity (Prevention)
Act has been used particularly against civil society

activists and journalists. I especially mention Khurram
Parvez and journalist Irfan Mehraj, who have been
detained without trial under the UAPA.

I have spent some time working on Kashmir with
colleagues who are present for today’s debate. We have
spoken directly with both civil society activists and
non-governmentalorganisationsintheregion.Consequently,
we know that, for example, Amnesty International India
had its bank accounts frozen by the Indian Government.
We also know that the BBC had to split its news operations
to meet the laws that were put in place, and there were
serious concerns about the moves that the BBC had to
take at the time.

Land laws in Indian-administered Kashmir have been
amended or repealed, resulting in evictions, destruction
of property and land confiscation. Just this week, there
have been reports of books being seized by police, and
of bookshop owners trying to go about their daily
business but having books seized—a horrific example
of what is going on in Indian-administered Kashmir.

I must mention Gilgit Baltistan. The situation in
Pakistan-administered Kashmir is far more open. As
my hon. Friends the Members for Bradford East (Imran
Hussain) and for Birmingham Hall Green and Moseley
(Tahir Ali) mentioned, I joined them on a delegation to
Azad Kashmir. We had quite a lot of access, not only to
Government officials but to journalists and civil society
activists, so we were able to speak to a large group of
people. However, there is little or no representation for
Gilgit Baltistan in Pakistan’s National Assembly or
Senate, and there have been some concerns for journalists
in the region. Also, we know that there are projects such
as the China-Pakistan economic corridor, which has
been seen as a beacon of progress by some in the region,
but which has led to some land seizures without proper
consultation.

We must ensure that the Kashmiri people and Kashmiri
citizens are put at the front of any moves involving their
region. The right to self-determination exists under
United Nations Security Council resolution 47, and we
must do everything we can to support the Kashmiri
people. As other Members have said, this is not a
bilateral issue; this is an issue for the international
community to be involved with.

Finally, will the Minister tell us about the discussions
that the Government are having with the Indian
Government on trade agreements and human rights?

10.24 am

Gareth Snell (Stoke-on-Trent Central) (Lab/Co-op):
It is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Allin-Khan, and I congratulate my hon. Friend the
Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith) on securing the
debate. I think that it is the first substantive debate on
this issue in this Parliament. Given that we are now
seven months into this Parliament, that is probably
something we should all reflect on, and consider whether
we have given due attention to this pressing international
issue.

I will begin, much like my hon. Friends the Members
for Stoke-on-Trent North (David Williams) and Stoke-
on-Trent South (Dr Gardner), by paying tribute to
Councillors Amjid Wazir, Majid Khan and Javid Najmi,
as well as former Lord Mayor Bagh Ali. When I was
first elected to this place in 2017, they were the first
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group of people to come and see me to talk about what
was going on in Jammu and Kashmir. They told me
about the challenges faced by their families in 2017;
issues escalated significantly during that Parliament
with the revocation of article 370, the suspension of
basic human rights, the curfews, the discontinuation of
telephone services and the suspension of the internet.

The fact that today, in 2025, we stand in Parliament
having this debate again means that in many ways we
have failed them. We have failed those people I spoke to
seven years ago. We failed people like Raja Najabat
Hussain of the Jammu and Kashmir Self-Determination
Movement International, because we are still only talking
about this issue. What are we doing about this issue?
What are the actions that we can say have happened,
since I was first elected seven years ago, that will make
this issue better for the people living in Jammu and
Kashmir.

With my hand on my heart, I cannot honestly say
that the discussions that we are having today and the
passionate arguments that I have heard from my hon.
Friends and other hon. Members in Westminster Hall
are any different from those that I listened to seven
years ago. If we are still having this conversation in
seven years’ time, it will be a catastrophe for the people
in Jammu and Kashmir. It would be a dereliction of the
responsibility of any Government of any political party
to allow an issue of this significance to continue in the
way it has without some form of intervention.

My hon. Friend the Member for Bury North (Mr Frith)
has, I am afraid, temporarily left. He said in his speech
that the UK has a global role and a global reputation.
He said that wonderfully, but the UK also has a global
responsibility; if we do not take our responsibility seriously,
if we do not say that now is the time for action, if we do
not go beyond the conversations, the debates, the words,
the petitions, the conferences we all attend in Portcullis
House where we rehearse the same arguments and we
hear the passionate cry for assistance from the people of
Jammu and Kashmir, then we will have failed to do
what we, as legislators in one of the most powerful
Parliaments in the world, can do.

Minister, we all know of Security Council resolution
47 from 1948 and we know of the 77-year wait that the
people of Jammu and Kashmir have had for the right to
self-determination. There is a generation of people who
are ageing, and they would like to see some action on
this before it is too late for them. These are people who
have lived their entire life in hope for the land that they
and their families have come from, with which they still
have a deep bond and connection.

I know the Minister well. She is a thoughtful,
diligent member of the Foreign Commonwealth and
Development Office team and I know that these
matters weigh heavily on her shoulders. Can she give us
some indication of what we in this House can look
forward to? What can we say to our constituents in, for
example, Stoke-on-Trent, Bradford, Birmingham or even
Strangford, when they ask what action we are now
taking to deliver the self-determination and human
rights that have been denied to the people of Kashmir
for the last 77 years?

10.28 am

Paul Waugh (Rochdale) (Lab/Co-op): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-Khan. I thank
my hon. Friend the Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith)
for securing this vital and overdue debate. As has been
said already, while the world rightly focuses on the
plight of the Palestinian people and the UN resolutions
frequently broken by Israel, all too often there is too
little attention on the plight of the Kashmiri people and
the repeated violations of UN resolutions by India.
From repeated denials of their self-determination to
frequent attacks on their human rights, the Kashmiris
are truly the Palestinians of south Asia.

Seventy-eight years after Kashmiris were nominally
granted autonomy by the creation of Jammu and Kashmir
in India and Azad Kashmir in Pakistan, many are still
crying out for the self-determination they deserve. We
need to vigorously support the United Nations resolutions
not just of 1948, but of 1949 and 1960, which upheld
the right of the Kashmiri people to self-determination
through a UN-supervised plebiscite. As has already
been said, we the British owe the Kashmiri people an
historic debt of honour. We need to fulfil the explicit
commitment by Lord Mountbatten, the last Viceroy of
India, to a direct say for the Kashmiri people over their
own future.

It is India’s most recent, ongoing breaches of UN
resolutions that concern many of us today. Human
rights groups have highlighted the repression of the
media and freedom of speech in Jammu and Kashmir,
the widespread use of detention without trial, and
internet shutdowns—all of which have been criticised
by the high courts in India itself. As a former journalist,
I am appalled by the Indian crackdown on a free press.
In September ’23, the BBC reported that journalists in
Kashmir felt that the Indian Government were running a

“sinister and systematic campaign to intimidate and silence the
press in the region.”

Only last month, police in Kashmir disgracefully
raided dozens of bookshops and seized more than
650 books, many of them by Islamic scholars. I know
that the UK Government’s position is that Kashmir is a
bilateral matter for peaceful resolution by India and
Pakistan, and obviously there needs to be diplomacy
and a long-lasting peaceful solution, but the voices of
Kashmiris themselves should be supported by the UK
and the international community. The UK must do
much more to call out the most egregious abuses of
human rights in Kashmir. We must demand full
investigations, real action and real justice.

I stand in solidarity with the people of Kashmir in
both India and Pakistan and pay tribute to their amazing
resilience, but there is more we can do in the UK to
help British Kashmiris. Research by the University of
Manchester puts Rochdale’s Kashmiri population at
nearly 15,000, but they are almost invisible in public
policy terms, because they are not recorded separately
in the census and are classed as Pakistani.

We need to recognise the Kashmiri languages and
ethnicity in the census. That would allow public services
and other services to be properly directed to areas of
need. Pahari, the mother tongue of many Rochdale
Kashmiris, is not recognised on par with other community
languages used by public bodies. Many in the community
feel that this is one of the key factors that has led to
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their marginalisation. There is a democratic deficit too.
Although we have many councillors and some MPs of
Kashmiri descent—some are here today—not a single
Member of the House of Lords is a Kashmiri.

I pay tribute to Councillor Daalat Ali, the founding
member of Rochdale’s Kashmir Youth Project and of
the Kashmir Broadcasting Corporation, which caters
for Indo-Aryan languages in the UK. He has repeatedly
raised the issue of human rights abuses back in his
homeland. The Kashmir Youth Project in Rochdale was
founded in 1979, and every day it helps women and
men, young and old, with crucial services. It shows the
best of Rochdale and the best of our Kashmiri community.

We should strive to improve the lot of Kashmiris in
India and Pakistan and call out human rights abuses,
but we also need to do much more here at home to help
the Kashmiri community.

10.32 am

Brian Mathew (Melksham and Devizes) (LD): It is a
pleasure to serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-Khan.
I thank the hon. Member for Hyndburn (Sarah Smith)
for bringing forward this important debate.

The Liberal Democrats are deeply concerned about
the ongoing tension between India and Pakistan over
Jammu and Kashmir. This is not a new conflict; it has
been a long and oppressive one. It affects many in the
UK, particularly those in communities with strong personal
ties to the region. We are concerned by the ongoing
tension between India and Pakistan, two nuclear powers,
and we want the UK Government, with the international
community, to play an active role in advocating for
peace and reconciliation between India and Pakistan in
this troubled area, and in recognising the human rights
of the residents of Jammu and Kashmir. But it is up to
the Governments of India and Pakistan to undertake to
engage in a peace process that delivers a sustainable,
just and lasting settlement. Our Government must play
their part to help find the best way forward.

We are profoundly concerned by the Indian
Government’s abolition in 2019 of Kashmir’s special
status under article 370 of the constitution of India,
along with the continuing unrest and human rights
abuses. We believe that the UK must use its influence
to support UN inspections and engagement in Kashmir.
The Liberal Democrats believe in defending human
rights and equality across the globe and think that UK
foreign policy should promote these values internationally.

The UK must also reverse cuts to official development
assistance and ensure that aid focuses on poverty reduction
and protecting human rights in places such as Kashmir,
where an estimated 655,000 people are living below the
poverty line, with about 47% of the population living
without adequate sanitation. The UK’s international
development spending must be used effectively, with a
primary focus on poverty reduction as we reverse the
ODA cuts and get back to 0.7% GNI, putting the
United Nations sustainable development goals—including
access to clean water, sanitation and health and to
quality education, and achieving food security—at the
heart of our international development policy.

The Kashmir crisis is a long-standing issue that cannot
be ignored. The UK Government must use their diplomatic
channels to promote peace, hold human rights violators
to account and support those affected by the conflict.
We stand for a peaceful, just and humanitarian approach

to resolving the situation and helping to build a better,
more prosperous future for the people of Jammu and
Kashmir.

10.36 am

Wendy Morton (Aldridge-Brownhills) (Con): It is a
pleasure to serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-Khan,
and I congratulate the hon. Member for Hyndburn
(Sarah Smith) on securing this important debate on
human rights in Jammu and Kashmir, which has clearly
attracted a lot of interest from colleagues in the House.
This is a deeply sensitive and complex issue that has
persisted for decades and requires careful and measured
discussion, and it is fair to say that we have seen that in
Westminster Hall today.

Naturally, given our history in the region and the role
that the United Kingdom played in the partition of
these territories, many look to us to mediate. It was not
the policy of the last Government to prescribe a solution
to the situation in Kashmir, as it is for India and
Pakistan to find a lasting political resolution that takes
into account the wishes of the Kashmiri people. However,
we must not shy away from raising human rights concerns
that may arise as a by-product of the dispute. Therefore,
it is vital that allegations of human rights abuses are
investigated thoroughly, promptly and independently.
Can the Minister outline how her Government are
pressing both India and Pakistan to ensure that their
domestic laws align with international human rights
standards?

Central to today’s debate, of course, is understanding
what assessment the Government have made of ongoing
human rights abuses in the region. India and Pakistan
are both close friends of the United Kingdom and,
importantly, both are members of the Commonwealth,
a unique institution that does so much to foster unity
between nations that share the common values set out
under the Commonwealth charter. Article II of the
charter insists upon a commitment to human rights,
specifically
“respect for the protection and promotion of civil, political,
economic, social and cultural rights”.

Both India and Pakistan have expressed their strong
belief in the Commonwealth’s role as a platform for
constructive dialogue. Given that, what are the Government
doing to utilise the Commonwealth as a forum to
encourage dialogue between India and Pakistan on
protecting human rights and on this geopolitical issue
more generally? What conversations has the Minister
had with the secretary-general of the Commonwealth
to prevent any potential future violations of the
Commonwealth charter?

Regional instability in south Asia does not exist in a
vacuum, so we must consider the broader geopolitical
landscape, particularly the influence of China in the
region. Continued tensions in Kashmir could create
opportunities for external actors to further their own
strategic interests, potentially undermining peace efforts
and increasing regional instability. It would therefore be
helpful to understand what assessment has been made
of the potential security implications of China’s involvement
in the region. Will China’s role in Kashmir make an
appearance in the Government’s China audit?

A crucial part of the human rights discussion is the
issue of freedom of religion and belief, which remains
a concern in both India-administered and Pakistan-
administered Kashmir, where religious minorities continue
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to face discrimination and persecution. What assessment
have the Government made of the state of religious
freedom in Kashmir?

The Prime Minister’s recent appointment of a special
envoy for freedom of religion or belief was welcome,
but it is important to understand whether the envoy will
be tasked with examining these concerns and engaging
with counterparts in India and Pakistan on the matter.
As we engage in this discussion, I urge the Government
to provide clear answers on how they plan to ensure
that the UK remains a voice for stability, dialogue and
human rights in Kashmir. The people of Kashmir have
endured decades of uncertainty and hardship. What are
the Government doing to prevent a further escalation
of tensions? How do they intend to use their diplomatic
influence to bring India and Pakistan to the negotiating
table?

His Majesty’s Government, through their diplomatic
networks in New Delhi and Islamabad, must continue
to encourage both sides to engage in dialogue and
pursue lasting diplomatic solutions. How frequently are
the Government raising this issue with counterparts in
India and Pakistan? Can the Minister provide specific
examples of recent diplomatic engagement on this matter?

With all that in mind, the UK must continue to
encourage constructive dialogue, promote and defend
international law and human rights, and work towards
a future that prioritises peace, security and stability in
the region.

10.41 am

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Foreign,
Commonwealth and Development Affairs (Catherine West):
It is a pleasure to serve under your chairwomanship this
morning, Dr Allin-Khan.

I will begin by stating the Government’s policy on
Kashmir. India and Pakistan are long-standing important
friends of the UK and we encourage both to engage in
dialogue and find lasting political solutions to maintain
regional stability. It has been the long-standing position
of successive UK Governments that it is for India and
Pakistan to find a lasting political resolution on Kashmir,
taking into account the wishes of the Kashmiri people.
It is not for the UK to prescribe a solution or act as a
mediator. However, as my hon. Friend the Member for
Hyndburn (Sarah Smith) has secured the debate, and as
hon. Members have asked about a voice for Kashmir,
I want to reiterate that this is an opportunity to bring
our constituents’ concerns to the House of Commons.

As my hon. Friend the Member for Bolton South and
Walkden (Yasmin Qureshi) said, the history of the
region is intertwined with our own. It is very important
to take account of that, which is why we have regular
interventions in Parliament on this important topic. My
hon. Friend the Member for Stoke-on-Trent Central
(Gareth Snell) said that we had not spoken enough
about it. I remind him that he made points about it at
the Adjournment debate on International Human Rights
Day in December, and there have been a number of
other interventions and written questions on the subject.

We recognise that there are concerns about human
rights in both India-administered and Pakistan-administered
Kashmir. I want to reassure the hon. Member for
Birmingham Perry Barr (Ayoub Khan) and my hon.

Friend the Member for Middlesbrough and Thornaby
East (Andy McDonald), who said that human rights
are paramount. The UK Government encourage all
states to ensure that their domestic laws are in line with
international standards.

A number of hon. Members mentioned journalists’
freedom of speech. Would my hon. Friend the Member
for Sheffield Central (Abtisam Mohamed) be happy if
I wrote to her about the woman she mentioned, so that
I can provide details? We will follow up directly on that
case, and I will put a copy of the letter in the Library.
Our position is clear that any allegation of human
rights abuse is deeply concerning and must be investigated
thoroughly, promptly and transparently.

My hon. Friend the Member for Birmingham Hall
Green and Moseley (Tahir Ali) said it is important to
ensure effective and constructive dialogue with the
communities affected. That is the role of Members of
Parliament—to raise concerns, which our Government
will then raise with the Governments of India and
Pakistan. As Minister for the Indo-Pacific, I have
interlocutors in Delhi and other places, and in the high
commission here. The Under-Secretary of State for
Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Affairs, my
hon. Friend the Member for Lincoln (Mr Falconer),
who oversees the FCDO’s work with Pakistan, Afghanistan
and the middle east, also regularly raises points with his
interlocutors, as we both bring forward these concerns.

We undertake diligently the role of monitoring the
situation and recording concerns. We understand that
several restrictions have been put in place over time in
Indian-administered Kashmir. Many hon. Members
referred to internet blackouts, which we monitor carefully
and ensure we raise effectively. Unfortunately, they tend
to spike at times of violent outbreaks.

On the importance of human rights, my hon. Friend
the Member for Walthamstow (Ms Creasy) mentioned
the important Amnesty International report. Other
Members have mentioned the work of Mary Lawlor.
We are clear on the importance of human rights being
respected, and we continue to call for all remaining
restrictions imposed since the constitutional changes in
August 2019 to be lifted as soon as possible and for any
remaining political detainees to be released.

Some Members mentioned prison conditions, and
that goes to the heart of the issue. We welcome reports
that some detainees have been released, but we remain
concerned by ongoing detentions. More broadly, the
Government note that the people of Indian-administered
Kashmir used their collective voice with a 64% turnout
in the state assembly elections last October, which is a
higher turnout than in the UK local government elections,
I might add. The electoral process was largely peaceful,
and the state legislative assembly in Srinagar has now
been restored.

Some Members have raised the revocation of article 370
of the Indian constitution. The UK Government stand
by our long-standing belief that any resolution should
consider the wishes of the Kashmiri people. For that
reason, we continue to urge both sides to ensure that
there is constructive dialogue with affected communities.
As I said, we are clear on the importance of rights being
respected, and we continue to call for all remaining
restrictions imposed since the constitutional changes in
August 2019 to be lifted as soon as possible and for any
remaining political detainees to be released.
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The UK is aware of the Indian Supreme Court’s
judgment on the validity of the article 370 revocation.
Where we have concerns, we raise them directly with the
Government of India.

Gareth Snell: I thank the Minister for replying in such
detail to the points made, and I fully accept that she and
the Government are raising the article 370 suspension
with India. Is she able to tell the House what the Indian
response was, or share some detail of the importance
with which India took that intervention from the United
Kingdom?

Catherine West: The point is that this is a frequent
agenda item. Without wanting to go into private discussions,
the fact is this: constituents raise the matter with Members,
and we then relay that message. That is as transparent
as we can possibly be. As ever in foreign policy, it is
almost impossible to control the response of our
interlocutors. I also responded to yesterday’s urgent
question in the House; if I could control my interlocutor’s
response, I would be in heaven.

Many Members raised the Armed Forces (Special
Powers) Act and the Public Safety Act. The UK
Government encourage all states to ensure that their
domestic laws are in line with international standards.
Any allegations of human rights abuses must be investigated
thoroughly, promptly and transparently.

My hon. Friends the Members for Huddersfield
(Harpreet Uppal), for Sheffield Central, and for Rochdale
(Paul Waugh) talked about communications restrictions
and the worrying situation for journalists. It is wonderful
to have a journalist, my hon. Friend the Member for
Rochdale, in the House making such effective interventions
through speeches, with such heart for his community.

Jim Shannon: Is there a role for the special envoy in
relation to religious discrimination and abuse in the
region? If so, we all believe that there is no better person
than the hon. Member for North Northumberland
(David Smith) to do that job.

Catherine West: Of course. The work of envoys and
the work of the United Nations is very important for
providing us with data and up-to-date analysis, but the
Foreign Office also has a role in visiting the region. The
way our heads of mission are able to go into those parts
is really wonderful. Some Members mentioned a journey
that UK Members of Parliament made some years ago.
Their entrance was blocked because some areas are
simply too difficult to enter; they are too violent and
not safe enough. We have our own teams—envoys,
United Nations teams and our own staff—that are able
to give us up-to-date guidance.

I want to touch briefly on freedom of religion or
belief, because the hon. Member for Strangford (Jim
Shannon) raises it regularly and the right hon. Member
for Aldridge-Brownhills (Wendy Morton) spoke about
its importance. I want to reassure them that when
I visited Delhi, I met Hindu, Christian, Sikh and Muslim
communities to hear about the different traditions in
the region. We had a very impressive visit, which made a
huge impression on me, to the Jama Masjid, one of the
most ancient religious sites in Delhi.

Jim Shannon: I thank the Minister for her graciousness
in letting me intervene a second time. The Ahmadiyya
Muslims are suffering persecution simply because they
are of a different kind of the Muslim religion. Has the
Minister had an opportunity to discuss with them the
persecution that they are enduring?

Catherine West: The hon. Gentleman refers to the
Ahmadiyya, but that is mainly an issue in other parts of
the region. With his permission, I will ask the Under-
Secretary of State for Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Affairs, my hon. Friend the Member for
Lincoln (Mr Falconer), to write to him with more
detail.

To return to the point made by my hon. Friend the
Member for Rochdale, the UK Government are aware
of reports of the detention of a number of journalists.
We are clear about the importance of respect for human
rights, and continue to call for any remaining restrictions
to be lifted as soon as possible, and for any remaining
political detainees to be released.

My hon. Friend the Member for Stoke-on-Trent Central
(Gareth Snell) raised the UN plebiscite. It has been the
long-standing position of successive UK Governments
that it is for India and Pakistan to find a lasting political
resolution on Kashmir, taking into account the wishes
of the Kashmiri people. It is not for the UK to prescribe
a solution or act as a mediator.

Iqbal Mohamed: On that point, can the Minister
confirm whether adherence to human rights and
international law will be included as conditions within
any trade agreements with India?

Catherine West: Trade is the responsibility of the
Department for Business and Trade, but I reassure the
hon. Gentleman that we remain committed to promoting
universal human rights, and where we have concerns,
we raise them directly with partner Governments, including
at the ministerial level. My hon. Friend the Member for
Huddersfield also raised trade. Human rights are a
golden thread that goes through all the work of the
international Departments.

