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About the Author

Theresa May served as Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 2016 to 2019 – the second woman ever to hold the office. Her premiership marked the culmination of 21 years’ continuous service on the front bench having held a total of 14 ministerial or shadow ministerial posts. She was the first female Chairman of the Conservative Party and the longest-serving Conservative Home Secretary for over a century. She has been the MP for Maidenhead since 1997. She speaks regularly in the UK and around the world on a range of local, national and international issues. The Abuse of Power is her first book.




About the Book

Former Prime Minister Theresa May calls for a radical rethink in how we approach our politics and public life

As Prime Minister for three years and Home Secretary for six years, Theresa May came face-to-face with a series of issues in which the abuse of power led to devastating results for individuals and significantly damaged the reputation of, and trust in, public institutions and politicians. From the Hillsborough and Grenfell tragedies, to the Rotherham sex abuse scandal, the powerful repeatedly chose to act not in the interests of the powerless but in ways that served themselves or protected the organisations to which they belonged.

In The Abuse of Power Theresa May takes us inside the room, in riveting first-hand detail, to reveal several cases in domestic and international affairs where blatant abuses took place – including Brexit, parliamentary scandals and the Salisbury poisonings.

Offering an unflinchingly honest appraisal of her own role in these episodes, the book shines a spotlight on a critical issue of our time, and proposes practical solutions. To be in a position of power is to be in a position of service, she argues, an attitude she traces back to her upbringing in a country vicarage where she learned the values that have inspired her life in politics. The same values led her to believe that MPs have a particular responsibility to set an example in their own behaviour.

The Abuse of Power is a searing exposé of injustice and an impassioned plea to exercise power for the greater good.




To my parents,
Hubert and Zaidee Brasier,
who taught me the meaning of service.




Introduction

Stepping down as Prime Minister brought with it many changes in my life. There were the obvious ones: no longer being in No. 10, not having a large support team running day-to-day operations and advising me on every issue. It meant having more time to spend with my husband and with friends. Perhaps the thing I noticed most of all – something former Prime Minister David Cameron said to me when I spoke to him after I had agreed to stand down – is that I was no longer spending all my time making decisions.

It also meant I had more time to think. At first, there was a process of letting go, of life calming down and of significantly reduced stress levels. But then I started to spend more time thinking about all I had done in my time in government. This wasn’t just about reflecting on what went well and what didn’t. Having more time to think about my experience enabled me to consider the themes that underpinned the issues I had encountered. Because, although in some sense every problem or opportunity I dealt with was different, over time I started to understand the similarities between them and to recognise more clearly what had driven behaviours and hence outcomes.

I love walking in the Swiss Alps, as does my husband – we go every year in the summer. The atmosphere there encourages relaxation and contemplation. It was on holiday in Zermatt, some time after I had stepped down, that I first had the idea for this book. While reflecting on my time in the Home Office and No. 10, I realised what had been in the back of my mind for quite a while: namely that there was a thread running through many of the issues I had dealt with.

That thread is the abuse of power exhibited so often in the way the institutions of the state, and those who work within them, put themselves first and the people they are there to serve second. It was a thread which had first become apparent to me when I met Margaret Aspinall and Trevor Hicks of the Hillsborough Families Support Group, and a thread which reappeared in so many issues I addressed in government.

I started to write – in longhand in an exercise book – and over time, I realised more and more that fundamental change is needed in the attitude of the institutions of government. I wanted to write about the impact this attitude has had on so many lives and about what we need to do to change. I thought I might have enough to form a book. Over the following months, I continued to write about what I had seen and heard, and about what had been reported in one official review after another. In the end, I had enough to bring together to show the world how the abuse of power can be hidden for so long, and even defended by those who should have known better.

This is that book.

It is a book about power. Or rather, it is about the abuse of power and the injustices that can occur when the powerful abuse their position. It shines a light on a number of issues which came across my desk during my nine years first as Home Secretary (2010–16) and then as Prime Minister (2016–19). Many of these issues hit the national headlines, such as the Grenfell Tower tragedy or the child sexual abuse in Rotherham. Each of these stories is different and would normally be considered in isolation. Yet all of them have a common theme. At their hearts, they portray people who chose not to use their power in the interests of the powerless, but rather to serve themselves or to protect the institution to which they belonged.

While shining a light on those whose selfish use of power has impacted negatively on the lives of others, the book also recognises and pays tribute to those who have spoken out, those who have made their voices heard to expose such abuses and those who have put others before themselves.

A number of the examples I describe led to official inquiries, and I am grateful to all those who led and participated in them. These inquiries were able to explore the circumstances of each case and identify what went wrong, often in considerable detail. I do not go into such detail in this book, but I do set out the key aspects of each case so that the reader can see why I have described it as evidence of an abuse of power. I hope the authors of those inquiry reports feel I have done justice to the issues they explored.

