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Members Estimate Committee 

The Members Estimate Committee has the same Members as the House of Commons Commission: 
 
Rt Hon Michael Martin MP, Speaker 
Rt Hon Harriet Harman MP, Leader of the House 
Rt Hon Theresa May MP, Shadow Leader of the House 
Sir Stuart Bell MP 
Nick Harvey MP 
Rt Hon David Maclean MP 
 
The Committee is appointed under Standing Order No 152D (House of Commons Members Estimate 
Committee): 
 
152D.—(1) There shall be a committee of this House, called the House of Commons Members 
Estimate Committee. 
 
(2) The members of the committee shall be those Members who are at any time members of the 
House of Commons Commission pursuant to section 1 of the House of Commons (Administration) Act 
1978; the Speaker shall be chairman of committee; and three shall be the quorum of the committee. 
 
(3) The functions of the committee shall be— 
 

(a) to codify and keep under review the provisions of the resolutions of this House relating 
to expenditure charged to the Estimate for House of Commons: Members; 

(b) to modify those provisions from time to time as the committee may think necessary or 
desirable in the interests of clarity, consistency, accountability and effective 
administration, and conformity with current circumstances; 

(c) to provide advice, when requested by the Speaker, on the application of those 
provisions in individual cases; 

(d) to carry out the responsibilities conferred on the Speaker by the resolution of the House 
of 5th July 2001 relating to Members' Allowances, Insurance, &c., except the 
responsibility of appointing the Advisory Panel provided for in paragraph (5)(1) of that 
Resolution. 

 
(4) Paragraph (3)(b) above does not empower the committee— 
 

(a) to create a new form of charge on the Estimate for House of Commons: Members; or 
(b) to increase any rate of charge or payment determined by resolution of this House. 

 
(5) The committee shall report to the House from time to time, and in any case not less than once a 
year, the provisions of the resolutions of this House relating to expenditure charged to the Estimate 
for House of Commons: Members, as codified and modified pursuant to paragraph (3) of this order. 
 
(6) The committee shall have power to sit notwithstanding any adjournment of the House. 

Committee staff 

The staff of the Committee are Andrew Kennon, Jenny McCullough and Louise Sargent. 
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8    Review of Allowances 

1 Introduction 
1. In our first report we promised a root and branch review. In our second—on issues—we 
demonstrated willingness to consider any option for change. This report shows we have 
been thorough in looking at every root and branch but have concentrated on improving 
audit rather than structural change. The Committee has looked critically at the two key 
areas where the reputation of the House is most at risk—accommodation and staffing. In 
one case we put forward a suggestion for structural change; in the other we recommend 
much better accountability. But the most important aspect of this report is our 
commitment to restoring the reputation of the House by providing better assurance for the 
taxpayer that money is properly spent. 

Origins of this review 

2. On 24 January 2008, the House referred to the Members Estimate Committee 
recommendations on Members’ allowances made by the Senior Salaries Review Body in 
July 2007: 

Resolved, That this House notes the recommendations made in Chapter 5 of the 
report of the Review Body on Senior Salaries on parliamentary pay, pensions and 
allowances (Cm 7270–I) a copy of which was laid before this House on 16th January; 
and is of the opinion that— 

(1) recommendations 20–22 relating to an increase in staffing allowance should be 
implemented, subject to the decisions of the Members Estimate Committee with 
regard to their timing and administration; 

(2) recommendations 17–19, 23–28, 30 and 31 (relating to reimbursement of 
unreceipted expenditure, audit, central funding of constituency office costs, 
Incidental Expenses Provision, partners’ travel, Communications Allowance, 
Resettlement Grant, Winding-up Allowance, and nomenclature of allowances) be 
referred to the Members Estimate Committee for further consideration following 
consultation with the Advisory Panel on Members Allowances. 

3. On 28 January the Standards and Privileges Committee published a report on the 
conduct of a Member who was found to have misused the staffing allowance in the 
employment of relatives.1 That report was agreed by the House on 31 January. On that day, 
Mr Speaker made the following brief statement: 

“Before we come to business questions and the subsequent motion relating to the 
fourth report of the Committee on Standards and Privileges, I should inform the 
House that, on the broader subject of Members’ allowances, in anticipation of the 
decision of the House on 24 January to refer that matter to the Members Estimate 

 
1 Standards and Privileges Committee, Fourth Report of Session 2007–08, Conduct of Mr Derek Conway, HC 280. 

 



Review of Allowances    9 
 

Committee, and as Chairman of that Committee, on 22 January I summoned a 
meeting for Monday 4 February.”2 

4. The following Monday, Mr Speaker further informed the House: 

“The House will be aware that I made a statement on Thursday indicating that I had 
summoned an urgent meeting of the Members Estimate Committee for today. In the 
debate on the fourth report of the Committee on Standards and Privileges that 
afternoon, several Members expressed deep concerns about Members’ allowances. 
Similar anxiety about the audit system has been relayed to me privately, and we must 
also take fully into account the public interest in transparency. At this afternoon’s 
meeting of the Members Estimate Committee, we will be discussing urgently how to 
proceed on these matters. The subject of Members’ allowances is something that the 
House itself must determine, but it is clear that the Committee must find an effective 
and acceptable solution as quickly as is practicable. It has always been my practice to 
inform Members first, so I shall be writing to every Member of the House following 
today’s Committee meeting, announcing how the matter will be taken forward.”3 

5. On 7 and 8 February the Information Tribunal heard the House’s appeal against the 
Information Commissioner’s decisions requiring disclosure of information about 14 
Members’ claims under the Additional Costs Allowance. The operation of the Additional 
Costs Allowance was criticised in the Information Tribunal’s decision of 26 February and 
in the subsequent and unsuccessful appeal to the High Court, whose judgment was 
delivered on 16 May. 

6. Very early on in the review—on 10 March—the Committee decided to take action on 
the threshold for receipts and reduced it from £250 to £25 with effect from 1 April 2008. 

Context 

7. Parliament faces many challenges. The expectation and demands of MPs have changed 
in the past 50 years, but in many ways Westminster remains a parliamentary institution 
recognisable to Gladstone. We need to address two significant changes—the increased 
workload on Members; and the public's greater concern for transparency. In three core 
areas, Members are required to do more: first, scrutiny of the executive has been 
significantly enhanced through the advent of select committees; second, demands from the 
public for direct help with problems have increased; and thirdly, legislation is more 
complex with three elements—primary, secondary and European. This has been coupled 
with a rising expectation from the public for open reporting, transparency and a 
professional approach to the business of representative democracy. The proposals 
contained within this paper are designed to balance the need for adequate resources to 
fulfil the roles with openness and accountability in how they are used. 

8. The nature of a Member of Parliament’s life is best described by a journalist in a recent 
article: 

 
2 Official Report, 31 January 2008, col 467. 

3 Official Report, 4 February 2008, col 659. 
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“One of the biggest burdens of being an MP is having to live in two places. It either 
means being separated from your family for long periods or schlepping them up and 
down to the constituency. This inconvenience comes with the job. We require MPs 
to spend plenty of time in the area they represent, preferably with their family. Since 
we demand this, we have to be prepared to pay for it. We cannot expect Members to 
kit out two family homes on a fairly run-of-the-mill salary. So we will have to 
reimburse the reasonable expense of a moderately comfortable dwelling.”4 

9. In any employment, an individual is paid, given the equipment to do the job and 
reimbursed for expenses properly incurred. It is important to distinguish between: 

• the salaries of Members 

• facilities and services provided to Members to do their job—such as offices and 
staff 

• costs which should be reimbursed—such as travel and overnight accommodation. 

10. We acknowledge that the practices which have grown up over the years and the 
vocabulary used have not made a clear distinction between these different elements and we 
now think it is time for the House to do so. 

11. Members are not employees of the House but holders of public office. The current 
system of financial support for Members in their parliamentary work is a mixture of 
different approaches: 

• in some respects Members operate like small businesses, employing their own staff 
and renting their own offices in constituencies 

• in other respects, MPs are treated like employees of the House, claiming travel and 
accommodation expenses and being provided with offices at Westminster, IT 
equipment and postage. 

12. Because MPs are appointed by voters and may be sacked by them without notice, there 
is no simple external model to follow. But, in looking for external comparators, we have 
borne in mind two other examples: 

• a non-executive director who works closely with the organisation, is paid and 
reimbursed for costs incurred while working for it, but is not an employee 

• a grant-aided body or a charity with specific purposes—allocated a budget, given 
some discretion with spending but fully accountable for the purposes on which 
money is spent. 

13. Throughout our review, our aim has been to find external comparators or benchmarks 
to which the funding of MPs can be compared—though there is no one clear outside 
analogy for the work and duties of an MP. 

 
4 Daniel Finkelstein, The Times, 19 March 2008. 
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Conduct of the inquiry 

14. The Committee has published three Reports in this review: 

• First Special Report HC 368 on 25 February 2008 

• First Report HC 415 on 11 March 2008—Review of Members’ Allowances: 
Threshold for Receipts 

• Second Report HC 464 on 2 April 2008—Review of Members’ Allowances: Issues. 

15. Since the Commission and Members Estimate Committee comprises three Members 
with regular duties in the Chamber and three backbenchers representing the three largest 
parties, the Committee decided to carry out this review largely through a sub group of the 
three backbenchers. The sub group met weekly to hear the advice of outside experts and 
House officials. The chairmanship of meetings rotated among the three and they reported 
regularly to the full Committee. The minutes of most of those meetings have been 
published on the parliamentary website.5 

16. The Committee has taken fully into account the recommendations of the Senior 
Salaries Review Body (SSRB) referred to the Committee by the House on 24 January 2008.6 
The Committee has also borne in mind the Code of Conduct for Members of Parliament, 
prepared pursuant to the Resolution of the House of 19 July 1995, which incorporates the 
general principles of conduct identified by the Committee on Standards in Public Life, 
known as “the Nolan principles”. The Committee has also paid attention to the publication 
on 10 April 2008 by the Committee on Standards in Public Life of ‘Principles for MPs’ 
Allowances’7 (see Appendix 1). 

17. We undertook to publish emerging conclusions in May but the pressure to complete 
this report in time for a debate in early July led us to proceed directly to a final report. We 
did, however, conduct a second stage of consultation with Members and outside bodies on 
our draft conclusions before completing this report. 

18. The main sources of information received by the Committee have been: 

• published reports from the Senior Salaries Review Body (SSRB), the Independent 
Review of Parliamentary Allowances for Members of the Scottish Parliament 
(MSP), the Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL) and the House’s 
Standards and Privileges Committee 

• meetings with outside bodies and experts such as the National Audit Office 
(NAO), HM Revenue & Customs (HMRC), accountants PKF and PwC and the 
Chairman of the Committee on Standards in Public Life and others. The minutes 
of most of these meetings have been put on the website8 

 
5 www.parliament.uk/parliamentary_committees/mec.cfm 

6 Review Body on Senior Salaries, Report No 64, Review of parliamentary pay and allowances 2007, Cm 7270, dated 24 
July 2007 and published in January 2008. 

7 http://www.public-standards.gov.uk/news/10_04_08.aspx 

8 www.parliament.uk/parliamentary_committees/mec.cfm 
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• meetings with Members and written submissions from Members. We have met the 
Advisory Panel on Members Allowances, the Parliamentary Labour Party, the 1922 
Executive of backbench Conservative MPs and the backbench Liberal Democrat 
party. About 80 Members have written to the Committee and some of their letters 
have also been published on the parliamentary website 

• papers from the Department of Resources, supplemented by informal discussion 
with officials. These are to be published on 2 July as Volume II to this report 

• a small number of substantive written suggestions from members of the public. 
These have served as a valuable reminder of how critical the public is of the current 
system. 

Why was there not an external inquiry? 

19. The Senior Salaries Review Body examines parliamentary pay and allowances every 
three or four years. It produced its latest review in July 2007 and submitted it privately to 
the Government. Normally the Government would put to the House proposals to 
implement such a report. Instead, in January 2008, the Government moved a motion in the 
House to refer most of the recommendations on allowances to this Committee for this 
consideration. It fell to the existing membership of the House of Commons Commission—
which is the same as the Members Estimate Committee—to carry out this instruction from 
the House, precluding examination by another House Committee or outside body. Given 
the Government’s reluctance to accept the recommendations of the independent review of 
the SSRB on Members’ allowances, we doubt if any other body would have produced 
conclusions which the Government would be willing to propose to the House. As this 
report shows, we have nonetheless paid careful attention to the independent review of 
allowances in the Scottish Parliament and to the principles for this review set out by the 
Committee on Standards in Public Life. 

Structure of the report 

20. This report starts with our top priority—improving public confidence in the House by 
better systems of financial assurance. It then sets out the six main categories in which 
Members’ work is supported by the taxpayer: 

• employment of staff 

• office costs 

• communicating with constituents and the public 

• travel 

• overnight costs 

• redundancy. 

21. In each section, the report describes the current system, proposals for change, 
experience elsewhere, and the views and advice we have received. Each section ends with 
the opinion of the Committee and recommendations for the House to decide. 
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22. The main current allowances and the amounts involved over the past ten years are set 
out in the tables below: 

 

Allowance Purpose Maximum Claim process 

Additional Costs 
Allowance 

To reimburse overnight 
expenses when staying away 
from the main home. 

£24,006 Paid by the MP and claimed back; 
receipts required for expenditure over 
£25 and copy of rental agreement or 
mortgage interest statement must be 
provided. 

Staffing Allowance To meet the costs of 
employing the equivalent of 
three and a half full-time 
staff to support the Member 
in carrying out 
parliamentary duties. 

£100,205 Staff salaries are paid through central 
payroll provided by the House. 

Incidental Expenses 
Provision 

Primarily to meet the costs 
of running an office, 
including in constituency. 

£22,193 Can be paid by MPs and claimed back; 
receipts required for expenditure over 
£25. Alternatively, the House can pay 
the supplier directly. A copy of the 
office lease must be provided. 

London 
Supplement 

To compensate London 
MPs for the additional cost 
of living in London. 

£2,916 Paid automatically along with salary 
through central payroll. Taxable. 

Travel To meet the cost of 
‘standard’ journeys between 
the main home, 
Westminster and the 
constituency, and also travel 
within the constituency 
whilst undertaking 
parliamentary duties. 

Car: 40p per mile up 
to 10,000 miles 
Further mileage: 25p 
per mile 
Motorbike: 24p per 
mile 
Bicycle: 20p per mile 

Motor mileage is claimed back; up to 
350 miles’ travel per month within the 
constituency can be claimed without 
declaration of journey details. Fares are 
met using the House of Commons 
Corporate travel card; ‘standard’ 
journeys must be registered with the 
House. 

Winding Up 
Allowance 

To meet the costs of 
winding up parliamentary 
duties, closing down the 
office and releasing staff 
after retirement from Office 
or defeat in a General 
Election. 

One third of the sum 
of the annual staffing 
allowance and 
incidental expenses 
provision (max 
£40,799) 

Other than staff salaries, winding-up 
costs are paid by the MP and claimed 
back on an as incurred basis, up to the 
maximum limit. 

Resettlement Grant Similar to a redundancy 
payment. 

Between 50% and 
100% of salary, 
depending on age 
and length of service 
at the date of 
dissolution. 

Claimed using the resettlement grant 
claim form once all outstanding 
liabilities to the House, suppliers and 
staff have been met. 
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Communications Communicating with 
constituents about 
parliamentary business. 

£10,400 Can be paid by MPs and claimed back, 
receipts required for expenditure over 
£25. Alternatively, the House can pay 
the supplier directly. 

MPs’ allowances: summary 1997–98—2008–09 
Staffing and Office etc Costs, Additional Costs Allowances and London Supplement 
 

 Old Office 
Costs 
Allowance 
(max) 

Staffing 
(max) 

Additional 
costs 

Incidental 
expenses 

Communi-
cations 
Allowance 

London Maximum 
winding-
up 

1997–98 £47,568  £12,287   £1,358 £15,856 

1998–99 £49,232  £12,717   £1,406 £16,411 

1999–00 £50,264  £12,984   £1,436 £16,755 

2000–01 £51,572  £13,322   £1,473 £17,191 

2001–02 £52,760  £19,469   £1,507 £17,587 

2002–03 £53,446 £72,310 £19,722 £18,234  £1,527 £30,181 

2003–04  £74,985 £20,333 £18,799  £1,574 £31,261 

2004–05  £77,534 £20,902 £19,325  £1,618 £32,286 

2005–06  £84,081 £21,634 £20,000  £2,613 £34,694 

2006–07  £87,276 £22,110 £20,440  £2,712 £35,905 

2007–08  £90,505 £23,083 £21,339 £10,000 £2,812 £37,281 

2008–09  £100,205 £24,006 £22,193 £10,400 £2,916 £40,799 
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2 Better financial assurance 

The current system of control 

23. The House already operates a number of internal controls in relation to Members’ 
allowances. There is a Code of Conduct for Members of Parliament; the Green Book exists 
to explain the principles and rules for claiming allowances; and the Department of 
Resources has systems and procedures for staff to follow, conducting a range of pre-
payment checks on claims received from Members and occasional post-payment checks if 
required (for example in response to a request from the Parliamentary Commissioner for 
Standards) and requesting receipts or other documentation to support many claims. There 
is comprehensive internal and external audit: the internal audit function undertakes 
regular reviews of the Department’s systems; and the NAO tests sample transactions for 
the financial audit. All these elements form part of the existing control framework, which 
enables the Accounting Officer to sign the statement of internal control for the Members 
Estimate and the Comptroller and Auditor General to sign his audit report to the House. 

24. Claims are not accepted without question. Queried and rejected allowance claims 
amount to some 3–4% of the total. Of these a proportion are subsequently paid once 
additional information is provided. Claims are rejected for a number of reasons, the most 
frequent being because the items claimed for are not allowable. 

25. A process of audit is carried out, both internally by the Internal Audit team (in 
partnership with PwC) and externally (by the NAO). These audits check on the operation 
of the internal controls. The focus of the external audit checks is on the financial accounts. 
There is a formal governance structure for the Members Estimate. 

26. Controls are currently limited by the guiding principle, as set out in the statement of 
internal control in the Resource Accounts, that “Members are primarily responsible for 
identifying, claiming and certifying their own expenditure”. Existing controls focus on 
“ensuring that the stated purpose of Members’ claim falls within the existing framework” 
and ensuring “that payments are correctly accounted for and paid to the correct recipient” 
(Resource Accounts: Members 2006–07, statement of internal control). This means that 
neither existing internal management controls nor audit look behind the Member’s 
signature further to assess regularity and propriety. In other words there are no checks on 
actual usage of resources paid for from the allowances. 

Advice of the Members Estimate Audit Committee 

27. The Members Estimate Audit Committee (MEAC), comprising two Members of the 
Commission/MEC and two external members, has put forward proposals for improving 
the audit arrangements.9 Since the creation of the MEAC in 2004, the Committee has been 
concerned about the matter of auditing of Members’ expenses and allowances, and has 
discussed the need for appropriate governance on a number of occasions. In 2005–06, in 
order to facilitate discussion with management and then the Members Estimate 

 
9 Following implementation of the Tebbit review, the Audit Committee will have three MPs and three external 

members. 
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Committee, the Committee agreed to commission a process review of Members’ 
allowances that would concentrate on ensuring that the Green Book could be clearly 
interpreted by Members and staff of the House. In December 2007 the Committee agreed a 
paper on this subject to the MEC making recommendations regarding the audit of 
Members’ expenses, which was considered by the MEC at its meeting in January 2008. The 
Audit Committee’s paper appears at Appendix 2. 

28. With regard to the Green Book, the MEAC said “The Green Book has grown in length 
over the past few years, as the allowances themselves have been extended and as individual 
cases have highlighted a need for more detailed provisions. In consequence, some parts of 
the Green Book are clearer than others, and some are inevitably ‘greyer’. The audit review 
found that the Green Book was pitched at about the right level, but that it could be 
improved by increasing the level of internal consistency and reducing the amount of 
ambiguity.” 

29. On the administration of claims, the MEAC said “The issue here is how much scrutiny 
by officials is appropriate. There seems a strong case for the [Department of Resources] 
changing its approach from what is now mainly light-touch validation of claims to a 
different one which could, for example, include more advice to Members in advance of 
claims combined with sample checking of actual usage of resources paid for from the 
allowances. This could maintain the present level of flexibility in the Green Book and 
perhaps even reduce the detail, whilst improving the level of accountability.” 

The Committee on Standards in Public Life 

30. In its ‘Principles to govern a review of MPs’ allowances’, the Committee on Standards 
in Public Life said: 

“Wherever reasonably possible, all claims for expenses should be backed up by 
receipts or other appropriate documentation, available to be produced if necessary.” 

“Claims should be subject to robust audit on a sample basis using a proportionate 
and risk-based approach. Members should be expected to retain receipts for a set 
period, perhaps three years, to make this possible.” 

“In deciding whether to make a claim, the spirit of the rules should be respected as 
well as the letter.”10 

SSRB proposals 

31. The SSRB recommended in 2007 that the ceiling for reimbursement of unreceipted 
expenditure be set at £50 per Member per month and that the National Audit Office 
should audit the expenses of a representative sample of MPs each year. MEC has already 
agreed a £25 threshold (£50 for petty cash). The Comptroller and Auditor General told us 
that this change to the receipts threshold per item will enable checks on claims to be 
audited much more thoroughly, and bring their audit of the House accounts into line with 

 
10 CSPL principles, 13, 14 and 16. 
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other public bodies. This of itself, in their view, will go a long way to remove the audit 
limitation mentioned in paragraph 26 above. 