An issue that sits alongside that is aid—we have
debated it this week because of the announcement on
international aid. I assure the House that we are still
assessing the impact in the Indo-Pacific region, and we
will come back when we have a clearer picture. As
Members are aware, our work is intertwined with that
of other donor countries. For example, the United
States Agency for International Development has
traditionally been a very big partner in aid across the
globe. In the light of the recent announcement of the
cessation of that aid, Ministers have asked the Department
to do an assessment in the coming weeks so that we can
understand the impact of the reduction of aid more
generally in different regions. As the Minister for the
Indo-Pacific, I want to know exactly what impact that is
going to have, but because the announcement is less
than a week old, that work has not yet been completed.

I want to touch briefly on Government visits to the
region. The benefit of having in-country expertise is
that when it is safe to visit, we can seek and gain the
various permissions that are needed. Monitoring
the situation in India-administered Kashmir is part of
the Government’s duties, and that includes engaging
with people from different areas and travelling to different
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regions, including Indian-administered Kashmir. That
is a very important part of our diplomacy, and we will
continue to do it. Despite the controls in place, officials
from the British high commission in New Delhi request
access to Kashmir, monitor the situation and visit the
region periodically.

The FCDO advises against travel to certain parts of
Indian-administered Kashmir and against all travel within
10 miles of the line of control, whether in Indian-
administered Kashmir or Pakistan-administered Kashmir.
We encourage all British nationals visiting the region,
including our own staff, to follow that advice very
carefully. There are limits, therefore, to the frequency
and geographical scope of visits. The same applies to
our officials at the British high commission in Islamabad,
who travel periodically to Pakistan-administered Kashmir.

I want briefly to touch on a couple of other issues
raised by hon. Members, but we are getting close to the
end of the debate—have I missed anything? One thing
I have enjoyed about this debate has been the discussion
of the many local organisations, such as the youth
organisation in Rochdale mentioned by my hon. Friend
the Member for Rochdale, of the impact of councillors
in our localities and of the important work on International
Women’s Day, when we can celebrate the work of our
representatives who have deep connections with the
area. This work is the tapestry of the UK, and it is
important that we bring such matters to the House to
reflect constituents’ concerns.

Mr Frith rose—

Imran Hussain rose—

Gareth Snell rose—

Catherine West: I will take an intervention from my
hon. Friend the Member for Bury North first.

Mr Frith: I thank the Minister for her diligent response
to the debate. Is it reasonable for my constituents to
hope that, within the next four and a half years—a
single Parliament of this Labour Government—things
will have progressed, rather than being simply being
rehearsed and repeated? Her response has been sincere,
but do the Government have a clear objective to move
things forward and move the dial on this long-standing
issue?

Catherine West: I impress upon my hon. Friend the
importance of these debates in influencing the work of
our teams at the FCDO and putting the work that is
being done in our communities on the public record.

Through that, they can have a lasting impact. However,
we have to remember that we strongly hold to the
principle of the important role of India and Pakistan in
resolving this situation.

Gareth Snell: I thank the Minister for being so generous
with her time. I want to pick up on her point about it
not being for the UK to prescribe a solution. I entirely
understand why that is the position that she and previous
Governments have had, but in 1948 there were eight
votes in favour of the special resolution of the Security
Council. The USSR abstained. The UK was one of the
countries that voted in favour of that resolution, which
said a plebiscite should happen. Does the UK no longer
support the position that we adopted in ’48—I appreciate
that that was a long time ago—or do we think that,
although it is a potential solution, we do not necessarily
want to push it?

Catherine West: Our position is that it is for the two
countries to take charge of the overall situation, while
obviously listening to the wishes of the Kashmiri people.

Imran Hussain: I have a follow-up point. As it stands,
the position under international law is very clear; there
is a United Nations resolution that gives the birthright
of self-determination to the Kashmiris. Do the UK
Government support that position? That is the question.

Catherine West: A wish and a prayer is one thing, but
to resolve this will definitely come down to the two
partners and listening to the wishes of the Kashmiri
people. We are here to support and to monitor human
rights, but as has been clear in the debate, we cannot
prescribe, take charge or dictate terms.

Dr Gardner: Can I at least ask that, in any interactions
with the Indian Government, Ministers push for the
prosecution of men who use rape and sexual violence as
tools of oppression? They are not being prosecuted at
the moment.

Catherine West: My hon. Friend makes a very important
point—it is International Women’s Day on Saturday.
Regardless of where those awful crimes happen, we will
always take violence against women and girls extremely
seriously—it is one of the Foreign Secretary’s priorities—
and raise it with whichever Government have it happening
in their area.

Thank you for your patience in chairing the debate,
Dr Allin-Khan; I think we will come back to this topic.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved,

That this House has considered Government support for human

rights in Jammu and Kashmir.
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Professional Cycling:
Free-to-air Coverage

11 am

Ben Obese-Jecty (Huntingdon) (Con): I beg to move,

That this House has considered the potential merits of free-to-air
coverage of professional cycling.

It is a great pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Allin-Khan, and I am grateful for the opportunity
to open the debate.

Growing up, many of us had a sporting hero: a star
striker, a gold medal winner or a record-breaking athlete.
My sporting hero was Jason McRoy. Most will almost
certainly have never heard of him. He was arguably
Britain’s first mountain bike superstar. In the early
1990s, when the sport was in its infancy, Jason was a
trailblazer. I followed his progress as closely as I could
through the media available at the time. It being the
1990s, that was mostly dog-eared copies of Mountain
Biking UK which I lugged back and forth to school,
reading each month’s copy to destruction, and occasionally
via coverage on Eurosport.

Jason finally got his break in 1993, as big companies
started throwing money at the fledgling sport. The
biggest race in the calendar, aside from the world
championships, was the Reebok Eliminator, a one-off
head-to-head race on the famous Kamikaze course at
Mammoth Mountain in California. Having secured
entry after his mum persuaded the organisers, Jason—in
his iconic black and white Hardisty Cycles kit, from a
local bike shop in Newcastle—took on the top US
factory race teams. Jason gave it his all, making it to the
final against US favourite Myles Rockwell and narrowly
losing. However, he had put his name on the sport’s
international map. A professional contract with Specialised
USA followed the next season and Britain had its first
fully fledged superstar rider.

We will sadly never know how Jason’s career would
have panned out. On 24 August 1995, his Harley-Davidson
collided with a lorry at Woodhead Pass on the A628 in
Derbyshire. Jason’s father Jim took the call announcing
his death at 1.50 am.

Without Jason, there might never have been the double
Olympic gold medal and world championship-winning
Tom Pidcock, and no world championship wins for Gee
Atherton, Steve Peat, Danny Hart, Reece Wilson or
Charlie Hatton—no Rachel Atherton, Tracy Moseley
or Manon Carpenter. Those are not household names,
however. Their sporting successes are often difficult to
witness as it is. Often the only place to watch those races
was on Eurosport but last Friday it was consigned to
the history books.

Eurosport’s demise is a hammer blow for coverage of
cycling in the UK. Owned by Warner Bros Discovery,
the inevitable demise of Eurosport was hidden in plain
sight. First their cycling-specific GCN+ app was closed,
citing a desire to offer more content on fewer platforms.
GCN+ provided almost unlimited access to the global
cycling calendar. No race was too obscure. Omloop Het
Nieuwsblad, check; Scheldeprijs, check; Kuurne-Brussel-
Kuurne, check. Cycling bores like me had never had it
so good.

Parallel to the slow demise of Eurosport, and almost
unnoticed to many outside of the cycling media bubble,
Warner Bros Discovery had hoovered up the exclusive

British broadcast rights to the Tour de France from
2026. That is comfortably the blue-ribbon event of the
global cycling calendar and possibly the only race that
everybody has heard of.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): I commend the
hon. Gentleman for bringing this issue for debate. Does
he agree there is a national pride that comes from being
able to easily access viewing—the success of the Olympics
is an example, as he has very clearly illustrated—and
being able to get the fervour and the excitement that
comes with watching your team perform as opposed to
reading results at the end of the day or in the papers
the next day? The sport of cycling is worthy of free-to-
air coverage, which encourages every child with a bike.
After all, that could be your child or your grandchild.

Ben Obese-Jecty: I wholeheartedly agree with the
hon. Member’s sentiments. Cycling is one of those
sports that people almost fall into by accident. Everybody
had a bike when they were growing up; everyone learns
how to ride a bike. I think that the inspiration for riding
that bike and, potentially, taking that further and wanting
to ape some of the successes that we see in the Olympics
every four years comes from having that on TV, in front
of people.

When the move for the Tour de France to Warner
Bros Discovery was announced last October, it was
described in The Guardian headline as a

“blow to free-to-air sport coverage”.

At the time, it was to be shown exclusively on Eurosport,
but as of Friday, Eurosport itself no longer exists.
Cycling coverage will now sit under the sporting umbrella
of TNT Sports, also owned by Warner Bros Discovery.
The price of a subscription to TNT Sports is £31 a month;
Eurosport, when it was not included in an existing
package, cost only £7 a month, so there is a more than
400% increase to watch a sport that has limited crossover
with other sports in TNT’s portfolio.

The Tour de France has been available free to air on
British television for as long as I can remember. This
summer, ITV4 will broadcast the race for the 25th successive
and final time. Before that, Channel 4 had broadcast
the race since I was a child. Indeed, I remember vividly
the 1994 Tour de France, when it came to this country
for the fourth and fifth stages of the race—the first time
since an anti-climactic stage on the Plympton bypass in
1974. In 1994, I was enormously excited to get a glimpse
of the great Miguel Induráin in his Banesto kit. It was
also the tour debut of Chris Boardman, who had worn
the yellow jersey after winning the opening stage time
trial. Such were the crowds and the reception that
Boardman was quoted as saying:

“I’ll never forget this day as long as I live.”

ITV4 was the free-to-air stalwart. Having covered
Le Tour for 25 years—coupled with Channel 4’s coverage
before that—ITV4 has been almost singlehandedly
responsible for inspiring a generation of young cyclists.
Scott Young, senior vice president at Warner Bros Discovery
Sports Europe, has stated that providing free-to-air live
cycling

“is not on our road map…People can choose to make their
decision as to how they want to engage with us in the short term.”
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That short term means a 400% price hike for paid
coverage of professional cycling and the complete
disappearance of live, free-to-air coverage. Young has
stated that there are no concerns in Warner Bros Discovery
that putting the sport behind a paywall will stunt the
growth of the sport’s support, but the European
Broadcasting Union’s 2024 report, “The Economic Impact
of The Sports Activities of Public Service Media”,
clearly states that free-to-air coverage can also encourage
participation in sport at grassroots level.

For many, terrestrial coverage of the Tour de France
has been their only entry point to a sport that is,
fundamentally, extremely niche. The cycling calendar is
awash with famous races—from the grand tours of the
Giro d’Italia and La Vuelta to the classics such as
Paris-Roubaix and Milan-San Remo. Iconic though
these races are, they have failed to penetrate our national
consciousness, despite British winners in recent years.
The Tour de France is more than just a famous cycling
race. It is the gateway to a sport that is otherwise
comparatively inaccessible and is now made even more
so by the decision to remove live, free-to-air coverage
from our television screens.

Chris Bloore (Redditch) (Lab): I congratulate the
hon. Member on securing this debate. Many of my
local cycling clubs have contacted me to encourage me
to contribute, and it is also an honour to serve under
your chairmanship, Dr Allin-Khan. Does the hon. Member
agree with me that it is such a great shame, if Great
Britain is to become the host of the Grand Départ of
the 2027 tour, for the first time in more than a decade,
that such an exciting event will not be available in
free-to-air coverage? That is a big blow to inspiring
young children to aspire to cycle professionally or for
pleasure. That such a huge event will not be on free-to-air
coverage is a blow to the sport’s future.

Ben Obese-Jecty: I wholeheartedly agree. I will come
on to it in a little more detail later, but I think the hon.
Member is absolutely right that it is a tragedy that at the
same time as we have been awarded the Tour de France,
the biggest race in the cycling calendar, in 2027, the
easiest place to be able to see that will be in person,
rather than on television.

Bradley Wiggins’s Olympic gold medal inspired a
generation, alongside his victory in the Tour de France
that year—a British first. The following season the
torch passed to Chris Froome as he went on to win four
times in the next five years. His run of victories was
followed by that of Geraint Thomas, another multiple
Olympic gold medallist. From 2012 to 2018, three British
riders won the Tour de France six times in seven races.
The following season, another British rider, Tao Geoghegan
Hart, took the pink jersey, winning the general classification
in the Giro d’Italia. Geoghegan Hart grew up watching
the Tour de France on ITV. It is cited as one of the
inspirations that brought him into the sport. On news of
the Warner Bros Discovery announcement, Geoghegan
Hart publicly stated that

“the sport going behind such a large paywall is a huge problem”

and that it is now time

“perhaps to question the monopoly held over”

the sport’s UK coverage.

ITV is not blameless in this endeavour. Last year,
ITV4 chose not to renew its broadcast rights, opening
the door to Warner Bros Discovery. The reassuring
tones of Gary Imlach and the encyclopaedic knowledge
of Ned Boulting would no longer be staples of cycling
fans’ summers.

The organic growth in cycling that has accompanied
this untrammelled success has been revolutionary, but
the cycling boom that formed part of the London 2012
legacy is now in danger of being dropped by the peloton.
The Tour de Yorkshire capitalised upon the success of
the 2014 Grand Départ, but it became another casualty
of the covid-19 pandemic. The 2020 race was postponed
by organiser Amaury Sport Organisation in March of
that year and after two years of attempts to revive the
race, it has never returned, with ASO citing escalating
financial challenges and uncertainties.

The Tour of Britain, our very own multi-stage race,
lacks the global recognition of the Tour de France, but
last year’s men’s and women’s races generated over
£30 million for local economies in the towns and cities
that the race passed through. However, the future of
that race is still uncertain. Last year, it was run by
British Cycling after its former organiser, SweetSpot,
had its race licence withdrawn because they had failed
to pay the fee for it. Subsequently, SweetSpot went into
liquidation.

Last year also saw the demise of our last two remaining
continental-tier teams, Saint Piran and Trinity Racing;
last autumn, both announced that they were folding. As
recently as 2021, the UK had five men’s continental
teams in Trinity Racing, Saint Piran, Ribble Weldtite,
Canyon DHB Sungod and SwiftCarbon Pro Cycling,
but now none of them remain.

In addition, RideLondon has been cancelled this
year. The event was part of the London 2012 legacy,
with its first iteration in 2013, and it had been run every
year since. The event’s chief organiser, Hugh Brasher,
has said that over the past decade it had:

“inspired more than 300,000 people to get back on a bike or cycle
more and also raised more than £85 million for charity”.

Those are phenomenal numbers for a cycling event.
However, the strategic pause of RideLondon in 2025
raises concerns that it, too, may not return in 2026 or
beyond. Even British Cycling’s membership numbers
have steadily dropped, after a fivefold increase from
30,000 to 150,000 in the decade between 2010 and the
pandemic.

The last year has seen the demise of major British
races, race organisers and domestic teams. Since 2008,
the BBC Sports Personality of the Year award has been
won by cyclists more times than by participants in any
other sport. Nevertheless, last year’s BBC SPOTY event
all but announced the end of British cycling’s golden
era with Mark Cavendish’s lifetime achievement award
after his incredible 11th-hour achievement of eclipsing
Eddy Merckx’s Tour de France stage win record, and
tributes were paid to both Bradley Wiggins and to Chris
Hoy, following his diagnosis of terminal prostate cancer.
In many ways, the demise of live free-to-air cycling TV
coverage is a metaphor for the crisis that has befallen
professional cycling in the UK.

My own deeply mediocre recent career in racing
cyclo-cross was born from watching Mathieu van der
Poel take on Wout van Aert and latterly Tom Pidcock.
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If I had not watched obscure Belgian Superprestige
races and finally decided to get stuck in myself, I would
not have joined British Cycling, bought myself a bike
from eBay—n+1, I don’t make the rules—found my
local grassroots race series and dragged myself off for
an hour of the hardest, most heart-pumping physical
activity that I have ever participated in. I mean that
literally, because men of my age are not meant to hit
200 beats per minute. Mathieu van der Poel I was not,
but it was fun to pretend that I could be. I would never
have taken up cyclo-cross if I had not had access to
watching the sport.

Cycling is so much more than just a sport. It has
changed lives and saved lives, and given people both
purpose and freedom. It is one of our greatest sporting
success stories, but, like all things, its continuing success
depends upon the next generation being willing to pick
up the torch. To do that, children need to be inspired
and parents need to be enthused.

Although the next generation of cyclists to emerge
are already in the pipeline, there are limited options
available to them domestically, and now they will almost
certainly need to go abroad in order to take the next
step in progressing their career. Cycling is not football,
where we are never more than a stone’s throw from a
pub to watch a game in. We see mainstream sports all
the time. Even just a glimpse on a news bulletin can be
enough, but cycling rarely gets a look in. A British
cyclist reaching the pinnacle of their sport and winning
the coveted world championship rainbow jersey barely
registers in the world of sports coverage. If a British
tennis player so much as gets a bye into the second
round of a Grand Slam tournament, they carry the
hopes of a nation.

In an increasingly fractured media landscape, one in
which even our national broadcaster struggles for relevance,
linear TV finds itself staring into the abyss of obsolescence,
and sports coverage is all but the preserve of those who
can afford it. The inclusivity that sport offers appears to
be at odds with the options available to consume it.

Cycling is not a wealthy sport. The careers of professional
cyclists are hard and precarious; only those who achieve
superstar status will make their fortune. For many, it is a
journeyman sport, and for many more it is a career too
hard to sustain. To be popular, a sport must be visible;
to be visible, a sport must have a television presence.
The Government would never allow the FIFA world
cup, the Olympics or Wimbledon to be put behind a
paywall. With an estimated 12 million spectators attending
the race each year, the Tour de France is easily the most
attended sporting event in the world. Will the Government
consider how it can inspire a new generation of Froomes
and Cavendishes to take up the mantle and consider
what they are doing to restore a sporting jewel, in which
we have enjoyed such recent success, to the masses, lest
its absence from our screens causes the sport to wither
on the vine?

Not so long ago, Britain had a golden age of cycling
that made us unassailably the best in the world. Olympics,
world championships, Tours de France—they were ours
for the taking, and other countries could only look on
in envy at the Union Jack-clad winning machine that
British cycling had become. Now, the slow puncture of
managed decline has reached the point where even the
visibility of the sport will be limited to slightly overweight,
middle-aged men like me, who pootle around on a
Sunday morning in their Lycra, inspiring very few.

I ask the Minister what can the Government do, and
what they are doing, to arrest that slide and put British
cycling—with a small c—on the right trajectory and
stop the sport from fading into obscurity? What support
can they give to the grassroots, and what help can they
give to the struggling professional scene? What guarantees
can they offer that the Tour of Britain and the world
championships across all disciplines will not disappear
behind the TNT paywall as well? What will they do to
use professional cycling as a catalyst and inspiration to
get the next generation out onto two wheels and matching
their existing commitment to active travel schemes?

I finish with a shameless plug for my constituency of
Huntingdon. If anybody from British Cycling happens
to be watching this or reading it in Hansard, Huntingdon
is a beautiful part of Cambridgeshire with endless
rolling countryside that would look fantastic in the
helicopter B-roll they use in the Tour de France. With
the race returning to the UK with the Grand Départ in
2027, we have a ring road that sets up perfectly for a
spectacular sprint finish. For many that may present the
best opportunity to actually see the race.

11.15 am

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Culture,
Media and Sport (Stephanie Peacock): It is a pleasure to
serve under your chairship, Dr Allin-Khan. I congratulate
the hon. Member for Huntingdon (Ben Obese-Jecty) on
securing this important debate. His commitment to
cycling in all its forms is obvious. His speech was
incredibly interesting, thoughtful and, at the very beginning,
very moving.

Professional cycling is enjoyed by many across the
United Kingdom. It captivates fans with its exciting
races and inspires people across the country to get their
bikes out every weekend, as the hon. Member spoke
about. It is also the sport of many remarkable athletes.
During one of my very first visits as the Minister for
Sport, I was lucky enough to see the Olympians in
action during the road race in Paris. Their speed and
athleticism were fantastic to see. I would also like to
take this opportunity to congratulate Sir Mark Cavendish
on his recent retirement—as the hon. Member rightly
acknowledged—and Geraint Thomas OBE on his up-and-
coming plans to do so. Their long and illustrious careers
demonstrate their dedication, and we will miss watching
their excellence on the road.

On the issue of broadcasting that the hon. Member
has raised today, I will discuss the need to balance
revenue, growth and access. I acknowledge right at the
start that I very much appreciate the points that he has
made, but before I address those points, I want to
highlight the contribution that cycling makes both to
our economy and to people’s health, wellbeing and
enjoyment. It is important to acknowledge that the
wider cycling industry has recently faced significant
headwinds. Despite this, the industry is stabilising, with
some retailers reporting positive financial performance,
and there are several signs of potential growth in key
high-demand areas such as road, gravel and electric
mountain bikes.

More broadly, in October last year, the Department
for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport published new
research measuring the impact of the sport and the
physical activity sector on the economy, based on 2021 data.
That research showed that the sector directly and indirectly
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contributed £53.6 billion to the UK economy in 2021.
This means that the sector was worth over 2.6% of the
UK’s economy. Among the sports that were assessed,
cycling contributed the third most of all summer sports
to the economy. This was across all three forms: off-road,
road and track cycling. These generated £5.4 billion to
the UK economy in 2021.

As a Government, we will continue to encourage and
support the growth of cycling and the rest of the sector
into the future, including through active support for
professional cycling. As part of the Los Angeles 2028
Olympic and Paralympic cycle, UK Sport has committed
long-term investment of over £38 million of Exchequer
and National Lottery funding for British Cycling. That
is an uplift of under £1 million from the previous cycle,
and it will go towards supporting all aspects of the
Great Britain Cycling Team, including equipment
development and competition costs across road, track,
mountain bike and BMX. That is hugely important for
inspiring the next generation, because no one can become
a professional without proper opportunities for grassroots
cycling.

