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The problem with Westminster has been that it’s filled with people who have got self-interest. And that’s apparent even now, I can see that. People, quite often, they convince themselves that what they think is best and that they’re being very principled. But deep down, when you scratch beneath the surface, it’s not. It’s pure selfishness.1

Mhairi Black MP, 2015



My view on politicians is fairly well known. I stay away from them, as a rule, cos I don’t really like them . . . But they’re a little bit like your own farts, cos every now and then you need to smell it just to confirm.2

Mark Thomas, 2002
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A quick note

As you would expect, the details of politicians’ financial affairs are continually changing. They get new jobs, make fresh expenses claims, and so on.

This book aims to give a snapshot of the finances of Britain’s top politicians. While every effort has been made to ensure it’s as up-to-date as possible, it’s inevitable that some of the details will change over time. However, the most important arguments made here are about the bigger picture; about MPs’ relationship with money and the effect this has on politics.

Endnotes are included to timestamp many of the specific points made, as well as providing further detail, explanation, calculations and sources. For instance, an MP might update their official declarations on the Register of Interests at any time. So if a financial interest is described as ‘undeclared’, this is accurate at the date mentioned in the endnotes and does not suggest it is necessarily still undeclared. The same goes for all allegations about individuals and companies – please refer to the timestamps in the endnotes.

There is also no suggestion that any individuals or companies named in these pages have broken any laws, rules or acted improperly, unless it has been specifically and clearly stated – though this does not infringe on the right to ‘fair comment’.





Preface

Commissioner for Standards,

House of Commons,

London, SW1A 0AA



To whom it may concern,



Please find attached a list of politicians who appear to have broken parliamentary rules over their financial interests. For each politician, I have set out clearly the allegations against them.



I am requesting that you launch an inquiry against each of these individuals. I am also sending a copy of this letter to the Standards Commissioner in the House of Lords.



For the last six months I have been investigating MPs’ private finances. During this time, I have seen just how corrupt Parliament has become. Greed is endemic. If you want to understand why British politics isn’t working, it seems the first place to look is in the bank accounts of our politicians.



Yet this is an issue which authorities have turned their backs on. Rules and regulations are lax, and transparency is laughable. The whole thing is shrouded in secrecy. Because of this, it is easy for politicians to milk the system and get away with it.



I regret, too, that your office – in charge of policing MPs’ behaviour – has refused to be interviewed by me.



Much has been written about the public’s disillusionment with politics. We constantly hear that people do not trust politicians any longer. And MPs are widely perceived as ‘greedy’ and ‘privileged’. But it appears this problem cannot be blamed on the public for being cynical or apathetic. Nor can it be blamed on the press for treating politicians unfairly. In fact, the problem lies with politicians themselves.



This issue has been allowed to fester for too long. The MPs whose names I have attached all appear to have misled Parliament and the public by failing to declare crucial conflicts of interest. Some have promoted private companies without revealing that they are being paid by those same companies. But no one has noticed and they have been allowed to carry on as if it didn’t matter.



It’s not just conflicts of interest and the promotion of big business; Parliament is too often treated like a business itself, where politicians can make money and live an elite lifestyle.



I will tell the full story of my investigation in a book that I am writing, which will be published shortly. It will explain how this letter came about, and how democracy has been tainted by quiet financial dealings.



In the meantime, launching an inquiry into these allegations would be a great start towards cleaning up politics.



Yours sincerely,



Martin Williams,

May 2016





Introduction

Thursday, 7 April 2016

The news broke at the end of David Cameron’s worst week as prime minister. After days of mounting pressure, he was finally forced to admit the truth: he had personally profited from an offshore fund, set up in a tax haven by his father. For years, Cameron had kept this fact hidden from the public. He only came clean after a huge leak of secret documents – known as the Panama Papers – which revealed that the offshore fund had never paid any taxes. Ever. But now, in the glare of TV cameras, his private finances were finally laid bare for all to see.