What happens in other organisations 

32. The Committee has met private firms of accountants, the NAO, a consultant formerly 
with the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales and officials from HM 
Revenue and Customs. Members have been keen to learn how examples from claims and 
audit regimes in the private and public sectors could be applied in the House. Several 
points are clear about how these matters would be dealt with elsewhere in the public sector, 
voluntary sector and in the private sector: 

• any expenses claim—even that of the chief executive of an organisation—would be 
signed off by someone else 

• anyone claiming expenses would be subject to challenge by the finance director 
and would have to show that the spending was reasonable and for the purposes 
intended 

• rules on expenses are not always clear cut because it is impossible to cover every 
eventuality 

• staff who have to work away from their home or are relocated could be expected to 
receive reasonable expenses and not be out of pocket 

• any audit system needs to have some teeth but to be proportionate 

• most errors found by auditors involve mistakes or misunderstandings—minor 
lapses can be corrected but, in very serious cases, there is also a real risk of greater 
consequences 

• additional housing costs resulting from working in different places would be met 
either through taxable benefits in kind as part of the “remuneration package” or 
would be reimbursed directly to ensure the individual was not out of pocket. For 
individuals in the private sector with equivalent responsibilities to MPs, this 
additional cost would often be treated as part of the salary package. 

33. The general practice in other organisations in the public, private or third sectors is for 
all claims to be accompanied by receipts. This is not universal and in some cases there is a 
de minimis threshold of £5 or so. Not all claims would be checked in advance of payment, 
especially in organisations where the total sums involved were minor in relation to its main 
business. Most organisations have systems for occasional post-payment checks of claims 
and the effect on an employee of a false claim would be serious. The Committee was told 
by an accountant that the tests that would be applied in such a professional practice were 
whether the claim could reasonably be charged to the client or, if not, paid for out of the 
partners’ own profits. Audit arrangements in other organisations are also tailored to the 
relative importance of the sums involved to the overall business. 

34. The Committee has learned about the arrangements for “practice assurance” 
introduced by the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales in 2004. This 
involves a specially-trained team visiting firms of professional accountants once every six 
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years or so. They assess their processes and practices against a set of principles-based 
standards, through a combination of interviews and examination of documentation. The 
team reports initially to the firm itself, with any recommendations for improvement, with 
summary reports being presented to a committee of the Institute.11 This form of friendly 
but robust challenge ensures that the firm’s practices meet the required professional 
standard and that the people operating them are competent to do so. It may also contribute 
to the confidence the external auditors have about the systems of control. We have been 
told that such a scheme might cost between £150,000 and £500,000 a year, depending on 
how it was run. This is between 0.1% and 0.3% of the total annual cost of the Members 
Estimate. 

The Scottish Parliament 

35. The recent independent review of the allowances for MSPs did not make any specific 
recommendations for changes in the audit arrangements but emphasised the need to 
adhere to the seven Nolan “principles in public life”.12 They recommended the following 
principles for the reimbursement of expenses: 

• Objectivity—Expenses are to be reimbursed only for the purpose of a Member 
carrying out his or her parliamentary duties. The requirement for efficiency, 
effectiveness and value for money should always be central in claiming for 
accommodation, goods or services funded from public funds. 

• Accountability—Individual Members must take personal responsibility for all 
expenses incurred and for making claims, even if he or she delegates the 
administration of claims to others. All claims for expenses incurred must be 
supported by receipts or other documentation confirming the expenditure. 

• Openness—Individual Members should be open and transparent about 
expenditure incurred under the scheme. Information on individual Members’ 
expenses claimed will be published regularly to enable the public to see what 
expenses have been incurred, except where there is personal or third party data or 
security considerations. 

• Integrity—A Member must ensure that any claim is above reproach and that there 
can be no grounds to suggest misuse of public money. Any payments made must 
not relate to party political activity, nor should any arrangement entered into give 
the appearance of a benefit to a party political organisation. 

• Selflessness—A Member must ensure that any claim does not give rise to, or give 
the appearance of, benefit or subsidy to a Member, or someone close to a Member, 
for a purpose other than carrying out parliamentary duties. 

• Honesty—All claims must be made honestly and a Member should take steps to 
resolve any conflicts arising in a way that protects the public interest. 

 
11 http://www.icaew.com/index.cfm?route=104910 

12  Independent Review of Parliamentary Allowances—Report to the Scottish Parliamentary Corporate Body on 
the Reimbursement of Expenses for members of the Scottish Parliament—March 2008—chaired by Sir Alan 
Langlands. 
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• Leadership—A Member should lead by example, strengthening the public’s trust in 
the integrity of the new scheme and setting high standards for other areas of public 
service. 

Advice from the Comptroller and Auditor General 

36. The Comptroller and Auditor General (C & AG) advised the Committee that the 
essential components of an effective assurance regime are: 

• clear rules and guidance as to what is and what is not acceptable under the rules 

• robust management controls and processes, designed to ensure compliance with 
the rules 

• checks and testing of the controls, to ensure that they are adequate and effective 

• reporting on the outcome of those checks to those wanting the assurance. 

37. The C & AG said “Members are responsible for identifying, claiming and certifying 
their own expenditure, and thus the House does not seek further assurance, beyond that 
implicit in the Member’s signature on each claim. One of the consequences of this 
limitation is that adequate documentation is not always available, to support claims, or the 
documentation is not sufficient to provide either the House Authorities or the auditors 
with the assurance they need. If this limitation was removed, the House Authorities, as part 
of the new framework of rules, could require Members to provide sufficient evidence that 
their claims were in accordance with the framework of rules governing them. This 
evidence would provide internal assurance to the House Authorities, as well as providing 
the auditors with the evidence required to give assurance externally.” 

38. Two options were put forward by the C & AG in his paper (see Appendix 3): 

• Option 1: Expansion in the scope of the External Audit of the House of Commons 
Members Estimate Resource Account 

• Option 2: An assurance around the arrangements put in place by Members to 
manage their claims, either as a group or as individual Members. 

39. The C & AG concluded: 

“While Option 2 has some attractions, we do not think that it is the best or most 
practical way forward. In order to provide the required level of assurance, it is likely 
that the programme of Member assurance visits would be a substantial, intrusive and 
costly exercise (several times the cost of the audit of the financial statements). 
Additionally, the assurance gained from this quality assurance scheme would be 
limited, until all Members had been visited, and it might require several cycles of 
visits before valid assurance could be given. The value for money of such an 
assurance regime is questionable.” 

“Our advice, therefore, would be to expand the scope of the external audit. An 
expansion of the scope of the external audit of the House of Commons Members 
Estimate Resource account would put the audit on a basis that is consistent with the 
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audit that is applied by the Comptroller and Auditor General to other bodies in 
receipt of public funds. This would mean that the public and the House had the same 
assurance as they receive for those other bodies.” 

Views expressed by Members 

40. A large number of Members recalled their experience in previous jobs of having to 
produce receipts for all claims and some suggested that this should apply in the House. 
Many expressed dismay that the reputation of the House had been damaged by old-
fashioned practices which they themselves deplored. No one argued against a tighter claims 
regime or random audits, though one or two drew attention to the likely increased costs of 
administration. Members generally reflected a perception that the claims and audit system 
had improved over the years, with successive new intakes of Members following practices 
closer to what would be expected elsewhere. 

Opinion of the Committee 

41. A critical component in the task of rebuilding public confidence in Parliament’s 
allowances regime has to be an overhaul of the systems which exist to verify claims, check 
the uses to which resources are being put, and secure value for the public’s money. From 
the start of this review, we identified that our top priority would be to bring forward a 
robust and transparent process for claiming allowances and auditing them. 

42. It should be said that the current systems are considerably more rigorous than is often 
supposed or reported, comprising three tiers of assurance: checks on claims before 
payments are made; internal audit checks of those controls; and NAO external audit of the 
accounts, systems and processes. 

43. But the essential weakness is that an MP’s signature certifying that the claimed 
expenditure is “wholly, exclusively and necessarily incurred to enable the Member to 
perform their parliamentary duties” is effectively the last word on the validity of the claim. 
We are convinced by the argument that this arrangement can no longer be sustained. 
Viewing a gentleman’s word as his bond, beyond all further challenge, belongs more to a 
19th century club than to a 21st century legislature. 

44. We also sought advice on how the House’s internal controls could be further tightened 
by systematically analysing statistical information to look for trends and anomalies, 
improving financial assurance, and by assessing the effectiveness of these internal controls 
as they interface with internal controls in Members’ offices. At present, the Department of 
Resources has not been required to conduct systematic statistical analysis of expenditure 
under the allowances. More work on trends in this area might—as well as providing useful 
planning information—enable possible problem areas with regard to the expenditure of 
individual Members to be identified earlier. 

45. Some Members also called for the Fees Office (Department of Resources) to be more 
proactive and give Members practical advice and guidance on how the rules operated and 
what may be claimed. (This could be an extension of the helpful Personnel Advice Service 
already provided in relation to the staffing allowance.) Members told us they wanted that 
help and guidance before submitting a claim for reimbursement which may be met with 
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rejection. Clearly the Department of Resources does give advice by telephone but there is a 
demand for some senior and experienced experts to look over their expense claims to 
ensure that they are following best practice and getting it right from the start. 

46. We now propose to go further still and bring House systems into line with practice in 
most other walks of life and to demonstrate to the public how seriously we are committed 
to improving our systems by ensuring that there is supporting evidence for all claims. 

47. We recommend that, from the start of the 2009–10 financial year, the receipt 
threshold should be reduced from £25 to zero and that all claims, however small, will 
have to be backed by receipts. 

Practice assurance 

48. The SSRB report recommended that the House request the NAO to audit the expenses 
of a representative sample of MPs each year. The NAO already looks at samples of claims 
for each allowance type. Due to the size and random nature of these samples, a significant 
proportion of MPs have some form of check every year. The NAO and others have 
suggested that one way of augmenting their work in auditing individual transactions might 
be to assess, and provide assurance around, the way MPs administer their own office 
arrangements and manage their claims. 

49. Many professions, such as solicitors, accountants and surveyors, have in place 
arrangements to ensure that firms of professionals and individual practitioners comply 
with the framework of rules and regulations set out in their professional standards. This is 
commonly known as “practice assurance” and takes various forms ranging from 
arrangements geared to spreading and developing best practice and upholding standards, 
through to rigorous compliance checks, which can lead to disciplinary action against those 
who have seriously transgressed the rules. Most practice assurance regimes embody 
elements of both. 

50. In most instances the practice assurance is undertaken by a dedicated independent 
team, who provide three types of report: 

• a regular global view of the general level of adherence to the framework of rules 
and regulations 

• reports to the individual on gaps in their practices and how they might be 
improved 

• reports to the relevant disciplinary body within their profession. 

51. We believe that this model would be highly appropriate for adapting to the House of 
Commons. Applying a similar approach to Members’ allowances would require the 
creation of a practice assurance team either set up within the Department of Resources, or 
provided by external professionals under contract to the House. The merits of involving 
external professionals are that they would: 
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• be seen as independent by the public, working to recognised professional standards 

• be seen as independent by Members, so perhaps as more acceptable to them 

• be more robust in challenging Members. 

52. The practice assurance team would have access to the Members’ records held by the 
Members themselves. They would initially report to the Member, advising on any 
problems they found during the assurance; they would assess the reliability of the 
Member’s office systems for ensuring he or she was meeting their Green Book 
responsibilities, by interviews with Members and office managers and staff, and by sample 
checking of records at Westminster and in the constituency. 

53. Reports to individual Members by the practice assurance team on internal controls 
systems and procedures should be supportive but challenging. They might include 
comments on matters such as examples of where public finance has been well used; the 
evidence base and adequacy of record-keeping; any inadvertent or unknowing failures 
against the standards; any intentional, reckless or repetitive failures against the standards; 
and whether failures have been remedied adequately. 

54. If the House adopted a scheme of this kind, the advantages would be: 

• to help Members compile and record better evidence of their claims 

• to check on the uses to which parliamentary resources have been put rather than 
(as now) verifying only the initial expenditure 

• to clarify rules and guidance 

• to set a standards framework 

• to improve office systems and avoid errors 

• to support both internal and external audit. 

55. A scheme of practice assurance would be made effective by revisions to the Green 
Book. The aim would be to ensure that in claiming parliamentary allowances MPs should 
comply with the Code of Conduct for Members and Green Book rules; ensure that they are 
equipped to do so; and ensure that the quality and verifiability of claims is monitored. 
Checks on usage would be integral to such a regime. 

56. There is a further aspect of internal controls that merits attention in the light of recent 
controversies: MPs’ employment practices and the keeping of records about staff 
employment. We address this is more detail in paragraphs 99 to 103 below, but we simply 
record here that this area should also be included in the process of practice assurance and 
audit. 

57. The suggested inspection and advisory system need not be too onerous and should 
have flexibility to match the different working practices in Members’ offices. The aim 
would be to maintain a constant dialogue with all Members but also to conduct detailed 
practice assurance visits to roughly 25% of MPs’ offices each year (aiming to cover every 
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MP over a Parliament) in order to ensure that expenditure is proper and regular, achieves 
good value and is verifiable. 

58. The practice assurance team would make a general report on a regular basis to a House 
committee charged with oversight. Furthermore, the assurance team might report 
individual cases to the committee where a Member had made serious intentional or 
reckless failures against the standards; or over a period of time had not improved his or her 
administrative arrangements. 

59. A sliding scale of measures would be available to the committee to enable a 
proportionate response to be made to individual lapses. For example, these might include 
the practice assurance team assisting a Member in improving office practices, critical 
review by the oversight committee, withholding allowances until practices are improved, or 
instructing repayment. Beyond this would lie reference to the Parliamentary 
Commissioner for Standards and consideration by the Committee on Standards and 
Privileges, who have a full range of sanctions at their disposal for ultimate submission to 
the House. 

60. The advisory aspect of the work of the practice assurance team is vital to achieving 
consistency and high standards of practice. But practice assurance teams will not be in 
Members’ offices every week, and MPs will still need to draw timely and consistent 
guidance from the Department of Resources. It is important, therefore, that there are 
mechanisms in place to ensure that there is complete consistency of advice as between the 
Department and the practice assurance team. This points towards the Department and the 
assurance team working closely together. One option would be for the practice assurance 
team to be made up mainly of external professionals, but to include a specially-trained 
member of the Department to provide the necessary link. 

61. The findings of the practice assurance team will need to feed back into the House’s 
formal system of internal control, which is the subject of audit by the NAO, and lessons 
learned from practice assurance will need to feed back into the Department of Resources’ 
rules, guidance and administrative arrangements. 

62. The detailed operation of this new practice assurance system will need to be developed 
by the end of this year and piloted in the spring of 2009 before being brought into effect 
from the start of the 2009–10 financial year. We believe that such practice assurance, new 
oversight arrangements combined with more extended advisory service and the spread of 
best practice, will provide Members with the evidence to justify their spending and 
significantly improve public confidence in the integrity of the House. 

63. We recommend that there should be a robust new system of practice assurance 
involving regular financial health checks on records kept and processes used in 
Members’ offices with outside professional teams covering about 25% of Members each 
year and every Member each Parliament. 

Stronger external audit 

64. The SSRB report recommended that the House request the NAO to audit the expenses 
of a representative sample of MPs each year. At present the NAO looks at a number of 
claims against each allowance every year as part of their audit of the Members Estimate 
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Resource Accounts. While this is structured to validate the correct payment of each 
individual allowance rather than the total picture for individual MPs, the effect has been an 
audit down to receipt level where required of a sample of payments made by over 100 MPs 
each year. 

65. We recognise that the concept of random audit of MPs’ expenditure claims by 
independent auditors is vital to building public confidence in the system of parliamentary 
allowances. Extending the audit approach offers a way of meeting the spirit of the SSRB’s 
recommendation and the scope of this important work must now deepen. The NAO have 
pointed out that, as receipts will now be available for a much more extensive range of MPs’ 
claims, this in itself will extend the depth and scope of their audit. They are also prepared to 
increase the size of the sample of claims they examine, and we propose that they should do 
this. 

66. We are committed to strengthening and clarifying the rules and guidance for MPs’ 
expenses, enhancing the framework of controls to ensure compliance with these rules, and 
enhancing the audit function by allowing both House Authorities and external auditors to 
look behind the Member’s signature. These developments, together with the decision to 
require receipts for all items of expenditure, would enable the House to remove the current 
limitation on the scope of the NAO’s audit engagement and put the Members’ Estimate 
Resource Account on a basis which is consistent with the audit that is applied to other 
bodies in receipt of public funds. This would offer the public the same assurance as they 
receive for those other bodies. 

67. While recognising the C & AG’s right, as independent external auditor, to determine 
his approach to the audit of the financial statements, we also believe that the House wants 
greater assurance. In addition to an expanded audit engagement, the Committee would 
like the C & AG’s audit of Members’ claims to ensure that an agreed proportion of 
Members is covered by sample testing each year. 

68. We recommend that the House extends the scope of the audit engagement so that it 
is the same as for other public bodies. The NAO expects that their sampling of claims 
paid will include one or more transactions relating to at least 20 per cent of MPs each 
year. 

Revision of the Green Book 

69. A feature of the current allowance system is the lack of detailed rules and the 
concomitant use of discretion exercised within a set of broad principles. A new system 
might require a Green Book which describes in more detail what may or may not be 
claimed and a more standardised process for claiming. There is a balance to be struck, 
however, because no system of rules can predict every eventuality. There is therefore a 
trade-off between flexibility and certainty. 

70. Members claim for different things, in different ways, at different times within the 
existing rules. There are probably hundreds of different recording and accounting systems 
operating in MPs’ offices. The benefit of a practice assurance team visiting every MP’s 
office in the course of a Parliament is to gradually bring standardisation to the way claims 
are made without imposing a central control on what paperclips may be purchased. The 
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more standardisation there is in the claiming process the less likely it becomes that 
mistakes will be made and the easier it is for auditors to spot them. 

71. We recommend that the Green Book (setting out the rules on allowances for 
Members) be revised to specify more detailed rules and that the new version be brought 
into effect by 1 April 2009. 
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3 Employment of staff 

The current system 

72. Members need to employ staff as caseworkers, office managers, researchers and 
secretaries. The Member is the employer but the House sets out guidance and pay scales 
and pays staff directly under a standard contract. Until the end of March 2008, Members 
could employ the equivalent of three full-time staff with the maximum allowance for staff 
pay set at £90,505. As at 31 March 2008, there were 2,650 staff employed by Members. Up 
to 10% of the staffing allowance can be transferred each year into the Incidental Expenses 
Provision (IEP) for office costs. There is no maximum for the amount of IEP that can be 
transferred into the staffing allowance. Members are expected to deposit their staff 
contracts with the Department of Resources. 

73. The staffing allowance is available to meet the costs wholly, exclusively and necessarily 
incurred in the provision of staff to help Members perform their parliamentary duties. It is 
the Member’s responsibility to ensure that staff paid from the allowance are employed to 
meet a genuine need, able and (if necessary) qualified to do the job and actually doing the 
job and that the resulting costs charged to the allowance are reasonable and entirely 
attributable to the Member’s parliamentary work.13 

74. The current staffing allowance was established following the 2001 review by the SSRB. 
Initially different maxima were set for MPs depending on whether their constituency was 
in London or not. The 2004 SSRB review recommended that this practice continue and it 
recommended an increase in the allowance to allow the equivalent of three fulltime staff to 
be employed. The House agreed, however, that all Members should be entitled to the 
higher level of allowance while at the same time foregoing an increase in the IEP, and that 
up to 10% of the allowance could be used to fund constituency offices. 

SSRB proposals 

75. In 2007, the SSRB concluded that “these arrangements for reimbursing expenditure on 
staff appear reasonably sound”.14 They noted that “the volume of casework appears to be 
growing inexorably”.15 The main SSRB recommendations on staffing were: 

• the Staffing Expenditure ceiling should increase to allow MPs to employ the 
equivalent of 3.5 full-time (or equivalent) members of staff 

• the ceiling on Staffing Expenditure for the equivalent of 3.5 full-time staff where all 
those staff are based outside London should be £96,630 

• the ceiling on Staffing Expenditure for the equivalent of 3.5 full-time staff should be 
increased by £1,720 for each full-time equivalent member of staff based in London, 
up to a maximum of £102,650 where all staff are based in London.16 

 
13 The Green Book p 20. 

14 SSRB, para 5.12. 

15 SSRB, para 5.20. 
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76. The Members Estimate Committee agreed on 10 March 2008, in accordance with the 
decisions of the House on 24 January, that the staffing allowance for 2008–09 should be the 
figure of £96,630 (recommended in July 2007 by the SSRB as a 2007–08 figure for staff 
based outside London) uprated by 3.7% in accordance with the Average Earnings Index to 
£100,205; that this should take effect from April 2008; and that the timing of the 
implementation of the SSRB recommendation for a higher rate for staff based in London 
should be considered with other aspects of the Review of Allowances in July. Members 
have been advised not to make commitments beyond this. 

Reports from the Standards and Privileges Committee 

77. Shortly after the House referred the SSRB recommendations to the Members Estimate 
Committee, the Standards and Privileges Committee produced a report concerning the use 
of the staffing allowance to employ relatives.17 An element of the individual case concerned 
was the absence of records of work carried out by the relative employed under the 
allowance. 