While the various circumstances I describe add up to a deeply worrying register of abuse of power, this is not a complete list of all the examples I came across in government. But even one of the sets of events I describe should be sufficient to make us think again about how we approach the relationship between the powerful and the powerless.

On the day I became Prime Minister – 13 July 2016 – I stood on the steps of 10 Downing Street and pledged to fight against the burning injustices in our country. I vowed that my government would work for those who were just managing:


We will do everything we can to give you more control over your lives. When we take the big calls, we’ll think not of the powerful, but you. When we pass new laws, we’ll listen not to the mighty, but to you. When it comes to taxes, we’ll prioritise not the wealthy, but you. When it comes to opportunity, we won’t entrench the advantages of the fortunate few. We will do everything we can to help anybody, whatever your background, to go as far as your talents will take you.



The mission was to make Britain a country that works for everyone. This book describes many examples of injustice against ordinary people perpetrated by the powerful and mighty. It shows how deeply we need to reconsider who we are as a country and the urgent need for those in authority to ensure that in all they do, they are putting the country and the people first.

Shortly before I left 10 Downing Street in July 2019, I gave an interview to a long-standing and respected political journalist, Simon Walters, during which I said that too many politicians today see being Prime Minister as a position of power when in fact it is a position of service. The immediate response was that surely it was a position of power, because as PM you have the power not just to get things done but to do anything you want.

Setting aside the fact that the PM is primus inter pares (that is, first among equals in a Cabinet of ministers), the problem with this view is that it can lead to a sense of being able to take decisions in one’s own personal or political interests rather than in the interests of others.

If you see being PM as a position of service, then every decision should be taken in the collective or national interest. Sometimes, of course, personal interests and collective interests coincide, but the danger is that without a sense of service it becomes too easy to put personal interests above doing what you believe to be right for the country; too easy to persuade yourself that what is good for you is always good for the country.

By personal interest, I don’t mean personal financial interest. This is much wider than that. It is about seeking to further your own interests, protecting your position, ensuring you can’t be blamed, making yourself look good, protecting your power and in so doing keeping yourself in power.

Thus seeing the role of PM as a position of power could all too easily lead to abuse of that power. To a sense that you are set apart, above the rules. That there is one rule for you and another for everyone else. This attitude is not unique to politicians. It is seen elsewhere in the public sector and in the private sector too. It has led to a world where all too often people have taken certain decisions or undertaken certain actions simply because they could.

Sadly, this is often combined with a desire to protect not only the individual taking the decision but the organisation of which they are a part. There is often a sense that protection of the institution is more important than fairness, justice or seeking the truth.

Throughout my political career – at the time of writing, over twenty-five years in front-line politics – I have seen too many examples of this abuse of power, from Hillsborough to Brexit.

I see it too in today’s world politics. It could be said that geopolitics is by definition the exercise of power solely and absolutely in one’s own country’s interests. But that has not always been the case. In the past, countries have been willing to give up some of their own interests for the wider good. That is why countries have been willing to join together in multilateral organisations like NATO that often involve ceding an element of sovereignty. Unfortunately, in today’s world, some leaders believe that their individual interests are at best aligned with, and at worst more important than, their country’s interests. All too often that leads to deeply entrenched positions and an unwillingness to compromise.

In this book, I give examples of where the failure to recognise the importance of the collective good led to devastating results for individuals and, in most cases, significantly damaged the reputation of, and trust in, key parts of the public sector and of our democracy. What the cases can also show, however, is individuals putting aside their own lives to campaign for a greater good.

I give a frank and direct account of three types of abuse of power which I have witnessed at first hand. The first is close to home and involves Parliament and the exercise of power by MPs, both in their personal behaviour and in their approach to particular issues. Some will find it hard to accept my description of the handling of Brexit as an abuse of power, but to my mind that is exactly what it was – with people acting in their own interests rather than for the greater good. The second type of abuse of power is exemplified in issues of social injustice, such as what happened at Hillsborough and institutional child sexual abuse. The third lies in the world of international politics, and much of what I say focuses on the various abuses of power by Russia, not least on the streets of Salisbury.

The examples here mostly reflect issues that I was personally involved in during my time in office as either Home Secretary or Prime Minister, but also include some I have commented on from the backbenches. There will be other examples that those reading this will be aware of or may have been involved in. The cases I cite relate to the public sector and politics, but there will be many from the private sector too.

The cases I describe all reflect the sense of personal interest or institutional interest being more important than the interests of the public. In that way, they represent what has been bad in our politics. In the concluding chapters, I look further into how this situation arose and what we can do about it.

This book is not an attempt to justify certain decisions I made in office or to provide a detailed retelling of historical events. Rather, it sets out a series of shocking examples of abuses of power and tries to identify what lies behind them, and how actions and attitudes need to change. It is about how lives have been damaged and sometimes destroyed by others simply because they had the power to do so.




