
ten baCkbenCHers ’ 
CoMMandMents

1.  Value the role of a backbencher as a high calling.

2.  serve constituents, the weak and the neglected.

3.  seek novel remedies and challenge accepted 
wisdom.

4.  attack opponents only when they are wrong.

5.  never covet a second income, honours or a 
retirement job.

6.  Value courage and innovation above popularity.

7.  Honour the party and extend its horizons.

8.  Use humour and colour to convey serious ideas.

9.  Fortify the independence of backbenchers 
against the executive.

10.  neglect the rich, the obsessed and the tabloids 
and seek out the silent voices.
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FIrst stePs

How to arrive

‘MP’

You have earned two vibrant letters that inspire pride, hope 
and trepidation.

Once they were an accolade. Now they can be an albatross.
They are your ‘Open Sesame’ into a privileged freemasonry of 

650 legislators who are loathed and loved in unequal measure – 
post-expenses scandal now more loathed than loved – by the rest 
of the population. Difficult choices are ahead. Will you be a ‘Tiger’ 
or a ‘Bagpuss’? A Roundhead or a Cavalier?

Heart aflutter you journey to Westminster. Family, friends, 
your adoring constituency party, purring happiness, waved you 
off on the odyssey they believe will eventually lead you in triumph 
to No. 10. Or not. You are about to enter a monastery with glass 
walls through which the jackals of the tabloids will watch your 
every twitch and sniff. Following the expenses scandal, ignominy 
and prison are terrifying alternative destinations.

In your previous career you may have enjoyed high status. 
Here, captains of industry, acclaimed academics and lions of 
charities or trade unions are all reduced to apprentice sprogs. It’s 
up to you to adorn your blank page.

It can be an intoxicating experience. After the giddy whirl of 
the election campaign’s adrenalin, sleep deprivation and fatigue, 
the mood swings into breathless bewilderment and euphoria.

There are consolations. Gone is the past indifference and even 
hostility that once cold-doused arriving parliamentary virgins. 
The massive 227 in the 2010 intake have been the first generation 
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of new MPs to be cosseted and cuddled into Parliament. They were 
ushered up to the first floor of Portcullis House and given their 
parliamentary pass, a laptop, a Blackberry and a twenty-minute 
induction on the new expenses system. First contact with the scary 
Independent Parliamentary Standards Authority (IPSA) is at hand 
as MPs are walked through the bewildering online claim forms and 
given detailed explanations of parliamentary etiquette.

A guidebook reveals all, including how to order stationery, ‘make 
friends with the Order Paper’ and what to do in case of a chemical or 
biological attack. Soon the weight of information-overload baffles. 
The sense of an out-of-body experience wilts the spirit.

A common mistake is to drop into the Commons Post Office 
and ask if there are any letters. There will be hundreds of constitu-
ents eager to test the mettle of new MPs. A high proportion will 
be hopeless cases that have sought solutions for their intractable 
problems for years.

A new MP is a celebrity in their constituency; in the Commons 
a mere insignificant one amongst 650. One Member of the 2010 
intake described the frustration she felt during her first few weeks 
at having to negotiate ‘labyrinthine corridors’ that all look the 
same and work from ‘a table in a cafe’ until she was finally given an 
office. Old lags will endlessly droll on about how they had to put 
up with a desk in the corner of the Library for their first ten years. 
But it has improved. Now, all new MPs will have an office, prob-
ably shared at first. The omnipotent whips distribute space. The 
pinnacle of office accommodation is Portcullis House, only acces-
sible to frontbenchers or senior MPs, but it is a trade-off between 
proximity to the Chamber and size. A broom cupboard without 
a window above the Commons Chamber is the equivalent of an 
office the size of a double garage in far-flung Norman Shaw. Those 
who fall for the lure of space may regret it. On countless future 
occasions the penalty will be a breathless dash in the rain from 
an outbuilding to reach the division lobby in the eight minutes 
allowed. The airless padded cells above the Chamber are tempting. 
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Empty, they may look adequate but the free space will shrink to 
Lilliputian dimensions when the furniture, files and staff move in