78. The Standards and Privileges Committee has since produced two reports on the 
employment of family members and the Register of Interests. The Committee proposed a 
new category in the Register of Interests for family members employed and remunerated 
through the Staffing Allowance. This was agreed by the House on 27 March and took effect 
on a voluntary basis from 1 April. It will become compulsory on 1 August 2008.18 

The Committee on Standards in Public Life 

79. In its ‘Principles to govern a review of MPs’ allowances’, the Committee on Standards 
in Public Life said: “Members of Parliament should be able to select their own staff 
including, arguably and where appropriate, family members. But the need for each post 
should be clearly established and staff should always be employed against a contract setting 
out their duties. They should be able to demonstrate that they have appropriate skills for 
the job; and their salaries should be commensurate with their responsibilities, experience 
and skills. Observance of this should be auditable. Ideally all such payments should be 
made centrally and direct to the staff member concerned. In accordance with best practice, 
employment of all staff should be supported by a statement of objectives and by periodic 
appraisal.”19 The Chairman of the Committee on Standards in Public Life has said “the 
current ability of MPs to use public money to employ members of their own family is an 
unusual arrangement which might not be allowed elsewhere”.20 

                                                                                                                                                               
16 SSRB, recommendations 20 to 22. 

17 Standards and Privileges Committee, Fourth Report of Session 2007–08, Conduct of Mr Derek Conway, HC 280. 

18 Standards and Privileges Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2007–08, Employment of family members through 
the Staffing Allowance, HC 436, para 5. 

19 CSPL principle, 22. 

20 Standards and Privileges Committee, Seventh Report of Session 2007–08, Employment of family members through 
the Staffing Allowance, HC 436, appendix 2. 
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What happens in other organisations 

80. The Committee has not identified any private, public or third sector model which is 
analogous to the employment of staff in support of MPs, but some further information 
about the practice in other bodies comprising elected Members is set out below. 

The Scottish Parliament 

81. The recent review of allowances in the Scottish Parliament covered similar issues on 
staff employment. It recommended clearer provision for staff costs, with constituency 
MSPs normally able to employ two staff up to a total cost of £60,000 per annum. It also 
recommended a system similar to that in the House of Commons where the Parliament 
plays a central role in paying staff, setting pay scales, advising Members and administering 
the staffing system. 

82. The Scottish Review also tackled two issues which have come up in this review: whether 
the House should employ all Members’ staff and whether MPs should be permitted to 
employ relatives. On the first point, the review concluded “…..the [Scottish Parliament] 
could be placed in a difficult position if it took on the employer role for Members’ staff. It 
would not be possible … to monitor the performance of a member of staff or deal 
effectively with any breakdown in the working relationship between a member and an 
employee. It would also not be practical for Members to act as ‘managers’ of staff on behalf 
of the [Parliament]. Members should continue to employ their own staff.”21 

83. The issue of employing relatives was also considered by the independent review in 
Scotland. It concluded “We do not consider it right to disqualify relatives from being 
employed purely on that basis …we believe that Members should take a cautious approach 
in considering whether or not to employ a close family member”.22 The review’s solution 
was transparency through registration. 

Experience in other parliamentary bodies 

84. The Committee has been told that staff working directly for elected members of the 
Greater London Assembly are employed centrally by the Assembly. About 68 staff—fewer 
than three per member—are employed in this way and they comprise about one tenth of 
the total GLA staff. Recruitment of staff to work for Assembly members is conducted 
through a policy of fair and open competition. Assembly members do not have the power 
to make appointment decisions but are able to review the job applications, listen to and 
observe selection interviews and give their views afterwards. Family members may apply, 
but would be expected to go through the same appointment process and be appointed on 
merit. Recruitment is to a specific post (e.g. as a personal assistant), with the recruitment 
pack specifying which Assembly member has the vacancy at that time. Staff can be moved, 
firstly within a party group. The GLA does not ask for applicants for these jobs to be 
politically neutral nor to be politically affiliated with the party they apply to work with and 

 
21 Scottish Review, para 5.8. 

22 Scottish Review. paras 5.10 and 5.13. 
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they do not enforce this contractually. The advertisement nevertheless makes it clear which 
member and party they will be working for, at least initially. 

85. Of other Parliaments, the Committee understands that the New Zealand parliament 
employs staff centrally in a similar way to the GLA and that Members are not permitted to 
employ relatives. In most other Parliaments there is no bar on the employment of relatives 
though there are exceptions to this general approach in the US Senate and the German 
Bundestag. The Committee has not been able to find a model elsewhere which combines 
central employment by Parliament with an individual Member’s ability to appoint and 
direct his or her own staff. 

Views expressed by Members 

86. The overwhelming view expressed to us by Members was a desire to retain the ability to 
appoint and direct their own staff. Some interest was expressed in the idea of the House 
employing Members’ staff centrally. One view is that the current arrangement, with the 
House providing standard contracts, setting pay ranges, offering personnel advice and 
paying staff directly, comes close to central employment. In the survey of Members’ 
opinion conducted by Hay for the Baker review of a new pay mechanism, 218 MPs 
responded to a question about whether Members’ staff should be employed by the House, 
not by the Member. 35% of Members favoured such a proposal but 55% were against it. 

Advice from the Department of Resources 

87. The Department has offered various models for how central staffing might be run—
with Members’ staff employed by the House of Commons Commission, a new statutory 
body or an employment agency. The Committee notes that there is also pooling of staff 
within parties, such as the Parliamentary Resources Unit. 

88. The Department of Resources has also revised its guidance to Members on the 
employment of staff. It has on several occasions drawn to the attention of the Advisory 
Panel on Members’ Allowances the significant minority of Members who have yet to 
deposit their staff contracts with officials. We return to the issue of staff contracts in 
paragraphs 99 to 103. 

Opinion of the Committee 

89. Much of the interest in MPs’ expenses over the past few months was triggered by an 
instance of irregularity in employment of staff. MPs need the support of staff in Parliament 
and in their constituencies, who work as caseworkers, office managers, researchers and 
secretaries. 

90. MPs’ staff are—almost without exception—very able, committed and professional 
employees, who work long hours at salaries which are sometimes below their market 
worth. MPs, however, are sometimes rather less than model employers. They have varying 
degrees of experience and aptitude in human resource management, and as they are 
frequently stressed by their own workloads and the complexities of juggling multiple 
commitments, they can be difficult people to work for. They rely heavily on the personal 

 



30    Review of Allowances 

loyalty and dedication of their staff. We recognise that there is scope for improvement in 
standards of employment practice and return to this later. 

Central employment of MPs’ staff by the House 

91. Some have suggested that MPs’ staff should be employed centrally by the House. The 
Greater London Assembly operates such a system, as do a few legislatures overseas. We 
have considered whether this is an alternative which the House of Commons might 
consider, and how such a scheme might operate in practice. Many Members have 
expressed their wish to retain the responsibility for selecting, appointing and directing their 
staff. We have been unable, however, to identify any model in which such responsibility 
can be combined with the House acting as employer. 

92. It is important to make the point that MPs themselves are not employees of the House, 
but rather independent office holders. Their role is to represent their constituents, and also 
fearlessly and independently to hold the executive to account, and—when they deem it 
necessary—to “rock the boat”. The willingness to ask awkward questions, ruffle feathers 
and talk out of turn are qualities which the public often admires in an MP. It is vitally 
important to this work that their staff should be entirely and unambiguously committed to 
the individual MP and the causes being championed, rather than to the House of 
Commons as a corporate body. The value which MPs place upon their independence leads 
many to a concern that central employment of staff might undermine this: a large number 
of Members are opposed to this proposal. 

93. The only other model we identified when examining practice elsewhere was that of 
giving political parties the funding and responsibility for collective employment of staff to 
work for their MPs. For all the same reasons of protecting their independence, MPs might 
well consider this arrangement even more objectionable than employment by the House. 

94. Alternative models of employment is an issue to which the House may want to return 
at some future stage, but we do not recommend any change at this time. 

Employment of relatives 

95. There has been public debate and concern about MPs employing members of their 
family or their partners. While such a thing might be virtually unheard of in most aspects 
of the public service, or indeed in large companies, it is entirely commonplace in small and 
family firms. In some ways, the culture of an MP’s office operation is not unlike that of a 
small firm. 

96. We observe with confidence that many MPs’ spouses working either in the House or in 
constituencies—or both, like the Member—are first class employees. Many of them work 
similar long hours to the Member, serving and making themselves available to constituents 
way beyond what could be expected of any other employee. They will often share with their 
spouse mutual knowledge of the work undertaken by the Member, knowledge of the 
constituency, and the requirement to live in two places. They are often very high calibre 
people who may have sacrificed promising careers elsewhere to help their spouse make a 
success of their parliamentary work, and in so doing accept salaries below their market 
value. So it would seem entirely perverse to rule out employment of some of the best 
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employees who could possibly be found and who represent excellent value for taxpayers’ 
money. 

97. If a relative is capable, qualified and able to do the job then there should be no 
restriction. But the MP should be able to demonstrate, as part of the practice assurance 
process, that the relative is genuinely carrying out the role, has a proper contract and 
relevant job description and is paid at a fair rate. This practice assurance will be a new form 
of scrutiny of MPs’ actions in employing staff. 

98. Furthermore, in the interests of transparency and public reassurance, we welcome the 
recent change to the Register of Members’ Interests proposed by the Standards and 
Privileges Committee and endorsed by the House, that the employment of relatives as staff 
should be fully disclosed in the Register of Members’ Interests, together with their category 
of employment. This requirement, currently operating voluntarily, becomes mandatory 
from 1 August 2008. 

Improving employment practice 

99. The House’s Department of Resources has recently revised its guidance to Members on 
the employment of staff, although this has yet to be promulgated pending the outcome of 
this review.23 This guidance reiterates the requirement to deposit with the Department 
appropriate staff contracts: a significant minority of MPs have yet to deposit their staff 
contracts with officials. The guidance also indicates that Members should keep more 
comprehensive records of work undertaken by their staff, their qualifications, hours of 
work, holiday and sickness records, and also annual appraisals, so that work practices 
within the House correspond more closely to practices in the public and private sectors. 

100. The guidance makes Members aware that the failure to deposit staff contracts and job 
descriptions, and to maintain proper records, might affect the payment of staff salaries 
directly by the House. Examining all of these aspects of good employment practice will be 
included within the scope of the work of the practice assurance teams described earlier. 

101. We believe that further support to Members as employers can and should be provided 
in future. This might include more support and advice with recruitment processes, 
provision of software for record keeping, and promoting even more readily available help 
and advice. 

102. There is a strong case for information about spending on Members’ staff salaries being 
published in a more accessible way and sooner after the end of the financial year to which 
they relate. The SSRB recommended a change of name to ‘staffing expenditure’. The 
Committee prefers ‘staff salary budget’. The Committee will also seek ways to publish 
details of spending under this heading from 2009 before the summer recess, possibly in the 
Members Estimate Resource Accounts. 

103. We recommend that, for payments from the staffing allowance, it should be 
mandatory for Members to deposit staff contracts and job descriptions with the 
Department of Resources and that this should be rigorously enforced. 

 
23 Members of Parliament as Employers—good practice guide. 
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Employment of staff in London: the SSRB proposal 

104. As well as its proposal to increase the provision for MPs’ staffing to the equivalent of 
3.5 full-time staff, which was implemented with effect from 1 April 2008, the SSRB 
suggested a further increase in the Staffing Allowance of £1,720 for each full-time 
equivalent member of staff based in London. This was to be in tandem with a reduction in 
IEP in respect of London-based staff. The House remitted to this Review of Allowances 
consideration of the timing of the implementation of those recommendations. 

105. We understand that the SSRB wishes to ensure that MPs with staff in their 
constituency offices are not disadvantaged compared to MPs who chose to have staff on 
the parliamentary estate, since the cost of the latter is borne by the House administration 
and does not come out of the MPs’ allowances. We respect the need to ease pressure on, 
and recognise the costs of, limited space in the Palace of Westminster. Proposals with 
similar objectives were advanced in the SSRB report of 2004 but rejected by the House. 

106. We believe that some of the support which many MPs need from their staff really has 
to be provided on site in the House. So, while there may be a case for discouraging the 
location of excessive numbers of staff in the House, we believe that the idea of creating an 
incentive for MPs not to employ any staff at all in Westminster is ill-conceived. 

107. We are advised by the Department of Resources that during the period (2002–05) 
when variable Staffing Allowances did operate on the basis of numbers of employees based 
in London, there was a degree of dispute, controversy and confusion, not least where staff 
worked in both places at different times. 

108. Elsewhere in its report the SSRB proposed a reduction in the allocation of 
constituency office resources in respect of each member of staff a Member employed at the 
House of Commons.24 By proposing further finance for London staff on the one hand, but 
reduced constituency office resources in respect of Westminster-based staff on the other, 
the SSRB could be said—in a sense—to be proposing giving with one hand but taking away 
with the other. We believe that these recommendations—one increasing Members’ 
resources and the other reducing them—should be balanced out and not implemented. 

109. We recommend that the SSRB proposal that Incidental Expenses Provision should 
be abated for every work station in London should not be implemented. 

110. We recommend that no further steps should be taken to implement the SSRB 
proposal for a further increase in the Staffing Allowance for each full-time equivalent 
member of staff based in London. 

 
24 Recommendation 24: We recommend that Incidental Expenses Provision should be renamed Other Office 

Expenditure and that the ceiling be reduced by £2,500 for each member of an MP’s staff with a workstation on the 
parliamentary estate. 
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4 Costs of running MPs’ offices 

The current system 

111. The Incidental Expenses Provision (IEP) provides reimbursement of costs mainly 
incurred for office accommodation in constituencies, and for equipment and supplies in 
the constituency and Westminster. From 1 April 2008, a maximum of £22,193 could be 
claimed each year. In addition, up to 10% of the staffing allowance can be transferred to 
IEP each year. The IEP replaced the Office Costs Allowance following the SSRB review in 
2001. 

112. The Department of Resources has told the Committee that: 

• 75% of the IEP is spent on general running costs such as office rent, utilities, 
stationery and office equipment 

• 82% of Members spend over 80% of their allowance 

• 45% of Members transfer money into the IEP from their Staffing Budget to meet 
necessary costs 

• 22% of Members do not claim for a constituency office—either using their home or 
having no constituency office 

• 78% rent constituency offices, some through a commercial arrangement and others 
via their local association on commercial terms—about half are tied in some way to 
party-affiliated bodies 

• the majority of Conservative and Liberal Democrat Members rent from their local 
association and a minority of Labour Members do so 

• the average cost of renting an office is about £5,800 per annum. Renting 
commercially is around £1,000 pa more expensive than renting from the local party 
although this is not necessarily like for like. 

SSRB proposals 

113. The SSRB recommended three changes to the IEP: 

• that constituency offices should be provided directly by the House 

• that the level of the provision should be reduced for each Member of staff working 
in an office on the parliamentary estate 

• that the provision should be reduced by £2,500 to take into account the creation of 
the Communications Allowance. 

114. The SSRB said, “To summarise, we have recommended a new approach to the 
reimbursement of an MP’s office costs based on actual expenditure, to be abated to the 
extent MPs make use of the free office accommodation and facilities provided for them on 
the Westminster estate. We have endorsed the existing mechanism for sharing the costs of 
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new security standards recommended by the police. We have reduced the amount 
included in IEP for communication because MPs have already decided on a separate 
communications allowance. With these changes we believe the IEP is better described as 
‘Other Office expenditure’ and we recommend maximum expenditure under this heading 
should be set at £13,839 to be abated by £2,500 for each member of an MP’s staff based on 
the Westminster estate.”25 

The Committee on Standards in Public Life 

115. In its ‘Principles to govern a review of MPs’ allowances’, the Committee on Standards 
in Public Life said: 

“MPs should, in line with other public servants, be given the means to undertake the 
duties for which they have been elected” 

“Wherever practical or economic, such resources should be centrally procured” 

“There should be no cross-subsidisation between resources provided to enable 
Members to undertake their parliamentary duties and party political activities. 
Preserving this boundary is vital to public confidence in the arrangements and it 
should be strictly policed. Where premises or staff are shared, it should be possible to 
demonstrate that such cross-subsidisation is not occurring, and the arrangements 
should be subject to occasional audit”.26 

The Scottish Parliament 

116. Office costs in the Scottish Parliament “are complex …..and funded from a number of 
different sources”.27 The current arrangement does not separate staff costs from office 
costs. The recent review recommends that “all constituency members should be entitled to 
financial support for a local office up to a maximum level of £15,000 per annum.”28 It also 
examines in detail the situation where elected Members share constituency offices or hire 
them from political parties. In the latter case, the review recommends that an independent 
valuer’s opinion on the rent agreed with the party political organisation should be provided 
“to certify that the rental proposed does not exceed a fair market rent for the property 
concerned”.29 MSPs should not be entitled to claim expenses for using their homes as 
offices. The Scottish review also recommends the central provision of equipment, furniture 
and office supplies for MSPs’ local offices.30 

 
25 SSRB, para 5.37. 

26 CSPL principles, 19–21. 

27 Scottish Review, para 6.1. 

28 ibid para 6.9, recommendation 36. 

29 ibid para 6.24, and recommendation 43. 

30 ibid paras 6.33 to 6.36, and recommendation 51. 
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Views expressed by Members 

117. The main issue raised by Members in relation to the IEP is the liability for income tax 
on office equipment. HMRC explained this to us as the interaction of two different tax 
systems—the rules on income tax apply because the payment is made to the Member but 
he or she can claim capital allowances on the items acquired. 

118. There seemed to be support among Members for constituency offices to be funded 
centrally, though some would prefer to retain the option of renting their own office and 
claiming that against the IEP. Those who supported the central funding of constituency 
offices regarded the 800 sq ft maximum recommended by the SSRB as unduly restrictive. 

119. Members also told us of a wide variety of experience about constituency offices. These 
ranged from Members with island or large rural constituencies who needed two offices to 
ones in cities where they could not afford to maintain an office near enough the city centre 
to be readily accessible to constituents. It was not automatic that the constituency office 
was also the place in which surgeries were held. 

Advice from the Department of Resources 

120. The current cost of funding constituency offices is £2.8million a year. The SSRB 
costed their recommendation at an additional £0.65 million. The Department of Resources 
estimate that providing constituency offices for all 646 Members on the size recommended 
by the SSRB (800 sq ft or 75 sq m) and of sufficient quality could cost about £6 million. 

121. The Department of Resources suggests it would be feasible for the House, working 
with a professional and independent firm of surveyors, to define and then operate criteria 
which would allow Members to obtain suitable constituency offices and provide value for 
money to the taxpayer. For example, the “type three” office is exemplified by the Valuation 
Office as: 

“Converted former house usually just off town centre. Good quality conversion of 
Georgian/Victorian or similar house of character. Best quality fittings throughout. 
Self contained suite in size range 50 sq m–150 sq m, with central heating and limited 
car parking”. 

122. The Department also notes that there have been some concerns raised about the use of 
premises of political parties or other affiliated bodies, mainly that there may be some cross-
subsidy from Parliament into the parties themselves. Members are already required to 
submit to the Department of Resources an independent valuation of the market rent of 
such premises, which is then used as the basis for reimbursement of costs. This system 
could be extended so that in future the valuation is provided by a surveyor engaged by the 
House, not the Member. This would provide additional reassurance to the public about the 
proper use of public money. Ensuring that rental valuations of political party or similar 
premises used as constituency offices are provided by independent surveyors engaged by 
the House would reduce the risks of individual cases becoming contentious in future. 
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Opinion of the Committee 

123. In addition to running offices at the House of Commons to support their work in 
Parliament, the costs of which are borne by the House administration, the vast majority of 
MPs also now operate and staff professional offices in their constituencies. With the ever-
growing workload and the increasing expectations of constituents, these local offices have 
grown in importance as the first point of contact for many members of the public. 

124. Typically the constituency office will handle much of an MP’s casework and 
correspondence on behalf of individuals, the MP’s constituency diary, local 
communications, media relations and local issue management; it will organise and often 
accommodate MP advice surgeries, host local meetings, and even when the MP is away in 
London in the week local staff will receive and help members of the public in person and 
on the phone. House of Commons offices, by contrast, typically handle MPs’ research and 
the preparation of their parliamentary and committee work and their involvement in 
national and international issues. When an MP only has an office at Westminster, this 
covers both constituency-related work including casework and preparation for 
parliamentary business and committees etc. 

125. In its 2001 report the Senior Salaries Review Body recognised more explicitly than 
previously the need for MPs to resource a constituency office and recommended a 
reshaping of allowances to that end. Despite that, the quality and suitability of 
accommodation being used as constituency offices varies enormously, depending in no 
small part on the commercial property market in the particular constituency. MPs with 
seats in and near London, and in other cities or economic hotspots, need to expend much 
or all of their office allowances just to cover rent and business rates. The support of the 
MP’s local political party, for example offering space in its offices, is sometimes necessary 
just to make a constituency office possible. In other areas, by contrast, the IEP budget goes 
much further. 

126. In the Hay survey of Members, we were told that the IEP is the allowance which MPs 
find to be the most under strain, and we note that 45% transfer money into the IEP from 
their Staffing Budget to meet necessary costs. 78% rent constituency offices, either 
commercially or through their local party—55% are tied in some way to party-affiliated 
bodies. Twenty two per cent of Members do not claim for a constituency office—either 
using their home or having no constituency office, whether from choice or because they 
cannot afford one. 

127. The 2007 SSRB report recognised the anomaly of MPs facing widely differing rental 
costs from a “one size fits all” allowance, and recommended as a solution that constituency 
offices should in future be procured directly by the House at their actual cost to a common 
standard of accommodation. We welcome and endorse this proposal. We note their 
recommendation that 800 square feet is an appropriate size and believe they have got this 
about right, but we do not believe this could be rigidly applied as a maximum—a 
judgement would have to be made depending on what might be available in the particular 
place at the particular time an office is needed. To this end we propose that the House 
should retain the services of surveyors to assist with the process of office procurement, 
rather than leaving it to MPs to find their own surveyors. 
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128. We found considerable support among Members for constituency offices to be 
funded centrally, though some would prefer to retain the option of renting their own office 
and claiming that against the IEP. Our view is that it would make sense to run the two 
systems alongside each other for the foreseeable future, not least because trying to migrate 
all Members onto the central procurement system at the same time would be impractical. 
As leases come to an end, or new offices need to be found, or new Members are elected, it 
would make sense to use the new procurement model. 