1

My Perspective

The musty silence of a parish church, the genteel atmosphere of a country vicarage and the carefree days in a village school may not seem like the ideal preparation for the raucous, aggressive political battleground that is Prime Minister’s Questions. Yet it was this very background that led to my interest in politics and ultimately to me occupying 10 Downing Street.

Perhaps the background of growing up as a vicar’s daughter is not so far removed from the requirements of being a senior politician as it might at first seem. As a child of the vicarage, you are not just yourself, and you are not just seen as representing your parents (although when your father is the local vicar, that is more significant than it is for most children). Like it or not, you are also a representative of a wider body – the Church.

Thus at a young age, it was incumbent on me to consider how my words and actions reflected not just on me but on others. This has stayed with me throughout my life and political career. There were times when I stopped myself from making a funny aside or what I thought was a humorous quip because it could have been taken out of context. And so, while I consider it has stood me in good stead, in today’s world of social media, rolling TV news and personality politics, it has meant that I have been seen as being too careful with my words, not sufficiently willing to open up, robotic and uninteresting.

Despite being portrayed as having these characteristics, I still try to be very careful with what I say today. Old habits die hard, but more than that, being careless in speech can cause deep trouble for others. This natural inclination to hold my tongue served me well when I was Home Secretary and when I was PM. But it takes personal restraint. I remember one occasion when I was Home Secretary when I had a conversation with another senior colleague. There was a counter-terrorism story in the papers, and we were being asked a certain question about the individuals concerned. We knew the answer but for security reasons could not divulge it. My colleague wanted to do so, or at least to give an answer that gave a strong hint. When I said no, he could not do so his response was that not doing so would make him look stupid. I’m not sorry to say that my answer was, ‘So look stupid then.’

Caring about the impact on others of what you do and say should be the abiding mantra of any politician. If you think that sounds holier than thou, this desire to be ultra-careful was honed in the years when I was a parliamentary candidate. At the end of John Major’s premiership, the Opposition and the media were constantly looking for the slightest differences in tone, nuance or words used by Conservative politicians, particularly government ministers. Any difference, even the slightest variation in emphasis, was leapt on as a gaffe or a split in the party or the government. So careful speech has a political importance too.

This was not the only way in which that country-vicarage background shaped my thinking. As an only child, I was in some ways treated as an adult. Certainly, I was urged to take an interest in what was going on beyond our home in the country and the world, and I was encouraged to argue and debate with my parents, particularly my father. But don’t get the wrong idea. This wasn’t all about world affairs. There were hard-fought arguments about many topics – perhaps especially about cricket, above all about who was England’s best opening batsman. My father, being a Surrey supporter, was adamant that it was John Edrich. I couldn’t agree, and argued the case vociferously for Geoffrey Boycott. My father cited Edrich’s strokeplay. I argued for Boycott’s dogged determination and capacity to occupy the crease thanks to his ability to play with a straight bat. Later in life, I was to cite these characteristics not just as the reason for valuing Geoffrey Boycott’s approach to cricket, but also as being useful for a politician.

So argument and debate were a regular part of my upbringing. My mother sometimes worried that this happened too much, but my father was always very willing to debate with me. In fact, I used to get rather loud when I was putting my case, and time after time my father would say, ‘No need to shout. You are not addressing a public meeting.’ Little did he know!

It is a great sadness to me that neither of my parents lived to see me elected to Parliament, let alone occupying the highest elected office in the land. Indeed, they didn’t even see me elected to Merton Council, which included Wimbledon, where my paternal great-grandfather had been an alderman.

Careful speech, argument and debate – these were all parts of my upbringing. But there were other aspects that perhaps fitted me for a career in politics. My father was always speaking in public through his sermons. I learnt a lot from him about that, but I also took a lesson from my mother. If his sermon went beyond ten minutes, there would be questions asked at lunch in the vicarage. I can’t claim to only ever speak for ten minutes, but it does remind me of the importance of knowing the message you want to give, keeping your remarks short and your audience engaged.

This background served me well, and from an early age I was interested in becoming an MP. But I always point out that, unlike William Hague, I didn’t read Hansard under the bedclothes. I was more likely to have the radio tuned to Test Match Special from some overseas tour. Indeed, that was how I heard of John Snow’s 7 for 49 against the West Indies. A major moment for clergy children.*

Although my interest in getting into Parliament was sparked early in life – at about the age of twelve – I always thought that it was sensible to do something else first. Bringing wider experience into the House of Commons is important. It means you have a better understanding of the issues that affect people day to day. And if you work in the private sector, you have a greater understanding of what drives the economy. Moreover, if you have been in a position which involved managing people, budgets and projects, that is good experience for being a government minister.

While argument, debate and being brought up watching my father speaking in public were important aspects of my upbringing that helped to shape my future, they were not as important as the sense of duty and public service that were instilled in me by my parents.