How to take the oath

The first task is to take the oath. This is not the time to display 
good manners. Scheme, elbow and cheat a path to the head of the 
queue. The rule is ‘No oath:  No pay’ – until the traditional rigmarole 
has been endured, no pay packet will arrive. Pity the by-election 
winners who have to wait through the long summer recess before 
they get on the payroll. The place in the queue may determine 
whether the junior Member will make it as Father/Mother of the 
House in fifty years’ time. Seniority is reckoned according to the 
position in the queue taking the oath. Bernard Braine owes his spell 
as Father of the House in 1987 to his industry in 1950. He organ-
ised his way to the pole position in the queue ahead of courteous 
gentlemanly Ted Heath, who was of equal seniority. Braine swore 
the oath at 5.45 p.m.; Ted at 6.50 p.m. From 1987 to 1992 Heath 
smouldered as Father-in-waiting. He would have used the weapon 
of prime seniority to add weight to the bludgeon he used to repeat-
edly thump Thatcher.

For republicans the oath is tricky, but there is now a prec-
edent for attaching your own conditions to the official wording 
to weaken or nullify the full meaning. Dennis Skinner in 1992 
declared his loyalty to an ‘income-tax-paying monarch’. Tony 
Benn began his oath with the words, ‘As a dedicated republican 
and under protest...’ The clerk who acts as Master of Ceremonies 
will not argue with any additional words. The oath is valid as long 
as the core promise to the sovereign is made. This is the first taste 
of Parliament’s infantilisation before royalty. Instead of standing 
tall as proud elected citizens, MPs abase themselves as humble 
subjects. Worse is to come.

Disappointingly, oath-taking is rarely a moving solemn 
moment. With a queue of hundreds, it is usually a brisk garbled 
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mutter: ‘Hold the Bible/Koran/Torah; read the words; swiftly 
exit left.’ Very few Members have taken advantage of the televi-
sion cameras that are silently recording all 650 oaths. To stir the 
pride of the electors of Votingham, deliver the oath in a great 
declamatory voice appropriate for a Nuremberg rally. Let the 
perfectly formed words reverberate around the Chamber in a 
sonorous crescendo. The rest of the queue will not understand 
and they will fret. But on regional television, it will sound Prime 
Ministerial to the Votingham folk.

Many have regretted their frankness in revealing their full 
names. After taking the oath they are all published on the Order 
Paper. Baptismal names that MPs may prefer to forget include 
Gideon, Aylmer, Knatchbull, Scrimgeour, Choona, Wyvill, 
Le Quesne, Roffen, Bosco, Pelham, Crolus, Thain, Daubeney, 
Hendrie, Hannibal, Hadrian, Guinness, Gurth, Haggit, Islay, 
Egerton, Heneage, Cresswell, Ducane and Flasby.

How to Cohabit with IPsa

The hideous screaming nightmare of the expenses scandal shamed 
and scarred MPs. We should have raised the alarm earlier. The 
dishonesty revealed was on a scale that few expected. Some have 
been justifiably punished. Other lives have been destroyed unfairly.

One may have attempted suicide. A strong-minded Tory MP 
burst into tears when he described to me the insults he and his 
family had suffered. A Labour MP’s hands trembled uncontroll-
ably when the subject was raised. He died prematurely.

None of these three were crooks or dishonest. The scalding 
abuse of the papers wounded three conscientious MPs deeply. 
They all eventually blamed themselves for destroying their self-
respect at the deepest level of their beings.

Mortified by guilt and shame, the Commons gripped IPSA in 
an embrace of revulsion. There is no other solution. A malign beast 
invaded and occupied MPs’ territory. It has little sight or hearing  
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and communicates in incomprehensible jargon and hieroglyph-
ics. It must be kept docile and not aroused too often from its lair. 
Its irrationality must be learned, imitated and practised.