Cameron had not done anything illegal, and officials denied that he’d even broken parliamentary rules. But the news tapped into a broader perception of MPs. To many, it seemed to compound the idea that politicians are a self-interested elite who keep the public in the dark about where their money comes from. Plus, there was a question of bias. How might Cameron’s offshore money have influenced his political decisions? Why hadn’t he made this public before?

‘The sense created by the Panama Papers, and the subsequent row about the prime minister’s family and tax, is that power and wealth have, once again, quietly settled into a very snug fit,’ the Guardian wrote. ‘The suspicion here is not corruption, but the veiled pursuit of the interests.’1

Scandals blow over. Sometimes heads roll, but then we get back to the dirty business of politics as usual. But the scandal over David Cameron’s tax affairs merely scrapes the surface of a much bigger issue about MPs’ private finances. It’s an issue that transcends party divisions and goes right to the heart of our system of government. The problem is not just about one man’s tax bill – it’s about how money distorts democracy.

Right or wrong, the notion that politicians are ‘greedy’ has now become a run-of-the-mill part of the political narrative. We’ve grown used to it. Barely an edition of Question Time goes by without David Dimbleby fielding questions from enraged audiences about thieving fat cat politicians – raking in extortionate salaries, fiddling their expenses or cashing in on second jobs and shady business deals. It seems like it’s us versus them: the rich political establishment preserving their financial interests in the face of widespread public opposition and anger.

But this has not come from nowhere.

We can trace the story of Westminster’s ‘financial greed’ right back to the nineteenth century, when the situation was flipped on its head. Then, it was not the political establishment who wanted MPs to have more money, but ordinary working class people. Over the course of nearly two hundred years, the debate around politicians’ finances has come full circle. Rich elites who once turned down salaries in order to stop commoners joining their clique now cling on defensively to every penny they can get their hands on.

Here’s a potted history of MPs’ money:

Beginnings

King Tom was already a hero among the working classes. Despite being an MP and a banker, the crowds still loved him. He was a bad orator, a shoddy politician and regularly insulted people with tactless comments. But when he helped push through the Great Reform Act in 1832, which improved representation in Parliament, he was joined by hordes of supporters who travelled back to his Birmingham hometown with him, in the style of a royal procession. Picking up his nickname along the way, he told them: ‘The bright day of our liberty and our happiness is beginning to dawn.’2

Born Thomas Attwood in 1783, his distinctive look was marked with a mop of curly hair and outrageous sideburns. His personal politics, however, were a bit of a quagmire. Although he was lauded for his involvement with the Chartists – Britain’s first ever mass movement driven by the working class – his real passion was currency reform, not social justice. Nevertheless, for a brief moment in history, he was a man of the people.

One Friday, in the summer of 1838, Attwood stood up in the House of Commons to make a speech. It was seven years on from his glory days of the Great Reform. By now, he was starting to slip into obscurity and was disliked by his fellow MPs. In fact, just a month earlier, one of his speeches had been so boring that his colleagues tried to shut him up, crying out ‘No, no’.3 So when he opened his mouth to talk again, they must have groaned in anticipation. But on this occasion, the blundering MP was about to make a historic announcement.

In his hand, Attwood held a list of 214 towns and villages across the UK that had taken part in a huge petition. Some 1.28 million people had signed the document, with names filling up almost three miles of paper, demanding a radical shake-up of British politics.4 This was the first of three Chartist petitions presented to Parliament over the coming years. Their demands would ultimately go on to shape modern politics as we know it today.

The Chartist movement had drawn up a list of six demands that would take away the establishment’s firm grip on power and bring democracy to the working classes. But among them was one demand that might not gain such high levels of public support today: they wanted MPs to be paid.