The hon. Member has been a passionate advocate for
enhancing cycling infrastructure—I believe he has asked
some questions in this place on that issue. On 12 February,
the Department for Transport announced the details of
almost £300 million of funding for local authorities for
active travel in 2024-25 and 2025-26 to provide high-quality
and easily accessible active travel schemes across England.
The funding will enable an additional 30 million journeys
on foot and bike every year, with 53,000 people walking
or cycling more regularly, including 15,000 children and
young people.

Investment in active travel helps to revitalise high
streets, improve air quality and support people to live
longer, healthier lives. Although active travel is the
responsibility of the Department for Transport, the
DCMS is of course committed to working across
Government to ensure that everyone, including children,
young people and those with disabilities, have access to
and benefit from quality sport and physical activity
opportunities. Sport England provides long-term investment
to British Cycling, the national governing body for
cycling, which receives up to £26.6 million over five
years to invest in community cycling initiatives. That
funding allows British Cycling to invest in sporting
pathways, supports the next generation of talented riders
and volunteers, and helps to extend its work into England’s
diverse communities.

The Government are also supportive of the UK
hosting cycling events in line with our global reputation
for hosting major events successfully. When Scotland
staged the UCI Cycling World Championships 2023 in
Glasgow, 95% of Scottish residents said they were proud
to see their region host the event. Visit Scotland also

reported a boom in interest in cycling across Scotland,
in part due to those championships. Our 2024 manifesto
committed to delivering international events with pride,
as well as seeking new opportunities where we can to
create a legacy to inspire the next generation of talent,
promote exercise and healthy living, and create safe and
cohesive communities.

Given the variety of formats and events in professional
cycling, it would be difficult if not impossible to keep
up with the sport through physical attendance alone, so
it is unsurprising that so many people enjoy TV coverage.
I sympathise with the points that the hon. Member
made about the cost of TV packages, not least following
the decision to integrate Eurosport, the long-time
broadcaster of professional cycling, into TNT Sports.
That will mean that many will see their subscription to
watch cycling, alongside other sports, increase to over
£30. The hon. Member is right that, for many people,
£30 a month is a lot of money. I am sure that TNT
Sports will be thinking about the balance between
generating revenue and ensuring that cycling continues
to be seen regularly on TV, helping to grow the sport.

As the Minister for Sport, I also appreciate the
importance of TV revenue in sustaining these sports,
and I recognise that commercial matters need to be
considered carefully when making such decisions. I am
sure that the hon. Member would agree that it is not for
Government to intervene on those decisions. On the
point the hon. Member made about the Tour de France
being on free-to-air television, I recognise that many
will have taken great pleasure in watching it on ITV in
the last 25 years. It is a matter for the broadcaster with
the rights to the Tour de France to determine whether
any coverage will be available to free-to-air television in
the future. Any discussions would not be a matter for
the Government.

I am aware of the speculation around the Tour de
France taking place in the UK in 2027. We have in the
past made no secret of our ambition to host the Grand
Départ here again, following the success of the 2014
event in Yorkshire, in the hope of inspiring more people
to enjoy cycling and bringing lasting benefits to our
communities. However, nothing has been decided, and
it is a matter for the organisers.

This debate has offered a fantastic opportunity to
discuss the continued success of professional cycling,
and of cycling across the UK. It is a sport that we want
to see continue to grow in this country for the economic
value it has, for the sporting heroes it generates, which
the hon. Member for Huntingdon spoke about so
passionately, and for the inspiration it provides to many.
I thank those who contributed and the hon. Member
for bringing forward the debate.

Question put and agreed to.

11.23 am

Sitting suspended.
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Renewables Obligation Certificate Scheme

[DR ANDREW MURRISON in the Chair]

2.30 pm

Terry Jermy (South West Norfolk) (Lab): I beg to
move,

That this House has considered the Renewable Obligation
Certificate scheme.

It is an honour to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Murrison. I rise for the first Westminster Hall debate
in my name, to speak on an important issue in my
constituency: the renewables obligation certificate scheme
and the future of our biomass-fuelled power station,
which is supported by it. This is an important issue,
although I must confess that I had rather hoped that my
first Westminster Hall debate would be on something
more glamorous than the burning of chicken litter.

Thetford power station, in my constituency of South
West Norfolk, is Europe’s largest poultry litter-fuelled
power station and has successfully generated green energy
for over 20 years. Being a proud Thetfordian, I remember
the power station being built, back in 1999. Local people
were concerned about the possible noise, about the
smell—of course—and about traffic. Those concerns
are long gone: the site is now a proud feature on the
landscape and is important to our local economy. It
produces home-grown electricity, contributing to our
energy security, and it is crucial to the farming community
across East Anglia.

There are 54 biomass sites in the UK. Were ROCs to
expire with no replacement, around 50 of those sites
would be forced to close. Critically, the sites at risk of
closure are those that provide additional benefits beyond
power generation, namely the safe and efficient disposal
of waste wood and—as in our case—agricultural residues,
preventing waste from being spread on the land or sent
to landfill sites. Our power station also has an important
role in supporting the environment and efforts to achieve
net zero. The station’s output reduces CO2 emissions by
85,000 tonnes each year by displacing the equivalent
amount of generation from gas-fired plants. That is
equivalent to taking 33,000 cars off the road.

Thetford power station provides an important source
of renewable electricity by burning some half a million
tonnes of poultry litter. It provides an income for
farmers and, crucially, a means to deal with that waste
without the environmental cost. Given its importance
to the farming community, I was pleased to welcome
the Minister for Food Security and Rural Affairs to the
site just a few weeks ago. Farmers receive a fee for the
waste that they provide and it is a welcome source of
income for an industry with significant challenges.
Importantly, it gives them a convenient means to dispose
of a waste product without needing to spread it on the
land. There is huge concern about the impact on rivers
and streams if more such waste were to be spread in
that way.

We have numerous sites of environmental significance
across my South West Norfolk constituency, including
sites of special scientific interest and special areas of
conservation, but I am particularly proud that it has so
many rare chalk streams. Sadly, they are all suffering
from pollution and sewage discharge after years of

inaction by the previous Conservative Government.
We simply cannot risk the inevitable environmental
consequences of further spreading of waste.

This Labour Government are undertaking some fantastic
work, getting tough with the polluting water companies
and addressing sewage discharge, but significant issues
remain. Phosphate and nitrate pollution from agricultural
operations is of particular concern. That includes poultry
litter-related run-off from the numerous poultry farms
across Norfolk and neighbouring Suffolk in particular.
That pollution would increase if a key means of dealing
with that waste was removed.

It is worth mentioning that biomass sites aid disease
prevention by incinerating poultry litter, which is one of
the primary vectors for transmission of avian flu. Norfolk
is the county with the second greatest number of chickens
in the country and we are No. 1 for turkeys. Bird flu is
obviously a main concern, as we have seen over the past
few months and years, so any methods to reduce
transmission are to be warmly welcomed. The Government’s
clean power 2030 action plan understands that sustainable
biomass plants such as Thetford are key to helping to
deliver those environmental goals and targets, decarbonising
many sectors of the economy. I look forward to hearing
from the Minister today about how sites such as Thetford
fit into that plan.

In addition to its importance to farming and the
environment, our local power station, underpinned by
ROCs, is crucial to our local economy and is an important
site for jobs. Up to 100 good, well-paid jobs are supported
by the station, alongside a greater number of jobs in the
associated supply chain, particularly in haulage. On a
recent visit with the Minister for Food Security and
Rural Affairs, I was thrilled to meet a number of apprentices
on site and learn about their training programmes,
growing the engineers of the future.

Why are we here today? The previous Conservative
Government ran a consultation in July 2023 on ROCs,
yet they did not publish an outcome or response, as
confirmed by the House of Commons Library. That is a
real shame, because the clock is ticking, with so many
certificates set to begin expiring from 2027, at a time
when we need to use all levers to produce electricity and
achieve both energy security and net zero.

We know that renewables offer us security that fossil
fuels cannot. Under the Labour Government in 2002,
the renewables obligation was introduced as a support
scheme for renewable electricity projects. The renewables
obligation legislation placed a requirement on UK suppliers
of electricity to get an increasing proportion of their
electricity from renewable sources. Bioenergy is now the
second largest source of renewable energy in the UK,
generating 12.9% of the total electricity supply in 2021.
When combined with carbon capture and storage, bioenergy
may deliver negative emissions, which could contribute
to the UK’s legal commitment to reach net zero carbon
emissions by 2050. There has never been a more pertinent
time to ensure that renewables are at the heart of
tackling systemic problems.

To conclude, renewables obligation certificates, in
some shape or form, are crucial to the continuation of
the biomass-to-energy industry in the UK. In the case
of Thetford power station, and indeed elsewhere, that
industry underpins hundreds of jobs, and is important
to local economies. For us, what happens to that biomass
if it is not burned? That is of great concern. I urge the
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Minister to confirm whether the Government are committed
to the renewables obligation certificate scheme, and
therefore the future of not just Thetford power station,
but other, similar biomass facilities across the UK.

2.37 pm

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): It is a real pleasure
to serve under your chairship, Dr Murrison. I thank the
hon. Member for South West Norfolk (Terry Jermy) for
setting the scene so well. He said he hoped his first
debate would be more exciting, but this a practical
debate. It is a debate that his constituents want him to
focus on, and the reason he has secured it is because he
is working on their behalf. I always found that I enjoy
this particular type of debate because they really matter
to people, and they can relate to them. There has been a
focus on constitutional issues, war across the world, and
all those things, in this last week—or 10 days, or two
weeks, or even the last three years—but people back
home in the hon. Member’s constituency will want him
to pursue debates such as this one, so well done to him.

The hon. Member outlined the case for the renewables
obligation in his introductory speech. I want to give a
perspective from Northern Ireland. I am pleased to see
the Minister in her place; before the election, she and I
often sat on the Opposition Benches, and would have
been alongside each other when it comes to asking for
things. Today, I will be asking the Minister about some
things in relation to discussions about the renewables
scheme and the contracts for difference scheme, which
we do not have in Northern Ireland.

There is a willingness in the Government approach to
renewables, as there should be. It is important to do this
as collectively as we can, to ensure that people can get
the best value for money in their energy costs, so it is a
pleasure to discuss these vital matters, and to consider
the whole of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland in this conversation.

The renewables obligation scheme was introduced
in 2002 to incentivise large-scale renewable electricity
generation in the United Kingdom. It was phased out
or closed in 2017, in favour of the contracts for difference
scheme. For me, that is the key issue, because currently
the CfD scheme does not apply to Northern Ireland,
although before the election I tried to encourage the
previous Government to extend it. I know that this is a
devolved matter, but will the Minister please initiate
some conversations with the relevant Minister in Northern
Ireland—I think it is Gordon Lyons—to see how we
can work together to progress the CfD scheme and
include Northern Ireland? There is some work for us to
do here at Westminster to get this over the line, so it
would be helpful if the Minister did that.

In the past, I have worked closely alongside colleagues
on this issue and I hope to do so again in the future,
particularly with the inspiration and help of the Minister,
because it is important that Northern Ireland has the
same opportunities as the rest of the United Kingdom
in relation to renewable energy.

Renewable energy is a path that we must pursue, and
there need to be targets for us to achieve—the hon.
Member for South West Norfolk outlined that as well.
Policy direction for Northern Ireland is important and
there have been movements to ensure that companies

there can benefit from renewable energy incentives.
Agencies such as Invest Northern Ireland or the Department
of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs, and
local councils, including my own, can apply for some
smaller grants and loans. However, it is important to
note that these grants and loans are not on the same
scale as the renewables obligation certificates scheme. If
we were part of that scheme, we would be in a much
better position.

My constituency of Strangford has an important
and, I believe, sustainable poultry sector. Throughout
my life, there have been poultry houses all the way down
the Ards peninsula, where I live, and indeed around
Newtownards town as well. In his opening speech, the
hon. Member for South West Norfolk focused on a
project that could play a role for poultry farmers in
Northern Ireland.

To be fair, at this moment in time avian flu has once
again cast its shadow all across Northern Ireland. In
every part of Northern Ireland, there is a shutdown;
there is no movement of poultry, and poultry farms
have to keep all their birds indoors as a result of the
avian flu scare. That is the right thing to do. At the same
time, if we are to look beyond the avian flu crisis in
Northern Ireland, which is fairly acute, we have to
consider using the hon. Member’s idea in Northern
Ireland. Such projects have been discussed in the past,
but never really got anywhere, so maybe it is time to
encourage Northern Ireland’s Department for the Economy
to do a wee bit more.

In 2023, the Department for the Economy consulted
on a new energy strategy action plan, but nothing formal
has come from that. I know that the Assembly has only
just got up and running again—it is good that it is up
and running again—but it is time to focus on the
renewables obligation certificates scheme and on green
energy, and on the potential benefits that we can achieve
in the future.

Our renewables projects in Northern Ireland relied
on funding and schemes in order to succeed. However, I
find it very disheartening that Northern Ireland has not
been able to adopt a new scheme since the closure of the
prior one. We need a new emphasis and there is a real
need for Ministers back home and for Departments
back home to co-ordinate their strategy and the way
forward with the Minister here in Westminster.

Mr Angus MacDonald (Inverness, Skye and West Ross-
shire) (LD): In rural Britain, particularly rural Scotland,
the cost per kilowatt to heat a house is about 24p, whereas
those on mains gas in the city pay about 6p, so those
using renewable electricity to heat their houses pay four
times as much as those using mains gas. The renewables
obligation certificate scheme is an important part of all
this. Basically, rural Britain is getting absolutely stuffed
on the cost of energy, so anything we can do to help
those in rural areas is important. Does the hon. Gentleman
agree?

Jim Shannon: I certainly do, and I thank the hon.
Gentleman for his intervention. I represent the rural
constituency of Strangford; indeed, most of Northern
Ireland is rural, although there are large population
groups in the major towns across the Province. In terms
of the price of energy in Northern Ireland, the price oil
is the highest it has been for some time, although they
said on the news this morning that it would drop.
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But 68% of households in Northern Ireland have oil as
their major source of energy for heating and cooking,
so when oil prices rise, energy prices rise—as I suspect
they do in the hon. Gentleman’s constituency—which
puts us under a bit more pressure than most.

Energy is devolved in Northern Ireland, unlike in
Scotland. However, Northern Ireland is an integral part
of the United Kingdom, so there must be greater discussion
between Westminster and the Northern Ireland Assembly
to ensure that we are able to contribute to the net zero
2050 goals. I am reminded by the hon. Gentleman’s
intervention of the SeaGen project in my constituency
about 20 or 25 years ago, which tried to harness the
tidal flows of the narrows of Portaferry and Strangford.
At that time, it was not sustainable because of the price
of energy, but today it would be. There are many
projects we could look towards when it comes to contracts
for difference.

To conclude, I look forward to working with colleagues
to find a way forward that can benefit us all. The world
is progressing, and climate change is a huge issue of
major importance to many. The hon. Member for South
West Norfolk referred to a project that is critically
important for his constituency and that could be replicated
across this great United Kingdom. Ensuring that we
have a replacement strategy that we can take advantage
of would be a positive step forward in achieving our
goals. I look forward to the Minister’s contribution and
hearing about her commitment. Through further discussion
and integration and by working better together, Northern
Ireland will not be left behind. Thank you so much,
Sir Andrew.

Dr Andrew Murrison (in the Chair): I am grateful to
the hon. Member for Strangford for the accolade. Maybe
he knows something that I do not.

2.47 pm

Leigh Ingham (Stafford) (Lab): It is an honour to serve
under your chairship, Dr Murrison. I thank my hon. Friend
the Member for South West Norfolk (Terry Jermy) for
securing this debate on a subject that is significantly
important to him.

This discussion goes far beyond economic concerns;
it is about the future of our energy security, our workforce
and our commitment to achieving net zero emissions.
The UK has been a pioneer in renewable energy and
must continue to lead by example. That means ensuring
that the transition to net zero is not just a slogan but a
reality backed by practical policies that sustain and
expand our low-carbon energy infrastructure.

Stafford is a critical hub for the production of clean
energy technologies, supporting local and overseas energy
needs. I am proud to have GE Vernova’s largest site
based in Stafford, providing more than 1,700 jobs—an
incredible investment in my constituency. Last Friday, I
met representatives of GE Vernova, whose skilled engineers
and craftsmen are dedicated to building the infrastructure
needed for a cleaner, more sustainable future. Their
work directly supports our crucial transition to net
zero, and the decisions we make determine whether
companies such as that continue to thrive.

That shift requires clear, stable policies from the
Government to ensure that the technologies that companies
develop—whether wind, biomass or carbon capture—have
a long-term place in the UK energy mix. That is why

today’s debate is so important. The renewables obligation
has been crucial in expanding our clean energy sector
but, as it winds down, we need to plan, to ensure that
key renewable power sources, such as biomass, do not
fall through the cracks.

As my hon. Friend mentioned, the previous Government
never published the outcome of their call for evidence
on the end of the renewables obligation contracts, leaving
the industry high and dry. I urge this Government to
provide certainty for the sector, to ensure that those
facilities can continue to operate and contribute to our
net zero ambitions. If we fail to support this transition
effectively, we risk losing a secure energy source and
thousands of jobs that depend on it. I look forward to
the Minister’s response on how we can secure a stable
and sustainable future for our energy industry.

2.49 pm

Jenny Riddell-Carpenter (Suffolk Coastal) (Lab): It is
a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison.
I congratulate my hon. Friend the Member for South
West Norfolk (Terry Jermy) on securing this important
debate.

My hon. Friend told us about the role biomass that
plays in delivering energy in the UK and specifically in
the east of England. I will not repeat what he said, but I
will emphasise the valuable role that biomass energy
production plays in the UK’s poultry and agriculture
sectors, particularly from the perspective of my constituency
of Suffolk Coastal. Biomass energy production not
only helps to support farms and food security, but plays
a crucial role in environmental protection, helping to
manage farm waste, preventing the spread of avian
diseases and preventing toxic pollution from entering
our rivers.

In Suffolk Coastal, our rivers are the jewel in our
crown. If biomass energy production were to cease,
poultry litter would otherwise be sent to landfill or
spread on the land. If it is spread on the land, it causes
significant nitrogen run-off into fragile local waterways.
That is already happening across the country and is
responsible for much of the pollution in our rivers
today. In the River Deben, phosphates and nitrates are
already a cause for real concern about the river’s water
quality, and those nitrates emanate largely from agricultural
run-off. If we reduce nitrogen, we reduce the impact of
eutrophication, which is visible each summer in the
excess growth of algae such as duckweed. Therefore,
although biomass energy production plays a role in the
UK’s energy creation and in helping to prevent avian
diseases, it also plays a critical role in improving the
water quality in our rivers.

Biomass operations rely on the ROC scheme, which
starts expiring in 2027. It is critical that we support the
continuation of biomass energy production to ensure
that we not only deliver on our net zero ambitions, but
continue to support water quality improvement in our
rivers in Suffolk by tackling nitrate run-off.

2.51 pm

Tim Farron (Westmorland and Lonsdale) (LD): It is a
great pleasure to serve under your guidance, Mr Murrison.
It is also a great pleasure to follow four excellent speeches.
I pay particular tribute to the hon. Member for South
West Norfolk (Terry Jermy) for his excellent contribution
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and for securing this important debate. He said it felt
somewhat less glamorous to be here talking about chicken
poop, but people will say that I have been talking poop
for the last 20 years; certainly, as my party’s water
spokesperson, I spend half my life in this place talking
about the human variety, so chickens makes a nice
change. I also belatedly congratulate the hon. Gentleman
on his elevation to this place, not least because it has
allowed us to deploy Liz Truss elsewhere, in our battle
to take down the forces of reaction across the world.

On the renewables obligation certificate scheme, we
are right to think about what happens next. The scheme
is being phased out by the current Government, with
the contracts for difference scheme being its principal
successor. For what it is worth, I am proud of the role
the Liberal Democrats played in the coalition in trying
to move on to a better scheme.

That said, hon. Members have rightly pointed out
that letting ROCs disappear without being replaced is a
particular problem for biomass. All four Members referred
to the impact on their constituencies if that was to
happen, and they talked about the jobs the scheme has
created in Stafford, Suffolk, Norfolk and in Strangford,
in Northern Ireland. They recognised that biomass
plays an important part in providing diversification of
income for farmers and others, and in using organic
waste that might otherwise find itself on the land.
Indeed, when I am in this place talking about water
quality, we are principally talking about the failings of
the water companies, but agricultural run-off is clearly
part of the issue, so if we can deal with that in a positive
way, that will be a good thing. It would be an unintended
consequence of moving on to new and better schemes if
we allowed important plants such as the one in Thetford
to close, with the impact that that would have on the
local economy, because we had not thought through the
transition and managed it in an efficient way.

I want to say a few words about how ROCs fit in with
the nation’s energy security and about the extent to
which they sometimes have perverse incentives. Drax
power station in Yorkshire enjoyed just over 9 million
renewables obligation certificates last year, at a value of
£548 million. The material burned at that site includes
biomass that has been imported into the UK, which is
often wood pellets, mostly from America and Canada.
Drax has previously admitted that some of the wood is
from primary or old-growth forests—ancient forests of
incalculable value in terms of biodiversity and beauty
that would be vital in the fight against climate change if
they were not felled. The new contract, I am pleased to
say, states that 100% of those pellets must be sustainably
sourced, which is something. But it is not organic waste,
and there is still something not very sustainable about
wood imported from across the oceans and then burned.
We want to ensure that we invest in renewable power, so
that 90% of the UK’s electricity is generated from
renewables by the end of this decade. To do that, we will
need to call in all our available resources; we do not
want a situation where we are meeting our targets by
having renewables in name only.

Members have talked about energy security and the
importance of getting to net zero, which is vital. In the
last few days—hopefully it is longer than that—we have
been waking up to our need to protect our national

security on a military footing. Yesterday, in Treasury
questions, I raised the issue of our failure to step up
to the mark when it comes to food security. Only 55% of
Britain’s food is produced in Britain; that is a deep threat
to the United Kingdom’s food security, and we need to
take action quickly to tackle that by undoing the basic
payments cut and scrapping the family farm tax.

We also need to look at energy security. It troubles me
that some of those who claim to be very patriotic seem
to pour cold water on and be sceptical about the
environmental imperative. Even if I cannot convince
people of the reality of climate change, and of the need
to produce renewable energy for that reason, if we care
about our energy security, we should surely care about
net zero, which is a way of achieving it. To put it bluntly,
Vladimir Putin cannot turn off the wind, the waves or
the sunshine in this country.