IPSA was convinced that all MPs would steal their grannies’ 
last pennies given half a chance. IPSA’s task was to trust no one 
and disbelieve everything. Tory commentator Iain Dale described 
IPSA as ‘a quango feathering its own nest and delighting in  
forcing MPs to wear hairshirts’.

They re-invented a discredited but efficient wheel and came 
up with a square one with spikes. A simple five-part claims 
system was atomised into a hundred headings and sub-headings. 
A monthly thirty-minute chore was complicated by IPSA into 
endless hours of tedious frustrating trawling through a bureau-
cratic morass of irrational rules. The nerve-jangling frustration 
and pettifogging jobsworth quibbles robbed MPs of their most 
precious possession – time.

IPSA were merciless in publishing MPs’ alleged mistakes. 
Almost all were the results of failures to obey incomprehensible 
IPSA rules. The demoralised mood of MPs inhibited criticism 
of IPSA’s failings. In May 2009 one MP was told that £2,500 in 
pension contributions had been wrongly deducted from him. 
IPSA promised to repay the sum in June, July and then August. 
Finally they coughed up in September. In December IPSA told 
him they had repaid too much. Could they have £500 back?

MPs would embrace a new system without claims or the 
expensive IPSA. It could be based on an allowance calculated on 
average expenses and paid automatically. It would be acceptable 
even if it meant a substantial reduction in the amounts that MPs 
receive. They would be liberated from the tentacles of the beast. 
MPs would gain time, IPSA’s costs would disappear.

A day of consensus will dawn. IPSA will have served its 
purpose. It should then be humanely put down, buried under a 
slab of concrete never to rise again from its dishonoured grave. 
But until that happens, you’ll just have to live with it.
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How to Find a London Home

The present crop of MPs are being punished for the excesses 
of their predecessors. Public scrutiny is sharply focused on  
MPs’ homes.

I regret contributing to a television programme on expenses. 
My comments were intended to balance wild press exaggerations 
on alleged extravagance. All in vain. The broadcast programme 
purported to show a typical MP’s balcony flat overlooking the 
river Thames. They omitted to mention that the £2m purchase 
price was impossibly excessive on MPs’ allowances. But the myth 
is more powerful than the truth.

The affordable choice is modest, especially since many of 
the running costs are now not reimbursable. The principal need 
for the hermitage is proximity to the parliamentary workface. 
Generations of novice MPs have been first lured by the distant 
leafy suburbs. Inexorably, traffic jams, the congestion charge, 
high taxi fares and the uncertainty of late-night transport have 
forced them back into the parliamentary square mile.

Many share a mortgage or rent on a flat. The advantages are 
not just financial. It is useful for sharing cars, taxis and supplying 
a companion for the bus journey. Ideal MPs’ flats have a bath-
room for each bedroom. MPs have a monastic unchanging ritual 
of leaving every morning at 8 a.m. and returning at 11 p.m. The 
demands on the bathrooms usually coincide. Often a living room 
and kitchen are rarely used.

The village of the House of Commons provides all the 
day’s comforts from the first beverage of the morning to the 
midnight nightcap. For the majority of out-of-London MPs the 
only essential purpose of a flat is to provide a place to sleep. A 
relative of mine stayed for a weekend in the London flat I shared 
with another MP for the previous seven years. When he turned 
on the oven smoke poured out. He was cooking the operating 
instructions inside. The oven had never been used.
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A great scattering of MPs nest in the cheaper properties south 
of the river, principally in Kennington. MPs may only claim for 
accommodation expenditure in relation to a property at one 
location, which may be either in the London Area, or within the 
MP’s constituency, or within twenty miles of any point on the 
constituency boundary. Mortgage interest payments are being 
phased out but payments can be claimed for hotel accommoda-
tion, rental costs including utility bills, council tax, ground rent 
and service charges.

