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Chapter 1

Pressure groups: lobbying in the 2020s – methods and controversies
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Focus

Examination specifications focus on the methods that pressure groups, lobby groups and other collective organisations use to exert influence upon decision-makers in the UK. Students need to be able to analyse the characteristics of different types of groups, including think tanks, lobbyists and corporations, and evaluate their impact on government, politics and democracy in the UK.



	Edexcel
	UK Politics 1.3
	Pressure groups and other influences



	AQA
	3.1.2.4
	Methods used by pressure groups
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Context

In 2021, the practice of lobbying by individuals and groups came under intense scrutiny after it was revealed that David Cameron, the former UK prime minister, who left Downing Street in 2016, had made contact with current ministers, including by repeated text messages to the chancellor Rishi Sunak, in his capacity as a paid adviser for Greensill Capital, a private financial services company.

Further to this, November 2021 saw the long-running investigation into the behaviour of Owen Paterson, Conservative MP for North Shropshire and former government minister, reach its dramatic conclusion. While Paterson was correct in declaring his paid positions providing consultancy to Randox Laboratories and Lynn’s Country Foods, the Commissioner for Parliamentary Standards decided that his use of his parliamentary office and stationery for consultancy work, together with the sustained contact he had with officials at the Food Standards Agency and ministers at the Department for International Development, were ‘serious breaches’ of the rules governing lobbying activity in parliament. This is covered in more detail later in the chapter.

These controversies brought to the fore the highly contested influence of lobbying and lobbyists in the 2020s. Some argue that professional lobbyists are an essential part of a healthy democracy, ensuring that decision-makers are regularly informed about the latest developments, especially in fast-moving areas like science, technology and business. Others see them as a corruption of the system, providing wealthy, well-connected interests with a profoundly unfair advantage. Three key areas of analysis and evaluation are as follows.


	•  The Greensill Capital scandal in 2021 provides a contemporary insight into the world of lobbying, and is a valuable case study to support wider analysis of the changing methods employed by pressure groups. It also provides the opportunity to evaluate the extent to which lobbying activities by pressure groups and private companies support or undermine the political decision-making process.

	•  The Owen Paterson case remained in the headlines for several weeks in 2021 as it covered a number of controversial issues. The case led to: further revelations of the extent of paid ‘consultancy work’ undertaken by MPs; scrutiny of the role and work of the Commissioner for Parliamentary Standards and the House of Commons Standards Committee in monitoring alleged conflicts between MPs’ professional roles and personal interests; concern about the fairness of the investigative process when MPs are found to be in breach of the rules; and criticism of the Conservative government’s response in conflating Paterson’s position with attempts to change the system for policing MPs’ behaviour.

	•  On the opposite side, the transparency of government activity in engaging with lobby groups, and the effectiveness of parliamentary scrutiny in this area, is equally important to students of politics. The government review of lobbying activity related to Greensill Capital was published in July 2021, but for many commentators the main concerns lie in whether there is appetite for government and parliamentary reform.
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Box 1.1 What is lobbying?

Lobbying is when individuals, groups, charities, businesses or trade unions try to influence the government to change its policies. Lobbying can take the form of personal meetings with ministers, MPs or officials plus letter-writing, emailing, or turning up in person to parliament to try to secure a meeting.

While any individual can attempt to influence decision-makers through lobbying, professional lobbying firms — often recruiting former politicians — usually have the contacts, the time and the resources to cultivate relationships with ministers, MPs and civil servants that are mutually beneficial.
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Greensill Capital: when lobbying hit the headlines

The collapse of the private finance company Greensill Capital in March 2021 shone a spotlight on former prime minister David Cameron’s close association with the company and his related lobbying activities.

Greensill Capital operated in the complicated world of ‘supply chain finance’. Using enormous capital sums invested by trust funds, insurers and banks, Greensill Capital provided lucrative short-term loans to businesses, which are often caught without sufficient cash due to frequent delays of several months between selling goods and receiving payment for them.

When Greensill Capital collapsed in March 2021, the company filed for insolvency with billion-pound losses for investors and the loss of 440 jobs. However, it was revealed by the BBC that David Cameron had ‘made about £3.3 million’ from shares as a paid adviser to Greensill Capital and that he had been actively involved in persuading government ministers and senior civil servants to look favourably on the company.
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Box 1.2 How did David Cameron lobby the government?

In 2020 David Cameron lobbied ministers, persuading them to permit Greensill Capital to join the Corporate Covid Financing Facility (CCFF), a scheme set up by the government to enable accredited finance companies to issue loans that were insured by the government and are therefore largely risk free to the loan companies advancing them. More specifically it was the manner of David Cameron’s lobbying, and the unofficial access that he appeared to have to government ministers, that prompted widespread concern.