Mr Angus MacDonald: Does my hon. Friend recognise
the fact that we have major issues with environmental
tariffs being placed on renewable energy but not on the
carbon fuel of mains gas? That is really hitting the
renewable energy industry and the cost for consumers.

Tim Farron: I completely agree. We are talking about
incentives that we give to renewable energy generators
and providers, but we have an energy market that essentially
advantages not just fossil fuels but ones that, to some
degree, are in the hands of potentially hostile powers.
That is ludicrous for both the environment and our
security.

I was pleased to hear Members on all sides of the
debate talk about the importance of farmers and farming
to the battle against climate change and to clean energy
generation. We would love to see a recognition that
farmers are primarily food producers but that diversification
of businesses and cross-subsidy within them is a good
thing. It is right that farmers should be incentivised and
encouraged to use their land—for example, by putting
solar panels on buildings and land that is not good for
food production—so long as that is not displacing
good-quality agricultural land.

I want to draw attention to a site near Barrow, which
is not in my constituency but next door, in the Westmorland
and Furness council area. The council now has a solar
farm on unproductive former agricultural land, with
the full support of the local farming community. Let us
look at the ways in which we can support farmers to do
that. I live in a very wet part of the United Kingdom
with 1,500 farms within it. Pretty much every farmer
has fast-flowing becks and rivers on their land, so why
are we not incentivising them to build small but nevertheless
powerful hydro schemes? That would be great for the
environment and the local economy, and it would ensure
that farmers can continue farming.

I sound like a broken record given how regularly I
talk about this, but it continues to astound me that the
United Kingdom, which has a higher tidal range than
any country on planet Earth apart from Canada, does
next to nothing with the latent tidal power around our
islands. I encourage the Minister to come up with
schemes to reward that.

I also want to say a word about grid capacity. A huge
barrier to progress with this scheme and those that
follow is the fact that 75% of energy sector insiders find
timely grid connections to be the biggest single obstacle
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to growing renewable energy in the UK. To give a sense
of the size of the queue, there are £200 billion-worth of
projects waiting to be connected to the national grid,
and that delays all the benefit that would come with
that. We would seek to expand the grid network and
unlock those billions of pounds of renewable energy
projects through a land and sea use framework that has
statutory weight in the planning and infrastructure Bill.
That would help us to balance the many competing
demands on our land, and the competing priorities of
security and self-sufficiency that I mentioned earlier.

Those priorities also include local communities’
experiences, which are important to understand when
we are trying to tackle the climate imperative. It is no
good building huge energy infrastructure near communities
if there is no clear, tangible benefit to them. For example,
customers in communities local to such projects should
receive energy at a discounted rate. If we build renewable
energy schemes on the River Kent or the River Crake,
the people of Kendal, Staveley, Windermere and Coniston
should benefit from them, at least to a degree. We also
want to empower local authorities to develop local
renewable electricity generation and storage strategies,
because they are best placed to understand where the
most and least appropriate sites to place them are.

I return to the issues raised by the hon. Member for
South West Norfolk. It is important that ROCs have
played a significant part in the transition from fossil
fuels to new and renewable forms of energy. I recognise
that they have had a big impact on his constituency by
creating jobs and ensuring that farmers have additional
sources of income. They are part of a range of actions—our
arsenal—for tackling water pollution. We must not
throw out the good things that ROCs have achieved
when we move on to new schemes, which hopefully will
make even more progress in our move towards a society
run entirely on renewable energy.

Dr Andrew Murrison (in the Chair): I call Opposition
spokesman Nick Timothy.

3.2 pm

Nick Timothy (West Suffolk) (Con): Thank you,
Dr Murrison—I shan’t promote you any further than
that just yet.

I am pleased to respond to this important debate on
the renewables obligation certificate scheme. Although
the scheme was closed in 2017, its costs remain with us
and are a reminder of how difficult it can be to unwind
long Government contracts. I congratulate my constituency
neighbour, the hon. Member for South West Norfolk
(Terry Jermy), on securing this debate, which I believe is
his first in Westminster Hall. I am sure he will get to
debate more glamorous issues than chicken litter in the
future.

Like South West Norfolk, my constituency of West
Suffolk has chicken farmers grappling with many of the
issues raised by Members, including avian flu, which the
hon. Member for Strangford (Jim Shannon) mentioned.
I echo what the hon. Member for Inverness, Skye and
West Ross-shire (Mr MacDonald) said about the cost of
energy in rural areas, which is very often overlooked.

I will not join the commentary from the hon. Member
for Westmorland and Lonsdale (Tim Farron) about the
predecessor of the hon. Member for South West Norfolk.

I did plenty of that in The Daily Telegraph before I was
a Member of Parliament. It is pleasing that Suffolk and
East Anglia are so well represented today.

We must always be very careful when considering
how public money is spent, especially when it comes to
subsidies. There are lots of reasons why the Government
might sometimes provide public support towards outcomes
that are not necessarily the most narrowly efficient, but
promote a wider social or local economic good, but they
must always guarantee value for money for the families
who ultimately foot the bill. Renewals obligation subsidies
have fallen short of that standard. Originally introduced
in 2002 by the last Labour Government, and closed to
new entrants in 2017 by the last Conservative Government,
the renewals obligation remains a significant drain on
the public finances, providing a fixed rate of financial
support through 20-year-long contracts.

Melanie Onn (Great Grimsby and Cleethorpes) (Lab):
By the time that the new renewables obligation closed,
the cost of large-scale offshore wind had come down by
half, allowing contracts for difference to be introduced,
which have seen it grow at scale. It has enabled a
brand-new industry to start and progress in this country,
has it not?

Nick Timothy: I will turn to contracts for difference
in a moment. We may discuss them in this debate, or
perhaps in other fora, but it is important that we
are honest with ourselves about the full costs of some of
the renewable technologies upon which we have come to
depend. With the hidden costs that apply to wind farms,
I do not think that we have been quite so honest. That is
not a party political point but something that has been
true across the party divide. In 2023-24 the scheme cost
£7.6 billion, and it will remain high, at £6.9 billion in
2028-29, according to the Office for Budget Responsibility.
That proves how dangerous it can be to lock in subsidy
schemes under lengthy contracts, with the cost passed
on to people’s energy bills.

That is not the only zombie renewables subsidy scheme.
Introduced in April 2010, feed-in tariffs were made
available for schemes with capacity for 5 MW or less as
an alternative for smaller projects, such as rooftop solar
panels. Closed to new entrants in 2019, the scheme still
sustains 20-year-long contracts, and £1.84 billion of
feed-in tariff payments were made last year. Far from
saving money, renewables subsidies have come with
significant long-term costs.

The phasing out of the renewables obligation and
feed-in tariffs is being used by the Government in their
efforts to hoodwink the public on the true costs of their
net zero policies. The National Energy System Operator’s
2030 report made several highly questionable assumptions
about how the Government’s goal of decarbonising the
grid will cut energy bills. One of the points made by
NESO was that energy bills would fall due to the
expiration of the renewables obligation and feed-in
tariff contracts, but those contracts will expire regardless
of the speed of decarbonisation, so it is misleading to
include that as a benefit of the Government’s deeply
flawed clean energy plan. We will see costs increase
significantly elsewhere, thanks to Government policies.

The renewables obligation and feed-in tariff schemes
should be a warning. The Government are consulting
on substantial changes to the next round of contracts
for difference, which replace the previous subsidy schemes.
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They include easing eligibility criteria for fixed-bottom
offshore wind, as well as extending the lifetime of contracts
subsidising renewables from 15 years to 20 years. We are
at risk of wasting billions of pounds of taxpayers’ money
in a race to meet the unrealistic clean power target.

Melanie Onn: The hon. Gentleman is being very
generous. What he says is very interesting, but I am not
entirely clear where he is headed. Is this a shift in
Conservative policy on green industry and the renewables
industry, which they have previously championed, or is
this just an attack on Labour’s plans because he does
not like them?

Nick Timothy: I would never suggest that the hon.
Lady has tracked everything that I have written through
my career, but I have been making these arguments for a
number of years. The Leader of the Opposition has
made the point that one of the things our party did not
get right in government was setting ambitious goals on
things such as energy policy without having a clear enough
plan to deliver them. My concern, and the concern of
the Conservative Front Benchers, is that this Government
are making not only a similar mistake but a graver
mistake because of the speed and unilateralism of their
energy policies. [Interruption.] I can see the hon. Lady
smiling, and I hope that is in approval of what I said.

Leigh Ingham: To clarify, is the Opposition’s position
on the energy transition and energy security that the
Government are moving too quickly for our country?
Would they rather see a different approach? I am interested
in what the suggested approach is, given that we face an
imperative in the international context, as others rightly
pointed out.

Nick Timothy: It is absolutely our position that the
Energy Secretary is trying to move too quickly. The
plan to decarbonise the grid by 2030 is deemed by many
experts to be unrealistic. It is predicated on a report
produced by NESO, which itself says that the plan will
lead to higher bills, and on calculations based on the
carbon price increasing to £147 per tonne. It would be
interesting to hear from the Minister whether the
Government’s policy is to ensure that Britain’s carbon
price should remain lower than the European carbon
price for the duration of this Parliament, because the
Secretary of State has so far refused to say that.

On the question of security, the Government are in
such a rush with offshore wind farms that they are
sourcing the turbines from China, and there are big
questions about whether the technology in the turbines
will continue to be controlled by the Chinese. We are
having a debate right now about security and the threats
presented by Russia; we could equally be talking about
the same kinds of threats from China, and how our
dependence on technologies produced by China and
energy that is generated using those technologies leaves
us exposed to Chinese influence.

By NESO’s own admission,
“Unprecedented volumes of clean energy infrastructure projects

are needed to meet the Government’s energy ambitions.”

As long as policy races ahead of technology, costs will
inevitably increase for taxpayers and consumers, and
that is before we even consider the consequences of the
Climate Change Committee’s seventh carbon budget.
The committee has recommended a limit on the UK’s

greenhouse gas emissions of 535 million tonnes of carbon
dioxide, which represents an 87% reduction by 2040
compared with 1990 levels. That is an ambitious goal,
but it is one that the committee’s own data shows will
come at a net cost of £319 billion over the next 15 years.
If we are to debate this, the Government should be
honest and open about that fact.

No Government have ever rejected a carbon budget,
and the Energy Secretary has so far refused to come to
the House to make a statement on the publication of
that budget, so perhaps the Minister can tell us whether
the Government intend to accept the carbon budget in
full. The Climate Change Committee believes that we
will need a sixfold increase in offshore wind power, a
doubling of onshore wind power and a fivefold increase
in solar panels by 2040. To accelerate the growth of
renewables at such a pace would require a huge increase
in public subsidy.

How do the Government intend to address these
climate and energy goals? Can the Government rule out
increasing public subsidy under contracts for difference
of any kind to reach these goals? By how much will
public spending have to rise as a result? By how much
will bills have to rise? Will the Minister guarantee that
Britain will continue to have a lower carbon price than
Europe, and can she still guarantee that energy bills will
be £300 lower by the end of this Parliament, as her
party promised in opposition?

There are so many questions left unanswered, and so
far only silence from the Energy Secretary. That is not
because the Government do not understand the scale of
the challenge they have set themselves. The Energy
Secretary understands it all too well, but he will not
admit publicly what his ideological attachment to net
zero and his net zero policies mean for us all: nothing
less than a revolution in how we live our lives, and the
massive expansion of public spending for a system of
energy that is less reliable and more expensive in generating
power. We need complete clarity, so that the mistakes of
the renewables obligation are not repeated. Failure to
do so will leave us poorer and exposed to risk and
instability in the world.

3.14 pm

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Energy
Security and Net Zero (Kerry McCarthy): It is a pleasure
to see you in the Chair, Dr Murrison, as always. I thank
my hon. Friend the Member for South West Norfolk
(Terry Jermy) for securing this important debate. I
think it is a marker of an MP who is going to achieve
things for their constituents that they show persistence
and an imaginative approach to lobbying on issues that
are important to their constituents. The fact that he has
already had the farming Minister down to visit the site
and that, having dealt with one Government Department,
he has now also secured this 90-minute debate in Parliament,
his first Westminster Hall debate, is a sign of somebody
who I know will be persistent in all the right ways. I pay
tribute to him for that.

I will deal with some of the contributions from hon.
Members before I address the more general questions.
Some of the issues raised today are the responsibility of
the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs,
as shown by the farming Minister’s visit, but it is
important to look at that circularity and my hon. Friend
the Member for South West Norfolk spoke very eloquently
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about the co-benefits of the site: it is not just about
energy production. I can tell him and my hon. Friend
the Member for Suffolk Coastal (Jenny Riddell-Carpenter)
that we are acting at pace to try to deal with issues such
as pollution of our waterways, and agricultural run-off,
protection of our chalk streams and so on are very
much part of that. While that is not a matter for me
directly, when we look at energy projects we always look
at the co-benefits.

We have had a number of debates on this issue. When
I was shadow Minister I replied to a debate—I am sure
the hon. Member for Strangford (Jim Shannon) was
there, because he always is—led by a Lib Dem colleague
of the hon. Member for Inverness, Skye and West
Ross-shire (Mr MacDonald), on consumer energy prices
in the highlands and islands. Point were made then
about the difference in pricing and how expensive it can
be to heat homes there. I am pretty sure that the
Minister for Energy has replied to debates on similar
subjects since we got into Government, but the hon.
Member raises a valid point.

I can give the hon. Member for Strangford, who has
raised the question of the CfD regime before, the assurance
that the Lords Minister from the Department for Energy
Security and Net Zero met his Northern Ireland counterpart
before Christmas to discuss it; I am told that that
dialogue continues. The hon. Gentleman will also, I am
sure, be pleased to know that the Minister for Energy
will be in Belfast tomorrow—we have an inter-ministerial
group from the devolved Administrations that moves
around. I discussed the agenda with the Minister for
Energy last week and the Department of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs will be very much involved
in those discussions. I can assure the hon. Gentleman
that we are not ignoring Northern Ireland; it is very
much on our radar.

Jim Shannon: Not for one second did I think the
Minister was ignoring Northern Ireland—that was never
the case. I just wanted to ensure that the relationship we
have within this great United Kingdom of Great Britain
and Northern Ireland played a clear part. I was aware
that the Minister for Energy is coming to Northern Ireland
tomorrow and that he has regular discussions with the
regional Administration, and that tells me why we are
better off as part of this great United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland—always better together.

Kerry McCarthy: I should have known the hon.
Gentleman would be on top of things and would be
aware of the Minister for Energy’s visit, but it is important
that we have that continual dialogue and that the hon.
Gentleman comes along to these debates to ensure that
the Northern Ireland voice is heard.

I do not want to go too far off piste from the subject
of the debate, but to respond to what the Lib Dem
spokesperson, the hon. Member for Westmorland and
Lonsdale (Tim Farron), had to say, I am an MP from
Bristol, so the Severn estuary, the Severn barrage, the
Severn tidal lagoons or whatever are very much on my
radar. I went up to the Orkneys last summer to look at
what they are doing on harnessing wave energy there,
and it was very interesting.

On grid capacity, we know that grid capacity is a real
issue, in terms of both our ambition for clean power
by 2030 and our wider industrial decarbonisation.

The Secretary of State likes to talk about the “four
horsemen” standing in the way of us getting there, and
grid is very much one of those. We have brought in
Chris Stark, the former chief executive of the Climate
Change Committee, to head up mission control on that
issue, and he is working daily on how we can unblock
and accelerate projects within the grid.

To the hon. Member’s point on farmers, I agree with
giving farmers support to diversify, and energy from
waste or anaerobic digestion and so on is part of that. I
met two of the DEFRA Ministers earlier this week—
although it might have been last week; it all becomes a
bit of a blur—and I am in constant conversation with
them about how we can work together on that and on
our local power plan, which will be part of GB Energy.
Hopefully there will be pots of money available for
some of those community projects in rural areas, possibly
on farms that he has talked about.

I understand that the company that my hon. Friend
the Member for Stafford (Leigh Ingham) mentioned,
GE Vernova, is doing innovative things on grid solutions.
That is the sort of high-tech new approach that we need
if we are to solve the problems that we have talked
about, and I congratulate her on speaking up on behalf
of a company in her constituency.

Turning to the actual debate, the experience of recent
years has reinforced what we already knew: we cannot
rely on fossil fuels. We need clean power to reduce
vulnerability to volatile global fossil fuel markets, to
give us energy security and reduce the cost of energy,
and to tackle the climate crisis. That is why one of the
Prime Minister’s five missions is to make Britain a clean
energy superpower by delivering clean power by 2030
and accelerating to net zero. Electricity generated by
renewables and nuclear power will be the backbone of a
clean electricity system by 2030.

I have told the hon. Member for West Suffolk (Nick
Timothy) how disappointed I am with the Opposition’s
U-turn on this issue. I understand the position they are
coming from and that there has been a change from the
stance that they adopted in Government, but I have not
heard from him what the answer is for our future energy
security. What is the answer to dealing with the global
fossil fuel markets? What is the answer to tackling the
climate crisis? What is the answer to bringing down bills
in the long term?

Mr Angus MacDonald: I wonder if the Minister
could put herself in the position of somebody from the
island of Skye who wakes up in the morning, opens his
windows, and sees beautiful mountains in the background
—it is always sunny there and there are no midges. He
sees the wind turbines, but then he goes and looks at his
heating and realises he is paying four times as much to
get energy from those turbines. Meanwhile, there is
negligible community benefit coming to that area. Can
she position herself in that person’s or that household’s
shoes?

Kerry McCarthy: As I said to the hon. Member, that
issue that has been debated numerous times here, and it
is not really the subject of today’s debate—but nice try
on getting it in there. He might want to secure his own
Westminster Hall or Adjournment debate on it. As I
said, it is very much on our radar to look at the fairness
in the system and to make sure that energy is affordable
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for everybody and that there are community benefits as
we roll out that clean power ambition. All those issues
are talked about in the Department on a daily basis.

Before I move on from the hon. Member for West Suffolk,
I will say that the urgent question on carbon budget 7
was not granted because there is a process for the
Government to respond to the analysis given to us from
carbon budgets, and we will follow that process. First,
though, we have to deal with the carbon budget delivery
plan. Before looking to CB7, we must look at how we
meet the obligations contained in current carbon budgets.

The previous Government were taken to court because
their plan was not deemed adequate. They presented
another plan, and the courts again found that it was not
adequate, so we now have a deadline from the courts to
produce our carbon budget delivery plan this year to
show that we are back on track. That is very much our
first priority. I am sure that once that is published, we
will debate that and then carbon budget 7 as well, but
we have to show that we are back on track before we
start looking into the future.

Melanie Onn: The Opposition’s new-found position
is apparently anti-ideological, but I have just read the
article in the Telegraph—not my usual source of news—and
it is in fact deeply ideological. Furthermore, it now sets
the Opposition against the reality of industry in coastal
and remote communities that has been generating the
jobs, apprenticeships and investment that have long
been requested and needed by those communities.

Kerry McCarthy: My hon. Friend makes a valid
point. I wonder whether the Opposition spokesperson
has spoken to businesses on this matter because, in all
my conversations with businesses, both in opposition
and now in government, it is clear that they want
certainty. They need a stable investment environment if
they are to make long-term decisions. They cannot
invest in renewable energy, in industrial decarbonisation
or in the economic growth this country needs without
certainty. We know that one reason why we are in the
economic situation we are is the lack of stability and the
economic chaos at times under the previous Administration,
particularly under the predecessor of my hon. Friend
the Member for South West Norfolk. Therefore, certainty
is what we need to have. Business is crying out for that.

In places such as Grimsby, it is particularly important
to have a place-based solution to the current situation,
showing what the energy transition would look like in
such places. I urge the hon. Member for West Suffolk to
take a bit of a tour, to talk to businesses and people who
are trying to get much-needed investment into places
such as Grimsby, and to see—I am not quite sure what
his proposals are—what he can say to them on how to
get long-term investment.

Nick Timothy: Of course we talk to business all the
time. I talk to businesses in my constituency and we have
been talking to businesses and organisations representing
the more energy-intensive manufacturing businesses in
this country. They are clear that energy costs have been
too high, partly because of issues such as high carbon
prices. They are very concerned about the prospect of
the carbon price rising under this Government. The hon.
Lady talked about global fossil fuel markets—I have

heard the Energy Secretary say that a lot when he has
referred to global gas markets. There is no single global
gas market in the way he describes. Prices for fossil fuels
are so much higher in Europe than America, which is
much more dependent on fossil fuels than we are,
because of policy choices. Therefore, can she guarantee
that we will have a lower carbon price than the rest of
Europe by the end of this Parliament?

Kerry McCarthy: I understand that the hon. Member
asked the Secretary of State that question at the last
DESNZ orals and I think he also raised it when we were
opposite each other in a statutory instrument Committee.
I refer him to the answers that were given then. I think
we should get on—I am going to try to talk about the
renewables obligation for a while and not be distracted.

The scheme played a fundamental role, as already
noted, in getting the UK to where we are now on
renewable energy generation. Combined, the UK-wide
RO schemes support nearly 32% of the UK’s electricity
supply, providing millions of UK households and businesses
with a secure supply of clean energy. The scheme is now
closed to new capacity, for reasons I will come on to.

Thetford power station, in the constituency of my
hon. Friend the Member for South West Norfolk, has
been accredited since the first day of the RO, back in
April 2002, so it has so far received Government support
for nearly 23 years. Over that time, it has generated
more than 5.8 TWh of low-carbon baseload generation.
That has been a valuable contribution to our transition
to net zero. It has also increased our security of supply
by generating home-grown energy. As he said, the station
has provided 100 jobs in his constituency and co-benefits
in handling poultry litter.

The station has another two years of support before
its time under the RO ends, in March 2027. We are
aware of the concerns about the future of the station
once that support ends and my hon. Friend has done an
excellent job in outlining those concerns today. My
officials have repeatedly engaged both with the owners
of the Thetford plant, Melton Renewable Energy, and
with DEFRA officials to discuss those concerns.

To explain the overall context, as I have said, the RO
has done sterling service in bringing forward the successful
large-scale renewable energy sector that we see in the
UK today. That has paved the way, as my hon. Friend
the Member for Great Grimsby and Cleethorpes
(Melanie Onn) said, for the cost reductions that we have
seen over the last few years under the contracts for
difference scheme, but its time has passed. The energy
landscape has evolved since the scheme was launched in
2002 and it no longer provides the market incentives or
the value for money that the transition to clean power
requires.