IPSA will fund only rented properties. This is now under review. 
MPs must also repay to IPSA the public share of the notional gain 
accrued in purchased properties. When property appreciates the 
taxpayer gains. When property value depreciates the MPs loses. 
It’s rough injustice but it’s the public’s excessive vengeance for 
past sins. The London Area Living Payment is limited to £3,760 per 
financial year. All MPs are eligible for Office Costs Expenditure, 
whether or not they rent a constituency office. The rates in 2011 
are £24,000 for London MPs and £21,500 elsewhere.

How to appoint staff

Cautiously.
IPSA has produced job descriptions for staff that have only 

slight relevance to the real demands of an MP’s workload. All 
must be described as Office Manager, Senior Parliamentary 
Assistant, Parliamentary Assistant, Senior Caseworker, 
Caseworker, Senior Secretary or Junior Secretary. There is no 
choice but to adjust their jobs to fit the parameters of IPSA’s 
Procrustean rules.

Though work can be generally divided into research, secre-
tarial and casework, it’s inefficient and disruptive to confine staff 
to strict silos of work on IPSA lines. If a defined ‘Caseworker’ or 
‘Researcher’ is absent, the demand for their work continues. While 
some specialisms are useful, all staff should be able to undertake 
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any task when required. Their job descriptions and titles should 
be general and embrace every eventuality.

The total allowance appears to be generous. £115,000 trans-
lates roughly into three to four full-time staff, who must be paid 
in accordance with IPSA’s salary ranges. Adjusting the annual 
budget is tricky and the temptation to spend up to the limit at 
the start of the year must be resisted. The nightmare of forgot-
ten additional costs such as pension contributions, employer’s 
National Insurance contributions, overtime, and any pooled or 
brought-in services frequently breaks the bank at the year’s end. 
IPSA might ride to the rescue as they feign humanity. 

The best place to find new staff candidates is on the splendid 
website www.w4mp.org. Prepare for at least fifty applications 
in the first two days after your advert is published. All will have 
impressive CVs: writing them is now an art form. Be impressed 
by candidates who have studied your interests and personality 
and will bring added value to your work. The beast’s metamor-
phosis may be at hand. Generally, secretaries are long-term, while 
researchers last a few years before they venture into new pastures.

There is no guaranteed formula for recruiting staff. Selecting 
from known candidates shrinks the gene pool; advertising widely 
will attract many hundreds of applicants, all but a handful 
doomed to disappointment. All should receive acknowledge-
ments and, if possible, a few words of helpful encouragement 
or advice on deficiencies. The work of sifting through CVs and 
arranging interviews is immense.

The shortlist should not be determined by qualifications 
alone. One astute candidate boasted that she was ‘IPSA literate’ – 
that is now the equivalent of two honours degrees. Choice should 
be determined by the skills exercised by candidates in observing 
MPs’ individual work. Applicants’ letters should be the result of 
research that informs a carefully crafted re-working of the MPs’ 
own words and fresh re-presentation of personal campaigns.

The perfect secretary has impeccable computer skills, runs a 

How to be an MP 190313.indd   8 20/03/2013   11:19



FI RST STEPS 9

well-organised filing system and is discreet and resourceful with 
an elephantine memory. The secretary is often the first point of 
contact. Intelligence and tact of a high order are vital. The perfect 
researcher should have similar skills, but with an added dash 
of curiosity and the persistence to find solutions to seemingly 
intractable problems. The ability to scan vast acres of material and 
isolate the killer points is vital. Good caseworkers, meanwhile, 
are born generously endowed with empathy. They have naturally 
thick skins combined with the sensitivity to detect injustice. For 
office harmony the individual interests and ambitions of staff 
should closely match the constituency and campaigning work of 
the Member.

At least one MP lost his seat because of the collapse of good 
relations with his staff and the resultant chaos of his constituency 
office. He set up an over-ambitious high street local office, which 
became overwhelmed with constituents’ drop-in queries. Staff 
could not cope with both callers and correspondence. Replies 
to letters were delayed, some for months. His diary became 
disorganised. Appointments were missed. A bad reputation for 
constituency work is as contagious as a good one. In spite of his 
good work in Parliament the MP was doomed to defeat.