129. Currently the average cost of renting an office is £5,773 per annum. Renting 
commercially is around £1,000 pa more expensive than renting from the local party, but 
this is not necessarily always comparing like for like. The SSRB suggested reducing the IEP 
by £5,000 and then paying the actual costs of renting the office. This seems to us to be well-
judged, though there is also a case for also paying the business rates centrally where the 
rent is paid centrally. 

130. We recommend acceptance of the SSRB proposal that constituency office lease or 
rental should be met in full by the House recognising that in some constituencies office 
costs are higher than can reasonably be met out of the current Incidental Expenses 
Provision; that this should be limited in size and standard under detailed criteria to be 
drawn up by an independent chartered surveyor; that the scheme be run under the 
guidance of such a surveyor employed by the House; that the scheme be phased-in over 
a period of time; and that Members who choose not to make use of the new scheme can 
continue to claim for constituency office costs under the Incidental Expenses Provision 
or its successor. 
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5 Communicating with constituents and 
the public 

The current system 

131. Since 1 April 2007 Members have been able to spend up to £10,000 a year on 
communicating with constituents about parliamentary business, for example, through 
newsletters, annual reports and websites. The new allowance was approved by the House 
on 28 March 2007 following a report by the Members Estimate Committee.31 At the same 
time a new limit of £7,000 was imposed on the quantity of pre-paid envelopes and House 
stationery which Members can use. The Communications Allowance was uprated to 
£10,400 in line with the retail price index on 1 April 2008. 

132. In 2007–08, 594 Members claimed against the allowance, amounting to over £4 
million. Most expenditure is on newsletters and to a lesser extent websites. Some 588 
newsletters and other publications were submitted to the Department of Resources for 
review in advance of distribution and 308 of these required some amendment to comply 
with the rules. Claims were made by Members for reimbursement in relation to 939 other 
publications which had not been shown to the Department of Resources in advance. Just 
fewer than 40% of all publications were cleared with the Department of Resources in 
advance. 

The Standards and Privileges Committee’s recommendations 

133. Use of the Communications Allowance has been the subject of several complaints to 
the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards. Following a general report from the 
outgoing Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards, the Committee on Standards and 
Privileges has made a number of recommendations for improving the operation of the 
Communications Allowance in the light of a full year’s operation.32 

SSRB proposals 

134. The SSRB made three proposals concerning the Communications Allowance: 

• it should be renamed Communications Expenditure 

• it should be uprated in April each year in line with movement in RPIX (rather than 
RPI, since the latter includes a housing element which is not relevant to this type of 
expenditure) 

• the IEP/Other Office Expenditure should be reduced by £2,500 to reflect the fact 
that there is now a separate budget for communications.33 As SSRB has noted, “IEP 

 
31 Members Estimate Committee, First Report of Session 2006–07, Communications Allowance, HC 319. 

32 See Appendix 4. 

33 para 5.34. 
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contained an element of £5,000 to cover communications, staff travel and other 
expenditure”.34 

Views expressed by Members 

135. The main views expressed to us by Members were: 

• that the Incidental Expenses Provision should not be reduced, as proposed by 
SSRB, to take into account the creation of the Communications Allowance because 
the IEP was already fully used 

• that the Communications Allowance should be abolished because it was used for 
political purposes and supported incumbency—this view was expressed by a 
significant minority of Members from all three main parties. 

Opinion of the Committee 

136. Over the past decade or so a steadily increasing number of MPs have used funds from 
their allowances to send out reports on their parliamentary and constituency activities to 
their electorate. This is a common concept in other Parliaments and in local government, 
and can be argued to have a positive effect in demystifying Westminster as well as enabling 
MPs to give an account of themselves to their constituents. 

137. Critical to the legitimacy of using public funds for these purposes is the absolute 
requirement that the material issued must not be party political in content. Policing such a 
prohibition clearly entails a degree of subjective judgement, so it is also essential that MPs 
should err on the side of caution when issuing material paid for from public funds. 

138. The new Communications Allowance is intended for pro-active communication with 
constituents, while the pre-paid envelopes and stationery are for reactive communication. 
It was made clear at the outset that the working of the new allowance would be reviewed in 
due course. We have not agreed to the SSRB’s proposal that the IEP should be reduced to 
take account of the creation of the Communications Allowance but, instead, have 
concluded that the latter allowance should be frozen for three years. 

139. We have incorporated that review into our current work. Use of the Communications 
Allowance, and before its creation the use of the IEP for the same purposes, has been the 
subject of several complaints to the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards. Prior to 
his leaving office on 31 December 2007, the former Commissioner Sir Philip Mawer made 
some general recommendations for improving the operation of the Allowance.35 Drawing 
on those, the Committee on Standards and Privileges has also made a number of 
recommendations for improving the operation of the Communications Allowance in the 
light of a full year’s operation.36 We have also sought the advice of the House’s Department 

 
34 Cm 7270–I, para 5.34. 

35 Standards and Privileges Committee, Third Report of Session 2007–08, Publications funded from the 
Communications Allowance, HC 232. 

36 See Appendix 4. 
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of Resources, which is responsible for the operation of the allowance and in particular for 
approving the content of the publications it funds. 

140. In summary, after considering all this evidence, we have reached the following 
conclusions, which we propose to incorporate into revised regulations for the 
Communications Allowance: 

• A closed period of 28 days before polling day will be introduced in respect of 
European parliament, devolved legislature or local government (excluding 
community and parish council) elections taking place in a constituency, during 
which the MP will be prohibited from issuing proactive communications funded 
from the Communications Allowance. The closed period will not cover by-
elections. 

• The use of party logos and recognised party campaigning slogans will not be 
permitted in House-funded publications. If a logo is used, this should only be the 
crowned portcullis, but its inclusion will not be compulsory. 

• Joint publications with other elected office-holders will be subject to a rule that the 
entire content of the publication should satisfy the rules of all the bodies involved 
in funding it. 

• Photographs which include other elected office-holders with the MP will be 
permitted, but captions should be purely factual and should not actively promote 
such people. 

• While it is not easy for officials to police the selective use of statistics in 
publications, nevertheless statistics whose use overtly promotes a particular 
political party—for example by mentioning a year in which there was a change of 
government—are prima facie politically selective and will not be permitted. 

• Surveys may ask questions on national or international issues but data from local 
surveys must not be transferred to national campaigns or used for local party 
campaigning. 

• Extracts from Hansard will be permitted, provided that the entire publication 
including the Hansard extract complies with the prohibition on party political 
content. 

• Members must use their best endeavours to ensure that distribution arrangements 
for newsletters do not stray unreasonably beyond the boundaries of their 
constituency: while accepting that non-contiguous post codes can make this 
inevitable at the margins. 

• In revising the rules for the Communications Allowance we will endeavour to 
ensure that material compliant with those rules is not regarded as falling within the 
scope of Section 72 of the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 
(PPERA) and thus constituting ‘campaign expenditure’. 
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• Further work will be undertaken in relation to websites funded from the 
Communications Allowance. 

• Claims for publications which cost £1,000 or more to produce will only be met if 
the publication has been cleared in advance with the Department of Resources. 
This would come into effect on 1 April 2009 and the MEC will keep this limit 
under review. 

• There should be a new process involving senior Members to resolve any appeal 
against the decision of the Department of Resources in individual cases. 

141. We recommend that the rules governing the Communications Allowance be 
tightened in respect of not publishing during election periods, not using party logos or 
other distinguishing labels, confining distribution to Members’ own constituencies and 
other matters; and that claims for the costs of production of any publication costing 
more than £1,000 will only be met if it has been cleared in advance with the Department 
of Resources. 

142. We recommend that the Communications Allowance itself be frozen at the current 
level for three years from April 2009 till April 2012 and thereafter the uprating formula 
be changed to RPIX. 
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6 Costs of travel on parliamentary business 

The current system 

143. Members can claim reimbursement of travel costs between their constituency and 
Westminster and within their constituency by car or public transport. Travel by public 
transport is now largely arranged through a corporate credit card, with the Member having 
to account for individual journeys but not being directly reimbursed. Car travel is governed 
by HMRC rates of 40p a mile for the first 10,000 miles and 25p thereafter. By agreement 
with HMRC, each Member may claim 350 miles a month (or 4,200 miles per annum), 
irrespective of size of constituency or distance from London, without supporting evidence. 
Where mileage exceeds this limit, full details have to be provided. A third of Members 
claim for more than 10,000 miles a year. In 2006–07 standard Member travel expenditure 
was approximately £5.2 million, of which about £4.2 million was for travel between 
constituencies and Westminster and £1 million was for travel within the constituency. 

144. Special travel provisions are available for Members’ spouses, and children under the 
age of 18 whereby Members can claim up to 15 return journeys between London and the 
constituency and/or London and home. Few Members make full use of this provision. 
From 1971 this concession applied to Members’ spouses. On 10 June 1982, it was extended 
to include Members’ children under 18 years of age. In December 2005, it was further 
extended to include 18 year olds in full-time secondary education and to civil partners. 
Arrangements are also in place for travel for Members’ staff. They permit 12 return 
journeys between London and the Member’s constituency each year (April to March), 
shared between all employees of a Member. 

SSRB proposals 

145. The SSRB considered the travel arrangements and noted that the current costs of car 
travel were increasing. They made no recommendation other than that partners of MPs 
should be entitled to the same travel arrangements as spouses and civil partners. 

What happens in other organisations 

146. The Committee understands that travel between two places of work would be 
reimbursed in other organisations but that family travel would not be included. 

The Scottish Parliament 

147. The review of allowances in the Scottish Parliament reduced the allowable mileage 
rate from 49.3p a mile to the current HMRC mileage rate of 40p a mile. They were against 
any financial limitation on travel to and within constituencies, but recommended that 
family travel should not be funded out of public money.37 

 
37 Scottish Review, para 7.34 and recommendation 59. 
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Views expressed by Members 

148. Several Members drew the Committee’s attention to the increased cost of car travel 
and the fact that the current mileage rates no longer cover the full running costs of a car. 

149. Others expressed concern that the flat rate of 350 miles per month did not reflect the 
wide disparity between small urban, large rural and intermediate constituencies. A 
Member representing a large rural constituency could easily travel at least 600 miles a 
month within the constituency. 

150. A small number of Members commented on the SSRB proposal to extend the family 
travel arrangement for spouses and civil partners to all partners, with some supporting it 
and some opposing it. 

Advice from the Department of Resources 

151. The Department has examined various models for putting constituencies into 
different bands according to either size or distance from London for the purposes of paying 
a travel grant to each Member. For instance, a model with seven groups of constituencies 
varying in size from under 10 square miles to over 500 square miles could have a middle 
group (100 to 200 square miles; 72 constituencies) where a monthly mileage grant of 
£1,680 per Member allowed for the equivalent of 350 miles travelled. The 41 MPs with 
constituencies larger than 500 square miles would be allowed the equivalent of 850 miles a 
month at a cost of £4,050, while the 102 with consistencies smaller than 10 square miles 
would be allowed a mileage of 125 miles at a cost of £600 each. The overall cost of such a 
scheme would remain as now at just under £1 million a year. 

152. We have also been advised by the Department of Resources that the SSRB criteria for 
designating a partner for the purposes of travel cannot readily be applied. Whilst there are 
criteria for determining a partner within the Parliamentary Contributory Pension Fund 
rules, checks on such nominations are only applied by the PCPF on a Member’s death, not 
at the time of receipt. We understand that any such payments would be taxable. 

Opinion of the Committee 

153. Members of Parliament currently claim reimbursement of the costs they incur in 
travelling on parliamentary business between their constituency and Westminster, and 
within their constituency, whether by car or public transport. Clearly constituents expect 
their MP to go to Westminster and represent their interests in Parliament, and also to be 
available in the constituency and to get around visiting groups and people in the locality. 
The case for these travel costs being met from the public purse appears overwhelming and 
no one has seriously questioned it. 

154. Staff travel between the constituency and Westminster is also covered, enabling 
members of an MP’s staff team to liaise, to attend training courses, and to support the MP’s 
work in both locations as may be needed from time to time. Each MP’s office is entitled to 
12 such return journeys each year, divided between the staff team, and again the case for 
such costs being met seems compelling. No one has argued, and we see no case, for change. 
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155. Members can also visit other venues relevant to their parliamentary work where this 
has been specifically permitted by the House authorities under the “extended travel” 
system, and may make three journeys each year to visit political institutions in Brussels or 
other European capitals, on parliamentary business. We have not received any 
representation suggesting that these arrangements should be altered. Further costs may be 
incurred when MPs travel as part of a parliamentary committee or delegation, but these are 
borne by the House administration and are not accounted to the travel spending of the 
individual, so lie beyond the scope of this review. 

156. Most parliamentary travel by public transport is now largely arranged through a 
corporate credit card, with the Member having to account for individual journeys but not 
being directly reimbursed. The Commons travel office can book journeys for Members and 
negotiates special rates particularly on air tickets. 

157. Since the Freedom of Information Act came into effect the House’s publication 
scheme for MPs’ expenses has offered greater transparency by listing each MP’s annual 
travel spending, thus providing an incentive to secure value for the public’s money. For the 
last two years this publication has extended to stating the sums claimed by “mode of travel” 
categories, so providing an incentive for Members to travel in as environmentally friendly a 
way as practical. 

158. The SSRB, reporting in July 2007, recommended no change in the current HMRC 
rates. 

159. All independent evidence suggests that at the present time the mileage rate of 40p per 
mile does not compensate colleagues who have to use a motor vehicle in the performance 
of their duties. If they have a large rural constituency many MPs will be making substantial 
losses on performing their parliamentary duties. However, MPs are not the only people in 
this situation. The rise in fuel prices affects millions of other workers. Throughout this 
report we have taken the view that Members of Parliament should not be worse off for 
performing public duties but they should not be better off than other members of the 
public either. Accordingly, we will make no case for increasing the 40p per mile paid to 
Members of Parliament until such time as the Treasury reviews this rate for everyone else 
in the country. 

160. We recommend that the House should continue to apply the same car mileage rate 
as specified by HM Revenue & Customs. 

161. The SSRB in its 2007 report suggested, as one way of helping reduce MPs’ motoring 
costs, investigating the feasibility of the House acting as a corporate body for the purposes 
of leasing cars for Members. This arrangement is not uncommon among employers in the 
private and public sectors. The aim would be to enable MPs to lease cars as business rather 
than private customers. There is no suggestion of subsidising such leases with public 
money, but simply to use collective purchasing power to secure more cost effective 
arrangements for Members. We are considering with care the details of such a scheme and 
if it proves practical we would hope to offer such a facility by the time the revised systems 
come into effect in 2009. 

162. Travel is a matter on which the needs of Members vary considerably, not only on the 
basis of distance from London, but also the size and geography of constituencies and the 
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ready availability of public transport to London. As described in our earlier “issues” paper 
and in paragraph 151 above, we have explored the possibility of a genuine travel 
“allowance”—an annual grant based on a formula reflecting the size of constituency and its 
distance from London. Having looked at financial modelling for such a formula we have 
concluded that it would not form a practical basis for creating such an allowance. However, 
the present administrative threshold below which un-itemised monthly motoring claims 
within a constituency can be made—the standard figure of 350 miles—fails entirely to 
reflect the differences between compact urban and larger rural seats. We believe this could 
usefully be modified as follows: 

 Band 1 Band 2 Band 3 

Size of Constituency (sq miles) Up to 25 25–200 200 and above 

Number of Constituencies 265 250 131 

Number of un-itemised miles 
allowed per month 

200 350 600 

 
163. If adopted, this would mean in broad terms that the overall un-itemised mileage 
claimed each year by Members would be the same but would more closely match the 
characteristics of constituencies. 

164. We recommend that the current figure of 350 miles per month which may be 
claimed without supporting documents be replaced by separate mileage limits for 
small, medium-sized and large constituencies. 

165. Travel patterns and expenditure on travel will fall within the work of the practice 
assurance and audit teams, described in paragraphs 48 to 63. 

Family travel 

166. Special travel provisions have been available enabling MPs’ spouses (since 1971), and 
children under the age of 18 (since 1982), to claim the costs of 15 round trips between 
London and the constituency and/or home each year. The spouse travel costs are untaxed, 
on the basis that there is a limited need for them to travel in order to support the MP in 
their official duties, while the children’s travel is taxed as a “benefit in kind”. 

167. The unusual demands of an MP’s role, including very long hours, never really being 
off duty, constantly being in public demand, and family separation through working in two 
locations, while by no means unique in the 21st century, nevertheless do little to support a 
healthy work : life balance. Good employers in comparable circumstances look for 
appropriate measures to try and help. There is a significant failure rate of parliamentary 
marriages, as with other occupations where family separation is prevalent. 

168. School holidays and parliamentary recesses do not always overlap and some MPs use 
this concessionary travel to keep their family together when such opportunities arise. In 
practice these family travel costs are not fully claimed, but are greatly appreciated 
particularly by those with constituencies the furthest from London. 
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169. So while these family travel arrangements sometimes attract critical comment, and the 
recent independent review of allowances in the Scottish Parliament recommended that 
family travel should not be funded out of public money38 (although both the geography 
and the clash between school holidays and Holyrood’s recesses may be lesser factors), there 
are some arguments to justify them and they are not wholly without analogy in other 
sectors. 

170. The SSRB made no recommendation on family travel other than to propose that 
partners of MPs should be entitled to the same travel arrangements as spouses and civil 
partners. A small number of Members commented on this proposal, with some supporting 
it and some opposing it. While we are entirely sympathetic in principle to this modernising 
proposal from the SSRB, we have received tax advice to the effect that extending the 
entitlement in this way would undermine the tax exemption currently afforded to spouse 
travel and make the whole allowance into a “benefit in kind”. So, with regret, but in the 
absence of any great clamour to extend their scope, we conclude that the current 
arrangements would be better left as they are. 

171. We recommend that the SSRB’s proposal that partners of Members should be 
entitled to the same limited travel arrangements as spouses and civil partners should 
not be implemented. 

 
38 Scottish Review, para 7.34 and recommendation 59. 
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7 Accommodation costs of working away 
from home 

The current system 

172. All MPs with constituencies outside London need to divide their time between 
London and the constituency and as a result incur substantial additional costs, either on 
hotels, renting a flat or buying a second home. This is necessary expenditure to allow them 
to carry out their parliamentary duties and should be reimbursed. The Additional Costs 
Allowance provided for up to £23,083 to be claimed in 2007–08 and £24,006 in 2008–09. 
Members representing inner London constituencies cannot claim ACA but receive a 
London supplement of £2,916. Members representing outer London constituencies can 
choose whether to claim ACA or the London supplement. 

173. Figures for 2006–07 show that of the 621 MPs eligible for ACA, 589 do claim it. Of 
these 415 (70%) claim for mortgage interest payments. 133 MPs claim for rent and 12 for 
hotels. 80% of Members register a London home as their second home. 45% of Members 
claim all or almost the full allowance and nearly two-thirds claim over 90% of the ACA. Of 
those who do claim, the average spend is £19,375 (88% of the maximum).The average 
spent on mortgage interest is £12,000 a year. Average rental costs are £15,000 a year. 

174. In addition to claiming for hotel bills, rent or mortgage payments, Members may 
claim for other costs related to the running of a second home: utility bills, 
service/maintenance, repairs, furniture and household goods, food and cleaning. Members 
are advised that “you must ensure that arrangements for your ACA claims are above 
reproach and that there can be no grounds for a suggestion of misuse of public money. 
Members should bear in mind the need to obtain value for money from accommodation, 
goods or services funded from the allowances. …You must avoid any arrangement which 
may give rise to an accusation that you are, or someone close to you is, obtaining an 
immediate benefit or subsidy from public funds or that public money is being diverted for 
the benefit of a political organisation. …You should avoid purchases which could be seen 
as extravagant or luxurious.” 39 

History of the allowance 

175. The Additional Costs Allowance was introduced by Resolution of the House in 
December 1971 to cover the reasonable additional cost to provincial Members of staying 
either in London or their constituency, when engaged on parliamentary duties. The Top 
Salaries Review Body (TSRB) had proposed that the allowance should take the form of a 
daily subsistence rate. The Government proposed, however, a scheme which reimbursed 
expenses within an annual limit. 

176. The annual limit was initially set at £750, from 1 April 1972. It was increased in 1974 
and 1975. This was superseded by a Resolution in 1975 which provided for an enhanced 

 
39 The Green Book, paras 3.3.1, 3.3.2 and 3.10.1. 
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amount for 1975–76 and provided for the regular uprating of the allowance based on civil 
service night subsistence rates. 

177. The Additional Costs Allowance rates were uprated in July each year from 1976 to 
1979 and in August from 1980 until 1992. The Resolutions establishing the allowance 
referred to a year as the period from 1 April to 31 March and required the maximum 
annual allowances to be calculated as a weighted average of the rates that applied. So 
between 1976–77 and 1979–80 the maximum amount that could be claimed in a financial 
year was ¼ of the old rate + ¾ of the new rate; and then from 1980–81 to 1992–93 the 
maximum amount that could be claimed in a financial year was ⅓ of the old rate + ⅔ of the 
new rate. In 1985, Members were advised that “there is no reason why [they] should not 
claim mortgage interest payments against this allowance”. 

178. In 1994, when the centralised civil service subsistence rates no longer pertained, the 
House agreed that from 1 April 1995 onwards the annual rate should be increased in line 
with inflation (increases were to be based on the annual increase in the retail price index to 
the previous March). In March 2004, the Members Estimate Committee amended the 1994 
Resolution to provide for the annual increase to be based on the change in the retail price 
index to the previous December. 