The RO was designed to support renewable energy-
generating stations during the early stages of development
and generation, and to allow the recovery of high capital
costs. For that reason, RO support is often significantly
higher than that provided under successor policies such
as contracts for difference. We must always bear in mind
that consumers pay for the scheme through their electricity
bills, and delivering value for money for them is essential.
For that reason, we do not plan to extend RO support.

As I said, support under the RO for the early adopters,
such as Thetford power station, lasts for 25 years.
Stations accredited later in the RO’s life receive support
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for up to 20 years. All support will end in March 2027,
when the last assets fall off the scheme and the RO finally
closes, so Thetford—as I am very aware—has two years
to run. The limits on the length of support were imposed
to balance the need to provide investors with important
long-term certainty—for 25 and then for 20 years—with
the impact on consumers.

Although we do not consider extending the RO to be
a viable option, I assure my hon. Friends that I understand
their concerns. In some cases, generating stations may
be able to continue generating electricity on merchant
terms once their RO support ends, and continue until
the end of their operational life. However, some generators
have told us that their stations will not be economically
viable without Government support.

We are conducting further analysis and assessment to
better understand the issue, including the implications
for consumer bills and the clean power mission. My
officials are working with DEFRA to consider whether
there is a case for intervention for biomass-fuelled stations,
taking into account the electricity system and the
supplementary environmental benefits that some stations
provide. That work is in addition to the robust value for
money assessments that we undertake to ensure any
possible support is in the interests of bill payers.

I appreciate that Melton Renewable Energy and my
hon. Friend the Member for South West Norfolk are
looking for early answers, but I must stress that no
decisions have yet been made and we are happy to
continue the conversation with him.

Jenny Riddell-Carpenter: Is a potential bridging loan
being considered by the Department for the replacement
of the ROC?

Kerry McCarthy: I am not aware of the detail of
what has been discussed as an option, so I am afraid
cannot comment on that. I think it would be wrong to
speculate on what the solution will be, but those
conversations will continue.

To conclude, renewable energy is critical to our mission
to make the UK a clean energy superpower. We understand
the concerns of some generators coming to the end of

support under the RO and we are looking at ways to
maximise the output and potential of those RO sites,
while also considering the impact on consumer bills.

I again thank my hon. Friend the Member for South
West Norfolk for securing this important debate. I am
happy to continue the conversation in the weeks and
months to come.

3.33 pm

Terry Jermy: I am grateful to all hon. Members who
have contributed to this debate. It is right and proper
that we have had contributions from Scotland, Northern
Ireland and Stafford, as well as a strong representation
from Suffolk—I am outnumbered, from a Norfolk
perspective, but very grateful for their contributions. I
am also pleased that a number of hon. Members picked
up on concerns specifically about avian flu, which we
have debated in this Chamber a number of times.

The Liberal Democrat spokesperson, the hon. Member
for Westmorland and Lonsdale (Tim Farron), spoke
about Putin not being able to control wind and solar.
I suggest that he cannot control our chickens either, and
I am particularly pleased about that.

The variety of biomass sources is key. If we were to
have a conversation about other forms of burning, I
might have a different view but, frankly, chicken waste
will keep coming whether we burn it or not—unless of
course our chickens disappear, which I hope is highly
unlikely—so this is an important conversation. I am
grateful to the Minister for recognising that this is a
time-critical issue and that it interlinks with other
Departments.

The Liberal Democrat spokesperson made reference
to my predecessor, who was, of course, synonymous
with cheese, pork and lettuce. I very much hope that I
am not synonymous with chicken litter, but I will continue
to raise this important issue on behalf of residents, and
I am grateful for everyone’s contributions to this debate.

Question put and agreed to.

Resolved,
That this House has considered the Renewable Obligation

Certificate scheme.

3.34 pm

Sitting suspended.
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River Wandle Pollution

4 pm

Bobby Dean (Carshalton and Wallington) (LD): I
beg to move,

That this House has considered pollution in the River Wandle.

It is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Murrison. I thank the Minister for the reply to my
letter of 20 February, received today, and I hope she will
shortly be able to provide further clarity in her reply to
the debate.

The prompt for the debate is the latest environmental
disaster on the Wandle, where 4,000 litres of diesel were
spilled by a bus garage in Thornton Heath into the
sewage network, and eventually into the River Wandle.
As I will go on to explain, the incident was not a one-off
but an example of the sort of threat that the River
Wandle faces every day. Before I do that, I would like to
set out my relationship with the River Wandle. I live
right beside the river and, although I have not spent my
life as an environmental campaigner, like many people
in my area I have formed a bond with the river by
walking my dog alongside it every day.

About a year and a half ago, I got together with a
group of local filmmakers to make a documentary
about the history of the Wandle, the threats it has faced
and the community work around it. During the making
of that film, my love for the river crystalised and ended
up feeling quite protective. I found out about its special
status as a chalk stream. There are around 200 chalk
streams in the world, famous for their crystal clear
water and clean gravel. The River Wandle is globally
unique because around 1 million people live in the
catchment of the river, which is mostly publicly accessible
all the way, running through south London to the
Thames. It is probably the only urban chalk stream of
its kind in the world.

The Wandle is famous for its industry. The fast-flowing
water made it attractive to mills and over time much of
the river was straightened to serve those mills. The textile
industry was particularly attracted to this river; William
Morris was inspired by it. It was said to be one of the
hardest-worked rivers in the world. I am told that the
historical significance stretches way back. It was used
by the Romans and was the location for the statute of
Merton, one of the earliest statutes in English history,
passed on the banks of the River Wandle at Merton
priory in 1235.

After the mills declined, their legacy remained, with
the canal-like structure that built up to them. Eventually
the river became better known for carrying waste, until the
1970s when it was officially declared a sewer. That was a
turning point for the river, with lots of grassroots
activism inspired by that moment. We had anglers,
other fishermen, the Wandle Trust, which became the
South East Rivers Trust, and Wandle Valley Forum, as
well as smaller groups such as Friends of Poulter Park.

Leigh Ingham (Stafford) (Lab): The River Wandle,
which sounds beautiful, does not run through my
constituency, but the River Sow does. It was polluted by
sewage 59 times in 2023, lasting a total of 816 hours.
Does the hon. Member agree that the findings of the
Independent Water Commission, established by this
Government, will be crucial in finding a solution?

Bobby Dean: I absolutely agree. As I hope to describe,
the River Wandle is just one example of what is happening
to rivers across the country. I am sure the outcome of
that review will be extremely important.

I was talking about the revival of the river over time,
and it is thanks to the efforts of lots of local community
groups. As part of those restoration efforts, I have put
my waders on and gone into the river, seeing the effect
of the work myself. We have worked inside the channel
of the canal and brought it back to its natural state,
narrowing the river at points with deflectors, so that the
water can flow and clean the gravel much better, bringing
back the natural meandering, allowing the river to
deposit sediment in the right places, and overall much
improving the health of the river.

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): The hon. Member
has outlined the devastation to the River Wandle caused
by a number of spillages. A number of years ago, we had
a spillage in our constituency in one of our many waterways.
After a lot of hard work by the business community
and local volunteers, they were able to restore that
waterway. Does the hon. Member agree that those who
did the damage must bear the brunt of the cost?

Bobby Dean: I absolutely agree with the hon. Gentleman.
The polluter pays principle is a key point I am going to
come on to. As we are hearing, this is not just an issue
that affects my constituency, but constituencies right
across the United Kingdom.

The centrepiece of my film was about sewage. We
built up to a crescendo where eventually we saw footage
of raw sewage running along one of these channels and
meeting the River Wandle. This was the moment where
people realised that their toilets are plumbed into the
river. The latest episode on the Wandle is one that I
hope will raise public awareness about the fact that the
drains on their streets are plumbed into the river, too.

On Monday 17 February, we released a new film
about a brilliant nature restoration project happening
just downstream from where I live. Just the week before
that, we had a very happy meeting where 60 local people
turned up to a local community centre to hear about a
further restoration project that will happen around the
corner from my house. Yet just 24 hours later, after the
high of releasing that positive news, I received images
on my phone of a bird covered in oil; it was shocking. I
got straight onto the Environment Agency and contacted
other local organisations such as the South East River
Trust and the regional media.

The next day I was walking my dog, as I have always
done, along the riverbanks. I have got to admit that at
first I did not really notice the damage, but as I progressed
downstream and got to the area near Poulter Park, the
smell hit me and I could see the sheen of rainbow-like
fluid on top of the river. The reason why I did not see it
immediately outside my house is because the diesel had
entered the river via the drainage system, and there is a
key point, a canal point, where it meets the Wandle, so
although the area around my house was fairly protected,
once I hit that point the visible shock of the diesel spill
was very evident.

I had a call with the Environment Agency that morning,
and it reassured me about its response and I met with
lots of other conservation charities later on that day.
I was glad to hear that booms were eventually put in
place to help protect the Wandle.
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Dame Siobhain McDonagh (Mitcham and Morden)
(Lab): Like the hon. Member, I was born and brought
up along the banks of the River Wandle. Today, it is a
much more prestigious river than it was all those years
ago. In fact, there is a connection with the Chamber
today, because the leather on these seats came from
Connolly’s leather factory, which was a tannery on the
Wandle before Connolly’s moved down to Thurrock to
continue its business. It also makes the leather for
Rolls-Royce, so its service is very important.

I congratulate the hon. Member on all his work on
this issue. It seems to make sense as a layperson that the
polluter should pay. My concern, and that of many of
my constituents, is that that process will take so long
that supreme damage will be done to the wildlife and to
the Wandle itself unless we do that more quickly. Does
the hon. Member think there is any way we can speed
up the process of ensuring that those who are guilty of
this spillage actually pay the costs?

Bobby Dean: I thank the hon. Member for graciously
allowing me to trip over our shared boundary into her
constituency now and again to do media reports on this
issue. She is absolutely right to point out the polluter
pays principle, and also ask how speedily it might be
implemented, because the damage is happening right
now and we need to rectify it as soon as possible.

Moving on to that accountability process, there are
still many questions that the community wants answered.
We want to know when exactly the spillage happened.
We want to know if 4,000 litres is an accurate estimate
of the diesel. We want to know precisely how it made its
way through the sewage network into the river. We want
to know whether the Environment Agency’s response
was quick enough. We want to know whether there was
a pre-existing plan for this kind of accident; the way the
sewage system is connected means that we would expect
there to be one. If there was such a plan, was it put in
place immediately? Of course, we also want to know
who will pay not only for the response but for the
damage that has been done to the river.

I have already said that the Environment Agency’s
engagement with me was quick, which I very much
appreciate. However, I am also conscious that the agency
is marking its own homework on the speed and the
detail of the response. Like Thames Water and Transport
for London, it has tough questions to answer—all of
these bodies do. Key partners, such as the National
Trust and the South East Rivers Trust, have had to
operate on their own initiative at times, without information
cascading down from these bodies or a clear plan to
follow. There are some fears among people in the
community that the Environment Agency might have
been playing down the impact of the incident, and it is
not totally clear what actions were taken at what time.

As I have talked to conservationists, I have come to
understand that when diesel dissipates, that is not the
end of the destruction it can cause, because it will have
broken down into the water body, and entered the
sediments of the soil and into fish gills.

Dan Aldridge (Weston-super-Mare) (Lab): It is important
to make the point that sewage in rivers filters into our
coastlines in constituencies such as mine in Weston-super-
Mare. The type of crisis that the hon. Gentleman is
outlining very eloquently in his local river demands a

generational transformation, with clear penalties for
water bosses. Does he agree that the polluters must pay
and that bonuses for water bosses must be banned,
which will, I think, be achieved through the Water
(Special Measures) Act 2025?

Bobby Dean: I thank the hon. Member for his
intervention; he makes the same point that others have
made, namely that the polluter must pay. That is a core
principle that I hope this Government will implement in
the strongest possible terms, including bans on bonuses
for water bosses.

Let me finish my point about the Environment Agency.
As I have already said, its response to me was quick and
I hope that it has acted with all the resources that it can
deploy. However, there are some concerns that it has
played down the impact of this incident. The email that
I received from the agency on the day talked about how
the pollution will wash away once it reaches the Thames.
The latest update that I have received says that the diesel
is clearly dispersing around the river and that reports
about it are declining in number. However, as I have just
explained, the fact that the number of reports is declining
does not necessarily mean that the damage has gone away.
A key point is that I do not understand what baseline
monitoring the Environment Agency was conducting in
the first place in order for it to make the assessment that
this incident has caused very little damage to the river.

I have some specific questions for the Minister about
the diesel spill; I appreciate that some of them might
need to be followed up in writing. Can she advise us on
how we can co-ordinate the investigations by multiple
stakeholders into a single independent inquiry? If there
is such an inquiry, will the Government ensure that it
establishes a clear timeline of events and accountability
at every stage? Will she enforce the principle that the
polluter pays, which so many Members have discussed
today, and ensure that any fines will go directly towards
improving the River Wandle, rather than into a general
fund?

This incident has been truly shocking, not only to me
and the local community but to the region as a whole,
mostly because of its scale—that is what has caught the
public’s attention. However, this kind of pollution happens
every single day, not by accident but by design. The
combined sewerage system has become high profile as a
result of the campaigning against sewage that has been
happening over the last year. However, we have heard
less about the road run-off network, which makes an
urban river like the Wandle especially vulnerable to
such incidents. What goes down the drains can end up
in our river, and when we think about a massive diesel
spill such as this one, we should also think about all the
types of pollutants that are running off our road network
into our rivers every single day.

At the moment, there is a lack of monitoring, so we
do not really know what damage that pollution is having.
We have a poor understanding of what the sewerage
network looks like. Which drains connect directly into
the river? Which ones go via the sewage treatment
works? We do not really know the answers to those
questions. There are also very limited mitigation measures.
I know that fixing the entire infrastructure of this
network would be difficult, but there are also measures
that we can take further downstream.
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[Bobby Dean]

We have inadequate resilience, which could be addressed
by the nature restoration projects that I referred to earlier.
All the industrial adaptation that I also spoke about
earlier—basically, how the river been canalised over the
years—is choking off the river’s capacity to heal itself.
We can see that the Wandle does not have much of a
chance when there are 1 million inhabitants and a road
network surrounding it.

I am glad that the Government recognise that chalk
streams need special protection, but I would love it if
they recognised that urban chalk streams, such as the
River Wandle, deserve even greater protection.

The renewed attention on water quality in all of our
waterways nationwide is extremely welcome. I know
there are concerns that progress may be too slow: for
example, in my area the major upgrades planned by
Thames Water are not due to begin until 2035.

Luke Taylor (Sutton and Cheam) (LD): I am the
constituency neighbour of my hon. Friend, and my
residents enjoy the River Wandle just as much as his do.
I am glad he has taken time off from walking along the
river with his wife and his dog to speak about this in the
Chamber.

When Sutton is building new homes, to try to keep up
with the demand for the homes our residents so badly
need, the sewage processing capacity at the Beddington
treatment works which feed into the Wandle is a concern
to all. It is often commented upon at the planning
committee on which I frequently sit. In consideration of
the infrastructure needed to support these new homes,
does he agree we need to make sure that Thames Water
ensures we do not end up with more frequent discharges
into the river? These would put all the incredible hard
work of the groups that have been looking after the
Wandle at risk.

Bobby Dean: I thank my hon. Friend for his intervention.
I am glad to see another of my constituency neighbours
in the room today. New housing developments are a
massive opportunity for the industry to implement new
infrastructure that we need, and to understand what
connects where. If we get it right, and companies work
with the Environment Agency and other authorities,
this should result in a net improvement in sewage discharges.

Coming back to the major infrastructure question we
have, and the point that some of that work will be too
slow. I understand why. The Institute for Civil Engineers
has estimated it could cost over £100 billion to fix this
issue over the long term. There is more we can do now,
however. Someone who is sitting behind me, Dr Jack Hogan
from the South East Rivers Trust, has said,

“There can be a rainbow at the end of this disaster that is not
the sheen of diesel.”

I agree with him.

South East Rivers Trust is running a crowdfunder to
get increased monitoring along the Wandle. That has
got off to a fantastic start, with over £20,000 raised already.
Increased monitoring would be a good thing. I have
already spoken about restoration projects happening up
and down the Wandle, but they could get so much bigger
in scope. We are not talking about billions of pounds here;
we are talking about millions. There are things called
downstream defenders, which are an excellent innovation.

We will not be able to fix the entire infrastructure
overnight but we do know where the outfalls are and
where the sewage network meets the river. If we put
interventions in those spaces we can clean up the quality
of water before it reaches the river itself. Ultimately, we
have the potential to reconfigure parks, wetlands, fish
barriers and overall access to the public and to make the
River Wandle an internationally significant river park if
we put our minds to it.

In addition to answering my specific questions on the
diesel spill inquiry, can the Minister outline what support
there is to make these improvements to the River Wandle?
More broadly, can she explain the fundamental
infrastructure problem of combined sewage systems
and run-off from roadside drains will be addressed?
Will the Department look again at the formalisation of
the Water Restoration Fund? This is important for the
principle of polluter pays. I know the Government
recently did not back an amendment to the Water
(Special Measures) Act 2025 on this, but it is important
to campaigners, who want to ensure all polluters pay—not
just the water companies—and that those payments go
directly into affected areas, such as the River Wandle.

I thank the Minister for listening to my speech. I
hope it is clear that I love the Wandle just as much as many
of my constituents do. This has been a horrible moment
for it, but we also hope it is the start of fresh hope.

4.18 pm

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Emma Hardy):
It is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Murrison. I thank the hon. Member for Carshalton
and Wallington (Bobby Dean) for bringing forward this
debate about this beautiful-sounding river. I also thank
my hon. Friends the Members for Stafford (Leigh Ingham),
for Weston-super-Mare (Dan Aldridge) and for Mitcham
and Morden (Dame Siobhain McDonagh) for contributing
to this important debate, as well as the hon. Member for
Sutton and Cheam (Luke Taylor) and I could of course
never forget the hon. Member for Strangford (Jim Shannon)
.

When we have any debate on water and water quality,
there is so much interest from constituents, organisations
and from hon. Members. I wholeheartedly share the
upset and outrage of the hon. Member for Carshalton
and Wallington over the diesel spill. He is absolutely
right to feel upset about it. This is one of England’s
most beautiful chalk streams. It is a fast-moving river
passing through sites of natural importance as well as
sites of urban development. I wholeheartedly agree that
this was an appalling thing to happen to the river.

It is really important to understand why it happened
and what we can do to prevent it from happening again.
I understand that the situation along the river continues
to improve, with environmental impacts steadily reducing,
but I want to be absolutely clear that we will not let any
organisation get away with illegal activity, and where
breaches are found, the EA will not hesitate to hold
companies to account or work with partners as needed.
DEFRA works closely with the Environment Agency
to ensure it is equipped to carry out its functions
effectively and deliver for the public and the environment,
with Environment Agency officials at every level to
provide constructive challenge and support on Environment
Agency performance and delivery.
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I have a timeline of exactly what happened on the
day. One of the questions was about when people were
made aware. On Tuesday 18 February at 8.19 am,
London Fire Brigade was notified and arrived on the
scene. At 8.32 am, the Environment Agency received a
report from the London Fire Brigade of a diesel oil spill
from a bus depot storage tank. Nine minutes later, at
8.41 am, the EA duty officer initiated a response and a
decision to deploy to the site. At 10 am, the first
Environment Agency officer was on the site, and further
EA officers were on the site at 12 noon. I thank the
Environment Agency: it was made aware of it at 8.32 am,
and by 10 am, it had people at the river carrying out an
investigation. It has done an exceptionally good job at
working at pace.

I understand that, at 6.19 pm, the Environment Agency
sent its first email to the hon. Member for Carshalton
and Wallington with information about the incident
and the actions that it took. Between 19 February and
26 February, the Environment Agency’s response was
ongoing; that included regular on-site monitoring,
assessment of the clean-up and the environmental
impacts, and ongoing briefings and liaison with partner
organisations. It has specialist contractors working on
the remediation efforts, and I understand that it updated
the hon. Member at 9.45 am on 19 February and that
another meeting was requested on 21 February.

The incident response concluded on Wednesday
26 February, when the Environment Agency sent its
final updates to partners. It is now in the investigation
phase, having moved out of the emergency response
phase. It has acted at speed and with integrity, and it
has done an incredible job. Its enforcement options
range from warnings to prosecution or an enforcement
undertaking. That is a civil sanction whereby the offender
proposes steps to remediate the issue. The punishment
depends on the assessment.

I totally agree on the polluter pays principle. The
Environment Agency can recover costs from emergency
incidents under section 161 of the Water Resources
Act 1991. All costs incurred by the Environment Agency
through doing this enforcement work can be recovered.
On the wider point on polluter pays, the Water (Special
Measures) Act 2025, which got Royal Assent last week,
included cost recovery not just for emergency responses,
as already existed, but for water companies. I know
that, in this case, it was not a water company that was
responsible, but sewage pollution has been mentioned.

Anywhere that the Environment Agency investigates
sewage pollution, all costs can now be fully recovered
from the water company.

A question was asked about what happens to the fine
moneys. Ofwat are responsible for collecting fine money
and, in some cases, that fine money is refunded to
customers. In other cases, that fine money is available
for environmental aspects. The ratio of how much is
refunded to customers is a decision for Ofwat.

A point was made about the problems of run-off.
Obviously, there is another one that has not come up in
this debate but is also a concern—agricultural pollution
as well as sewage pollution. All those things are being
looked at under the Cunliffe review—we have only
seven weeks left now for people to respond to the call
for evidence. I hope people will look at the document
and make their points. There is a 200-page call for evidence,
but also a 20-page executive summary, so people can
look at the summary. It is not just for Members of
Parliament. If I may address those in the Public Gallery,
it is for anybody to respond and give their opinion on
how our water system should fundamentally work.

We are serious about this. We are taking action and
looking at how we can increase polluter pays through
the Water (Special Measures) Act 2025, but there will be
cost recovery because this is considered an emergency.
In terms of what more can be said at the moment, we
have to let the Environment Agency do its investigative
work. When it comes to its conclusion it will determine
what level or type of prosecution happens.

