PRESS RELEASE

www.wpradio.co.uk
Women’s Parliamentary Radio 

March 8th 2011

“Face to Face Encounters”: Times sketch writer Ann Treneman talks to Natascha Engel MP who is Chair of the new Backbench Business Committee 
So what are those “usual channels” that govern the House of Commons?  Ann Treneman, sketch writer of the Times, talks to Natascha Engel MP who chairs the new Backbench Business Committee which was set up on the 15th June 2010.

This is the first Business Committee of any kind to be established by the House and Ann Treneman, who watches and reports on the debates in the Chamber from the lofty heights of the “Lobby” is more qualified than most to comment on whether or not it is helping to modernise the Commons and transfer power to the ordinary backbench MPs.

Ann told Natascha: “The tone of the debates are slightly different, they are less “yarboo and me you” they are  much more thoughtful and you feel that people are heading towards the same goals, which is amazing in Parliament really!”
In this special interview, a series Ann is conducting on Reform of the Commons in her “Face to Face Encounters” series for www.wpradio.co.uk,  Natascha told Ann as they sat in the lower library of the Press Gallery in the Commons:

· “People used to talk about the dark forces of the whips offices, and that really has changed. The Backbench Business Committee has made a massive difference to how we work in Parliament. People have to take responsibility for what is being debated and there are no whips to ask anymore and that really has made a big difference.”
· “People refer to the “usual channels “ in hushed tones that really is the whips offices and all the civil servants who work around that. It’s not as murky and dark as I thought it was, it is all about timetabling like at school and it is nothing more complicated than that!”

·  “It is really very, very, different, the person who controls the time usually controls the agenda. It is an enormously powerful tool. There was civil war happening out in the streets during the Miners Strike, but it was never debated on the floor of the House, because it was in the interests of both sides not to have it happen. We have scheduled debates on the Big Society, on the Middle East and North Africa, and after we have scheduled it the Government has scheduled the same debate as it is more appropriate to be in Government time. We can really raise the profile of something and embarrass the Government into doing things.”

· “We are given 35 days a year, that is about one day a week, but it is down to Government to decide when that day happens, so the next debate we have is 10th March. We wanted to give backbenchers ownership over their own time so we meet in public and that is really, really important. It is not just eight of us sitting in a room together.”

· “It is all drop in and Ad Hoc and it is televised  - so far nothing terrible has happened but I think it is really important that we meet in public. We go into private session afterwards and then say which debate has the greatest merit. We could be more open in saying why we have chosen one debate over another. “

· “Geoffrey Robinson MP scheduled one of the first debates on “Contaminated Blood” about the 1970s scandal, and the compensation package. He had to write the motion, put it down on the order paper, and find Tellers for the debate. He had to get organised and he said how uplifting that was and he had been the Paymaster General, a very serious minister. “
· “It is actually the longer serving members who are finding the way that the Backbench Business Committee works is really making a difference to the life of Parliament, while the new ones are using it as part of their campaigns. There is an interesting difference between their attitudes to the Committee.”

· “Most of the time actually ministers ultimately do welcome the debates that we schedule. It might be a pain to deal with things, but if we schedule it they have to deal with it, and make a statement and have a policy position, it actually helps them. They say how grown up the debates have been.”

· “What I thought was lacking here, you were either a backbencher or frontbencher, and you either became a Minister or sat on a Select Committee and the backbenchers were somewhere where you languished. I hope that in years to come that the Backbench Business Committee will be a forum for holding government to account in a way that is exciting. One of the things I find exciting is that when we have a debate and there is one in Westminster Hall too, there is a real buzz and a real excitement in the air and that is really good. Backbenchers can see the role of the “backbenchers” having a role in itself. Your hands aren’t tied by collective responsibility - it is really exciting.”

Strangely if you listen to the podcast broadcast on www.wpradio.co.uk “Face to Face Encounters” series you will find Ann agreed with Natascha most of the time!

Footnotes:

1. Wpradio.co.uk is a web based broadcaster supported by all parties. Latest web stats show that in May 2010 we had our highest audience ever with 3,913 visitors, there were over 1,000 more visitors in June and July too compared to last year and even August increased. We don't share our content with others in order to inflate our stats, you have to visit our website to listen to our content. 

2. Our web stats show that our visitors are loyal, they return, tune in for some time and to more than one item. We have doubled our audience in a year. In July we published our Top Ten podcasts for that month. The top 8 all had over 100 downloads per podcast. Shirley Williams is hugely popular with 777 listeners to one podcast! The Oona King diaries are proving popular too. 

3. wpradio also carries international content and has interviews with women MEPs in Europe, and women politicians in Africa and the Middle East. 

4. Our supporters include Theresa May MP, Jo Swinson MP, Harriet Harman MP,and many other female politicians listed on our site. Jackie Ashley, of the Guardian, is our Chair.

5. The British Library archives all the interviews on wpradio.co.uk in its new web collection.

6. For more information contact Boni Sones OBE on 07703 716961.
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