WHY MPs DO NOT DESERVE A BIG PAY RISE

By Chris Mullin MP

I was dismayed to see recently that Sir John Baker, former chairman of the Senior Salaries Review Body, is calling for MPs to be given a substantial salary increase.

He is not alone.  Despite all that has happened, I detect a assumption among a certain section of the chattering classes – not to mention MPs themselves – that we poor inadequate, despised politicians are underpaid and that all the expenses fiddles have arisen because we find it hard to scrape by on £64,000 a year.

I beg to differ.  The abuses arose because the rules were lax, there was no proper auditing and we had the right to decide for ourselves what we should receive in allowances.  A recipe for disaster, if ever there was.

Nor do I accept that £64,000 a year is peanuts.  Where I come from such an income puts me in the top one percent of earners.  Apart from the occasional doctor or head teacher, I am comfortably the highest paid member of my local Labour party.  Quite apart from which, not all MPs are on the basic salary.  There is a career structure of sorts.  About 90 of our number are paid ministerial salaries, ranging between about £90,000 and £140,000.  Select Committee chairmen and members of the Speaker’s panel are also paid above the norm.   

It may be different for those representing the posher parts of the Home Counties, but even in Surrey, Sussex or Hampshire £64,000 a year puts you in the top five percent of earners.

No, I do not believe that the answer to our current woes is a whopping salary increase. Nor, I suspect, do the public.  I welcome the fact that the question of deciding what we should earn has finally – and one hopes irrevocably – been taken out of our hands, but it is not hard to imagine the outrage if the result of the widespread and systematic abuse of our allowances is a huge reward – at a time when there is talk of freezing wages in the rest of the public sector.

As regards expenses, happily the main reforms are already in place: a proper system of auditing, tighter rules about what can and can’t be claimed and, above all, transparency.  The mere fact that all future claims are to be published, will put an end to the sort of abuses that were commonplace under the old system.  Members will simply cease to claim what they know cannot be defended in public.

On salaries, I acknowledge there is an issue.  Members come from diverse backgrounds and some (though not as many as would have you believe) give up higher salaries in order to seek election to Parliament.   To some extent, though not entirely, it is a class issue.  I well remember, some years ago, standing behind a wealthy Tory in the queue for tea, who said to me with great passion, “what you don’t realise, Chris, is that no Tory can survive on an MP’s salary.”   Much to my embarrassment, he said this within the hearing of the tea room staff whose incomes are a third of ours.

Of course, if you live in a world where private education and private healthcare are the norm and where you are mixing with people who are incomparably richer, you are bound to feel hard done by.  I am sure, however, that no one will argue that we should have a two-tier salary structure, where those who represent the prosperous parts of Britain are paid more than those who represent less prosperous.

The solution, it seems to me, is not to be too fussy about permitting MPs to have outside interests, subject only to the condition that such arrangements are transparent and, therefore, capable of being defended publicly.    I was for many years on the puritan side of this argument.  Had I been asked when first elected, I would have said that being a Member of Parliament was a full-time job and that outside financial interests should be forbidden.  I no longer take that view.

For one thing, it is difficult to police.  Supposing, as I do from time to time, I write a newspaper article or a book, should that be ruled out?    More important, however, one has to recognise that members come from a wide variety of backgrounds, have widely varying circumstances and commitments of which, if we want to attract such people to enter politics, we have to take account.  Providing that outside interests are out in the open so that constituency parties and the electorate can take them into account when deciding how to cast their vote, I don’t see that it is a problem.  Once again, transparency, is the key.

What I am absolutely confident of, however, is that the public will not wish to see us rewarded for our sins.  I trust those in charge of determining our remuneration have got this message.
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