Back then, politics was a rich man’s game. Without salaries, MPs needed huge financial support to allow them time to swan around the House of Commons. Today, we’re so used to hearing about politicians being greedy, it’s tempting to look back with rose-tinted glasses on a time before they pocketed wages from the taxpayer. But the reality was a crippling injustice. The lack of salary didn’t stop them being stinking rich – it just stopped poor people from joining their elitist clique.

One study of the House of Commons in this era found that only 17% of MPs were ‘non-elite’ (i.e. not aristocracy or landed gentry).5 And – apart from a few very rare rags-to-riches stories – even this minority were generally from extremely wealthy and privileged families. For them, power was a plaything; a part-time hobby to make themselves feel important and protect their own interests. It had been like this for centuries, but Parliament kept the doors to its powerful club firmly closed.6

The call for MPs to be paid was a true working class campaign. This wasn’t about allowing politicians to make tons of money. It was the opposite. They wanted ordinary people to be able to survive in the job and have enough to eat and live. Chartism, they said, was ‘a bread and cheese question’.7

Introducing the petition to Parliament, Thomas Attwood accused his colleagues of running a system that appeared ‘all in favour of those who possessed money, whilst the poor were utterly disregarded’.

‘Men born in the clouds, and living in the clouds, could not understand the mere interests, and wants, and necessities of people living on the earth,’ he told Parliament. ‘They should pay the wages of attendance, in order that the Commons of England might send into that House men accustomed to the calamities of the people, and who would better represent the wants and interests of the great mass of the people.’8

A month later, Attwood’s campaign quickly came tumbling down. MPs voted overwhelmingly to reject the petition by 235 votes to 46. Ordinary working people wanted MPs to be paid, but Westminster refused. The landed class would keep their clique in the House of Commons for now. But the cries of the People’s Charter would not be forgotten.

‘Honourably, but not luxuriously’

Seventy-two years later, it finally happened. After decades of sporadic victories for the Chartist cause, Herbert Asquith’s Liberal government voted for MPs to be paid a £400 annual salary in 1911.

‘The House has become too much a preserve for rich men,’ said MP William Byles, reminding colleagues of the Chartists’ campaign. ‘I myself know several Friends who were . . . excellent Members of Parliament, who were respected on all sides, and who had to go out, not because they did not please their constituents, but because they could not afford to stop in. I say that a small payment . . . would probably enable us to enjoy the advantage of having them still.’9

The reform didn’t go through without a fight – insiders did all they could to preserve the status quo. Their message was clear: rich people are better at politics. They warned that helping poor people to join Parliament would harm democracy by ‘lowering the intellectual standard’. In one particularly patronising and classist outburst, an MP said: ‘I am afraid of this House being flooded by the failures of society . . . Those are men we do not want but those are the men who, I am afraid, will flock here under the new system, and whose entrance we shall have every cause to regret.’10

Does having money really make you better at politics? Of course not. Yet this line of argument will come up again later in the book because it is still being preached by politicians today. The size of your wallet indicates the size of your brain, they say.

Apart from clearly being nonsense, it represents a gross misunderstanding about democracy that elites continue to peddle as fact. Even if wealth did show how clever you are, that still shouldn’t affect your democratic rights. Britain is not based on a disappointing version of Plato’s Republic, where leadership is the preserve of intellectuals. The only qualification for being an MP is democratic consensus. Not money, not brains, not intellect. Just the support of a majority of voters. That’s how democracy works.

Despite the protests and upper class snobbery, most MPs could see it was time for reform – spurred on particularly by the rise of the Labour Party, which helped show that a few ordinary people in Westminster might not be such a bad thing. Lloyd George, then chancellor of the exchequer, justified the £400, saying it was ‘just the salary of a junior clerk in the Civil Service’. By today’s standards it’s about £42,500.11

Lloyd George explained: ‘You should not apply a commercial standard to payment for public service . . . The only principle of payment in the public service is that you should make an allowance to a man to enable him to maintain himself comfortably and honourably, but not luxuriously, during the time he is rendering service to the State.’12 It was a noble idea that was quickly forgotten in some corners of Parliament.