It was revealed that between March and June 2020, Cameron and his staff sent a total of 45 emails, texts and messages to ministers and senior civil servants. Of these, nine were Whatsapp messages to the chancellor Rishi Sunak, including requests for a ‘quick word’, pressure to include Greensill in the government-backed scheme, and requests for the chancellor to ‘give it another nudge over the finish line’. Multiple messages to Tom Scholar, the Treasury’s top civil servant, included texts such as:

Hope you are still alive and well… Three questions: is Sir John C still at the bank? Do you have a number? Can I give you lunch once the budget is done? Love DC.

Other messages to Scholar included: ‘…please do all you can to expedite this and not let us get stuck in the pending tray!’, ‘I promise I will stop annoying you’, and when the lobbying efforts were unsuccessful: ‘Again Greensill have got a “no”. Am genuinely baffled.’

The attempts to persuade ministers to allow Greensill Capital to join the government’s Corporate Covid Financing Facility failed.
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The collapse of the finance company and the revelations of David Cameron’s active involvement in lobbying through unofficial channels caused widespread public anger in 2021. Indeed the ‘Greensill Scandal’ epitomised for many the seemingly exploitable network of personal contacts used by some former politicians, and the perception that the current Conservative government is more open to private business groups than it should be. In The Times (June, 2021) it was reported that ‘dozens of lobbyists and business executives have far-reaching access to parliament under a free-for-all system’ perpetuated by the Conservative government.
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Box 1.3 What are the rules on former ministers lobbying the government?

The government sets out rules on how former ministers and senior crown servants should behave after leaving public office, with requirements that they seek advice from the Advisory Committee on Business Appointments (ACOBA) before accepting new jobs. In particular, ACOBA rules state that ‘on leaving office, ministers will be prohibited from lobbying government for two years’. However, as is often stated, while former ministers are required to contact ACOBA, they are not required to follow its advice.

More stringent rules are regularly tabled, with ACOBA’s current head, Lord Pickles, calling for former ministers who leave office to work as lobbyists to go on a register for ‘up to 10 years’ to ensure ‘transparency’.
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The Owen Paterson case: parliamentary standards and ‘Tory sleaze’

The lobbying and private consultancy work of MPs remained stubbornly in the headlines throughout 2021, largely due to investigations into the activities of Owen Paterson. Paterson had been a Conservative MP since 1997, a member of the shadow cabinet since 2007, and in David Cameron’s government as secretary of state for Northern Ireland between 2010 and 2012 and as secretary of state for environment, food and rural affairs between 2012 and 2014.

Since August 2015, Paterson had been a paid consultant to Randox, a clinical diagnostics company, and since December 2016 a paid consultant to Lynn’s Country Foods, a processor and distributor of meat products. He earned £8,333 a month in return for 16 hours (per month) of consultancy work on behalf of Randox, and £12,000 per year in return for around 24 hours (per year) of consultancy work on behalf of Lynn’s Country Foods.
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Box 1.4 What did Owen Paterson do?

It was revealed by the BBC that Owen Paterson had made:


	•  three approaches to the Food Standards Agency for Randox about antibiotics in milk in 2016 and 2017

	•  seven approaches to the Food Standards Agency for Lynn’s Country Foods in 2017 and 2018

	•  four approaches to ministers at the Department for International Development about Randox and blood testing technology in 2016 and 2017
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In October 2019, the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards opened an investigation into Paterson after allegations were made in the media that his lobbying activity was in breach of the rules. The profile of this investigation was substantially raised during the Covid-19 pandemic because:


	•  In March 2020, Randox secured a £133 million contract from the Department of Health and Social Care to produce testing kits.

	•  In September 2020, a £347 million government contract was awarded to Randox in a process that denied other companies the opportunity to bid.



In 2021, the investigation by the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards into Owen Paterson’s ‘paid advocacy’ (the use of privileged access for private gain) concluded that the MP had ‘repeatedly used his privileged position to benefit two companies for whom he was a paid consultant, and that this has brought the house into disrepute’. This outcome, together with further declarations that ‘no previous case of paid advocacy has seen so many breaches or such a clear pattern of behaviour in failing to separate private and public interests’ was passed to the Commons Select Committee on Standards, which in turn recommended that Paterson be suspended from the House of Commons for 30 sitting days.
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Box 1.5 What was Paterson’s defence?

Owen Paterson sought to defend his behaviour by highlighting an exemption in lobbying rules for MPs whereby alerting government officials to ‘serious wrong or substantial injustice’ was acceptable, even if doing so would lead to financial benefit for the MP. While Paterson claimed that his advances fell into this category — especially in the context of the government’s emergency response to the health pandemic — the Commissioner maintained that just one of his approaches to officials could be considered to have fallen within the exemption.
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Box 1.6 How widespread is ‘paid advocacy’ in the House of Commons?