I want to reiterate that we agree that what happened
with the River Wandle is deeply concerning and
unacceptable. Again, I thank the Environment Agency
for acting within an hour and a half of being informed
and having people on the ground to carry out that
investigative work. This Government will not turn the
other way and continue to allow our rivers, lakes and
seas to be polluted. Through the Water (Special Measures)
Act, the Independent Water Commission, future legislation
and many other actions, we are demonstrating our
commitment to a comprehensive reset of the water
industry. We intend to drive long-term transformative
change through the entire water sector, and we have
only just got started.

Question put and agreed to.

4.26 pm

Sitting suspended.
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Antisocial Behaviour and Illegal Bikes

4.30 pm

Antonia Bance (Tipton and Wednesbury) (Lab): I beg
to move,

That this House has considered anti-social behaviour and
illegal use of off-road bikes.

It is an honour to serve under your chairship,
Dr Murrison. I am so pleased to secure this debate
about off-road bikes and antisocial behaviour. It is great
to see so many Members here today standing up for
their communities against the menace of off-road bikes.

Across my constituency, in Tipton, Wednesbury and
Coseley, residents have told me over and over again about
what off-road bikes do to their lives. Riders scramble
across parks and playing fields, turning the turf into
mud, disrupting sports games, dog walkers and kids
playing or riding their bikes, scaring mums with prams
and scattering walkers out of the way. They then shoot
off around the roads of our estates, filling the air with the
noise of engines and the smell of burning oil, endangering
anyone trying to cross the road or sometimes even walk
on the pavement. Residents have told me time and again
how unsafe it makes them feel. I am going to share
some of their stories. Other Members might have stories
they wish to share, and I will happily take interventions.

Ian Carroll, the chair of Friends of Sheepwash nature
reserve, told me about bikers shooting down the paths
and jumping off banks with young children sat on the
handlebars. Christine in Great Bridge told me about
tripping and falling on the ruts left by bikes. Kelly, a
mum to a disabled child, told me about nearly being hit
on the towpath. Matthew told me about bikes mounting
the pavement and driving at him in Friar Park. Brendan
talked to me about wheelies down Wood Green Road in
Wednesbury. Jo talked to me about walking down Princes
End High Street with her child: a rider raced round the
bend onto the pavement in front of them and swerved
back onto the road at the last minute with a load of
abuse. Jayne told me about riders doing wheelies by
Great Bridge island, riding all over the road, on the
wrong side, jumping red lights and intimidating drivers
and pedestrians.

Jim Dickson (Dartford) (Lab): I congratulate my
hon. Friend on securing this important debate. I know
from a recent walkabout with the local police in Bean in
my constituency, and from conversations I have had in
Swanscombe, about residents being extremely concerned
about off-road biking. I have had a lot of concern from
residents about off-road biking in Darenth Woods. The
police know where the hotspots are and they often
know who the perpetrators are, but they lack the powers
to tackle them. Does my hon. Friend agree that the
measures in the Crime and Policing Bill to make it
easier for police to seize vehicles associated with antisocial
behaviour cannot come soon enough?

Antonia Bance: My hon. Friend is correct. I so look
forward to the Crime and Policing Bill coming forward
in the next couple of weeks. It will give police the
powers to seize those antisocial bikes.

Gareth Snell (Stoke-on-Trent Central) (Lab/Co-op): I
thank my hon. Friend for securing this timely debate.
The stories she has told about her community match
those I heard when I was out with Councillor Laura Carter

in Sneyd Green on Repington Road only two weeks
ago. We discussed with residents that this is about not
just the noise and pollution, but the associated criminality
that goes with those bikes—the drug running and the
movement of stolen goods. Stoke and Staffordshire
have the wonderful Operation Transom, which I urge all
Members of this House to look at. It brings together
partners to use drones and aeroplanes to chase bikes
down and seize them. Although I am sure that this
debate will focus on the menace, everyone should look
at the solutions that we are trying to deploy in Stoke.

Antonia Bance: My hon. Friend is correct. By working
together—the police, councils and local communities—we
can stop this happening.

I heard more stories, including from Terri-Ann in
Hateley Heath, who told me that she is just waiting for
someone to get hurt because they go so fast down
Jowetts Lane and Lynton Avenue. Paul contacted me
one Saturday when there were seven illegal scrambler
motorbikes at the top of Brunswick Park, pulling wheelies,
ripping up the grass and destroying the football pitch.
They were right up close to 15 kids who were trying to
play football. As he said to me, it does not bear thinking
about what would have happened if one of them had
crashed into a kid. This is a problem across Sandwell
and in Dudley, but we have particular hotspots in Friar
Park in Wednesbury and in and around Tipton Green.

I want to be clear that our local police, the council
and our police and crime commissioner Simon Foster
all know that this is a problem. Together, we are taking
action on off-road bikes. In Friar Park, our No. 1
hotspot, the council leafleted every house so that people
know that their tenancy is at risk if they or their kids
ride illegal bikes, and it closed off the entrances to our
parks and towpaths.

David Williams (Stoke-on-Trent North) (Lab): I will
build on what my hon. Friend the Member for Stoke-on-
Trent Central (Gareth Snell) said about the action that
the council is taking. One of the things that residents
have brought up with us is their difficulty in phoning
101 and getting a response. The council in Stoke worked
collaboratively with the police to set up a hotline number
and overlayed the data with the police. This means that
they get a good picture of where the activity is taking
place so that they can get the drones up, follow the bikes
back and seize them. Stoke-on-Trent city council has a
really good model that could be rolled out elsewhere.
Does my hon. Friend agree?

Antonia Bance: It sounds like there is really good
work going on in Stoke that the rest of us can learn
from, and I encourage everyone to think about doing so.

Back in my area of Friar Park, the police got petrol
stations to report when bikers bought fuel. They put up
temporary CCTV to spot where bikes went and when
they met, and the police stepped up patrols. Our police
and crime commissioner sent out his new bike team
officers on new Honda CRFs, funded by cash seized
from criminals, so the bikes cannot just disappear off
into the woodland. All that intel meant that police
could go to addresses linked to nuisance bikes, and
guess what they found? Not just illegal bikes to seize
and riders to arrest, but stolen goods and criminals
wanted for robbery, burglary and road traffic offences.
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Linsey Farnsworth (Amber Valley) (Lab): I have three
great towns in my constituency—Heanor, Ripley and
Alfreton—but sadly, Amber Valley is not immune to
issues with off-road bikes. My hon. Friend talks about
intelligence leading to solving crimes. Does she agree
that community policing and the increased numbers of
officers that the Government will provide will be central
to intelligence gathering and working with our community
to tackle this sort of antisocial behaviour?

Antonia Bance: My hon. Friend is completely right. It
is neighbourhood policing that will make the difference,
and I am so pleased that we are bringing it back.

Most of the bikes in my area are stolen and are often
used for other crimes, such as robbery and drug dealing.
But this sort of targeted action works, and police reports
of nuisance bikes in Friar Park, our biggest hotspot,
have halved this year compared with last year. They are
still not gone completely, and there is more work to do,
but I want to say thank you to the police officers and
the Sandwell council teams who got on this issue and
kept on it. There is still more to do to spread this
approach across my constituency to all the estates blighted
by illegal bikes and ASB—from Tipton Green, Princes
End, Great Bridge, Ocker Hill, Hateley Heath and
Tantany, to Stone Cross and Coseley, too.

We have to make sure that the police have the powers,
money and kit to stop these bikes once and for all. Over
the years, they have been hamstrung by huge cuts to
policing from the Conservatives, meaning that we lagged
far behind similar-sized forces. When Labour was elected
last summer, there were fewer officers in the west midlands
than in 2010—800 fewer officers and 400 fewer police
community support officers. That is why I am so pleased
that, after 14 years of the Tories, who wrote off these
crimes as low-level and left our communities alone to
deal with the consequences, things are changing under
Labour. Having a neighbourhood police team who
know the places, faces and times to expect trouble
makes all the difference.

Ben Coleman (Chelsea and Fulham) (Lab): In my
constituency, illegally modified motorbikes and e-scooters
are a huge problem, because of not just the noise, but
the thefts, shoplifting and antisocial driving in general,
as other hon. Members have mentioned. The police are
under-resourced and I agree that they need more powers
to clamp down on this, but does my hon. Friend agree
that the police need to take the initiative to work more
closely and co-operatively with councils’ local teams,
such as the law enforcement team in Fulham and the
street enforcement team in Chelsea, to crack this problem?

Antonia Bance: I absolutely agree. Chelsea and Fulham
may be some way from my constituency, but councils
and the police working together, and consistency of
approach, is precisely what will make the difference, just
as he outlined.

Sam Carling (North West Cambridgeshire) (Lab):
My constituents regularly raise concerns about their safety
when they are out and about, given the prevalence of
off-road bikes being used in antisocial and illegal ways,
particularly on pavements and footpaths. Such bikes are
a particularly significant issue for elderly people, who
might be less mobile and are therefore more likely to be

involved in a collision with one. Does my hon. Friend
agree that more needs to be done about these bikes to
ensure that our elderly constituents can feel safer when
walking around outside?

Antonia Bance: I absolutely agree. Digging up pavements,
creating ruts, noise and disturbance, and shooting around
the corner with no warning are precisely the sorts of
things that may make elderly people afraid for their
safety when they are out and about, which is something
that none of us wants. That is why, as we promised
when we stood for election, we will recruit 13,000 extra
neighbourhood police officers. Every area will have a
named officer. Neighbourhood policing is coming back
and we are returning funding to frontline policing, with
an overall police funding increase of £1.1 billion this
year. In my area of the west midlands, that is £43 million,
and I hope that there is more to come.

Our new Crime and Policing Bill will give police new
powers to immediately seize these bikes, which cause
havoc in our communities.

Luke Akehurst (North Durham) (Lab): I take this
opportunity to thank my hon. Friend for supporting
my ten-minute rule Bill about police powers on this
issue, which I presented in November. I appreciate that
the particular powers that I asked for were not exactly
where Ministers wanted to go, but I like to think that
they have been inspired by my Bill in choosing the
additional powers that they have put in the flagship
Crime and Policing Bill. I am thinking particularly of
the measure that removes the need for the police to issue
a warning before seizing these illegal vehicles when they
are used antisocially. I thank the other hon. Members
who supported the ten-minute rule Bill, and I thank
hon. Members for continuing to highlight this very
important issue.

Antonia Bance: I thank my hon. Friend for his
intervention. His work and leadership on this issue are
exemplary, and I know that Ministers will have taken
note of what he said when presenting his ten-minute
rule Bill. Our Crime and Policing Bill will say, “No
more warnings” and “No more selling them back to the
people they were pinched from”—it is time to crush
illegal bikes used for antisocial behaviour. This Government
are taking real action, just as we promised at the election,
to stop these bikes making people’s lives a misery, so
that people living nearby can enjoy Brunswick Park,
Jubilee Park, Victoria Park, the Cracker and the Railer,
Sheepwash nature reserve, our playing fields, our towpaths
and all our green spaces across Tipton, Wednesbury
and Coseley.

At the election, I stood on doorstep after doorstep,
sometimes with bikes roaring down the street behind
me, telling residents that Labour would stop them. I am
prouder than I can tell you to say: today we will.

Several hon. Members rose—

Dr Andrew Murrison (in the Chair): Order. Colleagues
will see that there is significant interest in this debate. I
do not intend to impose a time limit, but we will have
the Front-Bench spokesmen at 5.10 pm. Do the maths—
I suggest two minutes per contribution.
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4.45 pm

Jim Shannon (Strangford) (DUP): It is a pleasure to
serve under your chairship, Dr Murrison. I thank the
hon. Member for Tipton and Wednesbury (Antonia
Bance) for setting the scene—what energy!

I will set the scene by describing the situation in
Northern Ireland and what we are doing there. Last
year, there were 44,020 antisocial behaviour issues with
motorbikes, which is a decrease from the year before,
but still a shocking number. I want to outline some of
the things that we have done to help with the process that
the hon. Lady is trying to find. The real problem is
that the Police Service of Northern Ireland feels that its
hands are tied. That is why I welcome the new measures
on the seizure of bikes, which the Minister outlined back
in November, as a supreme effort that would clearly
change the focus.

In Northern Ireland, we have done two things. First,
my local council, Ards and North Down borough council,
has taken measures to provide an area for off-road
biking in Newtownards. Whitespots is a beautiful area
that gives those who want to ride their bikes a controlled
space in which to do so. That has been constructive, and
in my previous life as an Assembly Member and a
councillor, something that I promoted in the constituency
of Strangford. We had a real problem in some of
the areas.

Secondly, we have enhanced the influence of street
pastors and the community police. If I am spared until
May, I will start my 41st year as an elected representative—
councillor, Assembly Member and Member of Parliament.
I believe in rehabilitation and not simply incarceration,
because I believe in my heart that many young people
wish to change. They need vocations, jobs, training and
something to focus on. I have seen enough examples to
believe that rehabilitation can work.

Antisocial behaviour can make people’s lives a nightmare;
I understand that very well—those are the complaints
that I am getting. Police need the power to deal with it. I
support the desire of the hon. Member for Tipton and
Wednesbury to get that right and do it better.

4.47 pm

Peter Swallow (Bracknell) (Lab): It is an honour to
serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison. I thank
my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and Wednesbury
(Antonia Bance) for securing this important debate.

My local councillor colleagues and I have received
numerous complaints about off-road bikes endangering
public safety in Bracknell Forest. They include reports
of young men in balaclavas, with no lights or helmets,
driving recklessly on footpaths and cycle ways and
nearly crashing into individuals and families as they go
about their daily lives—walking their dogs, doing their
shopping, picking up their children from school or
simply enjoying a walk around our lovely town.

These bikes are a public nuisance, and they have
substantive, detrimental effect on the ability of people
in Bracknell Forest to go about their lives and feel safe
in our wonderful community. One constituent reported
that an off-road bike driver almost crashed into them
and their five-year-old child. Another wrote to us about
almost being hit by a group of young men, who then
drove off laughing. In the Chamber back in November,
I raised the concerns of one resident who has been kept
up at night by the noise from the bikes.

We have also received numerous complaints about
the same groups of young men grouping around
neighbourhoods in Bracknell during the evenings and
late afternoons. One parent reported to a councillor
colleague their concern at consistently seeing groups of
young men with covered faces on e-bikes, hanging around
a local school when they pick up their son. However
innocent those young drivers may be, they are intimidating
to residents, and we need to act on this issue.

It is clear that these bikes, and the antisocial behaviour
associated with them, have an impact on the feeling of
our community and of communities across the country.
That is why I am delighted that the Crime and Policing
Bill will bring in concrete measures to address the issue.
It will ensure that the police and local authorities no
longer need to issue advance warnings to seize off-road
bikes related to repeated antisocial behaviour, and it
will introduce tough new respect orders so that police
and councils can ban hoodlums from hanging around
specific areas, such as town centres.

We must get the police on the streets to enforce those
measures, which is why it is so important that the
Government are committed to 13,000 additional police
officers on Britain’s streets, along with a named, contactable
officer in every community. That is fantastic news for
Bracknell and for the country. The Government are
committed to delivering on their safer streets mission,
and a huge part of that will be crushing the bikes.

4.50 pm

Alex Mayer (Dunstable and Leighton Buzzard) (Lab):
It is a pleasure to serve under your chairmanship,
Dr Murrison. I congratulate my hon. Friend the Member
for Tipton and Wednesbury (Antonia Bance) on securing
this very popular debate. For far too long, off-road bikes
have been driven in an antisocial and dangerous manner.
These vehicles tear through parks, speed along pavements
and roar through residential areas. The results are noise
pollution, frightened residents and a real danger to
public safety.

My constituents constantly talk to me about this
issue. A woman recently told me that the riders

“do wheelies through the main streets of Dunstable and Houghton
Regis, often in small groups, sometimes with up to 30 or more
bikes.”

Another constituent told me that the bikes constantly
travelled the wrong way down their one-way street;
another said that they are an “accident waiting to
happen”. An email that turned up in my inbox not long
ago said:

“Today boys playing football were almost run over by these
idiots. It’s only a matter of time before someone is hurt or killed”.

Many of the riders are balaclava-clad, with a bag slung
over their shoulder, and they are checking their mobiles
as they go along. This activity is not just antisocial and
dangerous; it is clearly linked to drugs.

I commend the police and crime commissioner for
Bedfordshire, John Tizard, and Bedfordshire police’s
Operation Skytree for the work that they have done to
start to tackle this problem, particularly in Houghton
Regis and Dunstable. Just last month, more than 25 officers
were deployed, along with specialist equipment. They
were driving around on quad bikes, so they were able to
chase these individuals. They even managed to employ
one of their new drones, so that they could track the
individuals as they went to places where it is normally
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more difficult to track them. As a direct result of that
operation, one man on a bike was arrested in possession
of drugs and five bikes were seized. That is a positive
first step, but there is clearly much more work to do.

I really welcome, as do many other hon. Members,
the introduction in Parliament last week of the Crime
and Policing Bill, with the provision to make it easier to
seize illegal bikes—ideally, when the crime is actually
happening. I would be grateful if my right hon. Friend
the Minister could clarify that there is nothing in the
law to prevent the police from pursuing riders who are
not wearing helmets. People need and deserve to be able
to live in communities safe and secure from the menace
of misused off-road bikes.

4.53 pm

Dan Aldridge (Weston-super-Mare) (Lab): It is an
honour to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison.
I thank my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and
Wednesbury (Antonia Bance) for securing this important
debate. It is important to note that the Labour party is
the party of neighbourhood policing. People can see
that when they look at the number of Government
Members present and, sadly, the absence of Conservative
Members.

I will not go into the entirety of my prepared speech,
because I need to keep my contribution short, but I
want to mention a conversation that I had on Saturday
when I was out talking to residents in Haywood Village
in Weston-super-Mare. One woman, Sue, was telling me
about her anxiety when taking her dog for a walk—just
to the local park. She was shouted at and nearly knocked
over by people on bikes who were not exercising basic
consideration for others. Her companion is her small
dog. She is a carer for her husband. Her local community
is so important to her, but the bikes are having the
impact of constraining her existence. That is not okay.
This activity is not just reckless; it is dangerous—it puts
lives at risk. It isolates people from their communities
and burdens our police and councils. It chips away at
the sense of safety that every community deserves. I am
so proud that this Government are committed to restoring
neighbourhood policing.

4.54 pm

Adam Thompson (Erewash) (Lab): It is an honour to
serve under your chairship, Dr Murrison. I thank my
hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and Wednesbury
(Antonia Bance) for securing this very important debate.

The rise of illegal off-road bikes has been a particular
concern for many of us attending this debate, and that
concern has been mounting over the last few years. This
issue has had an impact on many communities, including
in my constituency, especially in Cotmanhay and the
north of Ilkeston, and along the Nutbrook Trail.

Off-road bikes too often point to a litany of other
crimes, such as shoplifting, mugging and drug dealing.
Although our local police work tirelessly behind the
scenes to combat those underlying causes, much of that
work cannot be publicly disclosed, which leads to frustration
among residents who feel that not enough is being done.
Such bikes are almost always being ridden illegally,
whether on residential streets, public parks or private
land, and with a total disregard for the law and without
respect to local residents. That illegal activity creates
community tension, sows distrust and damages pride in

local communities among those who are simply trying
to live their lives. It is clear that the present state of
affairs is simply unacceptable.

There has also been a concerning post-covid rise in
such criminals covering their faces with masks, snoods
and balaclavas, making it extremely difficult for the
police to identify and punish perpetrators. Those issues
extend beyond off-road bikes; e-scooters pose similar
problems, particularly in town centres. Again, the use of
those bikes and scooters is often linked to further crime.

I am very pleased that the new Crime and Policing
Bill will tackle this rampant antisocial behaviour and,
as other hon. Members have said, will give the police
new, much-needed powers and take away many of the
obstacles to bringing criminals to justice. The police
will now be able to immediately seize off-road bikes—
something I was shocked to learn they simply could not
do when a local police officer raised it with me at the
Ilkeston classic car show last summer. That will deal a
serious blow to the petty gangs that use them to aid
everything from shoplifting to drug dealing and assault.
I am very pleased to see the Labour Government taking
action on this issue.

4.56 pm

Matt Rodda (Reading Central) (Lab): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison. I
commend my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and
Wednesbury (Antonia Bance) for her excellent work on
this important matter. I offer my wholehearted support
to the Minister and the Government for their important
work tackling these terrible forms of antisocial behaviour.

In the time available to me, I want to point out two
examples of how serious this problem is in my community
of Reading, and the really serious appalling incidents
that residents have seen in recent times. In the first case,
a group of riders on high-powered electric bikes clad in
black with balaclavas and hoodies, with no helmets,
were pulling wheelies down the Reading Inner Distribution
Road. That is a major trunk road that runs round the
town centre. It is full of cars and vehicles, and it has a
40 mph speed limit, so it is totally unsuitable for off-road
bikes. That is extremely reckless and dangerous. It puts
other people’s lives at risk along with the lives of the
riders. I think that incident was appalling and action
should be taken. I am grateful to the Minister for her
work on tackling the problem.

The second example was in some ways even worse. I
saw it myself and reported it to the police. It was an
example of a similar group and similar behaviour. They
were dressed in the same way, riding motorbikes next to
the River Thames in Caversham, which is a suburb of
Reading. There is a ramp to a footbridge by the river
there, and that ramp is probably 12 or 15 feet above the
floodplain, with a gentle grass slope on either side. There
was a group of young people clad in black with high-
powered bikes using it to do Evel Knievel-style jumps
through the air. They were getting about 2 or 3 metres
into the air. There were families having picnics nearby
and people trying to use the footbridge. That is an
example of the sort of appalling behaviour that
unfortunately exists around the country.

Olivia Bailey (Reading West and Mid Berkshire) (Lab):
My hon. Friend will know that many of the illegal bikes
that he is describing in his constituency will cross the
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[Olivia Bailey]

boundary into mine. People in Tilehurst and the villages
in my constituency are absolutely fed up of these bikes.
They are dangerous, they are a menace, and they are
often associated with criminal activity. Will my hon.
Friend join me in thanking our local police force, which
is working hard to tackle these illegal bikes, and welcoming
the new powers that the Government are giving the
police to help them do that?

Matt Rodda: I am grateful to my hon. Friend. She is a
doughty campaigner on this issue, and exactly as she
said, it is a huge menace across our county and around
the country. My hon. Friend the Member for Bracknell
(Peter Swallow), who is just down the road, also mentioned
it. My hon. Friend the Member for Reading West and
Mid Berkshire (Olivia Bailey) is absolutely right that
the police are doing some excellent work and that they
need more powers, and I thank the Government for
their work on this matter.