Being a priest is a vocation, not just a job. Serving God is fundamental in that role, but part of that is serving people – being there for them when they need support and advice, comforting them in their hour of need, as well as encouraging them in their faith. For my father, public service wasn’t just about supporting people who came to him. It was about reaching out to people as well. He would go out and about in his parish visiting people, sometimes unannounced, occasionally – as he well knew – not always welcome. I now see echoes of this in my work as an MP, going out and knocking on doors in my constituency. This is something I have done regularly over the years, including when I was Prime Minister.

As well as the public service, and indeed duty, shown by my father, we should never forget the commitment required from a vicar’s wife or partner. Many a time, my mother would have to do something or attend an event simply because she was the vicar’s wife. That sense of duty is seen in the partners and other halves of MPs today when they attend functions, wait at home because there is a late vote, or see their personal lives disrupted. Disruption can come in many forms, be it constituency events which mean key family moments like birthday celebrations are missed, or major events which may lead to Parliament being recalled to sit during what should be a parliamentary recess, requiring a family holiday to be cut short. In 2011, for example, two days into my fortnight’s summer holiday, I had to return to the UK to deal with the riots taking place in London and elsewhere.

My father also instilled in me an understanding of the importance of every individual – that we are all equal. For him, every parishioner counted. It didn’t matter what their background was or whether they came to church or not. His mission was to everyone and all were equal in the sight of God. Thus he also cared about fairness and justice – again linked to his faith.

This sense of the equality of everyone, regardless of gender, ethnicity or background, was another feature of my upbringing that has always stayed with me. Not just that: my parents were positive that there was no limit to what I could achieve, no limit imposed purely because I was female. This wasn’t a mantra that was drummed into me along the lines of ‘You’re a girl, you can do anything,’ but it was the unspoken theme of the encouragement I received from them both when I was at school and at university. What I did was very much up to me. They had hopes and aspirations for me – of different types, because I’m pretty sure at one stage my mother wanted me to become a nun – but the decision was mine. What they expected was that in all things, I would do my best.

That belief – that what people make of themselves is up to them, their talents and their hard work – has underpinned my politics and my view that education and opportunity are critical in the development of an individual. We should never assume that someone will turn out a particular way, either as a success or as a failure in life, because of their background. People from all sorts of backgrounds achieve great things – it’s about them and their hard work.

Perhaps I feel this particularly because of my experience all those years ago in that country vicarage. Time and time again, I felt the interests of the parish or of individual parishioners taking priority. Against that background, I came to see public service very much in terms of putting other people first and yourself second. Too often others have adopted the opposite approach, as we can see quite clearly in the behaviour of parliamentarians set out in the chapters that follow.




Part One

Power and Politics




Throughout this book, the episodes of abuse of power which I set out all involve politicians or politics in some way. For example, in the case of the tragedy at the Hillsborough Stadium, the story embraces not just the people responsible on the day, but the then-government’s response. In instances of social injustice like this, the prime abuse of power is not generally committed by politicians themselves; rather, they are cases where the underlying politics or the protection of the political establishment played a large part in that particular abuse.

In the next few chapters, I look at cases of the abuse of power which involve politicians very directly. I started this book by saying that too many people think being Prime Minister is a position of power when actually it is a position of service. That is no less true, for some people, of the role of a Member of Parliament. For that reason, I recount significant events where I believe politicians have clearly acted in their own personal interest rather than in the overall national interest. Indeed, I believe it goes further than that and has an international dimension in the sense that anything that diminishes Parliament or our democracy reduces the UK’s standing in the world.

As you read this, the cynical among you may feel that these chapters are superfluous. Sadly, too many people these days see politicians as only ever acting in their own interest rather than for the greater good. My experience during over a quarter of a century in Parliament is that most MPs actively want to make life better for others, and particularly want to make life better for those who are less fortunate than themselves. We may disagree about priorities and about how we achieve our aims, but most people come into politics to improve the country and life within it.

This was perhaps best expressed by the late Jo Cox MP, who said, ‘We are far more united and have far more in common than that which divides us.’

The line is crossed when those in authority fail to recognise that power can be corrosive and corrupting, and allow it to shape their thinking and behaviour. It is also crossed when leaders become so bound up in their own role in events and so intent on their own vision winning through that they become incapable of standing back and seeing the wider picture, and are unable or unwilling to ask whether there is another way that will better serve the greater good.

I have also included a focus on Parliament, because I believe it is important to think about the role that politicians play in the development of our society, its culture and its attitudes. Although people today have less respect for positions of authority, MPs included, being a Member of Parliament is nonetheless still a position of leadership. How an MP behaves matters. Those of us who are in active politics should set an example.

