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I had not really picked up how dull Parliament is until the current European debate. We run or walk around, voting in line, every MP telling anyone who will listen how busy and brilliant they are and how important, and of course looking into the future with deep intellectualism discussing general elections, espousing policies always ending without any specific details and eventually calling for an open debate. So here is my contribution.

 

In the last month I have spent time speaking on Norfolk’s waste recycling strategy, campaigning on ‘the Academy’, special needs in Norfolk Schools, Second Degrees, Rarer Cancers, the Broads Authority Bill, Arts Cuts, including the Puppet Theatre and I like everybody else in the Party have been pontificating on ‘the way forward’. Besides this I have had dozens of one on one meetings with groups such as Aspergers East Anglia, Intran, the group who deal with the 108 languages in Norfolk and the problems this creates for the Chief Constable and court interpreters, and the Heritage Lottery Funding with whom my work is ongoing. On and on it goes. It is like being a headless chicken often. The media who at last have shown their true colours over MPs expenses should be given the Alex Ferguson treatment and ignored. Methods of paying MPs are in need of reform but so are the antediluvian procedures here in parliament and the whole way we employ our staff. The system is open to exploitation as there are no checks in place. And now MPs are being criticised for failings in the system. The real scandal is that most MPs actually underpay their staff and many staff are regularly expected to work into the evenings without overtime. We live in this silly bubble and it is time it was burst. 

 

National policy drives on with nuclear power a worrying issue on the agenda and now it appears we may be linking your social housing rights to your employment status. I agree we must encourage and help people back into work, and making employment benefit conditional on seeking employment is a fair policy, but threatening people with the loss of their home is an unnecessary blackmail. Our campaigns in the Westminster office include the waste strategy, DNA tests, safety on the Norfolk roads, the transport bill, football and sponsors and of course Pinebanks. I have asked Sports Minister Gerry Sutcliffe to come to Norwich and visit the centre, and I have asked Norwich Union to hold off on the sale until we can at least try and negotiate a way to keep the facility open. At the end of the day I believe MPs will be judged by their constituents on their profiles on issues that matter.

 

Prime Ministers questions supposedly the highlight of the week is intensely boring and very rarely sheds any light on what the government believes or is about to legislate on. It is no wonder that people have lost faith in politicians when all they hear about is sleaze and all they see is yah boo politics. We must get away from airy fairy talk about direction and ‘reviews’ and focus on delivery. What actual progress can we make towards changing people’s lives? 

 

In 1997 Labour had 5 clear pledges – on class size, punishing young offenders, NHS waiting lists, getting the under 25s into work and being tough with government spending. For the most part we have delivered on those 5 key pledges, but things have moved on. We have come so far and I believe we are slowly mending society but in many ways we remain stuck in the past, stuck in the politics of 1997. We need an updated list of pledges which simply and effectively communicates who we are and what we stand for.

For example:

1) We will introduce legislation to ensure agency workers are entitled to equal pay and conditions as staff employed directly by employers. 

2) We will choose the “fourth option” on council housing thereby giving council’s the right to control the profits from sales to reinvest in the housing stock and build new council homes. 

3) We will clarify policy on exceptional cases in cancer care so that if someone has cancer then we give them the drug they need rather than let them die through bureaucracy. 

4) We will provide free care for the elderly. 

5) We will develop a ‘Local Schools Strategy’ for every area which shares best practise and resources, with the aim of making every school in that area equally desirable to parents.

 

Jackie Ashley wrote in the Guardian this week that “more for the poor is what we want to hear, the day this stops being a Labour issue is the day that the party is finished”. However I would argue it is not just “more for the poor” it is about being fair to everyone, this is the essence of dare I say it, democratic socialism. We cannot change everything at once but we can change it pledge by pledge. I would like to see Labour become the party of pledges with 5 national pledges and then 5 local pledges in each city or council.  Let’s put our money where our mouth is and actually say what we stand for, let’s set out a Labour set of values. Norwich Labour Party could set the pace by organising a ‘Pledges Forum’ where we choose our 5 pledges fro Norwich and organise how we are going to implement them. Or am I dreaming? 