One-issue campaigners may seek to use the MP as a conduit 
for their passions. In the 2005–10 parliament one MP asked 
only a tiny percentage of his many Parliamentary Questions on 
matters relating to his constituency. The rest probed the special-
ist interest of his researcher. Opponents exploited this perceived  
distortion of priorities, which appeared to neglect the constitu-
ents. This probably contributed to his massive electoral defeat.

The work of many other Members is marred and disrupted by 
rapid staff turnover. Never employ anyone only because they are 
owed a debt of gratitude for political work or loyalty. Even worse is 
to pick staff because they are beautiful, a relative or have aroused 
sympathy because of personal calamity. Permanent commitments 
should not be made until the final day of a six-month trial period. 
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Under the present system of allowances it is possible to 
contrive an escalating level of pay and all employees should at 
least be guaranteed the same inflation increases that MPs have. 
Researchers understand that their career structure is greatly 
influenced by their MP’s climb up the greasy pole or successful 
backbench campaigning. Increased allowances from Short Money 
can be used to increase salaries for rising Opposition frontbench 
spokespeople. Sometimes it is used to employ more people at 
depressed rates. The insecurity of the job is exacerbated by the 
possibility of replacement by civil servants when governments 
change. The fortunate few can switch employment and land the 
security and status of special advisers.

The once informal employment of interns is now a bureau-
cratic minefield. Strict rules apply to wages and conditions for 
interns or apprentices. Interns must have a job contract and can 
now be paid a reasonable salary from the staffing allowance. 
Expenses can be paid to casual ‘Volunteers’. Thanks to Tory MP 
Robert Halfon it is now possible to fund apprenticeships from 
parliamentary allowances under terms that are reasonable and 
fair. Halfon was determined to introduce a genuine appren-
ticeship, consisting of three days in Parliament, one in the  
constituency and one in the college. He coaxed funding out of 
Essex Council and Harlow Greyhound Stadium. ‘The apprentice 
is not a general “dogsbody” and does real work,’ Robert states. 
‘This includes research, e-mails, the drafting of EDMs and help 
with constituent tours of Parliament.’ It’s a strange concept 
because there is unlikely to be a job at the end of the apprentice-
ship. Nevertheless the work and experience gained would be as 
good as or superior to that achieved by a politics graduate.

There has been adverse publicity for past harsh practices 
of MPs as employers of volunteers. Lower standards are often 
demanded of unpaid staff. For a small minority it leads to full-
time jobs. The majority have no chance of full employment. It  
is a hateful system. Many became embittered when no real job is 
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offered. All staff should be warned of the precarious, exploitative 
nature of work in the Commons.

Privileged youngsters will have many other chances in life. 
Positive discrimination for those from underprivileged backgrounds 
should be deployed in awarding the rare opportunities to work in 
Westminster. Wage-less internships unfairly discriminate against 
those who cannot afford to work for nothing. Reasonable wages 
can be afforded and must be paid. Parliament’s conscience has been 
aroused by our past neglect of impoverished aspirant interns.

The best applicants will prompt MPs to ask themselves, ‘How 
have I managed to run my office without this person?’ The final 
choice is usually one based on gut instinct. Good luck!

How to Vote

It looks easy but it can be a trap. Outsiders guffaw at the possibil-
ity of MPs voting the wrong way. After all the choice is simple, yes 
or no. Those present who abstain are not recorded.