4.59 pm

Jodie Gosling (Nuneaton) (Lab): It is a pleasure to
serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison. I thank
my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and Wednesbury
(Antonia Bance) for organising this very important debate.

I cannot overstate the nuisance and impact that these
bikes have on the residents of Nuneaton. They are used
to harass, bully and intimidate our residents, and—as
we have already heard—for a vast amount of additional
criminality. Such offences are often described as low-level
crimes, but the impact on our community is massively
underplayed. They are the same offenders over and over
again, and Nuneaton residents like me are frustrated by
the lack of action. Many tell me that they are bored
with reporting and have no faith in the police’s ability to
stop the behaviour. Seeing the same repeat offenders
week on week, year on year completely undermines not
only the residents’ voice but the hard work of our police
forces in tackling this antisocial behaviour.

One resident calls it “bike-o-mania Sunday”, as every
week 10 or 15 bikes regularly gather. These bikes are
dangerous, often illegal and unroadworthy, and are driven
dangerously, recklessly and aggressively by unqualified
riders. They are weaponised against the members of my
community and across Nuneaton, with several areas—
Galley Common, Camp Hill, Stockingford —seeing
daily incidents. One resident walking down the Black
Track was literally rammed off the path, having to
throw her pushchair and drag her dog away when a bike
missed her by inches.

The damage and disruption caused by these bikes is
unacceptable and often the price is paid by the residents,
as long-term persistent exposure to that antisocial behaviour
and bullying has an enormous impact on their mental
health. Many residents have told me they do not want
to go out into our beautiful green spaces and enjoy the
sunshine in spring. One resident is too nervous to leave
her home. To add insult to injury, many of the bikes are
uninsured and untraceable, and the costly price of repairing
damage is felt by hardworking families. One stood with
a police officer watching as a bike rode over the top of
his car.

My greatest fear is that somebody will get seriously
hurt. There have already been many accidents and
numerous near-misses. Following concerns about safety

risks and the additional risk of pursuit, guidance was
given not to chase children who were not wearing
helmets. The result has not been an improvement in
safety. I welcome the new powers, measures and intelligence
to be used by our police to tackle this scourge on our
communities.

5.2 pm

Sarah Coombes (West Bromwich) (Lab): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison. I
thank my constituency neighbour and hon. Friend the
Member for Tipton and Wednesbury (Antonia Bance)
for securing this debate about the scourge of these
illegal bikes. They are a nightmare; they are intimidating;
they are used for crime; they keep our residents awake
at night when they tear up and down the roads; and
they tear up our green spaces.

Before Christmas, we had a terrible incident in West
Bromwich when some lovely football fields in Charlemont
were fine one day but the next day completely ripped
up. A local football club, Bustleholme FC, had spent
thousands investing in those pitches. In one night, a few
people tore them all up; it was a disgrace. We have
beautiful canals in the Black Country that people would
like to walk along, but they cannot because they are
terrorised by bikers going up and down, nearly knocking
them into the water, which is outrageous. I am glad that
this Government are finally going to do something
about it.

I briefly want to mention the related issue of ghost
number plates. They are illegal number plates that look
normal to the human eye but cannot be read by police
automatic number plate recognition cameras. That means
that people, including those using these bikes, can speed,
run red lights and even carry out serious crimes, while
evading being caught. Those number plates are currently
too easy to get. If the police catch someone with them,
the punishment is far too little. I worry that, if we do
not clamp down on them, those ghost number plates
will end up terrorising our communities in exactly the
way the bikes have been doing for far too long.

5.3 pm

Mrs Sureena Brackenridge (Wolverhampton North
East) (Lab): It is a pleasure to serve under your chairship,
Dr Murrison. I also thank my fellow Black Country
hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and Wednesbury
(Antonia Bance) for bringing this important debate.

The people of Wolverhampton North East have had
it with the reckless, illegal use of off-road bikes. The
problem has been spiralling for years. They intimidate
residents, scare children and pets and churn up our
precious green spaces, often involving additional criminality.
I have heard from countless constituents who are at
their wits’ end. I am working closely with neighbourhood
police teams to share residents’ intelligence, in areas
where street racing plagues communities at all hours
and parks are ploughed up.

I can understand why people feel abandoned. This
issue has been debated in Parliament and here in
Westminster Hall time and time again—February 2024,
July 2023, May 2022—and yet the previous Government
failed to act. Instead of strengthening laws and properly
funding policing, they chose to look the other way while
communities suffered.
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Tristan Osborne (Chatham and Aylesford) (Lab): Does
my hon. Friend agree that the section 59 legislation
allowed these bikers to get away with a warning the first
time, which just meant that we continued to see persistent
biking crime by the same people and the police felt
powerless to stop them? That was the consistent position
of the previous Conservative Government; they did not
listen. Does she welcome the change that is coming
through in the forthcoming Crime and Policing Bill?

Mrs Brackenridge: I absolutely welcome the forthcoming
legislation, because the previous Conservative Government
could not say that they were not warned; they were
warned again and again, but they ignored the warnings
and let down towns and cities across the country. That
is why I am working directly with our local neighbourhood
police teams to make sure that the worst of these
offenders are caught.

However, we must be real—14 years of cuts to
neighbourhood policing have left us in this desperate
situation. West Midlands police now has 540 fewer
police officers than in 2010. Fewer bobbies on the beat
means fewer boots on the ground, and it also means less
community intelligence. Instead of such community
intelligence, the police have to rely on residents to
identify offenders and to say where such bikes are
stored. Many residents feel uncomfortable, even scared,
at the thought of speaking out, so worried are they
about retribution if their names should become public.
I welcome Labour’s plan to rebuild neighbourhood
policing. I support Labour’s Crime and Policing Bill,
because it will give police the powers they need. No
more warnings—if someone is caught riding illegally,
their bike will be seized.

This issue is not just about nuisance; it is about being
safe and feeling safe. So, I say to the people of
Wolverhampton North East, “I hear you: I am with
you, and we are taking action to give police the powers,
the officers and the resources they need to tackle the
scourge of illegal off-road biking.”

5.6 pm

Matthew Patrick (Wirral West) (Lab): It is an honour
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison, and I
thank my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and
Wednesbury (Antonia Bance) for securing this debate.
She did so because she knows, as we all do, that antisocial
behaviour is not just low-level and unfair; it can devastate
communities. Also, people worry that nothing can be
done about it, which leaves them suffering, sometimes
in silence. Like an iceberg, from afar it can appear that
antisocial behaviour is not that large in scale, but when
we get closer to it, we realise that it is so much bigger
and deeper than it first appears.

In my constituency of Wirral West, I launched an
antisocial behaviour survey last week; the results are
shocking. It is clear that antisocial behaviour is a gateway
drug to criminality, and that if we do not get a grip of it
now, it will only spiral. To get a grip of it, we need to do
two things.

First, it will not surprise Members to hear that there
is a correlation between the lack of investment in an
area, including fewer things for kids to do, and a rise in
this unwanted antisocial behaviour. So, we need more
investment. Secondly, we saw the Tories hollow out our
police force and our community support officers. I

work with those officers on the Wirral. We have brilliant
and dedicated officers, who are being asked to do more
and more with less and less. It leads them to be reactive
in their work and it also leads communities to feel like
they have to accept this antisocial behaviour. So, we
need proactive work—plans to stop antisocial behaviour
in its tracks, more police officers, and more neighbourhood
support officers.

In Wirral West, I will work with anyone and everyone
to tackle the scourge of antisocial behaviour. My
constituents deserve better than the current situation
and I am determined to deliver that for them.

5.8 pm

Mr Jonathan Brash (Hartlepool) (Lab): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairmanship, Dr Murrison, and I
congratulate my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton
and Wednesbury (Antonia Bance) on securing this very
important debate.

As with everybody else who has spoken today, my
constituents in Hartlepool have raised this issue with
me time and time again. Communities across our towns—
such as those in The Fens, Owton Manor, Summerfield,
Clavering and Hartfields—as well the community in
Hartlepool town centre, have been plagued and terrorised
by off-road bikes for years.

This issue is personal for so many people in Westminster
Hall today. My children walk our streets and play in our
parks; my elderly parents enjoy Hartlepool and its
many green spaces. I worry for them and for my constituents,
just as everybody else present for this debate worries
about their constituents. We have to take action.

So, I of course welcome the measures in the Crime
and Policing Bill, including those that will allow such
bikes to be seized without warning. That is an important
first step, but there is more that we can do, and I will
make a few suggestions to the Minister who is here
today.

We should explore providing greater legal protections
for our police forces, so that they feel confident to
pursue these criminals when they terrorise our communities.
I urge the Government to adopt the Off-road Bikes
(Police Powers) Bill, a private Member’s Bill introduced
by my hon. Friend the Member for North Durham
(Luke Akehurst), which would allow the police to enter
private dwellings and seize off-road bikes. We should
introduce a requirement to certificate the ownership of
off-road bikes in much the same way as we do with
firearms, to ensure tighter regulation of who can access
these vehicles.

We should be able to destroy vehicles immediately
once they are seized. No holding them for periods of
time—destroy them on the same day so that they do not
re-enter circulation. We should work with retailers to
choke off the supply of fuel, which is so often part of
the problem with these bikes. This requires decisive
action. I welcome the action being taken in the Crime
and Policing Bill, but I believe we can go further to end
this problem.

5.10 pm

Luke Taylor (Sutton and Cheam) (LD): It is a pleasure
to serve under your chairship, Dr Murrison. I thank the
hon. Member for Tipton and Wednesbury (Antonia Bance)
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[Luke Taylor]

for bringing this important debate to Westminster Hall
today. Everyone deserves to feel safe in their own home
and on their own streets, but for far too many in the
UK, that is simply not the reality.

It is pertinent to begin by considering just how widespread
the problem of crime is in our country, and how universal
the concern that police forces are not being given the
resources they need to clamp down on it is. Every single
day, 6,000 cases are closed by the police across England
and Wales with no suspect identified. Only 6% of reported
crimes result in a charge. Three in four burglaries and
car thefts remain unsolved. This is not just a failure; it is
a crisis, and the British people are right to expect us to
do something about it.

The previous Conservative Government made a
disastrous decision when they slashed the number of
police community support officers. We have lost more
than 4,500 since 2015. That reckless move created a
vacuum where crime could thrive completely unchecked
in our communities. In London alone, the number of
PCSOs in the Met fell from 4,247 in 2008 to only 1,215
in 2023. That was an astonishing cut in capability,
losing almost three in four officers, from an average of
around 56 in each London constituency in 2008 to only
16 in 2023.

I stood here a few weeks ago and outlined the need
for a public health approach to knife crime—a strategy
underpinned by a return to good old-fashioned community
policing. The argument I used then—not just more
bobbies, but more beats—is equally applicable to tackling
antisocial behaviour more widely, including and especially
in the case of illegal use of off-road vehicles. The legacy
of the previous Government has left outer London
boroughs understaffed and vulnerable. The few PCSOs
we have left are stretched thin, often pulled away to
cover the city centre, leaving our local neighbourhoods
defenceless against this kind of criminal activity. Such
activity does something more nefarious than just instil
a heartbreaking lack of security in communities; it
actively undermines the sense not just of safety, but of
comfort. We should be able to relax and trust that our
neighbourhoods are and will remain good places to live.
Perhaps more fundamentally, when someone sees a
young person speeding down the street on a modified
scooter, loitering around in intimidating groups, snatching
phones, waiting for drug dealers, or even harassing
passers-by, it cannot surprise us that they lose some
fundamental faith in the system and feel that something
is rotten in our country. I am sure that many of us in
this place have been that person themselves, witnessing
first hand in our constituencies vehicle abandonment,
drug use or utter disrespect for fellow citizens.

This is not just a problem in rural areas. Off-road
vehicles and the wider problem of antisocial behaviour
plague us even in communities such as mine in the
suburbs of London. In Sutton, I have witnessed the use
of Sur-Ron dirt bikes travelling at speed on our largely
pedestrianised high street. Policing Sutton high street is
already a complex task. Stretching almost 1,500 metres,
it is one of the longest high streets around. Some of
these bikes are legal, but most are not. All of them are
motorised, high-powered and capable of evading police
capture, helping them to commit not just disruption but
crime.

Sutton’s Liberal Democrat-run council has worked
incredibly hard to rejuvenate the high street, and we are
making great progress, as part of our vision of a high
street fit for the future of Sutton. To finish the job, we
need our great local police to get the resource they need
to return to proper community policing. Having great
shops, cafés and community spaces is fantastic, but all
this great work will be undermined if the people in
places just like Sutton all around the country are worried
about antisocial behaviour.

Chris McDonald (Stockton North) (Lab): The hon.
Member makes a really interesting point. I was reflecting
on my own constituency, where, from leafy Thorpe
Thewles to the infinity bridge in the centre of town, we
have this issue with off-road bikes as well. Does the hon.
Member agree that no community around the country
is immune from this scourge?

Luke Taylor: I completely agree. It is about the feeling
of powerlessness, as a resident—as a citizen—just standing
on the high street and seeing these things whizz past,
not being able to do anything about it, and knowing
that that person could be long gone by the time the
police are able to respond.

It is clear, from all the words spoken around this hall
today, that the Government must urgently restore proper
community policing. To do this, we must get more
officers out on the streets, funded partially by scrapping
the costly police and crime commissioner experiment
and investing the savings directly into frontline policing.
We must also, as I have said, reverse the disastrous cuts
to PCSOs and to safer neighbourhood team officer
numbers.

On the specific point about the illegal use of off-road
vehicles, I know that many forces have made some great
initial efforts, from increasing patrols in hotspots, to
using drones—as we have heard from the hon. Members
for Stoke-on-Trent Central (Gareth Snell) and for Stoke-
on-Trent North (David Williams)—to the use of trackable
forensic sprays, but we need more.

I hope the Government will bring forward effective
measures on this issue in the Crime and Policing Bill—I
look forward to scrutinising it in greater detail on
Second Reading next week—but it is also important
that everyone in this place urges forces to feel confident
in using the powers that are already available to them,
despite the flaws with the legislation that have been
commented on already.

5.16 pm

Matt Vickers (Stockton West) (Con): I would like to
thank you, Dr Murrison, for chairing today’s debate. I
would also like to congratulate the hon. Member for
Tipton and Wednesbury (Antonia Bance) on securing
this important debate. I think the last time this debate
was had might actually have been the time that I brought
it as a Back Bencher. We were having the same debates
then, but it is clear from the contributions that the
challenges posed by the misuse of off-road bikes are
having an increasing impact in areas right across the
country.

In my own constituency of Stockton West, the nature
of incidents and crimes involving the misuse of bikes
varies, but in all instances they have huge consequences.
I have heard stories of people looking to enjoy some of
Stockton’s beautiful green spaces and parks, only to be
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intimidated and threatened by teenagers on off-road
bikes, riding incredibly close at incredibly high speeds. I
have heard from pensioners kept awake all night by the
racket of balaclava-clad yobs flying around residential
areas, creating fear and havoc with no regard for others.

Shaun Davies (Telford) (Lab): In the last year that the
Conservatives were in power, off-roads bike incidents
went up by 60% in my Telford constituency. The pathetic
spectacle of police officers having to issue warnings to
these yobs was at the heart of it. Does the hon. Gentleman
want to apologise now for not reforming the police
system to remove that?

Matt Vickers: That will teach me to take an intervention.
I think, actually, one of the big problems is that off-road
bike incidents are not recorded in a way that allows us
to properly measure what is going on, where they are
and what the response is. I think the best thing that was
done at the back end of the last Administration was
putting more police on the streets than ever before. That
was a good thing.

Leigh Ingham (Stafford) (Lab): Will the hon. Member
give way?

Matt Vickers: I will carry on; I want to make some
progress.

Cycle lanes and footpaths running through residential
areas of Stockton West have become a crime speedway,
used by those dealing drugs and committing thefts and
other such crimes to move quickly under cover. Efforts
to tackle the issue have seen motorbike inhibitors put in
place, police use of drones and community-derived
intelligence to locate and confiscate bikes.

The examples that I referred to, both in and around
the constituency, reflect a broader national problem. As
I understand it, the police have the power, under section 59
of the Police Reform Act 2002, to seize vehicles, including
off-road bikes that are used antisocially. That applies
when a vehicle is used in a careless and inconsiderate
manner, or in a way that causes alarm, distress or
annoyance. A vehicle can also be seized under different
provisions if it is being driven without insurance.

There are additional powers in other pieces of legislation.
For example, anyone who rides a quad bike on a footpath,
bridleway or restricted bridleway is guilty of an offence
under the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000. In
addition, provisions in the Road Traffic Act 1988 make
it illegal to drive a mechanically propelled vehicle on
land where permission has not been granted.

I welcome the changes coming forward in the Crime
and Policing Bill, in an effort to make it easier for the
police to remove vehicles without warnings. That appears
to be a sensible measure. However it will be important
to assess the impact of the legislation once implemented.
Does the Minister intend to collect data on these offences
to assess the policy’s effectiveness? Will she also give
further consideration to some of the changes proposed
by the hon. Members for Hartlepool (Mr Brash) and
for North Durham (Luke Akehurst)?

We already have a range of laws prohibiting much of
this activity, which is why allowing the quicker confiscation
of these bikes is a logical step. However, much depends
on how the police allocate their resources to tackle the
issue. As the Minister will be aware, there is a wide array

of methods used to police off-road bikes. Ironically these
have included providing police with their own off-road
vehicles, using similar bikes to the ones they work
tirelessly to confiscate. Forces such as Greater Manchester
have also attempted to use data and hotspot policing
effectively, so as to be in the right place at the right time.
Meanwhile, intelligence-led pre-emptive raids have also
been conducted by police forces across the country.

I will not take up the House’s time by running through
the results of each of those approaches, but they highlight
the ability of local police forces to develop strategies
best suited to their areas. However, as we routinely
discuss, police funding plays a significant role in their
effectiveness. As we know, at the time of the last election,
there were more police on the streets than ever before.
Police services now face a shortfall of almost £118 million,
which will put a strain on officer numbers and undermines
the ability of police to confiscate more of these vehicles.

Does the Minister believe police forces will have the
resources and flexibility to direct investment into this
issue? As we know, in many cases police forces confiscate
bikes only to sell them back on to the market as a source
of revenue. What are the Government doing to prevent
those bikes from falling back into the hands of those
who would once again use them illegally or antisocially?

5.21 pm

The Minister for Policing, Fire and Crime Prevention
(Dame Diana Johnson): It is a pleasure to serve under
your chairship, Dr Murrison. I congratulate my hon. Friend
the Member for Tipton and Wednesbury (Antonia Bance)
on securing this debate and on her very powerful and
energetic opening speech. I am grateful to her and all
the other hon. Members who have spoken this afternoon.
The number who have been able to speak shows how
important this issue is to our constituents.

We have heard from my hon. Friends the Members
for Dartford (Jim Dickson), for Stoke-on-Trent Central
(Gareth Snell), for Stoke-on-Trent North (David Williams),
for Amber Valley (Linsey Farnsworth), for Chelsea and
Fulham (Ben Coleman), for North West Cambridgeshire
(Sam Carling), for North Durham (Luke Akehurst)—in
particular, we heard about the 10-minute rule Bill he
brought forward—for Bracknell (Peter Swallow), for
Weston-super-Mare (Dan Aldridge), for Erewash (Adam
Thompson), for Reading Central (Matt Rodda), for
West Bromwich (Sarah Coombes), for Wolverhampton
North East (Mrs Brackenridge), for Wirral West
(Matthew Patrick), for Hartlepool (Mr Brash), for Stockton
North (Chris McDonald) and for Telford (Shaun Davies),
and of course the hon. Member for Strangford
(Jim Shannon). It just shows the geographical spread of
this problem. We are all in agreement that antisocial
behaviour is a blight on people and places, wherever it
happens. It affects communities in different ways and
comes in different forms.

Lizzi Collinge (Morecambe and Lunesdale) (Lab): In
Morecambe, local organisations have come together to
try to tackle antisocial behaviour. I met with Safe
Morecambe to give my support and to find out more
about what they are doing. Does the Minister agree that
bringing local organisations together is an effective way
to tackle antisocial behaviour and these bikes, and that
all police forces should be working with other local
organisations?
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Dame Diana Johnson: Absolutely. Bringing together
all the key partners is vital if we are to tackle this—I
will say something about that in a moment.

The main focus of the debate has been the antisocial
use of off-road bikes and other vehicles. In her opening
speech, my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and
Wednesbury catalogued the very real impact this has on
the people in her constituency—I think she must have
set a record for the number of constituents and places
in her constituency she mentioned. We heard some
shocking examples, and I share her deep concerns about
all of them.

It is unacceptable for law-abiding citizens to be left
feeling unsafe and intimidated by the actions of a selfish,
reckless few. The near-misses; the noise; the damage to
parks and green spaces—it is simply not acceptable.
People have the right to feel safe in their neighbourhoods,
town centres and public spaces.

As my hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and
Wednesbury set out, the police are operationally
independent and Government cannot instruct them on
what to do, or instruct the local authority to take action
on particular cases. However, I want to reassure her and
all hon. Members that we are very much alive to the
menace and harm that antisocial behaviour, particularly
through the use of vehicles, is causing to communities.
We take it extremely seriously. As a constituency MP, I
know very well this is a real problem in my patch, too.

Luke Myer (Middlesbrough South and East Cleveland)
(Lab): Every single week, I hear about this issue from
constituents in Park End, Easterside and across south
Middlesbrough. Will the Minister assure my constituents
that passing the Crime and Policing Bill will ensure that
these bikes are seized and crushed, and that our streets
are made safe again?

Dame Diana Johnson: Absolutely. I will come to that
in just a moment.

It is really important to recognise the role that the
police have to play in this. It is reassuring to hear in this
debate about the proactive steps that many police forces
are taking to get to grips with this issue. I pay particular
tribute to the work going on in the west midlands,
where police teams are leading the effort that we have
heard about. It is really important to recognise that
there is good work going on, but we need to give the
police the powers they need to tackle this effectively.

My hon. Friend the Member for Tipton and Wednesbury
described the holistic approach being adopted in the
west midlands, combining technology, enforcement and
engagement. I hope that that translates into tangible
improvements for the local community; but we know
that this is not a problem in just one constituency or one
area of the country. We have heard contributions from
so many Members this afternoon, and, as was referenced,
the fact that this issue has been debated on numerous
occasions in Parliament in recent years speaks to the
continued toll that it is having in different parts of the
country.

