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	Our Reference: G/10/07/0001
Please quote reference on all related correspondence

October 2009 
Dear xxx, 

Thank you for your email of xxx concerning the issue of Parliamentary allowances and expenses.

May I firstly start by saying that I have been as shocked and horrified as the public has been, over some of the claims put forward by some MPs. Indeed, people forget sometimes that I, and other MPs, are taxpayers, too, and do not like to see public money misspent any more than you do. We have been genuinely taken by surprise by some of the outlandish claims some have made.
It is only because of the Freedom of Information Act, brought in by the Labour Government, that we are now aware of what was happening.
The recent revelations clearly show the need for change, and I put forward my own suggestions for reform to the Committee on Standards in Public Life (the “Kelly” committee) including a complete abolition of the “Second Homes Allowance”, to be replaced with a system of renting or hotel accommodation which would overcome these difficulties. This might work out a bit more expensive for the taxpayer, but I believe such a price is necessary to restore the reputation of Parliament.

Having said that, I have always been open about my own allowances claims: I enclose copies by way of example of the press releases I issued on 12th March and 15th April. You will see, amongst other things, that I have renounced the right to claim the “second home allowance”. 

I also enclose my press release of 13th October confirming the Legg review found my claims to be satisfactory. Personally, I think people ought to pay back if the Legg review found that they have over-claimed, even though it was within the rules. My main concern with the Legg review is that it was not tough enough. Whilst they set maximum figures, for example for claims for gardening and cleaning, no similar figure was set for the maximum someone could charge for a mortgage. Some Parliamentarians claimed the whole of their allowance as mortgage interest, enabling them to buy large houses, way beyond what would be needed as a second home either in the constituency or in Westminster. The Leader of the Opposition, for example, is a case in point; he has an extremely large house in his constituency, subsidized by using the whole of his allowance for mortgage interest. I believe that the Legg inquiry should be consistent, and should have set maximum allowances for each of the different elements of claim.

I think it is also fair to point out that those involved do not constitute the majority of MPs, though you would not think this was the case following media reports. Most MPs have not been found to have over-claimed or claimed in breach of the rules. Unfortunately, whether or not that is the case, we have all been tarred with the same brush.

I do not have (and never have had) a country house, with or without a moat, a duck house, a tennis court, swimming pool or chandelier. My trouser press was a gift from my mother, and not part of any claim!

I did not go into politics for money. When I was a local government councillor, my very modest responsibility allowance (£1200 per year, a pittance compared to what leading members of Barnet Council now claim) was entirely donated, in full, towards providing a service for my ward constituents.

When I stood for Parliament, I knew I would be far worse off than in my previous occupation as a solicitor. The pay cut was almost 50%, for almost double the hours of work. I accepted this willingly, because I went into politics to serve the community and to try to make life better for all, individually, locally and nationally; not to enrich myself.

Indeed, since I was elected, I have spent tens of thousands of pounds of my own money, supporting my constituency office, particularly in the early years of my time in Westminster, when the then staffing allowance was not enough to provide the quality of service I believe you, my constituents, are entitled to expect.

The Daily Telegraph has been trawling through MPs’ allowances claim forms, and supporting receipts. The only comment on mine was to compare me favourably, with the Conservative MP for Chipping Barnet, in the neighbouring constituency. I note it was only after this exposure that she decided to publish her returns, and follow my lead in giving up the second home allowance.

In relation to my own large pile of documentation, unsolicited, I invited the Evening Standard to send a reporter to read through them and to take whatever notes or copies he wished (though publication would obviously need to exclude personal data like account and card numbers).

Months ago I offered similar access to the Hendon and Edgware Times, which they have yet to take up.

I believe that the Evening Standard reporter was satisfied that there was nothing untoward in any of the claim forms or supporting documentation: I am sure if there had been, it would have been reported in the Evening Standard, by now!

I have a page on my website, on which my expenses returns appear regularly, as soon as possible after their submission. As to the historic records, I have now provided a link to these from my website.
As for other Parliamentarians, it is quite clear that there have been some appalling abuses carried out, for which I believe that we have all been found guilty by association, but inevitably we must all share the common criticism, of not having amended the rules before.

I am a member of the Commons Standards and Privileges Committee, and we have made a number of recommendations, which regrettably were not all taken up, for example relating to the designation of which home should be the second home.

One of our most recent recommendations was that MPs should be taken entirely outside the allowance setting process, and that this should be left to the Kelly committee. We tabled unanimous, cross party, amendments to this effect for the debates in April, which explains my votes, then, as the Government accepted one of those amendments but not the others.

In the past, I have supported disclosure of MPs’ allowances, contrary to what my opponent suggests. I did not support the disclosure of MPs’ private constituency correspondence which was at risk from the Freedom of Information Act. This also explains my votes on that issue at the time.

I also think it is fair to say that some of the newspaper reports have been somewhat disingenuous and have not given a full picture of the circumstances of particular claims; and there has been an element of party political bias or choreography in the way the Daily Telegraph, a Conservative leaning newspaper, has released the information.

For example, while focussing on the minutiae of some of the “furniture” claims, they have virtually ignored the claims by the Leader of the Opposition, a multi-millionaire, for almost £24,000 a year just for his mortgage interest payments, which have passed without criticism.

My political neighbour, the Conservative MP for Chipping Barnet, has also claimed substantial sums for the purchase of her second home.

When I was claiming (which I no longer do) for the “second home allowance” for my Burnt Oak flat, I claimed for running costs only. I did not claim anything for the cost of buying it.

No one can justify in any way the outlandish cases that have been brought to the public’s attention. It is right that action is taken, and I am pleased the Prime Minister has suspended offenders from the Labour Party.

I do not think it would be appropriate for me to comment further on individual cases, because, as a member of the Standards and Privileges Committee, I may well be called upon to be one of those passing sentence, if the Commissioner for Parliamentary Standards, who is an independent investigator, reports to us on breaches of the rules, which may well have been committed despite protestations to the contrary.

It is necessary that urgent action is taken, and I am pleased that interim measures have been taken, pending the Kelly review, to severely restrict “second home” claims.

We have also now passed the Parliamentary Standards Act, setting up an independent body to set and administer allowances, and to “police” claims with tough regulatory powers.

I hope this letter gives you an indication of my own concern on the issue, and the fact that I have personally tried to be as open as I possibly can as far as my own claims are concerned, which I started to publish long before the Commons required it, each year.

If you have any specific questions about my own claims, I will certainly do the best I can to respond to them.

Yours sincerely,
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Andrew Dismore MP

Labour Member of Parliament for Hendon


	*****You can find out more at my website –just click here *****



	P.S. Please feel free to pass on this letter to any friends or neighbours who may be interested.  If they would like their own copy or if there are any other issues you’d like to hear about then contact my office on 8202 2122 or e-mail – updates@hendonlabourparty.com
P.P.S. If you have access to the internet, you might also like to check out my website.  On the website I post most of my parliamentary speeches and oral questions; press releases; and reports on many other subjects.  My website is regularly updated, so for my most recent news, visit: www.andrewdismoremp.com
P.P.P.S. If you do not wish to receive further information from me, please write to me at the House of Commons, London SW1A OAA.



	