The vote passed and democracy was better for it. But the reform came with a warning from one political Nostradamus: ‘It will be too simple, too attractive, once it is begun,’ predicted MP Rupert Gwynne. ‘We shall see the House constantly increasing the salaries at the expense of the taxpayer.’13

Alarm bells should have already been ringing over a small but critical discrepancy in the new system. The confusion would come back to bite political reformers in years to come. You see, the salary wasn’t a salary. Yes, on paper, the new rules referred to the payment as a salary. But when he debated it, Lloyd George clearly told MPs it was not a substitute for a proper income. ‘When we offer £400 a year as payment of Members of Parliament it is not a recognition of the magnitude of the service, it is not a remuneration, it is not a recompense, it is not even a salary. It is just an allowance.’14

So what was it, a salary or an allowance? Should MPs now quit any second jobs and treat the £400 as their main income? Or should they just carry on as normal, with politics as part-time hobby while they rake in the big bucks elsewhere?

This crucial question has never been settled. The result is that MPs can have it both ways. They can demand all the money and privileges that come with a full-time job. But they can also neglect their political work and spend their time earning money elsewhere. The confusion sparked by Lloyd George opened the door to a century of politicians cashing in from dual careers and an expectation of wealth.



David Stoddart is old enough to remember the slippery slope towards greed that Parliament fell down in the twentieth century. Now a ninety-year-old lord with wispy white hair, he’s been in and out of Parliament ever since he was first elected as an MP in 1970.

‘There was a lot of voluntary activity around then,’ he tells me. ‘A greater degree than there is now. You really did have to make sacrifices.’

We’re sitting on smart red leather seats in the Royal Gallery of the House of Lords. It is unimaginably grand here. Walls are decorated with golden statues and vast ancient paintings. Through an archway is the Robing Room, where the Queen puts on her crown and ceremonial outfit before addressing Parliament. It’s the sort of place where you suddenly find yourself talking really posh, in some weird subconscious attempt to try and fit in. For Lord Stoddart, it couldn’t be further from his humble beginnings in the small working class town of Porth in south Wales. The son of a coal miner, he now looks completely at home in the House of Lords, where he enjoys membership of the exclusive Cigar Club. Westminster has treated him well.

‘It has been an amazing journey,’ he admits. ‘I often ask myself “what on earth am I doing here?”. If I ever have the feeling that I ought to be a bit uppity, I always think of the little boy in the Rhondda.’

It’s not just his own fortunes that have improved over time, it’s the whole of Parliament’s. Generations of politicians have successively pushed for more and more money, upping their income as much as they dare. ‘When I first came into the House [of Commons], the salary was £3,250,’ Stoddart says. ‘Members of Parliament – really until [Edward] Heath’s time – didn’t get a reasonable salary, and very few expenses. In fact, until 1970, you had to pay for headed paper.’

‘It was a different House then. It’s difficult to describe . . .’ He pauses to think. ‘It was less professional, if you know what I mean? People didn’t come into Parliament as a profession. It was vocational.’

‘I think it’s right that they should be better paid. It’s right that they should get reasonable expenses,’ he says. ‘But I’m not at all sure that, as a result of money, Parliament better holds the government to account.’

Over time, MPs’ incomes became less about necessity and more about want. Over the decades, salaries gradually sneaked away from the founding principle that allows MPs to live ‘honourably, but not luxuriously’. Politicians looked enviably at the private sector and wanted an income to match their mates in the City.

After it was introduced in 1911, the £400 wage had remained in place for twenty-six years. In fact, during the Great Depression of the 1930s, MPs actually took a temporary pay cut as part of wider government austerity measures (you’ll notice that MPs did not do the same in the latest economic crash).15 But by 1937 Stanley Baldwin introduced a 50% pay rise, and a slow trickle of cash began to make its way to MPs.