I was in Parliament when the MPs’ expenses scandal broke in 2009. It was a difficult time. Even those MPs who were not identified as having done anything wrong found it hard to speak to constituents on the doorsteps. The widespread anger was fierce, for many reasons. Of course, the main one was the belief that this simply showed how deeply MPs had their snouts in the trough when their constituents were finding life difficult. It exemplified what many had always thought about MPs being in it for themselves.

Another source of anger was the perception that somehow MPs were able to get away with breaking the sort of rules which they would expect everyone else to follow. This was to have another manifestation under Boris Johnson’s premiership, when those in 10 Downing Street and elsewhere in Whitehall were found to have broken Covid pandemic lockdown rules. The idea that there has been one rule for the public and another for MPs provokes public cynicism and leads increasingly to the charge of hypocrisy. In other words, why should we do what you say when you don’t do it yourself?

Above all, it shatters any sense that MPs are leaders in society. Yet I still believe we have a responsibility to try to show such leadership. It may be harder in today’s world, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try.

All the cases I describe are ones in which I was involved or had an interest, and that had a major impact on the UK’s future – such as Brexit. In some of them, people knowingly exercised their power in their own interests. In others, no one actively set out to abuse power, but the way they used their power came to the same thing in the end.




2

Parliamentary Abuse

It is shocking, but right, to start with the abuse of power at the heart of our democracy in Parliament. In a democracy, those who have been elected exercise power over people’s lives. This should be reflected in the atmosphere in Parliament, where the serious nature of the decisions being taken and the impact they have on the day-to-day lives of the people should lead those involved to adopt a careful and considered approach to exercising their power.

All elected individuals should be wary of the power they hold and should only be willing to use it for the common good. The 1995 report of the Nolan Committee* explained the need to restate the principles of public life – selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership. It also declared that not only is it necessary for MPs to maintain the highest standards of conduct, but ‘it is essential for public confidence that they should be seen to do so’.

If this approach is to be expected in the way individuals exercise their power over the lives of the public, they should behave in the same way in their relationships with colleagues and staff. After all, if you exercise power carelessly in one aspect of your life, the chances are that you will do the same in other areas.

Sadly, the evidence of recent years has been that the exercise of power by MPs in their dealings with their own staff and with the staff of the House of Commons, and indeed among the staff themselves, has been the opposite of careful. It has shown the abuse of power at its worst. In some of these cases, this has been in pursuit of sexual gratification. And usually the behaviour has been gender related, often a male exercising power over a female.

This is not a recent development. Arguably, these abuses had been evident for decades, but in previous eras, when women were pressurised to keep quiet and to see unwelcome advances or bullying from their boss as something to be endured, there was no impetus to come forward and report the abuse. This all came to a head during my time as Prime Minister, largely as the result of the exposure of sexual abuse in the film industry and through the #MeToo campaign.

The term ‘MeToo’ had been adopted in 2006 on social media by the American activist Tarana Burke, who wanted to empower women by means of empathy, to let women who had been sexually abused and had suffered sexual violence know they were not alone and should not feel ashamed. The comfort generated by someone saying ‘I have been through that too’ would help those who were feeling that somehow they were responsible for the abuse or who just felt too ashamed to speak out. Since then, the #MeToo movement has spread to cover other issues of marginalisation.

The term was then adopted separately in 2017 in the film industry by those exposing allegations against the producer Harvey Weinstein. Here again, the abuse of actresses was nothing new – the adage that ‘she got the role because of her performance on the casting couch’ was a very old one. In that year, however, those who had suffered at Weinstein’s hands started to come forward and share their experiences with a wide audience.

This led to a flurry of examples of abuse, primarily of women, in various areas of life. What the exposures in the film industry did was to make it acceptable for women to admit to having been abused. It also showed them that they were not alone, just as Tarana Burke had envisaged. This is critical in encouraging victims to come forward and talk about what has happened to them, and to identify their abusers.

It was against this background that people in the political world started to come forward to talk about abuse in their workplaces, both in Parliament and in constituencies. The victims were both male and female. In many cases, the abuse was at the hands of an MP, but sometimes it was a staff member against another staff member. Some of the allegations were of sexual abuse, others of bullying and harassment.

In the face of these reports, the government and the House of Commons took action to try to remedy the situation or at least put in place procedures that would make it easier for victims to report their experiences. It was hoped that in due course, this would lead to a reduction in abuse. In November 2017, as Prime Minister, I convened a cross-party working group to develop an independent grievance procedure. The group went on to be chaired by the then-Leader of the House of Commons, Andrea Leadsom MP, who put considerable thought and effort into trying to resolve the problems.

As part of its inquiry, the Working Group commissioned a survey which was opened up to responses from a wide range of people working in, or working with, Parliament. The survey, taken together with others conducted among MPs’ and peers’ staff, showed that the scale of the problem was significant and the group concluded, shockingly, that ‘bullying, harassment and sexual harassment have been a feature in the lives of many who work in or with Parliament’.