179. In 2001, the SSRB made no recommendations on the Additional Costs Allowance. 
The House agreed, however, to a backbench amendment proposing a significant increase 
from £13,322 to £19,469 in the maximum rate for the allowance. The SSRB’s 2004 and 
2007 reviews did not recommend any substantive changes. In 2005 and 2006, the Members 
Estimate Committee agreed changes to the Additional Costs Allowance to allow for 
increased mortgage payments in certain circumstances and to permit overnight stays on 
journeys to a Member’s constituency, when it was not practicable to complete the journey 
in one day. 

SSRB proposals 

180. The SSRB made no substantive proposals for change in the ACA, apart from a change 
in vocabulary to ‘Personal Accommodation Expenditure’. They said “Although … we have 
received no substantive evidence of abuse, we are concerned that it is in the area of ACA 
that the greatest scope for abuse is thought to exist…..this element of the expenses regime 
gives rise to more problems and misunderstandings, both within and outside the House, 
than any other and a fuller review of the ACA might be appropriate.”40 The SSRB went on 
to suggest that the division between inner and outer London for the purpose of ACA does 
not take into account improved public transport in London and the fact that the House 
normally only sits late in the evenings on Mondays and Tuesdays. 

181. The SSRB also reported “It has been argued by some observers that because MPs may 
make a capital gain from owning a second home the cost of which is met at least in part 
from ACA, there should be some means of sharing that gain with taxpayers. This seems to 
us a misplaced idea. First, gains on the sale of a home which is not the principal residence 
are already subject to Capital Gains Tax. Secondly, there would be the problem of 

 
40 SSRB, paras 5.54 and 5.55. 
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attributing any gain to any particular period of time. And thirdly, if an MP was required to 
pay any reasonable gain to the tax payer, the quid pro quo would surely be to require the 
taxpayer to make good any loss incurred by the MP, thus encouraging MPs not to drive a 
hard bargain when buying or selling.”41 

The Committee on Standards in Public Life 

182. In its ‘Principles to govern a review of MPs’ allowances’, the Committee on Standards 
in Public Life said: “There should be no double benefit for Members who are also Ministers 
(for example claiming for the cost of maintaining a second home in London if a grace and 
favour home is provided)”.42 

What happens in other organisations 

183. The Committee understands that in other organisations an employee who has to work 
in two different places over a long period of time would be recompensed by an addition to 
salary or some other benefit in kind. In the shorter term, such an employee might be given 
a budget to cover accommodation and subsistence costs. This would be accepted by 
HMRC on the basis of evidence from the organisation that the budget reflected actual costs 
incurred in the past. The claimant would have to demonstrate that he or she had actually 
worked at the two places. In public sector organisations there would also be some form of 
occasional and random audit of such claims. 

What the courts have said 

184. In the recent High Court case concerning disclosure of information about the ACA 
requested under the Freedom of Information Act 2000, the judgment said  

“In any event, once it had emerged that the system was deeply flawed, public scrutiny 
of the details of individual claims was inevitable. With respect to the balance between 
MPs’ privacy and the public interest in disclosure of their residential addresses under 
paragraph 6(1) of Schedule 2 to the 1998 Act, there was a legitimate public interest 
capable of providing justification for the disclosure given the deep flaws in the 
additional costs allowance system identified by the tribunal which had so 
convincingly established the necessity of full disclosure. If the arrangements for 
oversight and control of the additional costs allowance system were to be changed, 
then the issues of the privacy and security of MPs and their families might lead to a 
different conclusion.”43 

The Scottish Parliament 

185. The recent review recommended that eligibility for accommodation costs should be 
divided into three categories based on travelling distance from Edinburgh: 

 
41 SSRB, para 5.56. 

42 CSPL, principle 17. 

43 Corporate Officer of the House of Commons v Information Commissioner and Others TLR 22 May 2008. 
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• those whose main residence was within acceptable travelling distance of Parliament 
would not be able to claim any expenses 

• those whose main home is further away, who may often be able to get home but 
may have to spend a night in Edinburgh for parliamentary duties should be 
allowed to claim occasional overnight expenses 

• those with the furthest flung constituencies who need to stay overnight in 
Edinburgh regularly should be able to claim for leasing accommodation. 

186. The review also recommended an end to the payment of mortgage interest in relation 
to property purchased in Edinburgh, with transitional measures for those already 
committed to such an arrangement. It also endorsed the existing provision for new 
members in an election year. It recommended that those MSPs entitled to lease 
accommodation in Edinburgh should also be able to claim as expenses only factoring 
charges, council tax, utility bills and telephone costs. The review also recommended an 
increase in the overnight expenses rate which MSPs can claim when visiting London on 
parliamentary business to £150.20 a night (based on accommodation costs of £131 and a 
meal rate of £19.20).44 

Views expressed by Members 

187. Several Members in their submissions to this review argued that the Additional Costs 
Allowance should continue in its current form but with much tighter audit. 

188. Others suggested a radical shift towards merging the ACA with salary. “I don’t think 
this increase should be pensionable but it would have to be taxable. This would sweep away 
a vast amount of bureaucracy in the House of Commons itself and end the dispute once 
and for all. I imagine it would be unpopular, for the wrong reasons, with our constituents 
in the short term but I think in the medium term everyone would gain including the 
taxpayer, who, I suspect, would save a considerable sum of money from reduced 
bureaucracy.”45 

189. The merger of overnight costs with salary commanded the support of only a few of the 
Members who wrote to the Committee, with many opposing it. 

190. Several Members questioned whether reimbursements of mortgage interest payments 
was acceptable. “It is not acceptable that MPs should be able to use public funds to secure a 
mortgage on a second property and then benefit from a capital gain when the property is 
sold. We recommend that from 1 August 2008, the ACA can only be used to secure a 
mortgage on the condition that when the property is sold, any profit after costs is returned 
to the public purse.”46 This view was supported by a minority of the Members from both 
sides of the House who wrote to the Committee. Members opposed to such a change 

 
44 Scottish Review, para 4.46 and rec 14. 

45 Peter Luff MP. 

46 Norman Baker MP. 
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pointed out that mortgage interest payments were cheaper for the taxpayer than rental 
payments.47 

191. Some argued for the abolition of the ‘John Lewis’ list by which they meant the ability 
to purchase furniture and household goods at public expense where the items concerned 
become the property of the Member. The list itself is merely a guide for staff handling 
claims to ensure that purchases are not extravagant or luxurious. Others called for the list 
to be replaced by a test of reasonableness or a truncated list. Others still identified a need 
for new Members to receive assistance when first setting up home in London. 

192. On food, some Members expressed surprise at the arrangement under which 
Members may claim up to £400 a month for food without producing receipts. Others have 
said they allow themselves about £20 a day for food and minor costs while working away 
from home, especially when the length of the working day prevents them eating at home. 

193. In the context of ACA, several London Members drew attention to higher costs they 
incurred through living and working in the capital. They noted that the Government had 
not put to the House on 24 January the SSRB recommendation that the London 
Supplement be increased to £3,500. As they were not eligible for ACA, they were not able 
to claim any daily food expenses or taxis home even when the House sits late. Their staff 
costs were higher because of higher wage costs in the capital. The Department of Resources 
advised us that, although there is no longer a standard London weighting in the public 
sector, the market appears to require additional pay of about £4,000 for inner London, 
from a range of between £2,500 and £5,600 for private and public sector bodies. 

Advice from the Department of Resources 

194. We have sought advice from the Department of Resources on how three alternatives 
to the Additional Costs Allowance might work in practice. 

Combining with salary (option A) 

195. Expenditure on overnight expenses could be combined with salary—this would be 
taxable but not pensionable and would add approximately £33,500 to salary: 

• an element for overnight expenses would be added to salary and paid monthly 

• this addition would be excluded from pensionable pay 

• since this element would be taxable with no prospect of tax relief, the sum would be 
‘grossed up’ 

• the amount to be added to salary would be based on the actual amount of ACA 
currently claimed, averaged across eligible Members 

• this approach is administratively very simple with no prospect of error. 

 
47 Chris Mullin MP. 
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Overnight expenses allowance (option B) 

196. Overnight expenses could be divided into two elements—a daily subsistence rate of 
£30 for up to 140 days and a maximum limit for overnight accommodation expenditure 
(excluding capital improvements and furniture etc) of £19,600 a year based on 140 nights 
at £140 per night: 

• the allowance would be split into two components: one a modest flat-rate 
subsistence element; with the second component, to cover additional 
accommodation costs, to be claimed on the basis of receipts 

• both components would need to be claimed each month, rather than being paid 
automatically 

• a revised rule book would define eligible costs, probably both in terms of principles 
and detailed examples, with clearer and tighter rules than now 

• MPs would be expected to keep records of overnight stays for parliamentary 
purposes, to justify the number of days spent working away from their only or 
main residence for which they claimed the subsistence element, and to produce 
such evidence if requested by the assurance team or auditors 

• whilst day-to-day administration would remain largely as now for the 
accommodation element, there would be some risk that subsistence payments 
made would not readily reconcile to the evidence kept. 

Per Diem rate: (option C) 

197. There could be a daily rate (per diem) for overnight expenses—not to come into effect 
until the next Parliament—with two flat rate components: one to cover subsistence (£30) 
and the other to cover accommodation (£140)—based on a maximum of 140 nights in 
London each year: 

• for this to be genuinely considered a daily rate there needs to be a linkage with 
actual attendance or overnight stay in respect of parliamentary duties. MPs would 
be expected to keep records to demonstrate that they had been away from their 
main home to perform parliamentary duties (as for option B), and that they had 
incurred accommodation costs. This evidence may be requested during an 
assurance visit or audit. Such evidence might include participation in a division or 
debate (as shown in Hansard), travel records or diary entries. The per diem rate 
will continue to be expressed in terms of overnight expenses to maintain 
consistency with s292 of the Income Tax (Earnings and Pensions) Act. 

• both elements would need to be claimed monthly, rather than being paid 
automatically, but could be paid in equal monthly instalments to eligible MPs on 
the assumption that taking one month with another the total amount will balance 
over the year to the required number of days in Westminster; or it could be 
adjusted monthly to reflect actual attendance the previous month. 
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• whilst day-to-day administration would be straightforward, there would be a risk 
that payments made will not readily reconcile to the evidence kept, leading to a 
need for repayment. 

198. The table below shows various costs that may be relevant as comparators when 
determining either a per diem rate or annual allowance maximum. This has been split into 
two elements: cost of accommodation; and a daily food and subsistence allowance. 

Cost comparators Daily rate 

Accommodation  

Charing Cross hotel (Govt rate) £187 

Novotel Lambeth Road (Govt rate) £127 

City Inn (Westminster) £200 

Horseguards Hotel £281 

Marriott Count Hall (Govt rate) £226 

F & CO Accommodation (Inner London) £120 

Subsistence  

F & CO (including £3 for incidentals) £28 

Department of Health (including £5 for incidentals) £25.50 

Department of Work & Pensions (including £5 for incidentals) £26 

Crown Prosecution Service (including £5 for incidentals) £26 

House of Commons staff—daily meal rate when working away from 
Westminster 

£20.50 

Average annual rent and essential associated cost in Pimlico/Kennington £18,000 pa 

Opinion of the Committee 

199. Much of the recent controversy about MPs’ allowances has focused on the Additional 
Costs Allowance (ACA), which covers the extra accommodation costs which MPs incur in 
working in two locations: in their constituency and at Westminster. But, despite all the 
adverse publicity, even the harshest critics rarely go so far as to suggest that MPs should 
not be reimbursed at all for the costs which they incur in working away from their main 
home on a regular basis. It is usual in other jobs for such costs to be met by employers. 
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200. There was a time when it was not uncommon for significant numbers of MPs to sleep 
in their parliamentary offices because they could not afford to stay anywhere in London. 
The Additional Costs Allowance was introduced in 1971, in part to remedy this. 

201. We have taken expert evidence from a range of relevant professional advisers as to the 
sort of arrangements which apply in other walks of life, across the private, public and 
voluntary sectors. We have probed both the level of expenses which are generally paid out, 
and the administrative arrangements governing such payments. 

Quantum 

202. In terms of the scale of sums paid out, the starting point is usually the cost of a hotel 
room. For managerial and professional staff this is generally a three or four star hotel, 
depending on the location and availability. The second element is commonly the 
reimbursement of “subsistence” costs. These are the costs of eating “out” because work 
commitments prevent eating meals at home, and minor and incidental out-of-pocket 
expenses (in the case of MPs this might include an occasional taxi fare after a late sitting). 

203. We have investigated the costs of rooms in a range of hotels within easy reach of the 
House of Commons, both as “walk-in” customers, but also on the basis of a regular 
corporate arrangement with the hotel—which is probably a more valid comparison. We 
have also taken evidence as to the sums paid by a range of organisations to cover 
accommodation and subsistence costs of employees sent on business to work in central 
London. 

204. On the basis of these figures, we have concluded that a nightly accommodation rate of 
£140, and a daily subsistence rate of £30 (rates at which the HMRC might consider that 
there was no profit), would be appropriate and reasonable for MPs staying in central 
London. 

205. The question then arises as to how many nights a year this support should be 
available. The logical starting point is the parliamentary calendar. The number of days the 
House sits varies from year to year, but the average is around 150. Of these, 13 are usually 
Fridays when attendance is limited, and most MPs return to their main home by Friday 
night. So there is no case for paying for Friday night accommodation. Beyond that, 
patterns vary from MP to MP and from week to week. Many MPs regularly spend either 
Sunday or Thursday nights (or both) in London, while others do not. In all cases, however, 
MPs will also spend some time at Westminster during parliamentary recesses, attending to 
parliamentary and committee work. So taking all these factors in the round, our judgement 
is that accommodation costs should be reimbursed for a maximum of 140 nights a year. 

206. The multiple of £140 (accommodation) plus £30 (subsistence) times 140 nights comes 
to £23,800 as an annual figure,. This is close to but marginally less than the current ACA 
(£24,006 for 2008–09). We are not surprised by this, and believe it reinforces the 
judgement of the Senior Salaries Review Body last year that the ACA is at about the right 
level. 

 



Review of Allowances    55 
 

Administrative arrangements 

207. Turning to the question of administration and accounting for these reimbursements 
in other organisations, a consistent picture has been painted by those whom we consulted: 

a) For short term and ad hoc working commitments away from home it is usual for 
employers to reimburse directly the actual costs which an employee has incurred, upon 
presentation of receipts. Often the employer will organise the booking of, or make 
direct payment to, the hotels. 

b) Where these working commitments become more regular, however, and are likely to 
continue for a while, it is more common for an employer either to procure and pay for 
a flat, which is made available for the use of the employee, or to agree a daily sum with 
the employee, who then makes their own accommodation arrangement and settles bills 
without further reference to employers. The HMRC will usually accept that such agreed 
daily sums can be paid without a taxable profit element but will normally only permit 
such arrangements for up to two years. 

c) In other circumstances it is general practice for an employer and employee to negotiate 
an agreed lump sum to cover the additional costs incurred in working in two locations, 
and for this to form part of the employee’s remuneration package. This might be 
consolidated into salary, in which case it might become pensionable, or it might stand 
separately as a block sum—not pensionable, and reversible if the co-location should 
end and a normal pattern of work resume. In either case, salary or block sum, they are 
taxable and the gross sum negotiated would aim to deliver to the employee net the 
necessary recompense to cover their outgoings. 

208. On the basis of this evidence it could be argued that some of the difficulties MPs now 
find themselves in have come about as a result of superimposing in recent years the 
reimbursement logic described in (a) above onto a block sum system as described in (c), 
which is what the original recommendation for the ACA in 1971 actually proposed. Indeed 
it could be said that the ACA has ceased to be an “allowance” at all, but has become rather 
more a “budget” against which reimbursement can be claimed. 

Scope of what can be claimed 

209. Although we have posited a value on the scale of accommodation costs which it seems 
reasonable to cover by reference to hotel costs, the practical reality is that virtually nobody 
working in a particular location regularly and permanently will wish to remove all their 
personal effects every week and cart them back to their permanent home, probably by 
public transport. Taking a flat on a permanent basis is clearly a far more practical option, 
and also a more comfortable one than living almost permanently out of a suitcase. 

210. Renting even a modest flat in central London can be prohibitively expensive, but so 
long as an MP is able to find one without it costing the tax payer more than staying in a 
hotel would cost (and many new MPs in 2005 found this difficult) then it is hard to see any 
sensible objection. 

211. The suggestion has been made that the House of Commons might buy or build an 
accommodation block for MPs. In one of the most densely populated, expensive and 
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mature property markets in the world this is clearly neither a feasible nor affordable 
option. Even the alternative of the House going out onto the open market and renting flats 
in which to billet MPs would entail substantial new expenditure in developing and 
maintaining property management expertise, with no guarantee of any saving to the public 
purse. MPs currently handle the interface with landlords without complaint, and with an 
incentive to drive a good deal, so it seems better to let them continue. 

212. The more contentious question is whether it is reasonable to permit MPs to use their 
accommodation allowance to pay mortgage interest and buy a flat, which has been allowed 
since 1985. Although we have received some representations suggesting that this should 
stop, these seem largely to be personal opinions based on “gut instinct” and no one has 
built a convincing argument as to why, logically, it should not be permitted. Indeed in a 
hugely challenging housing market like central London’s it is hard to see the sense of 
closing off the largest source of supply, thus leaving over 600 MPs to trip over each other in 
a scramble for a limited supply of rented housing. In terms of cost to the public purse it is 
often the case that mortgage interest (capital repayments of a mortgage cannot be 
claimed—only interest) works out cheaper than rental. So no argument about cost to the 
public purse bears scrutiny. 

213. Indeed the only real point of debate is the question of any capital gain on the value of 
the property if and when it should come to be sold. Property values can go down as well as 
up, and some MPs who left Parliament at the 1992 general election—after a property 
crash—faced losses. The property market is currently looking rocky once again, so the 
same could happen. An MP who chooses to buy not rent is taking a risk. Even if it pays off, 
by the time Capital Gains Tax is paid in consequence of an MP owning two properties, the 
public purse effectively gets a rebate against some of the money it has paid out in 
allowances. It may not be far fetched to suggest that the public purse even benefits from 
MPs buying rather than renting flats. 

214. Recently controversy has attached to the use of the accommodation allowance for the 
purchase of household items like furniture and electrical goods, and for home 
improvements like new kitchens and bathrooms. In both cases what is acquired remains 
the permanent property of the Member. We can see that new MPs setting up home in 
either a rented or purchased flat need a modest dispensation to use their allowance to 
equip it, but it is hard to see any justification for such purchases continuing indefinitely at 
the public’s expense. As for repairs to the home, where needed, we believe that these should 
be claimable but not capital improvements. The HMRC distinction between repairs and 
capital improvements could be used as a guide. 

215. We recommend that, with immediate effect, Members should no longer be able to 
claim reimbursement for furniture and household goods or for capital improvements. 

216. We have not received any comments about the situation where two Members claim 
Additional Costs Allowance while living together in the same second home. During our 
review, the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards has been considering some 
individual cases. The Committee expects that a revised Green Book will contain clearer 
rules about the maximum amounts which can be claimed in such circumstances. 
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Options for the future 

217. On the basis of our study of these issues, and the evidence we have considered, we 
identify three future options for paying accommodation costs MPs incur in working away 
from home: 

Option A—Adding accommodation costs to salary 

218. This idea, which we identified in our “issues paper”, has attracted both strong support 
and firm opposition. It would be the most straight-forward way of addressing the question. 
Although it is often assumed that it would be unpopular with the general public, this may 
not necessarily be so. It would doubtless attract the wrath of a cynical media, but 
contributors to letters columns, phone-ins, blog sites, leader writers and even a viewers’ 
panel convened by the BBC Politics Show, have advocated it as the clear-cut solution. It is 
also, on the basis of the clear evidence we have received, the normal way other employers 
in other sectors would cover ongoing accommodation costs of this kind—and identifying 
solutions analogous to practice in other walks of life was one of our objectives. Hence we 
have identified this option. 

219. Two considerations would need addressing: taxation and pension. The current ACA 
of £24,006 is untaxed. We have consulted HMRC as to whether accommodation expenses 
could be written off against tax if ACA were added to salary and have been told 
unequivocally that they could not. So if the current maximum value of the ACA were to be 
maintained then the £24,006 would have to be “grossed up” to allow for 41% tax and 
national insurance—i.e. by £40,688, taking the MPs’ salary to £102,508 before any 
consideration of Sir John Baker’s recommendations or even a cost of living increase 
effective from 1 April 2008. In fact, the current ACA is not claimed to its full limit so, to be 
cost neutral, the actual uprating should be limited to £33,500, bringing the salary to 
approximately £95,300. This would inevitably attract much comment although there 
would be no overall impact on the public purse: it would recover the 41% as tax and NIC 
revenue. 

220. The second consideration would be the impact that incorporating ACA into salary 
would have on MPs’ pensions. Although the benefits of the Parliamentary Contributory 
Pension Fund are grossly misreported and exaggerated, we can see no justification for 
increasing the PCPF in line with this rise in salary. So we would propose that this extra 
element of salary, covering accommodation costs, should not be pensionable leaving only 
the core salary—the reward for doing the job—counting towards the pension. This would 
require a change to the pension scheme which might possibly necessitate primary 
legislation. 

Option B—An Overnight Expenses Allowance, comprising a £19,600 
maximum budget for accommodation and £30 per day for subsistence 

221. The £4,200 subsistence allowance (140 days x £30) would operate on the same basis as 
the Per Diem in Option C below. MPs would claim it in daily blocks of £30. There would 
be no requirement to account for itemised expenditure: it would be claimed at a settled 
rate. But MPs would have to be able to demonstrate at audit that they had worked away 
from their only or main residence on the number of days they had claimed for, over a year. 
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The £19,600 accommodation budget (140 days x £140) would be a maximum annual 
“budget” against which a Member could claim reimbursement of expenses necessarily 
incurred by the Member in staying overnight away from the Member’s only or main 
residence, for the purpose of performing parliamentary duties. 

