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RESPONSE FROM THE COMMITTEE ON STANDARDS IN PUBLIC LIFE TO THE COMMITTEE ON STANDARDS “INTERESTS OF COMMITTEE CHAIRS: A CONSULTATION”
1. The Committee on Standards in Public Life welcomes this consultation on the interests of committee Chairs, consideration of which this Committee called for in its report Strengthening Transparency around Lobbying
. 
2. The Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL) is an independent advisory body to the Government, which monitors, reports and make recommendations on all issues relating to standards in public life.  The Committee promotes high ethical standards in public life in the UK and works to ensure that the Seven Principles of Public Life - selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership – underpin all aspects of public life.
3. In 1994, when the CSPL was established by the then Prime Minister, its terms of reference were ‘To examine current concerns about standards of conduct of all holders of public office, including arrangements relating to financial and commercial activities, and make recommendations as to any changes in present arrangements which might be required to ensure the highest standards of propriety in public life.’
 

4. The CSPL considered the outside interests of Members of Parliament in its First Report in 1995 and whilst recommending that MPs should remain free to have paid employment unrelated to their role as MPs, made a series of recommendations in relation to disclosure of interests and accompanying guidance
. The Prime Minister subsequently asked the Committee to consider again the issue of Members of Parliament having paid outside interests or second jobs in 2009 as part of the Committee’s inquiry into MPs Expenses and Allowances.
 For the purposes of that report this Committee defined “outside interests” as “any form of activity outside the time commitments for which an MP receives payment and which might create a conflict of interest or time commitments which stop the MP from actively fulfilling his or her primary role, or both.”
 
5. As this consultation refers to, the CSPL acknowledged in that Report that there were two sides to the argument. On the one hand in order to be effective the role of an MP is a full time job and constituents have the right to expect that their MPs devote the greater part of their time and energy to their parliamentary role; on the other hand that outside employment can encourage diverse MPs, with expertise and wider experience, all of which can increase their value in scrutiny role. 
6. The CSPL noted that most senior employees would only occasionally and with their employer’s consent, be permitted to take on roles outside their employment and also that there are different ways of keeping in touch with outside experience that do not involve payment. The Committee concluded the issue to be largely one of balance and recommended
 that MPs should remain free to undertake some paid activity provided it was kept within reasonable limits and there was transparency about the activity and amount of time spent on it.
7. The question now, is whether, in respect of the interests of committee Chairs, the balance has shifted, which was why this Committee recommended that Parliament look afresh at this issue in its report Strengthening Transparency around Lobbying
. The ethical risk considered in that report was the confluence of money, influence and power and vested interests and the public concern that there is not always fair and equitable access to policy makers, legislators and decision makers. One of the ways preferential access might result is through the outside interests referred to in this consultation. 
8. Whilst the Committee was not presented with evidence of widespread systematic abuse of lobbying, what was clear was that recurring individual cases around the manner of lobbying, access to policy makers, recent media stings involving legislators and perceptions of conflicts of interest have raised public concern and arguably contributed to a growing public cynicism toward the democratic process. This can result in a lack of trust and confidence in the ethical standards of holders of public office, and in the propriety of political decision making and lead to disengagement from the political process. As this consultation acknowledges “the reputational risk from allowing arrangements which do not command public support to continue should not be underestimated.”
9. Our report considered the spectrum of lobbying activity; the application of the seven principles of public life to lobbying and what is required from both individuals and organisations to ensure high ethical standards in lobbying. It was the arrangements for dealing with conflicts of interest in both Houses of Parliament which generated substantial comment in our call for evidence, notwithstanding the existence of Codes of Conduct in both Houses. Recent cases brought to light by the media have involved Parliamentarians, who can put issues on the political agenda by advocating interests on behalf of others. They can influence matters of public policy by speaking in or initiating parliamentary proceedings or through approaching other public officials, even if they may not be making individual decisions.  As one respondent noted “there is evidence from recent events in both Houses of Parliament, albeit among a minority of members, of a more casual attitude towards influence and lobbying, and a suggestion that registers of interest and declarations of interest release individuals from deeper if less formal ethical obligations.”
 There was also some support in the response to our call for evidence for the rules of both Houses being tightened. Suggestions included tightening the House of Lords rule on paid advocacy to bring into line with the House of Commons;
 parliamentarians (and civil servants) being banned from any paid role within a lobbying organisation whilst a member of Parliament or for five years after leaving Parliament;
 and additional rules of conduct to deal with the potential for conflicts of interest for committee Chairs.
 
10. Whilst noting that rules and guidance already exist for the declaration of relevant interests and that the role of Chair of committee has few formal powers, it is undoubtedly the case that since the election of committee Chairs in 2009, the confidence and media impact of Select Committees has increased.
 Also, whilst it is ultimately for Government to make policy changes, there have been recent examples of committees increasingly driving the policy agenda on issues such as crime statistics
 and corporate tax
. 

11. For all of those reasons, the Committee concluded since Parliamentarians have great power of influence and advocacy and can, particularly through chairmanship or membership of Select Committees or All Party Groups, put public policy matters on the political agenda, that the Committee on Standards should give consideration to whether chairmanship of a Select Committee brings with it a particular influence on matters of public policy that justifies the imposition of additional restrictions in relation on conflicts of interest. We also note that both the Speaker of the House of Commons and the Parliamentary Commissioner have drawn similar concerns to the Committees’ attention.
12. It is ultimately for Parliament to consider whether it is necessary to impose additional restrictions on the interests of committee Chairs, but in deciding whether to do so, the CSPL consider the following factors to be particularly relevant:

a. High standards of behaviours should be understood as a matter for personal responsibility, actively and consistently demonstrated by those in leadership positions – our public perceptions surveys tells us that the public expect their Parliamentarians to act as exemplars and Chairs, who act with the authority of having been elected by the House, should set the ethical example for their committee and Parliament’s committee’s more generally.  The documentation of and access to interests is well established in all walks of public life and much private business and parliamentarians should be exemplars, in this respect, not followers. 

b. It is important for public confidence in Parliament to ensure that during their time in the House, members are not perceived to be influenced in their behaviour by the hope or expectation of future personal gain – this may be a matter of perception rather than as a result of any actual impropriety, but the CSPL believes there is real public anxiety about the influence of vested interests. In respect of committee Chairs this perception is likely to be greatest where outside financial interests relate to the subject matter of the committee are concerned.  

c. The public want elected representatives to be open and transparent and held accountable for how they act.
 The CSPL consider an addendum to each committee report setting out all committee member’s interests would bring welcome additional transparency. Whilst members are already required to declare interests, what will not necessarily be available to the public, in the way that it is required for Ministers, will be proactive and routine disclosure of meetings involving external attempts to influence public policy or raise a matter which have a bearing on the business of the committee
.  If committee Chairs wish to remain free to undertake some paid activity, then given the public salience of the issues the committee’s are considering, the CSPL would reiterate the importance of recommendation 5 in its report Strengthening Transparency around Lobbying for public office holders to  proactively publish such information, and in an easily and regularly accessible and searchable form. 
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