This Working Group reported on 8 February,* and set out a number of recommendations, notably the establishment of a Parliament-wide behaviour code and independent complaints and grievance schemes to both respond to and manage complaints of either sexual harassment or bullying and harassment. These recommendations were endorsed in a vote in the House, and the House of Commons Commission was asked to authorise officials to do the necessary work to implement the recommendations of the Working Group. (The Commission is the body that administers the Commons. Chaired by the Speaker, it includes MPs and lay members.)

As the revelations and allegations mounted, Dame Laura Cox was commissioned by the House of Commons in April 2018 to look into these issues and report.

The Cox report† was delivered in October 2018 and it made depressing reading. The issue was summed up in a quotation from a member of the Commons staff with which Dame Laura opened her report:


We are proud to work in the House of Commons, but when we are abused those who lead us should support us, not abandon us to our fate and cover up the traces. And those who abuse us should be held accountable. Establishing a new complaints and grievance process won’t come close to solving the problems in this place. We need a seismic shift. But the institution is worth fighting for.



The quotation exposes the various elements of the problem. First there is the abuse itself. Then there is the attempt to cover it up. Then the failure to bring those responsible to account for their actions. Finally, there is the recognition that this is about more than just a handful of ‘bad apples’, as some have claimed. It is about a culture in Parliament that enabled this behaviour by encouraging the view that somehow MPs were different from everyone else.

As Dame Laura said, ‘Abusive conduct of this kind is pervasive and no workplace is immune, but the culture in which it has been able to take hold in the House of Commons and the ineffective mechanisms for dealing with it make this a particularly serious case.’ Reflecting on the instances of sexual harassment, she said that ‘Sexual harassment is frequently more about power than it is about sex. And it is an abuse of power of the most insidious kind.’ There we have it clearly spelt out. Those MPs and staff members guilty of sexual harassment were clearly exercising an abuse of power.

In the course of her report, Dame Laura also highlighted the fact that a number of people had felt unable to come forward to report their experiences of abuse either because the memory was too painful or because they were worried that they would lose their job (although everyone was assured that any contributions would be confidential).

The extent of the problem was clear from the report and was vividly summed up as follows:


The unhappy fact is that the overwhelming majority of contributions, from staff working across the House, reveal widespread, enduring and profound disaffection with a culture that is as embedded as it is shocking. They indicate that bullying, harassment and sexual harassment of members of staff, both by other members of staff and by some MPs, has been known about and tolerated for far too long, despite efforts by some, including recognised trade unions, to persuade the senior administration to take it seriously . . . such misconduct has been able to thrive over many years, and to become entrenched as part of an excessively hierarchical, ‘command and control’ and deferential culture, which has no place in any organisation in the 21st century.



This was a damning indictment of the culture of the House of Commons. The report identified many of the features that are seen in the cases of abuse of power identified in later chapters, including the unwillingness of those in positions of authority to listen to complaints or to do anything to stop the abusive behaviour.

One of the contributors expressed it like this:


In relation to bullying and harassment, the culture of the senior administration is generally to bury their heads in the sand, to hope that the problem goes away, to seek to ensure that there is the minimum of disruption to the business of the House, to cover backs, to cover up and to conceal problem behaviour, as necessary, to protect the reputation of the House rather than the safety of the individual, and to move the problem on elsewhere rather than tackle it head on. Gradually and inexorably more and more members of staff become disaffected. And because they are unsupported, bullying and harassment becomes normalised. A bubble of anger and discontent builds and then eventually bursts.



In themselves, these revelations would be shocking in any workplace. That they related to what has been popularly known as the mother of parliaments, the heart of our democracy, made them all the worse. But this was not even the whole picture of what was happening behind those world-famous walls.

Broadly speaking, there are two groups of staff in the House of Commons. The first are the staff who work for the House itself. The second are the staff who work in MPs’ offices. The Cox inquiry was set up to consider behaviour relating to the former. The House of Commons Commission set Dame Laura a remit that did not cover the behaviour of MPs towards the staff in their own offices. This may have been for two reasons. First, House of Commons staff are formally appointed by the Commission, so it has responsibility for and to them. Secondly, the origin of the Cox report lay in allegations made in March 2018 of bullying and sexual harassment of members of the Commons staff by some male MPs. The fact that the alleged perpetrators were MPs should have given a warning sign about the behaviours of MPs generally. Not allowing Dame Laura to look into their behaviour towards their own staff proved to be a critical omission, as became clear the following year with the report of Gemma White QC. This review was commissioned by Parliament, while the Cox inquiry was ongoing, to look into allegations of bullying and harassment which were not within the scope of that inquiry. It was a recognition of the fact that not everybody working in Parliament was covered by the Cox inquiry, and critically it looked into the experience of staff working for MPs.

The White report* stated, ‘Many contributors to this inquiry, particularly those working in constituency offices, have emphasised how isolated from the rest of the parliamentary community they feel and have said that this is the first time they feel anyone has been prepared to listen to them and take account of their views.’