222. This budget would retain the tax exemption of the ACA, and it would not be 
pensionable income. An MP would claim reimbursement of costs incurred against 
categorised headings defined in a revised Green Book, and would have to produce itemised 
receipts for the purposes of verification, assurance and audit. This option might draw less 
external criticism, but is clearly overlaying a long term arrangement with detailed 
accounting practices which employers in other sectors would only operate for short term 
or ad hoc working away from home. It also retains most of the inherent weaknesses of the 
ACA. 

Option C—A Per Diem in two parts £30 for subsistence and £140 for 
accommodation for a maximum of 140 days 

223. This would literally be an “allowance” comprising two daily block sums paid in 
respect of additional expenses necessarily incurred by the Member in staying overnight 
away from the Member’s only or main residence, for the purpose of performing 
parliamentary duties. This allowance would retain the tax exemption of the ACA, and it 
would not be pensionable income. It would be expressed and claimed on a daily basis 
rather than an annual basis, and could be claimed for a maximum of 140 days. There 
would be no requirement to account for itemised expenditure: it would be claimed at a 
settled scale rate, but MPs would have to be able to demonstrate that they had worked away 
from their only or main residence on the number of days they had claimed for, over a year. 
This would give more control, accountability and transparency than employers in other 
sectors would secure in a long term arrangement, but that may be a reasonable balance for 
the advantage of operating an untaxed allowance. 

224. Considering these three options, we have weighed the advantages and disadvantages 
and conclude that option A (expenditure on overnight expenses to be combined with 
salary—this would be taxable but not pensionable and would add approximately £33,500 to 
salary) is not to be recommended to the House. Option C (a per diem rate for overnight 
expenses with two flat rate components, one to cover subsistence (about £30) and the other 
to cover accommodation (about £140)—based on a maximum of 140 nights in London 
each year) has also been carefully considered but is not recommended to the House. While 
we recommend option B in paragraph 225 below, if the House does not accept this option 
but approves the remainder of the report, the current ACA will continue but without 
Members being able to claim for furniture, household goods or capital improvements. 

225. We recommend that the Additional Costs Allowance be adapted into an overnight 
expenses allowance, comprising a £19,600 maximum budget for accommodation 
(excluding furniture, household goods and capital improvements) but operating on the 
basis of itemised reimbursement and a flat rate of £30 for daily subsistence. 
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The London issue 

226. The Senior Salaries Review Body (SSRB) raised the question of the eligibility of 
Members living within commutable distance from Westminster to claim the Additional 
Costs Allowance. The regional media has also drawn attention to this issue. The only MPs 
currently ineligible to claim the allowance are those representing inner London 
constituencies. These Members receive instead a “London Supplement”, at present set at 
£2,912, which unlike the ACA is taxed. MPs for outer London constituencies may choose 
either to receive the Supplement or to claim the ACA. The SSRB pointed out that changes 
to normal sitting hours, with late nights now only on two days a week, and improved 
public transport, mean there is a case for revisiting the principle that outer London 
Members should be entitled to claim the ACA. Members outside London, but within 
commutable distance, receive no financial support with their subsistence costs unless they 
choose to run a second property—thus creating a perverse incentive. 

227. We have considered the SSRB report and the proposals made in respect of the Scottish 
Parliament, which drew a 40 mile ring around Holyrood, and have concluded that change 
is needed both to the eligibility for an accommodation allowance, and the London 
Supplement. 

228. We recognise that habitual late finishes on Monday and Tuesday nights, combined 
with early starts the next morning, continue to justify accommodation expenses being 
covered for two nights a week, but that the same case cannot be made in respect of 
Wednesday or Thursday nights. So we see a case for a phased introduction of a “half rate” 
accommodation allowance for MPs in those seats, enabling them either to take hotel rooms 
on Monday and Tuesday nights, or to retain modest or shared flats. 

229. We recommend that new MPs elected to the next Parliament to represent 
constituencies in outer London should be eligible to claim half of any overnight 
expenses allowance; and all MPs representing those seats should be restricted to claim 
half the standard rate from the start of the following Parliament. 

230. Inner London MPs are in the position of having to live and work in the centre of the 
capital city, often staying late into the evening for parliamentary votes. The only financial 
recognition for this is the payment of London Supplement, currently set at £2,916pa. This 
is paid with salary and is taxable. The SSRB recommended that it rise to £3,500 from last 
April but this proposal was neither put to the House nor referred to this Committee. The 
Baker review has re-asserted the need for such an increase, proposing £3,623 from 1 April 
2008. 

231. Living and working in London year round incurs a cost that other MPs do not 
encounter. Our review of levels of London weighting—a supplement to pay for many 
London workers—for a range of public and private bodies suggested strongly that the 
London Supplement is at the lower end of what is currently being paid. The average 
London weighting now is around £4,000pa. 

232. The present sitting hours of the House means that Members usually need to remain 
within the parliamentary precinct until around 11pm for two evenings a week when the 
House is sitting, at which point they have to travel home. In most other walks of life such 
extra and unsocial hours would usually lead to some recompense: for example, the 
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payment of a part-day subsistence rate and the reimbursement of late night travel costs. 
Sums of £5–6 are typical for part-day subsistence and recognised by HMRC as not 
incurring a profit element. A journey of six miles or so after 10pm by taxi in London costs 
around £25. Taken together the additional net cost amounts to about £2,100, or £3500 
before tax. 

233. The Committee considers that the extra costs of living and working in London, 
combined with the unsocial hours on at least two days a week, should be reflected not in 
salary but in a London costs allowance. 

234. We recommend that, instead of the London Supplement (which Sir John Baker 
recommended should be increased to £3,623), the extra living costs and working 
unsociable hours in London should be reflected in a new London costs allowance 
consolidated into a taxable amount of £7,500 for MPs who do not or are not eligible to 
claim the Additional Costs Allowance. 
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8 Redundancy 

The current system 

235. The current arrangements provide funding for someone who ceases to be a Member 
to wind up their office and prepare to find another job. The resettlement grant is payable 
when an MP leaves the House after a general election. It is based on length of service and 
age. The maximum 100% of salary is payable to MPs with 15 or more years’ service and 
who are aged between 55 and 64. A Member who loses his or her seat while still under the 
age of 50 will receive half a year’s salary; the same applies to a Member who leaves the 
House at the age of 70 with less than ten years of service. 

236. The winding up allowance is available to MPs for four months after leaving the House 
at a general election to meet staff, office and travel costs necessarily incurred on 
parliamentary duties which remain outstanding. The main items are terminating staff 
contracts, office leases etc. 

237. Following the 2001 general election, 99 Members left the House, receiving an average 
grant of 62% of final annual salary at a cost of about £3.2 million. 21 of these Members 
were defeated, with an average length of service of 8.5 years and were eligible for a grant of 
about 48% of final salary. 136 Members left the House after the 2005 general election, 
receiving an average grant of 64% of final annual salary at a cost of £5.3 million. Of these, 
50 were defeated, with an average length of service of 8.6 years and eligibility for a grant of 
60% of final salary. 

238. The grant has operated in its current form since 1991 following a Top Salaries Review 
Body recommendation. The SSRB was asked to look at the calculation of the Resettlement 
Grant in its review that commenced in October 2000. It considered evidence arguing that 
the calculation should not be based on full years’ service, as small differences in length of 
service could result in significant variations between Members. It concluded, however, that 
no change was warranted. 

SSRB proposals 

239. The SSRB looked at the resettlement grant again in 2007 in the light of age 
discrimination legislation. They found that, although MPs are office holders rather than 
employees, the grant is similar to a redundancy payment. As such it would not be paid to 
people who retire or resign voluntarily. The SSRB therefore recommended that the grant 
be based on one month for each year of service up to a maximum of nine months and that 
it should only be paid to those who leave the House involuntarily—through losing a seat at 
a General election or whose constituencies disappeared in boundary changes. They 
recommended that changes to the resettlement grant should come into effect after the next 
general election because some Members will have made plans based on the existing 
provision. 

240. The SSRB made no recommendations for substantive change to the Winding Up 
Allowance, other than to rename it and link its amount to proportions of the other 
allowances for staff and office costs to which it relates. 
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What happens in other organisations 

241. The need to pay off staff and close an office would not arise in other organisations on 
redundancy. Redundancy pay would only be given if termination of the contract was 
involuntary. Some private and public sector employers, however, do have schemes for 
scaled down working towards retirement or training to prepare for further employment. 

The Scottish Parliament 

242. MSPs who do not stand, or are not returned at a subsequent general election are 
eligible for a grant calculated as a percentage of MSPs’ annual salary, by reference to age 
and complete years of service. The recent review distinguished between winding up costs 
relating to staff and other office costs. It recommended separate provision for staff and a 
central fund to meet these costs, with the cost still identified against the respective Member. 

Views expressed by Members 

243. The only views expressed by Members related to the proposed changes to the 
resettlement grant. These suggested some unintended consequences. First, it might 
encourage Members who have chosen to retire or been deselected by their parties to stand 
again in hopeless seats in order to become eligible for the grant—a situation reputed to 
have occurred in the past. Secondly, it would act as a disincentive to retire gracefully for a 
Member of working age who has decided for personal reasons to leave politics. Since the 
timing of a general election is always uncertain, it is hard for such a Member to arrange 
subsequent employment until it is called. 

Advice from the Department of Resources 

244. The Committee has sought advice on whether the level of the grant should be linked 
to eligibility to draw a pension—so the grant would only be available to Members who 
need to seek further employment. The Department has produced tables showing how the 
current scales for calculating the resettlement grant could be tuned more sensitively to the 
parliamentary cycle and the turnover of Members. It is also suggested that, adapting the 
SSRB recommendation, Members who leave the House voluntarily could receive a flat rate 
of 50% of final salary irrespective of age. 

245. The Resettlement Grant assists Members in ‘adjusting to non-parliamentary life’ when 
they leave the House at a General Election. It is akin to a redundancy payment. The grant is 
a varying proportion of final salary of between 50% and 100%, based on age and length of 
service (see Table A after para 252). As with any redundancy payment the first £30,000 is 
tax free. 

246. According to a survey of the Association of Former Members of Parliament48, almost 
half of defeated and deselected ex-Members take more than three months to find 
alternative employment. When a large number of seats change hands, as in 1997, the 
average time taken to find new employment increases. 

 
48 Life After Losing Or Leaving, a report for the Association of Former Members of Parliament. School of Politics and 

International Studies, University of Leeds October 2007. 
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247. A recent survey of Members by the Hay Group has shown concern by Members about 
the future composition of the House: that it might effectively exclude middle income 
earners and be drawn too strongly from those of independent means. If the House wishes 
to continue to attract Members from all parts of society, care must be taken to ensure that 
at the end of their service there is not a financial penalty (i.e. the risk of a significant period 
without work and without income). 

248. The SSRB recommended that Resettlement Grant eligibility be restricted to Members 
defeated at a General Election and those whose seats are abolished by boundary changes. 
The grant would be paid at the rate of one month’s salary for each year of service to a 
maximum of nine months’ salary. The SSRB recommendation could be expected to reduce 
eligibility significantly. 

Opinion of the Committee 

249. The SSRB’s rationale appears to be that if an MP has made a choice to leave, this is not 
a redundancy and consideration of any post-election re-adjustment does not arise. 
Arguably, however, the SSRB fails to recognise that Members often do not know when the 
next General Election will be held. Even if they decide to leave the House at that time, plans 
and preparations are necessarily affected by uncertainty. 

250. Their recommendation would also: 

• prevent Members who have been deselected from receiving the grant. Denial of the 
chance to defend their seat is arguably as much a redundancy as defeat at an 
election 

• encourage ‘paper’ candidates in unwinnable seats who would thereby receive the 
payment and 

• possibly, slow the natural process of renewal in the House by encouraging 
Members to continue standing until death or defeat instead of departing gracefully. 

251. We are not convinced that limiting eligibility as suggested by the SSRB is right for the 
House. Instead we propose that the following factors should be the basis of a new 
Resettlement Grant: 

i. Reducing the Resettlement Grant for those approaching pension age: Members are 
generally able to draw their parliamentary pension and any lump sum from 65, or 
from 55 with an actuarially neutral reduction. 

ii. Recognising the difficulty in re-entering the labour market: Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that two or more Parliaments away from their profession in mid career 
puts Members returning to the job market at a disadvantage. 

iii. Electoral cycle: Calculation of the Resettlement Grant should relate such payments 
to the rhythm of what are usually four-year Parliaments. 

252. The above argues for re-ordering the current calculation table (Table A) to reflect 
better contemporary conditions. A new table, Table B, is offered to the House for 
consideration. No two elections are the same but Table B, when applied to the 2001 and 
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2005 elections, was shown to be broadly cost neutral. Like the SSRB, we do not envisage 
such a revised scheme being put into effect until the next Parliament. 

TABLE A: current system 

Percentage of Yearly Salary Payable as Resettlement Grant 

 Number of completed years of service 

Age Less than 
10 

10 11 12 13 14 15 or over 

Under 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 

50 50 50 52 54 56 58 60 

51 50 52 55 58 62 65 68 

52 50 54 58 63 67 72 76 

53 50 56 62 67 73 78 84 

54 50 58 65 72 78 85 92 

55 to 64 50 60 68 76 84 92 100 

65 50 58 65 72 78 85 92 

66 50 56 62 67 73 78 84 

68 50 52 55 58 62 65 68 

69 50 50 52 54 56 58 60 

Over 70 50 50 50 50 50 50 50 
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TABLE B: suggested system 

Percentage of Yearly Salary Payable as Resettlement Grant 

Number of completed years of service Age 

Up to 5 to 9 to 13 to 17 

 4 8 12 16 or more 

Up to 34 50 50 50 n/a n/a 

35–39 50 50 60 70 70 

40–44 50 60 70 80 90 

45–49 50 60 70 80 90 

50–54 50 70 80 90 100 

55–59 50 70 80 90 90 

60–64 50 60 70 80 80 

65–69 50 50 60 70 70 

70–74 50 50 50 60 60 

75 or over 50 50 50 50 50 

 
253. We recommend that, in the next Parliament, the basis of calculation of the 
Resettlement Grant should be shifted towards Members leaving the House in their 
early fifties. 
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9 Implementation of this review 

Decisions for the House 

254. We suggest that the House be invited to consider one motion in the name of the 
Leader of the House and others on these lines: 

That this House welcomes the …. report of the Members Estimate Committee and 
approves the recommendations nos …. relating to …. and instructs the Members 
Estimate Committee to take the necessary steps to implement them. 

255. Amendments could then be moved to canvass other options which this Committee 
has not recommended. If the House agrees to any such amendment, the Committee will 
undertake the necessary work to implement that decision and bring forward a technical 
resolution to give effect to it in time for implementation. 

Possible implementation timetable 

256. The Committee recognises that—once the House has reached decisions on this review 
—it will take time to implement those decisions. Most of these can be carried out on the 
authority of the decisions the House takes, but some may require a further technical 
resolutions to be approved by the House nearer the time. The priority is clearly to improve 
the audit and assurance regime and we would like to see those changes in effect from 
1 April 2009. Any structural changes to the allowance system will take longer to implement 
and we envisage them coming into effect from 1 April 2010. 

257. The Committee suggests the following timetable for implementation of such 
recommendations of this report as are agreed by the House: 

1 April 2008 
New £25 receipts threshold comes into effect 
Voluntary registration of employed family members 

July 2008 
Decisions by the House 
Implementation of the recommendation that furniture, household goods and 
improvements to property should no longer be reimbursable – so no expenditure 
incurred after 3 July 2008 would be reimbursed 

1 August 2008 
Mandatory registration of employed family members 

1 October 2008 
New rules on mandatory deposit of staff contracts and better staff record-keeping come 
into effect 
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Autumn 2008 
Further work on: 
• practice assurance/health checks 
• revise Green Book 
• central funding of constituency offices 
• any alternatives agreed by the House to the Additional Costs Allowance 
• resettlement grant 

Spring 2009 
Pilot of new practice assurance/health checks 

1 April 2009 
Start of new practice assurance/health checks 
Receipts threshold reduced to zero 
New rules on operation of Communications Allowance come into effect 
Change in names of allowances 
Start of 3-year freeze on level of Communications Allowance 
Increase in the London supplement perhaps linked to change in eligibility of outer 
London MPs for ACA 
New basis of calculation for winding up allowance 

Summer 2009 
Publication of Members Estimate Resource Accounts including details of Members’ 
staffing numbers and costs 

1 April 2010 
Start of new NAO audit (for 2009–10) 
Start of any new overnight costs arrangement 
Start of change in eligibility of new Members representing outer London constituencies 
for overnight costs 
Start of central funding of constituency offices 

End of the next Parliament 
New basis of calculation for Resettlement Grant 
Change in eligibility for overnight expenses of MPs representing outer London 
constituencies 

Names of allowances 

258. The Committee has referred in paragraph 9 above to the need to distinguish between 
MPs’ pay, the resources needed to do the job and costs which may be reimbursed. The 
SSRB has pointed to the need to change the vocabulary to make clearer the purposes of 
these different types of public spending. In particular the word ‘allowance’ is misleading. 
While there seems to be general agreement about this, there is less consensus about 
alternatives. We recognise the need to reconsider the description of allowances available to 
Members, a matter best decided when the details of the new system are fully worked out 
for implementation on 1 April 2009. In the table below are set out the current names, the 
SSRB recommendations and some possible solutions. 
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Current SSRB recommendation Proposal 

Staffing allowance Staffing expenditure Staff salary budget 

Incidental expenses provision 
(IEP) 

Other office expenditure Office costs or budget 

Communications allowance Communications expenditure Communications budget 

Additional costs allowance Personal accommodation 
expenditure 

Overnight costs 

Winding up allowance Winding up expenditure Winding up budget 

 

Conclusion on SSRB recommendations 

259. The House referred specific SSRB recommendations to this Committee on 24 January. 
Most of them have been covered in this review and some are the subject of specific 
recommendations. For completeness, we set out below the Committee’s conclusion on 
each of the recommendations referred by the House. In each case the SSRB 
recommendation is set out first in italics. 

Recommendation 17: We recommend that the House agree that the ceiling for 
reimbursement of unreceipted expenditure be set at £50 per member per month. 

260. The principle of this recommendation has already been accepted but the threshold has 
been set by this Committee at the lower level of £25 from 1 April and we recommend a 
further reduction to zero from 1 April 2009—see paragraphs 6 and 47. 

Recommendation 18: We recommend that the House of Commons request the National 
Audit Office to audit the expenses of a representative sample of MPs each year. 

261. We support acceptance of the principle of this recommendation but put forward (in 
paragraphs 64–71) a more radical approach on audit. 

Recommendation 19: We recommend that the Staffing Allowance be renamed Staffing 
Expenditure, and Temporary Secretarial Allowance be renamed Temporary Secretarial 
Expenditure. 

262. We recommend acceptance of the principle that the vocabulary used for allowances 
should be improved to give a clearer impression of their purpose but consider ‘staff salary 
budget’ is more appropriate. 

Recommendation 20: We recommend that the Staffing Expenditure ceiling should 
increase to allow MPs to employ up to 3.5 full-time (or equivalent) members of staff. 

Recommendation 21: We recommend that the ceiling on Staffing Expenditure for the 
equivalent of 3.5 full-time staff where all those staff are based outside London should be 
£96,630. 
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Recommendation 22: We recommend that the ceiling on Staffing Expenditure for the 
equivalent of 3.5 full-time staff should be increased by £1,720 for each full-time 
equivalent member of staff based in London, up to a maximum of £102,650 where all 
staff are based in London. 

263. The House itself agreed this recommendation on 24 January, subject to the decisions 
of this Committee on timing and administration. On 10 March, the MEC agreed that the 
staffing allowance for 2008–09 should be the figure of £96,630 (recommended in July 2007 
for 2007–08 by the SSRB for staff based outside London) uprated by 3.7% in accordance 
with the Average Earnings Index to £100,205; that this should take effect from April 2008. 
In this report, balancing recommendations 22 and 24 together, we propose no further 
action on either recommendation. 

Recommendation 23: We recommend that office and ‘surgery’ lease or rental costs should 
be met in full up to a maximum area of 800 square feet, this area to be reduced by 100 
square feet for each member of an MP’s staff who is based on the parliamentary estate. 
Before renting or leasing premises an MP must obtain a certificate from an independent 
chartered surveyor stating that the premises are suitable for the purpose and that the cost 
is reasonable in relation to typical office premises in the constituency. 

264. We accept this recommendation (see paragraph 130) but envisage that Members who 
choose not to make use of this new scheme would continue to claim for constituency office 
costs under the Incidental Expenses Provision. 

Recommendation 24: We recommend that Incidental Expenses Provision should be 
renamed Other Office Expenditure and that the ceiling be reduced by £2,500 for each 
member of an MP’s staff with a workstation on the parliamentary estate. 

265. For the reasons given in paragraphs 108–110 balancing recommendations 22 and 24 
together, we propose no further action on either recommendation. 

Recommendation 25: We recommend that the ceiling for Other Office Expenditure 
(before any reduction for staff based on the parliamentary estate) should be £13,839. 

266. For the reasons given in paragraphs 108–110 we do not propose acceptance of this 
recommendation. 

Recommendation 26: We recommend that the Communications Allowance be renamed 
Communications Expenditure and be confirmed at £10,000 a year. It should be uprated 
in April each year in line with movement in RPIX. 

267. We propose acceptance of the change of name and basis for uprating the Allowance 
but, instead of reducing the IEP, propose a three-year freeze on the level of the 
Communications Allowance—see paragraph 142. 