The popular history of parliamentary salaries says that MPs were never paid ‘enough’. The story goes that governments have, for decades, been too scared to raise wages out of fear of a public backlash. In fact, official Westminster accounts even go so far as to partly blame the 2009 expenses scandal on the ‘continuing reluctance of Governments to raise MPs’ salaries’.16 The new House of Commons watchdog says the same thing. In a recent report it claimed: ‘MPs’ pay had fallen behind on a number of counts, as the result of the longstanding reluctance of the government and Parliament to tackle the issue . . . In part, this contributed to the expenses scandal.’17

Yet this is patently untrue. It’s a misleading myth, designed to justify greed and corruption. MPs have actually been awarded pay rises in thirty-five out of the last forty years.18 And they haven’t had a pay cut since the 1930s. It may be true that governments feared public anger for raising salaries, but that hasn’t stopped them! (Besides which, even if the salaries were too low, that’s hardly an excuse for expenses fraud.)

This graph maps MPs’ salaries since 1911. It shows them in terms of nominal value (i.e. the actual amount they were paid), and the real-terms value, which is adjusted to 2015 levels of inflation:



   [image: graph1]



Over a century, MPs’ salaries have increased by almost exactly 100% in real terms. To put that in context, MPs would have been on about £37,000 by the start of 2016, if their pay had matched inflation. Instead, they were on £74,000.19

Much of this increase has been recent, with a 60% hike in the last thirty years alone.20 And in April 2016, MPs got yet another £1,000 raise, with salaries now standing at nearly £75,000.21

It’s true that salaries dipped slightly in real terms after their peak in 2002. Back then, MPs were paid the equivalent of £81,000 in today’s money.22 But this is a minor anomaly against the broader picture of the last century. It also doesn’t seem so significant when you remember that many MPs were fiddling their expenses during the earlier part of that period, often making thousands of pounds on the side. And towards the end there was a global economic downturn when many ordinary people were lucky to avoid a pay cut. So although there have been a few peaks and troughs over the years, the undeniable trend has been for MPs to earn more and more cash.

This, then, is not a case of governments being reluctant to hand out pay rises to MPs. Rather, politicians became so used to making money that they started demanding even more than the government could risk giving.

The expectation of high earnings, among many MPs, has been building for years. Lord Stoddart tells me about a time in the 1970s when he was working as a government whip. ‘They recommended a salary, I think it was about £8,000 a year,’ he says. ‘There was hell to pay about it! What was the electorate going to say? Wilson said: “well we’re not going to do it”. He said “£5,200, that’s all you get!” The place was seething; up in arms. So we sent a letter to Harold Wilson and told him what was happening. He came back and said: “we’re not moving on it, tell them to make it up on expenses”.’

From then on, expenses became another avenue for financial excess – as was eventually exposed in the 2009 scandal.

In the course of just a few decades, MPs had gone from having no wages at all to enriching themselves with ever-growing salaries and expenses. All this might have been vaguely justifiable were it not for this: it was still just a part-time hobby. As politicians cashed their pay cheques, the words of Lloyd George lived on in their minds: ‘It is not even a salary.’ Although some MPs gradually started to treat their work like a proper job, they could still spend time moonlighting in the private sector. It was up to them. If they wanted, they could pocket all the cash without doing anything – and then get a second job to double their income.

We never asked them to choose: which do you want? A salary, or a job elsewhere? We let them have both.

Having second jobs not only allowed them to capitalise on their greed; it also muddied the waters politically. When an MP spoke, were they speaking on behalf of their constituents, or on behalf of a private business that was paying them? And even if they weren’t being paid to lobby, were their political opinions coloured by their outside business interests?

The fog of confusion

Nothing has ever been done to stop MPs from moonlighting and it’s still prevalent today. Yet campaigners and obsessive hacks like myself have been shouting about it for ages. A book I discovered gathering dust in the Parliamentary Archives sheds some light on this age-old problem.