As long as MPs declare their private interests and earnings, they are permitted to perform other jobs and roles. Indeed, many MPs have other jobs as doctors, nurses, lawyers or advisers. However, the amount that many MPs earn in addition to representing their constituents in parliament and the time spent on these other roles is the subject of sustained controversy. In the aftermath of the Owen Paterson scandal, it was revealed


	•  Sir Geoffrey Cox (Conservative) earned around £900,000 in his work as a lawyer.

	•  Andrew Mitchell (Conservative) held six consultancy jobs with investment banks and accountancy firms, earning more than £180,000 for 35 days’ work.

	•  Julian Smith (Conservative) earned £144,000 for 62–84 hours’ work for three companies.

	•  Former transport and justice secretary Chris Grayling (Conservative) earned £100,000 to advise Hutchison Ports.
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Should UK lobbying rules be reformed?
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	•  Former prime minister David Cameron was accused of being ‘too credulous’ (gullible), demonstrating a ‘lack of judgement’ and being ‘too willing to back the company without paying due diligence to its financial position’. The former prime minister’s use of ‘less formal means to lobby’ demonstrated a ‘significant lack of judgement’.

	•  The Treasury came in for criticism too. It ‘should have encouraged Mr Cameron at the initial stage of his lobbying into more formal methods of communication’ and, in light of the scandal, should ‘put in place more formal processes to deal with any such lobbying attempts by ex-prime ministers or ministers in the future and to publish the process which they will follow should similar circumstances recur’.

	•  While the committee accepted that ‘Mr Cameron did not break the rules governing lobbying by former Ministers’, it asserted that this reflected the ‘insufficient strength of the rules’ and the ‘strong case for strengthening them’.
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	•  An interesting lobbying development in the USA in 2021 is the rise of the ‘corporate coalition’. In September 2021 The Washington Post reported that ‘corporate America’ — including banking, technology, retail and pharmaceutical sectors, the US Chamber of Commerce, the National Association of Manufacturers and the Business Roundtable — had launched a ‘lobbying blitz’ to stop Congress from enacting significant parts of President Biden’s $3.5 trillion dollar legislation which was set to reform the USA’s health, education and social care systems.

	•  The strategy encompassed ‘traditional lobbying’ of legislators in Congress as well as concerted advertising campaigns designed to put pressure on Democratic lawmakers in the hope that the party’s narrow congressional majority could be sufficiently unsettled. The Post referenced ‘widely viewed ads on Facebook’ that sought to highlight the damaging impact of future tax rises and threats to the country’s post-Covid economic recovery, and that praised the ‘nine moderate Democrats who had threatened to block the party’s budget’.

	•  For further comparative examples, Open Secrets is one of the most extensive online resources for researching campaign contributions, lobbying data and analysis, its purpose being to ‘track money in US politics and its effect on elections and public policy’.
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	Yes
	No





	A basic lack of time, resources and skills prevents people from effectively representing their issues and concerns to policymakers. Organised lobbying — the gathering of like-minded individuals into a far more effective collective entity — provides people with a stronger voice and a better chance to improve their lives.
	While some pressure group activity takes the form of mass popular movements, generating substantial media coverage, much of it is behind the scenes. Professional lobbyists (sometimes ex-MPs) are able to use privileged access to present one-sided or biased information to decision-makers.



	In the USA, lobbying is seen as indivisible from healthy engagement in political life, protected by the First Amendment right ‘to petition the government’. Similarly in the UK, the capacity to lobby the government encourages people to play an active role in the way they are governed. It is not lobbying that is the problem, but a lack of effective legislation to root out corruption and conflicts of interest.
	The rules on lobbying in the UK need reforming. If the process of lobbying is to be seen as beneficial, many groups argue that a far longer ban on former cabinet ministers engaging in lobbying the government — from 2 to 5 years after leaving office — is required. In addition, all lobbyists working in any capacity should have to join the official lobbying register.



	Studies of lobbying have demonstrated that it is more widespread and prevalent than generally accepted. The growing complexity of government, and the pace of social, political and technology change, have made lobbyists vital providers of information in the process of improving government policy and legislation.
	Lobbying can only be seen as beneficial in the UK if the body that governs it is far stronger and supported by legislation. The Institute for Government (2021) recommends that the Advisory Committee on Business Appointments (ACOBA) is ‘given a statutory footing’ and the ability to ‘fine people who do not seek the required approval, or who breach its conditions’.
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