Gemma White went on to outline the sort of incidents reported to her:


By far the most common form of offending behaviour described to me was MPs who shout at, demean, belittle and humiliate their staff on a regular basis, often in public. The constant ‘drip, drip’, as more than one contributor put it, eats away at the employee’s self-confidence until they become anxious, exhausted and ill, incapable of performing their job and (often following a period of sick leave) resign or are dismissed . . . Sexual harassment is also a problem, with staff being subject to unwanted sexual advances, often accompanied by touching, sometimes forceful. There is an unacceptable level of sexual ‘banter’ and unwelcome discussion of intimate sexual details . . . In the words of one contributor, there has been a ‘general disregard for the dignity, wellbeing and employment rights of MPs’ staff’.



The outcome of all of this work was the Independent Complaints and Grievance Scheme (ICGS), which consists of the Behaviour Code, the Bullying and Harassment Policy and the Sexual Misconduct Policy. There have been various developments since, notably the decision of the House of Commons in June 2020 to set up an Independent Panel of Experts to determine cases under the Complaints and Grievance Scheme and decide on sanctions in those cases which related to MPs.

It is perhaps telling that in July 2018, in accepting that the Behaviour Code should be incorporated in the Code of Conduct, the House of Commons agreed to include a new rule that ‘a Member must treat their staff and all those visiting or working for or with Parliament with dignity, courtesy and respect’. One might have thought that should have gone without saying, that every MP should automatically have acted in that way. But the evidence was to the contrary as far as some MPs were concerned, and so it had to be spelt out for all. A further critical decision was taken by Parliament in 2019 when it agreed to include historic cases in the Complaints and Grievance Scheme.

Despite all these efforts, in the years since there have been further allegations of this sort of misbehaviour by MPs. Indeed, in early 2022 it was reported that since 2018, there had been fifty-six allegations against MPs, including some against Cabinet ministers.

While all these issues were being brought to the surface, reports written, policies revised and new structures established, the person who more than any other is there to ensure good behaviour in the way the Commons conducts its business – the Speaker, John Bercow – was himself subjecting staff to appalling bullying.

This was the ultimate example of an abuse of power which had not come to light because of concerns about the impact of complaining among those who were on the receiving end of the abuse. I suspect there was also a sense among his victims that there was little point in trying to complain because they didn’t really have anyone to complain to other than the perpetrator himself. As Dame Laura Cox had said in her report in relation to Parliament generally, some staff expressed regret for being unwilling to come forward with their experiences because they were afraid of losing their jobs, despite the assurance given of confidentiality. There may also have been some who were concerned about what revealing their problem would mean for the reputation of Parliament. They may have put the reputation of the House above justice for themselves.

For some time, there were stories circulating in the House about the Speaker’s behaviour, but no formal complaint was made. It is worth just considering briefly those who did finally come forward in relation to John Bercow’s conduct towards them. These were not junior staff unable to deal with a senior figure. They were not shrinking violets. They were senior staff who had given years of service to Parliament and were well able to deal with difficult MPs. Two were employed as Secretary to the Speaker, one of whom was a former naval captain. The third was the Clerk of the House – the Corporate Officer of the House and its principal constitutional adviser.

The nature of John Bercow’s behaviour is best set out in the words of the report of the Independent Panel of Experts* who looked at the Standards Commissioner’s determination in relation to complaints made against him:


Overall, we concluded that: the ICGS Bullying and Harassment Policy was breached repeatedly and extensively by the most senior Member of the House of Commons. In all, 21 separate allegations were proved and have been upheld. The House may feel that his conduct brought the high office of Speaker into disrepute. This was behaviour which had no place in any workplace. Members of staff should not be expected to have to tolerate it as part of everyday life. No person at work, however senior, indeed particularly such a senior figure, should behave in this way. This was an abuse of power.



The Panel’s Chairman went on to say:


It is for historians to judge whether the respondent was a successful reforming Speaker of the House of Commons. However, there was no need to act as a bully in order to achieve that aim. A great office can be filled forcefully and effectively without descending to such behaviour. The findings of the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards, which we have upheld, show that the respondent has been a serial bully. Like many bullies, he had those whom he favoured and those whom he made victims. These three complainants were victims. His evidence in the investigations, the findings of the Commissioner, and his submissions to us, show also that the respondent has been a serial liar. His behaviour fell very far below that which the public has a right to expect from any Member of Parliament. The respondent’s behaviour was so serious that, had he still been a Member of Parliament, we would have determined that he should be expelled by resolution of the House. As it is we recommend that he should never be permitted a pass to the Parliamentary estate.



There we have it. The charge sheet for John Bercow was that he was not just a bully but also a serial liar. We have a right to expect better from the House of Commons, although arguably he was not the only MP to whom that description could be applied.