The Business Backgrounds of M.P.s, by Andrew Roth (who was best known for his Parliamentary Profiles volumes) reveals how politicians had come to know each other as businessmen, rather than MPs. It’s a remarkable book. To produce it, Roth poured over vast catalogues of biographies to list every MP’s business interests that he could find, both past and present.23 The 1965 edition charts 770 company directorships; 57 Members from the insurance industry; 36 in PR or advertising; 129 consultants and executives; 67 from property companies . . .

Business interests were on the rise. The number of directorships was ‘the highest calculated in eight years of assessing these totals’, Roth said, and there was a ‘doubling of banking connections’. And all the while, the MPs clung on to 550,000 acres of land that they owned between them.24 These weren’t ordinary people representing the public; they were blue-blooded barons and business moguls.

The problems around moonlighting were the same that still exist today. How could the public be sure that MPs weren’t neglecting their constituents and speaking up for big business instead? And what guarantee could the public have that MPs were still putting enough time and effort into representing them? That was in 1965, and we still haven’t had an answer.

Roth describes this as ‘fogs of confusion’ which ‘play such tricks on political vision’. The worry, he said, was that MPs were becoming so ‘overwhelmed by these big economic interests . . . the poor constituents hardly get a look in.’

In fact, just months before the 1965 edition of his book was published, James Callaghan – who was then chancellor of the exchequer – let slip about the real importance of business interests. At an event in Swansea, he told his audience that politicians had become more concerned with business than being an MP:



I do not think of them as ‘the Honourable Member for X or Y or Z’. I look at them and say, ‘investment trusts’, capital speculators or ‘that is the fellow who is the Stock Exchange man who makes a profit on gilt edge’. I have almost forgotten their constituencies, but I shall never forget their interests. I wonder sometimes whom they represent? The constituents or their own or friends’ particular interests?25



What made it more galling for the public was that most of them didn’t even need the extra money; they were rich enough already.

By the time of the 1979 election, there were nearly five times as many lawyers in the House of Commons as there were former miners (even though mining was still a huge industry). Only 16% of MPs had worked in manual jobs, and the ruling Conservative Party was still dominated by 73% of MPs who’d been to private school.26

The rise of moonlighting, higher salaries and expenses was not driven by need. It was driven by greed. The Chartist plea that working class MPs needed help to survive no longer applied: most MPs were doing just fine, but they wanted more.

The final injustice to top it all, as Andrew Roth noted in his book, was that the public had no way of finding out about MPs’ financial affairs. From directorships to investments and private earnings; transparency was nonexistent. ‘Editing such a book is more complicated and insight-producing than one might imagine!’ Roth wrote. ‘The law of libel and the absence of financing for a giant research staff prevent our telling all. But we probably have over three-quarters!’



It’s now nearly two centuries on from where this story began, with King Tom’s Chartist petition. In that time, the political class has done a U-turn. First they refused to take salaries, just so that undesirable poor people would be kept shut out from their clique. Now they want all the money they can get; grabbing salaries, expenses and lucrative second jobs. But often, the details are still hidden away.





Part One:

A bit on the side





1

Criminal journalist

An hour’s train ride out of London, I arrived at the station in Lancing. It seemed pleasant enough, but I was sure I’d come off at the wrong stop. Lancing is a nothingy kind of place: a small town on the south coast that combines seaside tat with industrial blandness. If you wanted to find the secrets of British business, this would be the very last place you’d look.

The directions I’d been sent certainly sounded suspect. ‘When you arrive by train, look for the Asda supermarket car park,’ they began. ‘Turn right down a path next to the car auction, turn right again and we are at the end of the road.’1

I was going to see a man called Paul Charman, a manager at Equiniti Ltd. I’d never heard of Equiniti before, but they claimed to be sitting on a gold mine of information that I wanted access to.