Recommendation 27: We recommend that partners of MPs who are named in the PCPF 
as sole beneficiaries should be entitled to the same travel arrangements available to 
spouses and civil partners. 

268. For the reasons set out in paragraph 170 we do not propose acceptance of this 
allowance. 
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Recommendation 28: We recommend that Additional Costs Allowance should remain at 
its current rate and should be renamed Personal Accommodation Expenditure. 

269. We have considered several options for the future of the Additional Costs Allowance 
and made a recommendation for change. These options are set out in paragraphs 218–225. 

Recommendation 30: We recommend that, with effect from the general election after 
next, Resettlement Grant should be paid at a rate of one month’s salary for each year of 
service as an MP, up to a maximum of nine months’ salary, to MPs who lose their seats at 
a general election or whose seats disappear as a result of boundary changes. 

270. We put forward instead a different way of calculating the Resettlement Grant—see 
paragraphs 251–253. 

Recommendation 31: We recommend that the Winding Up Allowance be renamed 
Winding Up Expenditure and that, after the next general election, the ceiling be 
calculated as one third of the relevant annual Staffing Expenditure, plus one third of the 
limit on Other Office Expenditure and one third of the actual annual office rent or lease 
claimed by each MP concerned. 

271. This recommendation follows from other SSRB proposals and we support it. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 

Parliament faces many challenges and Members recognise they have a duty to uphold and 
strengthen the democratic foundation of our society. Public expectation of Members has 
grown and the weight and complexity of the parliamentary workload has increased 
significantly. 

The Members Estimate Committee believes change is vital if we are to make Westminster a 
fit institution for the 21st century. In carrying out this root and branch review the 
Committee has been driven by two key objectives: the need to equip and support Members 
to carry out their responsibilities in a professional and effective manner and desire to meet 
public expectations for clearer audit and transparency. We were also determined to 
propose a system that will endure. 

Our investigation of the current system of allowances has been thorough. We have 
explored best practice in the public, private and voluntary sectors and we have consulted 
widely with Members as well as organisations and individuals who have both experience 
and interest in providing effective solutions for the issues we have identified. 

Our over-riding conclusion is that we must introduce a robust system of scrutiny for 
parliamentary allowances as a matter of urgency in order to build public confidence. We 
have also proposed a range of significant reforms for individual allowances—particularly 
those relating to accommodation and staffing. 

In almost all cases we have made specific recommendations but we recognise that there is a 
spread of views on the way that reimbursing Members for living costs should be dealt with 
and we have set out alternative options for reforming the Additional Costs Allowance for 
the House to debate and arrive at a final judgement. 

The conclusions and recommendations of this review do not make life easy for individual 
Members but we believe they will play a key role in strengthening and upholding the 
democratic institution in which we are proud to work as well as building the trust and 
confidence of the people we are elected to represent. 

Audit and assurance 

1. We recommend that there should be a robust new system of practice assurance 
involving regular financial health checks on records kept and processes used in Members’ 
offices with outside professional teams covering about 25% of Members each year and 
every Member each Parliament. (Paragraph 63) 

2. We recommend that the House extends the scope of the audit engagement so that it is 
the same as for other public bodies. The NAO expects that their sampling of claims paid 
will include one or more transactions relating to at least 20 per cent of MPs each year. 
(Paragraph 68) 

3. We recommend that, from the start of the 2009–10 financial year, the receipt threshold 
should be reduced from £25 to zero and that all claims, however small, will have to be 
backed by receipts. (Paragraph 47) 
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4. We recommend that the Green Book (setting out the rules on allowances for Members) 
be revised to specify more detailed rules and that the new version be brought into effect by 
1 April 2009. (Paragraph 71) 

5. We recommend that, for payments from the staffing allowance, it should be mandatory 
for Members to deposit staff contracts and job descriptions with the Department of 
Resources and that this should be rigorously enforced. (Paragraph 103) 

Scope of overnight expenses 

6. We recommend that, with immediate effect, Members should no longer be able to claim 
reimbursement for furniture and household goods or for capital improvements. 
(Paragraph 215) 

7. We recommend that new MPs elected to the next Parliament to represent constituencies 
in outer London should be eligible to claim half of any overnight expenses allowance; and 
all MPs representing those seats should be restricted to claim half the standard rate from 
the start of the following Parliament. (Paragraph 229) 

Constituency offices 

8. We recommend acceptance of the SSRB proposal that constituency office lease or rental 
should be met in full by the House recognising that in some constituencies office costs are 
higher than can reasonably be met out of the current Incidental Expenses Provision; that 
this should be limited in size and standard under detailed criteria to be drawn up by an 
independent chartered surveyor; that the scheme be run under the guidance of such a 
surveyor employed by the House; that the scheme be phased-in over a period of time; and 
that Members who choose not to make use of the new scheme can continue to claim for 
constituency office costs under the Incidental Expenses Provision or its successor. 
(Paragraph 130) 

Communications 

9. We recommend that the rules governing the Communications Allowance be tightened 
in respect of not publishing during election periods, not using party logos or other 
distinguishing labels, confining distribution to Members’ own constituencies and other 
matters; and that claims for the costs of production of any publication costing more than 
£1,000 will only be met if it has been cleared in advance with the Department of Resources. 
(Paragraph 141) 

10. We recommend that the Communications Allowance itself be frozen at the current 
level for three years from April 2009 till April 2012 and thereafter the uprating formula be 
changed to RPIX. (Paragraph 142) 

Travel 

11. We recommend that the House should continue to apply the same car mileage rate as 
specified by HM Revenue & Customs. (Paragraph 160) 
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12. We recommend that the current figure of 350 miles per month which may be claimed 
without supporting documents be replaced by separate mileage limits for small, medium-
sized and large constituencies. (Paragraph 164) 

Overnight expenses 

13. We recommend that the Additional Costs Allowance be adapted into an overnight 
expenses allowance, comprising a £19,600 maximum budget for accommodation 
(excluding furniture, household goods and capital improvements) but operating on the 
basis of itemised reimbursement and a flat rate of £30 for daily subsistence. (Paragraph 
225) 

14. We recommend that, instead of the London Supplement (which Sir John Baker 
recommended should be increased to £3,623), the extra living costs and working 
unsociable hours in London should be reflected in a new London costs allowance 
consolidated into a taxable amount of £7,500 for MPs who do not or are not eligible to 
claim the Additional Costs Allowance. (Paragraph 234) 

Resettlement 

15. We recommend that, in the next Parliament, the basis of calculation of the 
Resettlement Grant should be shifted towards Members leaving the House in their early 
fifties. (Paragraph 253) 

Other SSRB recommendations 

16. We recommend that the SSRB proposal that Incidental Expenses Provision should be 
abated for every work station in London should not be implemented. (Paragraph 109) 

17. We recommend that no further steps should be taken to implement the SSRB proposal 
for a further increase in the Staffing Allowance for each full-time equivalent member of 
staff based in London. (Paragraph 110) 

18. We recommend that the SSRB’s proposal that partners of Members should be entitled 
to the same limited travel arrangements as spouses and civil partners should not be 
implemented. (Paragraph 171) 
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Formal Minutes 

Monday 23 June 2008 

Members present: 

Mr Speaker, in the Chair 

Sir Stuart Bell 
Ms Harriet Harman 
Nick Harvey 

 David Maclean 
Mrs Theresa May 
 

Draft Report (Review of Allowances), proposed by the Chairman, brought up and read. 

Ordered, That the Chairman’s draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 

Paragraphs 1 to 271 read and agreed to. 

Several papers were ordered to be reported to the House for printing with the Report. 

Resolved, That the Report be the Third Report of the Committee to the House. 

 

[Adjourned till Monday 21 July at 5.00 pm 
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Appendix 1: Paper by the Committee on 
Standards in Public Life 

Principles to govern a review of MPs’ allowances 

This note sets out the principles which the Committee on Standards in Public Life believe 
should be followed in the review of MPs’ allowances currently being conducted by the 
Members Estimate Committee. It has been produced following a discussion between the 
Chairman of the Committee and Mr Speaker, and a separate discussion with the Members 
Estimates Committee. 

It starts from the premise that it is in Members’ own interest, as well as that of the public, 
that the arrangements for their remuneration and reimbursement of expenses should meet 
the highest standards of transparency, probity and accountability. It is clear from recent 
events and the reaction to them that the current arrangements fail to meet those standards 
in a number of respects. Our understanding is that a large number of MPs share that view. 

We therefore welcome the decision to review the current arrangements and the steps that 
have already been taken towards greater transparency and accountability. Should Members 
take the view, however, that the public credibility of the review would be greater if it were 
undertaken independently of the House of Commons, as with the recent independent 
review of Parliamentary allowances in Scotland conducted by a panel chaired by Sir Alan 
Langlands, we would be prepared to undertake such a review ourselves. Depending on 
circumstances, and in the event that the outcome of the current review fails to command 
public confidence, we may wish to do so in any event. 

In the meantime, and in the absence of hearing the evidence which we would expect to take 
should we mount our own review, we have not felt it right to pronounce on the detail of 
the allowance structure. But we are clear about the principles which we would expect 
reforms to follow if confidence in the system and in the probity of Members of Parliament 
is to be restored. 

The principles which we suggest should govern the review are as follows: 

General 

1. Members of Parliament have a duty to demonstrate leadership in the observation of the 
7 Nolan principles of public life, as set out in the Parliamentary code of conduct. We expect 
they would wish to do so anyway. 

2. There should always be a clear distinction between pay, reimbursable expenses, and the 
resources provided to Members to enable them to carry out their jobs effectively—
accommodation, staffing , IT etc. Nomenclature should reflect this. 

3. The system for claiming costs incurred by Members of Parliament in performing their 
public duties should be based on the reimbursement of actual expenses, not on entitlement 
to “allowances”. Again, nomenclature should reflect this. 
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4. Members of Parliament should take personal responsibility for ensuring that any 
expenses claimed or resources used in pursuit of their duties are properly incurred. They 
should be at least as careful in the spending of public money as of their own. 

5. Members of Parliament should be as open and transparent as possible about their 
expenditure and the claims they make on public funds, subject only to data protection or 
security considerations. 

6. Arrangements should be as simple as possible both for ease of administration and 
transparency. 

7. Robust but proportionate audit is needed to restore confidence. It must be shown to be 
sufficiently independent. 

Pay 

8. Members of Parliament have the right to expect to be paid a reasonable salary for the 
work they do. 

9. But they should not be responsible for setting their own salaries, both because that 
creates a conflict of interest and exposes settlements to political pressures. 

Expenses 

10. Members of Parliament should be entitled to be reimbursed for reasonable expenses 
incurred wholly, necessarily and exclusively in the performance of their Parliamentary 
duties. 

11. But such expenses should never be regarded as a substitute for pay. 

12. Nor should Members seek any personal financial benefit from them, either directly or 
indirectly. 

13. Wherever reasonably possible, all claims for expenses should be backed up by receipts 
or other appropriate documentation, available to be produced if necessary. 

14. Claims should be subjected to robust audit on a sample basis using a proportionate and 
risk-based approach. Members should be expected to retain receipts for a set period, 
perhaps three years, to make this possible. 

15. Maxima placed on claims for expenses should be regarded as such and not as 
entitlements. This principle is particularly important in any consideration that may be 
given to removing elements of the expense regime and reflecting them in pay. 

16. In deciding whether to make a claim, the spirit of the rules should be respected as well 
as the letter. 

17. There should be no double benefit for Members who are also Ministers (for example 
claiming for the cost of maintaining a second home in London if a grace and favour home 
is provided).) 

18. Expenses incurred by or on behalf of third parties should not be reimbursed unless 
exceptionally incurred to enable the Member to perform their Parliamentary duties. 
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Resources 

19. Members of Parliament should, in line with other public servants, be given the means 
to undertake the duties for which they have been elected. 

20. Wherever practical and economic, such resources should be centrally procured. 

21. There should be no cross-subsidisation between resources provided to enable Members 
to undertake their Parliamentary duties and party political activities. Preserving this 
boundary is vital to public confidence in the arrangements and it must be rigorously 
policed. Where premises or staff are shared, it should be possible to demonstrate that such 
cross subsidisation is not occurring, and the arrangements should be subject to occasional 
audit. 

22. Members of Parliament should be able to select their own staff including, arguably and 
where appropriate, family members. But the need for each post should be clearly 
established and staff should always be employed against a contract setting out their duties. 
They should be able to demonstrate that they have appropriate skills for the job; and their 
salaries should be commensurate with their responsibilities, experience and skills. 
Observance of this should be auditable. Ideally all such payments should be made centrally 
and direct to the staff member concerned. In accordance with best practice, employment of 
all staff should be supported by a statement of objectives and by periodic appraisal. 

Transition 

23. While a transitional period may be necessary for any major changes, this should not 
extend beyond the next general election. Existing Members of Parliament should know the 
basis on which they will be remunerated and supported at the time they choose to stand for 
re-election. 

Committee on Standards in Public Life 
April 2008 
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Appendix 2: Paper by the Members 
Estimate Audit Committee 

Members’ Allowances 

Introduction 
 
1. Governance and accountability issues about Members’ allowances are a long-standing 
and growing matter of concern to the Members Estimate Audit Committee (MEAC). 

2. Last year, with Mr Speaker’s agreement, a joint team of internal auditors from the House 
Service working together with the House’s internal audit partner, PricewaterhouseCoopers 
(PwC), accordingly undertook a review of the operation of the system, including the part 
played by the Green Book. 

3. The audit team reported in February 2007 to the MEAC, which has since discussed the 
matter on several occasions, on the basis of further work by DFA. 

4. This paper informs the Members Estimate Committee (MEC) of the MEAC’s emerging 
conclusions. 

Recent background 
 
5. The current system has been tightened over the years, for example in response to 
comments from the Standards and Privileges Committee, and this tightening has provided 
greater scrutiny of claims and better comfort to Members that they are operating within 
the rules. 

6. Nevertheless, the steady increase in the number and value of allowances available to 
Members, which has added complexity to the rules, has been matched by regular calls from 
the media and other commentators for more scrutiny and more transparency. Freedom of 
information has now exposed Members to even more intense scrutiny. 

7. The MEAC has considered the principles, policies and procedures in the Green Book in 
the round, not just from a position of amending rules and guidance. It has not reviewed the 
overarching system of allowances, which is for the MEC and the House, in the light of 
advice from the SSRB. 

8. However, issues of reputational risk are squarely within the remit and function of an 
audit committee. The MEAC has reluctantly concluded that the negative public perception 
in this area is significantly damaging the reputation of the House itself, and that the present 
system for administering Parliamentary allowances is becoming, if it is not already, 
unsustainable in this respect. 

Issue: Governance and accountability 
 
9. In their review, the auditors raised concerns about the unique governance structure for 
the Parliamentary allowances, which arguably obstructs good administration. They 
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therefore suggested new processes to address the sometimes vexed question of the 
interpretation of the Green Book. 

10. The MEC has previously taken the view that the governance framework does not itself 
militate against good administration. However, the fact remains that the media and public 
perception of Members’ actions and motives in this area is very poor. This perception has 
two main components, namely an apparent failure (i) by Members to lead by example; and 
(ii) by the House to achieve recognised minimum public service standards of 
accountability by installing adequate checks and balances. 

11. This perception has led to growing demands for more transparency and better 
accountability. To some extent, there has already been movement in this direction. The 
requirement for supporting information prior to payment, and DFA’s more extensive 
scrutiny of claims, do provide some assurance (and reassurance for Members), and more 
than in the past. The publication of aggregated information under Freedom of Information 
also adds to transparency. 

12. But these measures fall well short of what needs to be done. In particular, there is 
extremely limited further audit of Members’ use of the allowances, such as routine sample 
checking of actual usage of resources paid for from the allowances. 

13. Standing in the way of further improvement in this direction is the hitherto-accepted 
convention that, alone in the public service, Members are themselves responsible and are 
only weakly accountable for their use of their Parliamentary allowances, and that the 
House Service does not check behind the Member’s signature. The Accounting Officer’s 
responsibility for the Members Estimate is uniquely qualified by this caveat in the resource 
accounts published each year. The MEAC’s advice is that this approach can no longer be 
safely allowed to continue. 

Issue: the Green Book 
 
14. The audit review covered: 

i. ‘grey areas’ in the Green Book that may be open to subjective judgements or 
misinterpretation by expense-processing staff and/or Members; 

ii. inconsistencies between the Green Book and other guidance on the administration 
of allowances available to processing staff; and 

iii. potential vulnerabilities or risks in the current guidance. 

15. Members have a natural desire both for flexibility in the use of the allowances and 
simplicity in administration. The first is achieved to some extent through a Green Book 
which concentrates on principles rather than exhaustive rules, and the use of qualifying 
language such as “normally” which allows individual circumstances to be taken into 
account. The second is assisted by, for example, careful use of financial thresholds below 
which information is not required and by putting the onus for completeness and accuracy 
on the Member. 

16. This relative flexibility and simplicity is gained by giving a degree of discretion to the 
House staff, with accompanying difficulty of decision-making for them, and uncertainty 
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for Members. Under any system, there will always be a question about whether this balance 
is rightly struck. 

17. The Green Book has grown in length over the past few years, as the allowances 
themselves have been extended and as individual cases have highlighted a need for more 
detailed provisions. In consequence, some parts of the Green Book are clearer than others, 
and some are inevitably ‘greyer’. The audit review found that the Green Book was pitched 
at about the right level, but that it could be improved by increasing the level of internal 
consistency and reducing the amount of ambiguity. 

18. The MEAC broadly agree with this assessment. The present flexibility and simplicity 
are advantageous to Members, and are not inconsistent with acceptable assurance. The 
MEAC also agree in advising ongoing work on improvements to the Green Book and its 
surrounding framework. However, the MEAC regard these issues as secondary. The 
central problem is the lack of adequate safeguards for propriety of expenditure. 

Issue: DFA’s approach to administration 
 
19. The issue here is how much scrutiny by officials is appropriate. There seems a strong 
case for DFA changing its approach from what is now mainly light-touch validation of 
claims to a different one which could, for example, include more advice to Members in 
advance of claims combined with sample checking of actual usage of resources paid for 
from the allowances. This could maintain the present level of flexibility in the Green Book 
and perhaps even reduce the detail, whilst improving the level of accountability. 

Options 
 
20. The main options appear to be as follows: 

i. Do little or nothing—carry on as now, making incremental adjustments to rules 
and to the organisation to match the circumstances, and reviewing the Green Book 
to improve clarity and consistency, but without doing more. This is a tried and 
tested methodology but it is coming under serious strain. 

ii. Minor improvements without substantial reform—tighten the House’s approach 
to the allowances by a substantial re-write of the Green Book to achieve clearer, 
unambiguous, but more detailed, rules. Thresholds for claims and receipts could be 
lowered. DFA checking would remain a largely downstream, clerical activity. The 
use of judgement and discretion (and thus flexibility) would be reduced. 
‘Auditability’ would improve and Member flexibility would reduce, but the 
safeguards for propriety would not be significantly improved, leaving the 
reputational risk largely unaffected. 

iii. Substantial reform—adopt the approach outlined in para 20 above, improving 
both accountability and flexibility. The current submission of claims and receipts 
would move to a system whereby allowances were paid on production of the 
minimum necessary claims and supporting evidence, but this would be followed 
up with more detailed scrutiny/audit of what the allowances were spent on. 
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21. In implementing option iii, the minimum but essential scrutiny/audit might take place 
through visits to Members’ offices rather than detailed information being submitted to, 
and held by, the House. The basis of such scrutiny would need to be agreed. It could result 
in DFA’s routine payments operations being reduced, but with the proactive scrutiny work 
being carried out by more senior staff. There would clearly be some compliance cost for 
Members under this option, with a need to retain adequate records and co-operate with 
scrutiny visits. 

Conclusion 
 
22. The MEAC are clear that the current arrangements for overseeing Members’ 
allowances need to be significantly strengthened. They believe that option i above is 
unsustainable, and that option ii is inadequate. They favour option iii as the way forward to 
meet the challenges that lie ahead, and they commend it to the MEC. 

23. The MEAC recognise that more development work will be needed before this 
recommended approach can be finally approved. It needs to be fleshed out and tested 
against key success criteria, such as: 

i. Adequate transparency; 

ii. Proper levels of accountability; 

iii. Practicality; and 

iv. Member acceptability. 

24. Meeting these criteria will pose various challenges. However, the present system is 
having a corrosive effect on the reputation of the House. The MEAC invites the MEC to 
consider its conclusions and advice against this background. 

December 2007
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Appendix 3: Paper by the Comptroller and 
Auditor General, National Audit Office 

Audit and Assurance Arrangements for Members’ Allowances 

1. The Speaker announced on 4 February 2008 that the Members Estimate Committee 
(MEC) was to conduct a root and branch review of the current system for Members’ 
allowances. 

2. In its Second Report of Session 2007–2008, the Committee set out the issues to be 
considered in the review.1 It stated that: 

The Committee is very conscious that the new low threshold for claims needs to be 
under-pinned by a more robust regime for audit. The House will need not just a new 
control regime over claims, but also management controls and compliance work, 
with both supported by proper audit assurance. Members from all sides of the House 
have told us that the current arrangements are well below the standards they were 
accustomed to in previous jobs outside the House. 

3. At its meeting with the Comptroller and Auditor General on 30 April 2008 the 
Committee asked him to prepare a paper on how a more appropriate level of assurance 
could be provided to the House of Commons and, through them, to the public, that 
expenditure on Members’ allowances was in accordance with Parliamentary intention, and 
was properly controlled. 