I have a real issue with the fact that the previous
Government dismissed this type of antisocial behaviour
as low level, as was referenced in the examples mentioned
in the debate. It has a genuinely detrimental effect on

people and places. It is a blight on our society and,
under this Government, it will be treated as such. We
want to make it easier for the police to act when these
incidents occur and to enable them to dispose of the
vehicles that they seize from offenders quickly.

Strong measures to deal with the menace of off-road
bikes are included in the Crime and Policing Bill, which,
as Members are aware, was introduced to the House a
few weeks ago. When this Bill comes into law, police forces
will have greater powers to immediately seize off-road
bikes and other vehicles that are being used in an
antisocial manner without first having to give a warning.
Removing the requirement to give a warning will make
the powers in section 59 of the Police Reform Act 2002
easier to apply, allowing police to put an immediate
stop to the offending and send a message to antisocial
drivers that their behaviour will not be tolerated.

We are also considering how we can make changes to
secondary legislation to allow the police to quickly
dispose of seized off-road bikes. That will help to reduce
reoffending. I am also aware of the concerns around
criminality facilitated by e-bikes and e-scooters, which
were expressed by many Members. We are progressing
research and development on a novel technological
solution to stop e-scooters and e-bikes safely and to
enhance the police’s ability to prevent them from being
used to commit criminal acts.

As well as working closely with the police on these
issues, we are strengthening collaboration across
Government. On Monday, I had a constructive and
helpful meeting with my colleague from the Department
of Transport, the Under-Secretary of State for Transport,
my hon. Friend the Member for Nottingham South
(Lilian Greenwood). We agreed that the antisocial behaviour
associated with off-road bikes and other vehicles is
unacceptable, and we share a vision of working together
to tackle this criminality and improve road safety. That
is an overview of some of the steps that we are taking,
but I emphasise that we are determined to deliver real
change on this issue, and we will be working with
partners across Government, policing and beyond to
make that happen.

I want to mention a couple of other issues in the
remaining seconds of this debate. We have talked a lot
about neighbourhood policing. Putting those 13,000
police officers, PCSOs and specials back into our high
streets and communities is going to be really important
in providing that reassurance to communities and tackling
the antisocial behaviour that we have been hearing
about in this debate.

I say gently to the shadow Minister, the hon. Member
for Stockton West (Matt Vickers), that £1.1 billion extra
is going into policing, over and above what was put in
under his Government in the last police settlement.
That money is available, but police forces are finding
this challenging, because they have had 14 years of
Conservative Government and 20,000 police officers
have been got rid of. I also say to the Liberal Democrat
spokesperson, the hon. Member for Sutton and Cheam
(Luke Taylor), that his party was part of that coalition
Government that got rid of the 20,000 police officers.

5.30 pm

Motion lapsed, and sitting adjourned without Question
put (Standing Order No. 10(14)).
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Written Statements

Wednesday 5 March 2025

TREASURY

Oil and Gas High Price Mechanism Consultation

The Exchequer Secretary to the Treasury (James Murray):
Today, HM Treasury and HM Revenue and Customs
have published a consultation on how the oil and gas
fiscal regime will respond to future oil and gas price
shocks once the energy profits levy (EPL) ends.

The EPL was introduced in 2022 in response to
extraordinary profits made by oil and gas companies
driven by global events, including resurgent demand for
energy post-covid 19 and the invasion of Ukraine by
Russia. The EPL will end in 2030, or earlier if the EPL’s
price floor, the energy security investment mechanism,
is triggered.

The Government are committed to ensuring that
there is a new permanent mechanism in place to respond
to future oil and gas price shocks. This new mechanism
will form an integral part of the fiscal regime, responding
only when there are unusually high prices. This will also
ensure that the oil and gas industry has the certainty it
needs on the future fiscal landscape helping to protect
businesses and jobs now and for the future.

The consultation sets out the Government’s policymaking
objectives and design options for a new mechanism
inviting stakeholder feedback. The Government will
work together with the sector and others to ensure we
take account of as wide a range of views as possible
during this consultation.

The consultation will remain open for three months,
closing on 28 May. After this, the Government will
consider findings before announcing the final design of
the new mechanism in due course.

The Department for Energy Security and Net Zero
has launched a separate consultation, “Building the
North Sea’s Energy Future”, which sets out the framework
for the future of offshore energy in the North sea to
support our mission to become a clean energy superpower.
This Government want to foster a leading offshore
clean energy industry, which ensures good, long-term jobs,
growth and investment across the North sea, in tandem
with a sustainable transition from oil and gas. Both
consultations are integral to the Government’s wider
efforts to build the UK’s energy future while promoting
economic growth and environmental sustainability.

The HM Treasury high price mechanism consultation
can be found at the following link:
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/oil-and-
gas-price-mechanism-consultation

The Department for Energy Security and Net Zero’s
“Building the North Sea’s Energy Future” consultation
can be found at the following link:
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/
building-the-north-seas-energy-future

Welookforwardtoreceivingresponses fromstakeholders,
industry and the public.

[HCWS501]

CULTURE, MEDIA AND SPORT

Gaza: BBC Coverage

The Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport
(Lisa Nandy): Last week I spoke to the House about
concerning issues associated with the BBC documentary
“Gaza: How to Survive in a War Zone”. At that time I
promised to keep the House informed about my
conversations with the BBC on this issue and the progress
of their investigation. Since then I have been deeply
shocked and disappointed to see the further details
which emerged from the BBC’s statement published on
27 February 2025.

As the BBC themselves and their board recognise,
there have clearly been a number of serious failings in
their commissioning and editorial processes. This damages
vital trust in an organisation which must retain the
confidence of the public.

After the BBC issued its statement last Thursday
evening, I called an urgent meeting with the BBC chair,
which took place on Friday.

In that meeting I expressed my concerns, and the
concerns expressed in this House last Thursday, about
the events surrounding this documentary. While I appreciate
that the BBC apologised for its failings, and the BBC
board acknowledged that the mistakes were “significant
and damaging”, it is vital that the BBC now takes action
so that trust is restored and a serious error of this
magnitude is not repeated.

Reflecting the concerns of this House I sought assurances
from the chair that the fact-finding review the BBC has
commissioned will be swift and rigorous. I emphasised
that it must include a robust financial audit and
address concerns raised in the House on translation. I
made it clear that the chair and his board must lead and
hold the BBC robustly to account for resolving the
issues already exposed, and implementing the review’s
recommendations.

The BBC has provided me with further information
on their approach to enhanced compliance procedures
but I have not yet received the full range of assurances I
need to update the House. I have requested further
details and assurances and expect to be provided these
by the BBC leadership urgently, so as to be able to
update the House as soon as possible.

The duty to report on what is happening to people
in Gaza is absolutely fundamental. That is why the
Government believe that the BBC and others have a
responsibility to exercise utmost care and due diligence
in the way in which they report on this conflict. It is in
no one’s interest for the public not to have confidence in
the information that they are receiving.

[HCWS496]

ENERGY SECURITY AND NET ZERO

Viking CCS Pipeline: Development Consent Application

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Energy
Security and Net Zero (Michael Shanks): This statement
concerns an application for development consent made
underthePlanningAct2008byChrysaorProduction(UK)Ltd
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fortheconstructionandoperationof anonshoreunderground
pipeline for the transportation of CO2 from Immingham
to Theddlethorpe in Lincolnshire.

Under section 107(1) of the Planning Act 2008, the
Secretary of State must make a decision on an application
within three months of the receipt of the examining
authority’s report, unless exercising the power under
section 107(3) of the Act to set a new deadline. Where a
new deadline is set, the Secretary of State must make a
statement to Parliament to announce it.

The statutory deadline for the decision on the Viking CCS
pipeline is 5 March 2025.

I have decided to allow an extension and to set a new
deadline of 5 June 2025. This is to allow time to request
further information.

The decision to set the new deadline for this application
is without prejudice to the decision on whether to grant
or refuse development consent.

[HCWS498]

Clean Energy: North Sea

The Secretary of State for Energy Security and Net
Zero (Ed Miliband): Today my Department is launching
a consultation on our plan for the future of energy in
the North sea.

For decades, the North sea’s workers, businesses and
communities have helped power our country and our
world. This consultation sets out how we will ensure
they power our energy future—continuing oil and gas
production for decades to come, while seizing the
opportunities of the clean energy revolution.

We know that the North sea is a maturing basin and,
as a result, jobs in the oil and gas industry have declined
over recent years. For this transition to work, we have to
manage our oil and gas assets sensibly while developing
a plan for the future.

That is why we are consulting on how Government
will work with the sector to manage existing fields for
the entirety of their lifespan, as well as how to enact the
Government’s commitment not to issue new licences to
explore new fields.

This consultation is about a dialogue with industry,
workers and communities on building the North sea’s
future. The geography and geology of the UK continental
shelf (UKCS) are a huge asset in technologies like
carbon capture, hydrogen and offshore wind. Britain is
well placed to mobilise this natural advantage, but to do
so we must put in place policies that will allow us to
seize the huge opportunities clean energy presents.

That means harnessing the North sea’s combination
of offshore infrastructure, highly-skilled workforce, supply
chains and vast natural assets, while ensuring workers
have the tools they need to take up new opportunities.

That is what the Government’s mission to make
Britain a clean energy superpower is all about. It is the
only way to deliver energy security, good, long-term
jobs, and a managed, orderly and prosperous transition
for the current workforce and communities. At the same
time, a science-aligned approach to future oil and gas
production is the only way to deliver climate security for
future generations.

The Government are determined to co-ordinate the
scale-up of the industries which will shape the future of
the North sea—including offshore wind, carbon capture
and storage, hydrogen, and decommissioning—as the
basin matures. This is vital for delivering the best outcomes
for workers and communities, energy security, and
sustainable economic growth.

That is why we have been moving at pace over the last
eight months to put in place the foundations of the
future. We have already announced that Great British
Energy will be headquartered in Aberdeen, reflecting
our commitment that the communities that powered
our country’s energy past will continue to power its
clean energy future.

In addition, we have overseen a record-breaking
renewables auction; kickstarted Britain’s carbon capture and
hydrogen industries; worked with industry and unions
to move forward on a “skills passport”for offshore workers;
and put clean energy at the heart of our modern industrial
strategy. This consultation takes the next step.

As part of our commitment to provide certainty to
industry, it is being published alongside HM Treasury
and HM Revenue & Customs’oil and gas price mechanism
consultation, which sets out how the fiscal regime will
respond to any future spikes in oil and gas prices once
the energy profits levy (EPL) ends.

We will continue to work in partnership with all
those involved in building the North sea’s future—
businesses, trade unions, workers, environmental groups
and communities—as we develop a plan to seize the
opportunities of the years ahead.

[HCWS502]

ENVIRONMENT, FOOD AND RURAL AFFAIRS

Outcomes from Resumed UN
Biodiversity Summit COP16, Rome

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Mary Creagh):
This Government are committed to ending poverty on a
liveable planet. The climate and nature crises define our
times and it is the most vulnerable who bear the brunt.
Over half of global GDP is moderately or highly dependent
on nature. Loss of biodiversity poses a serious risk to
global food security by undermining the resilience of
many agricultural systems to threats such as pests,
pathogens and climate change.

COP16 resumed in Rome to conclude the work that
began in Cali, Colombia last year. It ended with the
successful adoption of all major outstanding items. The
UK welcomes the positive conclusion to the negotiations,
which demonstrates a continued commitment from the
international community to work together to halt and
reverse nature loss by 2030. The agreement on resource
mobilisation means that there is a clear strategy for
global collaboration on raising finance from all sources
to fund the work necessary to achieve the goals and
targets of the Kunming-Montreal global biodiversity
framework. By finalising the details of the monitoring
framework and the global approach to reviewing progress
in delivering the framework, we have ensured that there
is a consistent and shared approach to tracking progress,
which will be critical in understanding the impact of
our interventions.
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The UK also welcomes the formal launch of the
Cali fund, following the successful conclusion of
negotiations at COP16 to the convention on biological
diversity. The launch of the fund means that it is now
open to contributions from all sources, and all organisations
looking to deliver tangible action around the world to
support nature conservation and restoration. The Cali
fund constitutes an important part of the global financial
landscape for securing the funding necessary for achieving
the ambitious target to halt and reverse nature loss by
2030. The deal reached at CBD COP16 means businesses
have the option of voluntarily contributing to the Cali
fund if they use genetic information from nature. The
fund supports the conservation and sustainable use of
nature, with a significant proportion flowing to indigenous
peoples and local communities.

Finally, the UK was pleased to publish a full national
biodiversity strategy and action plan that commits us to
achieving all 23 targets of the global biodiversity framework.
The four nations of the UK, the overseas territories,
and the Crown dependencies have worked collaboratively
to develop the NBSAP. We must now work to ensure
that this global agreement is implemented. In England,
work continues to revise the environmental improvement
plan. The revised, statutory plan will set out further
information and clarity on how we will meet targets and
commitments in England as a core pillar of the NBSAP,
as we develop and deliver this vital work together.

We are grateful to the Colombian presidency for its
tireless efforts in reaching agreement in Rome. We are
committed to working with international partners to
continue building global nature ambition and delivering
successful outcomes at both the UN framework convention
on climate change COP30 in Brazil later this year and
CBD COP17 in Armenia in 2026. We also look forward
to hosting IPBES-12, the Intergovernmental Science-
Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services,
in England early next year.

[HCWS497]

JUSTICE

Courts and Tribunals: Sitting Days

The Lord Chancellor and Secretary of State for Justice
(Shabana Mahmood): As I informed the House earlier
today, each financial year the Government and the
judiciary seek to agree a number of sitting days, within
an overall budget for His Majesty’s Courts and Tribunals
Service (HMCTS), through what is known as the concordat
process.

I publicly committed to concluding the concordat
earlier than in previous years and to introduce greater
transparency. We have now concluded this process, several
months ahead of last year’s process. I am also—for the
first time—publishing the total sitting day allocations
by jurisdiction. Taken together, this will mean greater
certainty for the courts and tribunals to allow them to
plan ahead and greater clarity for the public.

In terms of the settlement itself, I am pleased to
confirm that for 2025-26, the Ministry of Justice will
provide a total budget of £2,538 million (£2,332 million
fiscal resource funding and £206 million capital funding).

This Government inherited a record and rising backlog
in the Crown court. The backlog now stands at 73,000 cases,
twice the figure of five years ago. The human cost of
these delays is considerable—victims are waiting years
for justice, and attrition in rape cases has more than
doubled in the last five years.

This settlement means that the Crown court will be
funded to sit up to 110,000 sitting days in this financial
year. The increase will mean more trials will be heard in
the coming year, helping victims see justice faster than
they otherwise would have done.

It is also both the highest sitting day allocation made
since HMCTS was created and the biggest fiscal resource
settlement ever made for the Crown court. It is, in all
respects, unprecedented and reflects how much importance
I place on tackling the backlog.

Even outside the Crown court, this settlement constitutes
the highest ever level of resource funding for the justice
system, with allocations at or close to the maximum
judicial capacity in almost every jurisdiction. This budget
will also enable the magistrates to sit up to 114,000 days,
the family court to sit up to 97,300 days and the civil
court to sit up to 74,300 days.

With regard to tribunals, for the employment tribunal
we will provide funding to support 33,900 sitting days,
and for the social security and child support tribunal,
funding will be provided to support 23,000 sitting days.

For the immigration and asylum chamber, we will
provide funding to support 14,400 sitting days, and we
expect to be able to increase this substantially with
additional funding from the Home Office, helping to
speed up asylum claims. This builds on the Government’s
work to restore order to the immigration system so that
every part—border security, case processing, appeals
and returns—operates efficiently.

The table below summarises the sitting day allocations:

Table 1—Sitting day allocations for FY25/56

Jurisdiction Sitting Day Allocation

Crown 110,000

Magistrates (Crime) 114,000

Civil 74,300

Family 97,300

Court of Protection 4,900

Immigration and Asylum Chamber* 14,400

Social Security and Child Support** 23,000

Employment 33,900

Mental Health 17,000

Other tribunals (Specials) *** 36,100

*This allocation includes Ministry of Justice baseline funding only,
and we expect it to sit above this level using funding from other
sources.
** This figure includes funding from the Ministry of Justice and the
Department for Work and Pensions.
*** This figure only represents the sitting days included in the
Ministry of Justice’s baseline funding. There are long-standing agreements
with other Government Departments whereby they provide funding
for capacity in specific tribunals. Additional days will be sat as a result
of this additional funding.

The record level of investment in our justice system
for this financial year makes clear this Government’s
commitment to improving the productivity and efficiency
of our courts and tribunals. This should be our focus
moving forward and is why I have appointed Sir Brian
Leveson to conduct a wholesale review of our criminal
courts.
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Sir Brian will consider how the Crown court can be
reformed to ensure cases are dealt with proportionately,
including the case for moving more cases to the magistrates
courts and the case for a new court to sit between the
magistrates court and the Crown court.

The review’s recommendations will come later this
spring. I expect the review to deliver recommendations
that will improve the overall efficiency of the courts and
there will be a role for all criminal justice partners to
play to ensure that, together, we are delivering swift
access to justice for victims.

[HCWS499]

TRANSPORT

Rail Interoperability

The Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for Transport
(Simon Lightwood): The Minister of State for Transport,
my noble Friend Lord Hendy of Richmond Hill, has
made the following ministerial statement:

The Government will shortly publish updates to seven
national technical specification notices (NTSNs) for Great
Britain’s railway. This follows a comprehensive review aimed
at improving standards for the safety, reliability, technical
compatibility, accessibility and environmental protection of
our railway.

NTSNs set mandatory technical requirements and procedures
for the design, build, operation and maintenance of rail
vehicles, infrastructure and components. NTSNs apply to
both passenger rail and freight on both the conventional
mainline and high-speed rail networks—i.e. HS1 and HS2—as
well as the UK section of the channel tunnel.

NTSNs replaced EU regulations called technical specifications
for interoperability (TSIs). Britain’s railways were built with
significant technical differences from those of continental
Europe, meaning that full alignment with TSIs was never
possible. In several cases, while an EU member state, we had
to make use of national specific cases and exemptions from
TSI requirements, both of which are permitted within the
EU framework.

The European Commission updated these regulations in
2023, prompting the UK to consider the benefits of adopting
similar requirements or taking a different approach. This
also presented an opportunity to fix many issues within the
current NTSN requirements.

Department for Transport officials worked closely with
industry through working groups and consultations facilitated
by the Rail Safety and Standards Board (RSSB) to review
the newly published TSIs, so that our decisions on NTSNs
could be informed by those who will apply them. RSSB
submitted recommendations for change in 2024, reflecting
the balance of views of its industry members.

RSSB’s review found benefits in maintaining consistency
with TSIs on technical requirements for the design and
manufacture of rail products. This will be critical in ensuring
that the rail industry continues to benefit from international
supply chains and from the deployment of new rail technology
being rolled out across Europe. Additionally, the review
identified some areas where taking a different approach
from TSIs would reduce or avoid costs, improve clarity, and
deliver a safer, more interoperable and accessible railway in
Great Britain.

The previous Government committed to informing Parliament
through a written ministerial statement if they planned to
diverge substantively from TSIs, and we intend to honour
this commitment. However, it is in the interest of Britain’s
rail industry that we retain the ability to act quickly to
correct problems—for example, where requirements prove
unworkable, where stakeholders find errors or where safety
authorities identify an urgent need for change.

I should therefore clarify that, for the purpose of that
commitment, we are now defining substantive divergence as
any new difference between TSIs and NTSNs that could
prevent a product from complying with both sets of standards.
We understand that this was Parliament’s concern when this
commitment was made, and that Parliament wished to avoid
placing additional costs on manufacturers operating in both
the UK and EU markets by requiring separate production
lines for each market.

Five NTSN specifications will meet the definition of
substantive divergence from EU TSIs. Two will maintain
higher accessibility requirements for train doors and seats,
and one will maintain a higher safety requirement for a key
train driving component. This will mean that meeting the
TSIs’ specifications will not necessarily mean that the NTSNs’
higher specifications are met. The other two changes will set
more pragmatic requirements for freight wagon brakes and
electric train pantographs, meaning that products meeting
the NTSNs’ specifications will not necessarily meet the
requirements in the TSI.

We will also make other changes that will differ from TSIs
but do not meet our definition of substantive divergence.
These changes mainly concern operational requirements,
processes and responsibilities for building, enhancing and
maintaining the GB mainline railway, or for integrating
equipment within the rail system. Differing from the TSIs in
these areas will reduce or avoid regulatory burdens and
costs. They also concern areas where British technical
requirements already differ from TSIs due to the distinct
historical legacy of Britain’s railways, and take account of
differences between the UK and EU regulatory frameworks—for
example, by referring to UK rather than EU legislation and
to UK bodies rather than EU institutions. These changes
have unanimous support from the GB rail industry, including
manufacturers.

We are satisfied from the evidence of the industry review
and consultation that differing from TSIs in these areas will
not increase costs and remains consistent with the essential
requirements of Britain’s rail interoperability framework.

My officials have thoroughly assessed industry’s proposals
in discussion with the RSSB, Network Rail and key industry
bodies, and we intend to incorporate them within the updated
NTSNs, with minor modifications to ensure that they work
in practice and are legally robust. We have also revised the
introductory sections to clarify their intended purpose and
scope, to ensure that these standards are applied proportionately,
effectively and as intended—for example, by clarifying the
scope for alternative solutions where there may be better
ways of achieving the same outcomes. My officials have
prepared a de minimis assessment of the changes, which was
cleared by the Government’s better regulation unit.

Our approach is fully compliant with our international
obligations, which include the EU-UK trade and co-operation
agreement, the convention concerning international carriage
by rail (COTIF) and the Windsor framework, which requires
continued application of TSIs in Northern Ireland. We are
also assured that this approach is consistent with formal
arrangements to ensure international rail traffic through the
channel tunnel.

Publishing these updated NTSNs is an important first
step in improving Britain’s rail standards framework, but
there remains much more to be done. The public consultation
that informed the NTSN revisions identified further areas
for NTSN changes that could improve efficiency and reduce
cost, including on rail electrification. We are keen to explore
these and anticipate further updates to the NTSNs over the
coming months and years. We are also considering options
for reforming the rail technical standards framework itself
to create a system fit for the improved railway that this
Government will deliver through Great British Railways. We
will consult on these options in due course.

[HCWS500]
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