This behaviour by the Speaker was significant not just because of the behaviour itself. It is always difficult to bring about real reform in any organisation if its head is a perpetrator of the behaviour in question. John Bercow left Parliament at the 2019 general election. In a sense, that made it easier to ensure that the procedures put in place by the House of Commons to address abuses of power by MPs and staff were followed effectively. Perhaps more important was the fact that the procedures allowed the extent and nature of his own behaviour to be revealed.

The findings of the Commissioner and the Independent Expert Panel show that it is possible to have a system that enables the victims of abuse to come forward and see their case considered and, where appropriate, upheld. It is important for the future of Parliament that those working there do feel able to report abuse, confident that they will not be prevented from doing so by the conviction that their abuser holds all the power. I hope that examples like this will give greater strength to victims, encouraging them to come forward, and that they will also make perpetrators think twice. It is sad to be suggesting that the threat of being caught could be what makes potential parliamentary perpetrators desist. Much better that they should desist because they recognise that this is not behaviour that belongs in any workplace, and certainly not at the heart of our democracy where we are making the laws that others are expected to follow.

So why is it that we see these abuses of power taking place? The answer is also depressing. It is that too many in Parliament feel that they are special, different from mere mortals doing a job in any other workplace. I remember having an argument in the Members’ Tea Room years ago with a long-standing MP who had heard me refer to being an MP as a job. It wasn’t a job, he said, because we had been elected.

Being an MP is a job, and Parliament, impressive a building though it is and important though it is for the work done within its walls, is a workplace. It may be a workplace like no other. The process by which MPs get their jobs may be different from the way most people get theirs. But contrary to the views of many, being elected doesn’t make MPs a breed apart to whom the normal rules of human behaviour in the workplace do not apply. We expect others to behave in a certain way in their places of work. Indeed, we sometimes legislate for that. We should not think that those rules do not apply to us.

MPs are not a breed apart. They do not gain elevated status by being elected. Being the choice of your constituents is a huge honour, but it is also a huge responsibility and it brings with it certain duties. Among those duties is the duty to set an example to the public, and key to that is putting them first and yourself second. Of course, MPs are human beings, and as such they will make mistakes, get annoyed and angry at times, and suffer frustrations. But those frustrations should not be taken out on others and certainly not on staff.

Election gives an MP the benefit of power, but that power must be exercised in the interests of others and in the common good, not to satisfy the desires or appease the frustrations of the MP. As if that were not enough to temper behaviour, MPs also have to remember that they are on show in their constituency and in Parliament.

The phrase ‘one rule for them and another for us’ has been used many times in recent history in relation to MPs. It may seem trite, but it reflects the opinion of members of the public who do expect their MPs and ministers to at least follow the rules the public are expected to follow, and at best to be role models. Some politicians may say that is unfair, but before they do so, I would ask them to reflect on the fact that people put their trust in us through their votes. They bestow on us the power to take decisions which can change their lives.

This probably sounds holier than thou or even utopian, but it is not intended to be. If people are to trust their politicians, they have a right to expect certain standards of personal behaviour driven by a recognition of the significance of the job we do. I am not saying that MPs must lead saintly and blameless lives. As with any group of people, MPs in the House of Commons are a mixed bag. But being an MP requires us to think more carefully than others about our actions. We are public servants. We are in the service of the public. We serve at their behest. It is perhaps little wonder that there is a lack of trust in politics and politicians if MPs’ own behaviour is shown to be so lacking.

One of the arguments sometimes put forward to excuse MPs’ misbehaviour is that the stresses of the job are such that errors should be forgiven. Certainly the stresses of some jobs are great, and those stresses increase in ministerial office, particularly when you are Prime Minister. But not all MPs are Prime Minister, and not all have to bear the stresses which that role brings. Yes, the life is different. There is a stress in being separated from partners and families, although the stress is often felt more by those left at home who have to cope with the vicissitudes of life without their partner’s support.

Being an MP is not the only job that requires separation for periods of time from family – think of those serving in the armed forces. What’s more, being an MP is not the only job which carries stress – think of the strain of working as a doctor. So while there may be times when an individual MP finds it hard to deal with the pressures of parliamentary life, that does not give them carte blanche to behave in unacceptable ways towards staff and others.

There is simply no excuse for the sort of behaviour that has been seen from some MPs. It would not be accepted in other workplaces and should not have been accepted in Parliament for so long. The work that has been done to establish better codes of conduct and guidance, support for victims, channels for reporting bad behaviour and action against offenders is all necessary and welcome. It should help to change the environment in which staff are working in Parliament. Unfortunately, it will not on its own be sufficient to ensure that change is embedded and that in future people coming to work in Parliament can look forward to the normal standards of behaviour expected in a workplace.

Ultimately, the situation will only be rectified by a change in culture of the organisation, though such a change is the hardest thing to achieve.
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