4. In recognising that the current assurance regime was in need of strengthening, the MEC 
asked two questions: 

Is there a better model for providing assurance that public money for Members’ 
expenses spent on goods and services has been used for proper purposes? and 

What are the essentials of a new regime which will provide transparency and inspire 
public confidence? 

5. This paper is designed to assist the MEC in their consideration of these questions. 
Throughout this paper we have used the term “the House Authorities” to refer to the 
Administration of the House, often effectively meaning the Department of Resources. “The 
House” refers to the House of Commons, meaning the Members, including relevant 
Committees or other bodies as appropriate. 

What is assurance? 
 
6. Assurance is independent confirmation that assertions made are consistent with the 
evidence. In the case of assurance over Members’ allowances, the assurance sought is that 
only legitimate claims in respect of Members’ allowances are accepted and that they are 
processed, paid and accounted for in an efficient and effective manner. 

 
1 www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200708/cmselect/cmmemest/464/464.pdf 
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What are the essential components of an assurance regime? 
 
7. As recognised by the Committee, the essential components of an effective assurance 
regime are: 

• clear rules and guidance as to what is and what is not acceptable under the rules 

• robust management controls and processes, designed to ensure compliance with 
the rules 

• checks and testing of the controls, to ensure that they are adequate and effective 
and 

• reporting on the outcome of those checks to those wanting the assurance. 

Who can provide this assurance? 
 
8. The strongest assurance is generally provided through a combination of good internal 
governance arrangements, a robust and firmly enforced system of internal controls and 
independent external audit. 

9. For the House Authorities assurance will come from its own internal processes. Such as: 

• managers installing and implementing a robust control system, so that only valid 
claims are processed and paid 

• managers performing checks on the application of their control system, to ensure 
that these controls are rigorously applied 

• managers reporting on the outcome of their testing, so that good practice is 
continued, and weaknesses are identified 

• managers making recommendations to improve their control systems, so that 
there is continuous improvement of the systems 

• any quality assurance regime introduced by management to assess the level of 
compliance with the required control framework 

• Internal Audit (as the organisation’s control experts) testing the control 
environment, reporting on their findings and making recommendations on how to 
improve the control system, thereby spreading good practice. 

10. For the House of Commons and its Members (and ultimately the public) the 
assurance comes from the assertions by the House Authorities and External Audit’s 
independent confirmation of those assertions, as appropriate. This confirmation is 
provided by the Audit Opinion. 

11. It should be noted that this assurance can only be given, if the underlying records and 
systems are adequate. Otherwise the External Auditor might have to qualify his audit 
opinion, as for any organisation subject to audit. 
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Who currently provides assurance? 
 
12. Members take responsibility for the validity of their claim, evidenced by their signature. 

13. Once a claim is received assurance over the processing and accounting by the House 
Authorities is secured through the controls over payments of allowances, put in place by 
the House of Commons Department of Resources; Internal Audit work on Members’ 
allowances; and the External Audit of the Members Estimate Resource Accounts, which 
includes the payments for Members’ Allowances. 

How is the assurance under the current arrangements different to that provided 
elsewhere? 
 
14. There is no statutory requirement for an audit of the Members Estimate Resource 
Account, so the audit of the financial statements is, by agreement between the House of 
Commons and the Comptroller and Auditor General, on terms set by the House. They set 
the scope of the engagement based on their assurance needs. 

15. Members are responsible for identifying, claiming and certifying their own 
expenditure, and thus the House does not seek further assurance, beyond that implicit in 
the Member’s signature on each claim. This limitation in the assurance is recognised in 
both the Statement of Internal Control signed by the House of Commons’ Accounting 
Officer, and the Comptroller and Auditor General’s Audit Opinion. 

16. The Audit Opinion states that: 

As set out in the Statement on Internal Control, the framework of rules governing 
the administration of Members’ allowances is drawn from Resolutions of the House 
of Commons. The framework is based on the principle that Members are primarily 
responsible for identifying, claiming and certifying their own expenditure. The 
House of Commons Service (the Department of Finance and Administration) is 
responsible for ensuring that the stated purpose of Members’ claims falls within the 
agreed framework. The controls on expenditure therefore ensure that payments are 
correctly accounted for and paid to the correct recipient; but it is primarily the 
responsibility of Members to ensure the regularity and propriety of expenditure for 
which they claim reimbursement. My audit of expenditure considers whether 
payments from the House of Commons: Members Estimate are supported by 
Members’ claims, whether the purpose of the expenditure stated on the claims 
meet that of the relevant allowance, and whether the House of Commons Service 
have properly accounted for these claims. 

17. One of the consequences of this limitation is that adequate documentation is not 
always available, to support claims, or the documentation is not sufficient to provide either 
the House Authorities or the auditors with the assurance they need. If this limitation was 
removed, the House Authorities, as part of the new framework of rules, could require 
Members to provide sufficient evidence that their claims were in accordance with the 
framework of rules governing them. This evidence would provide internal assurance to the 
House Authorities, as well as providing the auditors with the evidence required to give 
assurance externally. 
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What steps can be taken to identify a new system of assurances, which is workable, in 
line with practice elsewhere and able to command public respect? 
 
18. Improved assurance to the House of Commons and its Members needs to be achieved 
in two ways. Firstly, by strengthening and clarifying the rules and guidance as to what are 
acceptable expenses for MPs and by enhancing the framework of controls exercised by the 
House Authorities to ensure compliance with these rules. 

19. Secondly, by enhancing the scope of the work undertaken by Internal Audit and 
External Audit, in effect allowing the House Authorities, and Internal and External 
Auditors to look behind the Member’s signature. Without this change, any improvements 
to controls would not provide more assurance than the current arrangements, as those 
checking the application of controls would not be able to look at the evidence, to support 
the assertion that the claims processed are in accordance with the rules set down by the 
House. They would not, therefore, be able to give the greater assurance which the MEC is 
seeking. 

How might such assurance be provided to the House, and to the public under a new 
regime? 
 
Option I: Expansion in the scope of the External Audit of the House of Commons 
Members Estimate Resource Account 
 
20. The establishment of clearer rules and a better framework of internal control, together 
with the decision to require receipts for items of expenditure claimed over £25, would 
enable the House to remove the current limitation on the scope of the Comptroller and 
Auditor General’s audit engagement. This would put the House of Commons Members 
Estimate Resource Account on a basis that is consistent with the audit that is applied by the 
Comptroller and Auditor General to other bodies in receipt of public funds. (See Annex A, 
Option 1 for illustration). 

21. As part of this audit, we would test a sample of allowance transactions to ensure that 
evidence was available to support the validity of the claim, and also to check that that 
transaction had been processed in accordance with the framework of rules. To facilitate 
this, the population of transactions is stratified by allowance. This ensures grouping of 
similar transaction types. Conclusions about this representative sample can then be 
justifiably applied to the whole population. This enables conclusions to be drawn about the 
allowances accounted for in the financial statements. 

Impact of an Expansion in the scope of the External Audit of the House of Commons 
Members Estimate Resource Account 
 
22. As a result of expanding the scope of our External Audit, we would expect to carry out 
more work, testing the evidence that would be available under the new framework of rules 
governing allowances. Provided sufficient records were held by the House Authorities, we 
would expect this audit to take place in the Department of Resources, at the House of 
Commons. This would have some impact on the notional audit fee, depending upon the 
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quality of the systems introduced, and the effectiveness of their implementation by the 
House Authorities. 

Option 2: An assurance around the arrangements put in place by Members to manage 
their claims, either as a group or as individual Members 
 
23. In January 2008, the Senior Salaries Review Body2 recommended that the House of 
Commons request the National Audit Office to audit the expenses of a representative 
sample of MPs each year. To be of value, we believe that any such process would need to 
assess both the system of control by which Members administer themselves, as well as to 
audit individual transactions. One way to approach such an engagement would be to 
provide assurance around the arrangements put in place by Members to manage their 
claims. 

24. Many professions e.g. lawyers, accountants, surveyors etc have in place arrangements 
to ensure that firms of professionals and individual practitioners comply with the 
framework of rules and regulations set out in their professional standards. This is 
commonly known as practice assurance. 

25. Practice assurance takes many forms ranging from a rigorous compliance check, 
leading to disciplinary action against those who have seriously transgressed the rules, to 
arrangements geared to spreading and developing best practice and upholding of standards 
amongst the Membership. Most practice assurance regimes embody elements from both. 

26. In most instances the practice assurance is undertaken by a dedicated independent 
team, who provide three types of report: 

• a regular global view of the general level of adherence of Members to the 
framework of rules and regulations 

• reports to the Members themselves on gaps in their practices and how they might 
be improved 

• reports to the relevant disciplinary body within their profession. 

27. This model has a number of attractions and the approach could be flexed at the 
discretion of the House. As well as inspection, professional institutes support practice 
assurance by providing guidance on the day to day running of a business in a highly 
regulated environment. By analogy this might work in the House of Commons through 
providing guidance to members on human resources issues; health and safety matters; 
accounting and record keeping etc. 

28. For the House such a regime would provide assurance over the claims process. The 
approach would be to cover all Members over a five year period. It would involve 
examination of the expense claims of an individual Member for 12 months prior to the 
inspection date. For the Members such a regime would provide a source of reassurance to 

 
2 Review Body on Senior Salaries, Report No 64, Review of parliamentary pay, pensions and allowances 2007 

(Recommendation 18, Paragraph 5.5) 
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them and a source of good practice and advice on how they could run their office in 
compliance with the framework of rules. 

29. Assurance to the public would come from the global reports on the regime, and from 
an awareness of the existence of the framework of rules, with a process to escalate serious 
matters appropriately. It is likely that the public wish for assurance would be better met by 
the rigorous compliance end of the spectrum. 

Impact of an assurance around the arrangements put in place by Members to 
manage their claims, either as a group or as individual Members 
 
30. Members’ systems are less likely to be stable or well documented than in the 
commercial world, given differences in Members’ approach to their work as a Member of 
Parliament; the different needs and concerns of their constituents; and the varied skills and 
experience of their staff. For this reason, the Senior Salaries Review Body3 
recommendation that the House of Commons request the National Audit Office to audit 
the expenses of a representative sample of MPs each year, would be difficult to implement 
successfully. Drawing valid conclusions from a sample taken from a population of 
Members, whose patterns of allowance claims and related supporting systems were not 
homogeneous, would be problematic. 

 

31. In order to draw valid conclusions, a large sample would need to be tested. The cost 
would be several times more than the expansion of the external audit, and would also be 
more intrusive for Members. Until all Members had been visited, the assurance to the 
public might have to be limited to those tested. It would also be taking assurance a step 
further than is the normal practice for other bodies in receipt of public funds. (See Annex 
A, Option 2 for illustration). 

Conclusion and Recommendations 
 
32. Assurance can only be provided if: 

• there are clear rules and guidance on the rules 

• there is a system of controls to ensure compliance with those rules and 

• the assurance process goes behind the Member’s signature. 

The House Authorities should publish their enhanced rules, to ensure the transparency 
necessary for assurance. 

33. While Option 2 has some attractions, we do not think that it is the best or most 
practical way forward. In order to provide the required level of assurance, it is likely that 
the programme of Member assurance visits would be a substantial, intrusive and costly 
exercise (several times the cost of the audit of the financial statements). Additionally, the 
assurance gained from this quality assurance scheme would be limited, until all Members 

3 Review Body on Senior Salaries Report No. 64 Review of parliamentary pay, pensions and allowances 2007 
(Recommendation 18, Paragraph 5.5). 
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had been visited, and it might require several cycles of visits before valid assurance could be 
given. The value for money of such an assurance regime is questionable. 

34. Our advice, therefore, would be to expand the scope of the external audit. An 
expansion of the scope of the external audit of the House of Commons Members Estimate 
Resource account would put the audit on a basis that is consistent with the audit that is 
applied by the Comptroller and Auditor General to other bodies in receipt of public funds. 
This would mean that the public and the House had the same assurance as they receive for 
those other bodies. 

Tim Burr 
2 June 2008
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Annex A 
Option 1: Expansion in the scope of the External Audit of the House of Commons 

Members Estimate Resource Account 
 

 ACA IEP Staffing Allowance Assurance 

MP 1     ?? 

MP 2    ?? 

MP 3    ?? 

MP 4    ?? 

Financial 
Statements 
Assurance 

    

 
For an External Audit the testing would be focused on the allowances. A sample of 
allowance claims would be selected. Since allowances had been tested, this would enable 
conclusions to be drawn on the overall allowances (although not on individual Members, 
except in so far as they had been paid through a system that had been tested). 

Option 2: An assurance around the arrangements put in place by Members to 
manage their claims, either as a group or as individual Members 

 ACA IEP Staffing Allowance Practice 
Assurance 

MP 1     

MP 2     

MP 3     

MP 4    ?? 

Practice Assurance ?? ?? ?? ?? 

 

Key 
  Indicates that a sample transaction has been tested and no issues have 

  arisen. 
  Assurance satisfactory 

??  Assurance unknown 
Blank cell Indicates that no transactions have been tested relating to that allowance in Option 1 or 
  the Member in Option 2. 

 
Under a Members’ assurance regime, the transactions tested would relate to a sample of 
individual Members. This would give assurance over the Members tested, but not over 
those not tested; and not over the individual allowances, or the total of allowances. 

 



90    Review of Allowances 

 

Appendix 4: Paper by the Committee on 
Standards and Privileges 

Note for the Members’ Estimate Committee on the former 
Commissioner’s proposals on Publications funded from the 

Communications Allowance 

Introduction 
 
1. In its Third Report of the current Session (HC 232), published in January 2008, the 
Committee published a memorandum from the former Parliamentary Commissioner for 
Standards summarising some of the issues that had arisen to date in relation to complaints 
relating to publications funded from the Communications Allowance (CA) (or in previous 
financial years, the Incidental Expenses Provision (IEP)). The then Commissioner did so 
because the MEC had said ahead of the introduction of the CA on April 1 2007 that it 
planned to review the rules relating to the Allowance a year or so after its introduction. 

2. The Committee published the Commissioner’s proposals without comment on their 
substance, as a contribution to the wider debate on the CA. This paper sets out, for the 
benefit of the MEC in the context of the current allowances review, the Committee’s own 
views on those proposals, and should be read in conjunction with the Commissioner’s 
memorandum. 

3. The former Commissioner’s recommendations can be grouped under four broad 
headings: timing of publication; content of publications; scope of distribution; and the 
availability of guidance and advice. 

Timing of publication 
 
4. The Commissioner made four specific recommendations on the timing of publication: 

(a) A closed period should be introduced in respect to a European Parliament, devolved 
legislature or local government (excluding community and parish council) election 
during which Members would be prohibited from proactive written 
communication with constituents funded from the CA (paragraph 18); 

(b) The closed period should apply also in the case of by-elections to the afore-
mentioned bodies (paragraph 18); 

(c) The closed period should be defined by reference to the relevant regulatory period 
for candidates' election expenses; 

(d) The closed or prohibited period should cover all forms of Communications 
Allowance funded written material, not just newsletters, except for material of a 
purely factual nature (paragraph 18). 

5. The Committee supports the principle of a closed period ahead of periodic elections to 
the European Parliament and devolved legislatures, and local authorities other than 
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community and parish councils, which affect the constituency concerned. Although CA-
funded material is not supposed to include overt party political matter, the Committee 
considers that its mere circulation is likely to enhance the public profile of the party of the 
Member concerned, and that this justifies restrictions on its circulation at these times. 

6. As to the duration of any such closed period, the Committee agrees with the 
Commissioner that this should be both easily understood, and no longer than strictly 
necessary. The Committee takes the view that the simplest answer would be to settle on a 
common fixed period for all elections, and recommends 28 calendar days. 

7. However, before deciding to recommend a closed period, the MEC will want to consider 
some of the practical implications. Although the dates of periodic elections are for the most 
part known well in advance, publications such as annual reports typically have quite long 
lead times, and commercial distributors on occasion change previously agreed distribution 
dates for operational reasons. Members must also ensure that volunteers respect any closed 
period. 

8. The Committee has considered carefully whether there should be a similar closed period 
for by elections affecting a Member’s constituency. It has concluded that this would be 
unnecessarily restrictive. 

9. As to the range of material to which any closed period should apply, the Committee 
agrees with the Commissioner that this should include all material that is other than purely 
factual, including newsletters, leaflets and surveys. 

Content of publications 
 
10. The Commissioner made five specific recommendations on the content of 
publications: 

(e) The use of party logos and party campaigning strap-lines should not be permitted 
in House-funded publications (paragraphs 28 and 30); 

(f) If the House wishes to continue to allow party logos, the circumstances in which 
they are to be permitted should be much more precisely defined (paragraphs 29 and 
30); 

(g) Whether or not party logos continue to be permitted, publications funded from the 
CA should prominently carry the crowned portcullis emblem (paragraph 30); 

(i) In the longer term once the House’s rules have been revised the Committee may 
wish to consider ways of ensuring that material compliant with those rules is not 
regarded as falling within the scope of section 72 of PPERA and thus constituting 
“campaign expenditure” (paragraphs 38–39); 

(j) (ii) The need to exercise care in relation to the inclusion of photographs of other 
elected representatives and generalised statements or selective use of statistics 
promoting a particular political party (paragraph 32). 
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11. The Committee considers that CA-funded material should as a matter of principle be 
readily distinguishable in its appearance and content from material produced by and on 
behalf of political parties and their members. 

12. The Committee recognises that Members’ political affiliations are a matter of public 
record, and have an important place in both the political structure of the House, and the 
wider democratic process. Nonetheless, a member serves in the House as a representative 
of all his or her constituents, not just those who voted for them, and CA-funded material 
should reflect this. The majority view on the Committee is that it is legitimate in CA-
funded material to refer to a Member’s political affiliation in a discreet and proportionate 
way. 

13. A majority of the Committee supports the prominent use of the traditional green 
crowned Portcullis, particularly in the heading of CA-funded newsletters and reports, as a 
clear and unambiguous demonstration of the Parliamentary nature of the publication. A 
majority also supports the prohibition in CA-funded publications of the use of both party 
symbols and party straplines (statements and slogans likely to be identified by the readers 
as clearly associated with a specific political party). 

14. The Committee does not regard it as practicable to prohibit the use of colours 
associated with particular parties. However, reflecting the over-riding principle set out at 
paragraph 11, their use should be both proportionate and discreet and the document 
overall should be clearly distinguishable by its appearance from party material. 

15. The Committee recognises that there are fine judgements to be made at the margin on 
the content of CA-funded publications if they are to avoid allegations of political content. It 
agrees with the Commissioner over the need to exercise care in relation to the inclusion of 
photographs of other elected representatives in circumstances where the purpose might be 
felt to benefit their political profile rather than to demonstrate aspects of the Member’s 
parliamentary work, and over generalised statements, or selective use of statistics, 
promoting a particularly party, which do not primarily illustrate or relate to the work of the 
Member. On the other hand, a vital function of Members is to promote their constituents’ 
interests and to hold the Government to account, and Members must be able to include in 
newsletters and reports material, such as relevant quotations from Hansard, which 
demonstrates how they have personally carried out these functions. 

16. The Committee supports the Commissioner’s proposal for ensuring that CA-funded 
material fully compliant with the House’s rules falls outside the scope of section 72 of 
PPERA, and does not fall to be treated as “campaign expenditure”. The purpose of such 
material is restricted to the promotion of purely parliamentary activity, and this purpose 
will be obscured if there is any question of material fully compliant with the rules of the 
House being seen as having a party dimension. 

Scope of distribution 
 
17. The Commissioner made one specific recommendation: 

(i) the need to ensure that distribution arrangements for newsletters are focused so far 
as possible on a Member's own constituents and do not stray unreasonably beyond 
the boundaries of the Member's constituency (paragraph 20); 
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18. The Committee agrees with the Commissioner that distribution arrangements for 
newsletters and other publications should be focussed as far as possible on a Member’s 
own constituents and should not stray unreasonably beyond the boundaries of a Member’s 
own constituency. 

Advice and guidelines 
 
19. The Commissioner made four specific recommendations: 

(j) When the guidance on the CA is next revised, attention should be drawn to: 

(i) the need to ensure that distribution arrangements for newsletters are focused so 
far as possible on a Member's own constituents and do not stray unreasonably 
beyond the boundaries of the Member's constituency (paragraph 20); 

(ii) the need to exercise care in relation to the inclusion of photographs of other 
elected representatives and generalised statements or selective use of statistics 
promoting a particular political party (paragraph 32); 

(iii) the fact that CA-funded material which does not comply with the rules of the 
House may be regarded as constituency “campaign expenditure” under section 
72 of PPERA, and therefore as being subject to the requirements of Part V of 
the Act (paragraph 37); 

(iv) the potential value of Members seeking advice on a proposed publication in a 
timely manner (paragraph 41). 

20. The substance of the first three points has been covered elsewhere in this paper, and the 
Committee endorses the Commissioner’s view that any revised guidance on the CA should 
reflect these points. 

21. The Committee also endorses the Commissioner’s conclusion on the potential value of 
Members seeking advice on a proposed publication in a timely manner. Arrangements to 
provide authoritative advice already exist, and Members are well advised to seek such 
advice, in good time, on the finalised version, as points such as layout, headlines, captions 
on illustrations, and links between text and any illustrations can have a significant effect on 
overall perception of a publication. Partial clearance, for instance of a Word file of body 
text, is inevitably of lesser value. 

22. It is important in this context that the reviewing staff are of sufficient experience and 
seniority to take the very fine judgements that are called for on the margins; it is not 
satisfactory for advice simply to be predicated on a risk-averse approach. It must also 
remain the case that the Member has ultimate responsibility for the content of the 
publication. 

23. The basis and extent of advice taken may well be a relevant consideration for both the 
Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards and the Committee if a complaint is received 
that a publication breaches the CA rules. 

Committee on Standards and Privileges 
29 April 2008 
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