Gwynfor Evans, Richard Taylor, Martin Bell and Caroline Lucas 
have all been distinguished one-person parties. They confessed 
that one of their greatest problems was discovering which way to 
vote. Commons language and procedure are virtually unintelligi-
ble. There is little guidance from the Order Paper. MPs from the 
major parties are grateful for the sheepdog herding of the whips 
who direct them safely into the lobby of righteousness and truth. 
When the MP arrives with seconds to spare before the Speaker’s 
dreaded ‘Close the Doors’ commandment, an instant decision 
is necessary – sometimes without the guidance of whips. It 
happened to me on one unforgettable occasion. I had dropped off 
to sleep in my office and heard the division bell late. I arrived in 
the nick of time and asked a teller, John McDonnell, for guidance. 
He pointed to the ‘No’ lobby. I made it with seconds to spare. The 
lobby was deserted. As I walked through the teller announced the 
total of votes as ‘One’. On this occasion, however, what appeared 
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to be a major blunder paid dividends. To this day, I have no idea 
what I had voted against. But it was a cause that was opposed by 
the Big Issue. For weeks they printed photographs of me and lavish 
praise as ‘the only principled MP to oppose this damaging piece 
of legislation’. I modestly accepted their plaudits. My street cred-
ibility soared among the street people.

Ten Minute Rule Bill votes are dangerous. Choosing the sheep’s 
lobby from the goats’ lobby can be a gamble if you have missed 
the debate. The agreed procedure when a Member votes the wrong 
way is to vote again in the other lobby if time allows. It’s a legiti-
mate practice to vote for and against. It’s better than voting against 
the party line for no purpose The Member’s name will appear on 
both published division lists. When it happens, pray that nobody 
notices. There is only one way to explain this to the people of 
Votingham: that is to say that this is the only way to register an 
abstention. It is. On occasions when there is real doubt, it makes 
the point that the MP is present but is genuinely undecided. David 
Taylor, former MP for North West Leicestershire, would vote ‘No’ 
and ‘Aye’ when faced with such a situation. The ‘David Taylor Vote’ 
is now a legitimate weapon in the parliamentary armoury. It also 
defuses criticism that the ‘MP could not be bothered to turn up’.

Deliberately abstaining is sometimes the worst possible 
option. An MP who was passionately lobbied by both sides on the 
feared abortion issue decided to be absent on the day of the vote. 
He hoped to avoid the wrath of both sides. It was double trouble. 
The ferocious liberated women of his patch and the Little Sisters 
of Mercy blasted him from two directions for months. Their 
resentment was long-lived.

The nightmare that haunts all Members on voting disasters 
involved Billy Bunter lookalike and former Twickenham MP 
Toby Jessel in a vital vote on VAT that the Government was 
about to lose because of a revolt by some of its backbenchers. 
Normally divisions are over in twelve minutes. This one was 
being watched by millions live on the main ten o’clock television 
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news bulletins. It dragged on for eighteen minutes. Toby had 
voted with the Government, then nipped into the ‘Labour’ lobby 
to the Gents that were located a few yards beyond the door inside. 
The Speaker ordered the doors to be closed. Trapped! Aghast, he 
ran to the glass-panelled locked doors, spread-eagled himself 
Garfield-like and begged to be let out. The rules dictate that the 
lobby must be cleared. The only exit was to pass the clerks at 
the other end and thereby vote against the Government in the 
most important vote of the Parliament. Word spread around the 
Chamber that Toby had retreated to the toilet and was refusing 
to leave. The Speaker’s job then is to send in the Serjeant at Arms 
to prod the Member out with his sword. The Government had 
lost by eight votes. Mercy was shown. The Serjeant at Arms put 
his pig sticker away and Toby was allowed to slink off – deflated 
but not unrecorded.

How to Find a role

There is no job description and little benign advice. If they 
choose, MPs can go off and live permanently in the USA or the 
Channel Islands. Some have. The pay is the same if you choose 
to smother yourself in overwork or choose absence and idleness. 
However, the press will not allow serial truancy to pass unnoticed 
in our modern transparent monastery as they did in the past. The 
miscreants will be excoriated.

The choice of roles is almost infinite. These are some of the 
more popular ones.

Sleaze Buster
The cleansing of the stables in Parliament is principally the job of 
the Standards and Privileges Committee, aided in recent times by 
the Daily Telegraph. With the exception of a few expenses angels, 
all pre-2010 old lags suffered the hideous trauma of intrusion and 
exposure resulting from the expenses scandal. The shock therapy 
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