The story goes like this. Once every year, most British companies send a list of their shareholders to Companies House. These are then made available for free online for anyone to look at. After all, this information is meant to be in the public domain. If you want to know who has personally invested their money in a particular business, it should be free and easy to find out. As a journalist, I have to do this all the time, and it’s never been a problem. That was until I searched for the shareholders in BAE Systems, the UK’s largest arms dealer. I wanted to see if any Westminster politicians held shares in the company, but I simply couldn’t find the right document. It wasn’t that Companies House wouldn’t give me the file – they just didn’t have it at all.

‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘Surely this is a public register? Why don’t you have a copy?’ As I vented my anger over the phone, the woman from Companies House patiently explained that firms can skip the shareholding submission simply by ticking a box on a form, and Companies House will ask no further questions. It’s only so-called ‘listed’ companies that can do this, including the very biggest firms that ‘float’ on the stock exchange so that investors can buy and sell shares.

‘So where can I get the list from, then?’ I asked.

‘We can’t help you I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘The only thing I can suggest is that you approach the company yourself. Ask them if they’ll let you have a copy.’

OK, so I had to email BAE Systems, but surely they would just send the file straight over? As I submitted my request I reminded myself that this was supposed to be a public register, so there was presumably little wriggle room for BAE.2 They forwarded my message on to Equiniti, which acts as a third party to hold the documents. But their response was surprising:

To view the register, I either had to pay £95 for a copy to be emailed, or I had to travel down to Equiniti’s office in Lancing to view the files in person. Not made of money, I got on the train.



The route to Equiniti led me across a run-down industrial estate and into a small shabby office block. Paul Charman met me at reception, checked my ID and led the way up to an ancient desktop computer on the second floor. There, I was to search through the tens of thousands of investors’ names while he sat at my side throughout, keeping a watchful eye over me (presumably in case I tried to download the database to my pen drive).

‘How long are you going to be?’ he asked, eyeing the clock. ‘How many names are you going to search for?’

‘Um . . . every politician in Parliament,’ I said. ‘So, that’s about 1,400 people. I want to see if any of them have secret investments in the arms trade. And because your system is so outdated, I’ve got to search for each one individually. I’m going to be here for a while.’ Charman slumped into his chair and let out a deep sigh, resigned to spending the rest of his day dutifully monitoring my work.

As I began my long, laborious task, I asked him about Equiniti. The Lancing office, he said, is where the shareholder registers for some two thirds of the FTSE 100 companies are held. It’s one of the very few places in the whole of Britain where the public can access this information for free. Never mind the fact they’re meant to be public registers for the country’s biggest, most powerful companies: if you live too far from Lancing you can wave goodbye to corporate transparency.

If – like me – your ultimate aim is to view the register for not just one, but dozens of companies, then you’ll either need to fork out thousands of pounds or book a week’s break down on the south coast.

Then came the next problem: identifying shareholders was almost impossible. This dataset is so enormous that finding a specific MP is like looking for a needle in a haystack. Take the former Labour home secretary John Reid, for instance. Try typing in ‘Reid’ and you’ll be confronted with a few dozen matches. Scroll down to ‘J’ and four or five ‘John’s pop up. Is he one of them? If so, which one? The only way to be sure is to cross-check with Reid’s home address which . . . has never been published by Parliament. Home addresses can often be a nightmare to track down, especially if someone has moved house since buying the shares. What’s more, some people’s names don’t appear on the register at all, if they have invested via so-called ‘nominee services’, which prevent their details being disclosed.

The upshot of the whole thing is this: it’s really really easy for MPs to hide their financial investments in big business – if they want to. No one’s saying they shouldn’t have investments, but there’s literally no way for anyone to check up on them. Instead, we have to blindly trust politicians to tell the truth about their finances.

What shares does David Cameron have in Britain’s most powerful corporations? Nobody knows for certain, except him and his accountant.

Without proper transparency there’s no way of knowing what kind of corruption and wrongdoing might be going on. What scandals have been kept secret over the years? It’s not just the possibility of using insider information from the Treasury to influence their purchase of shares. MPs could also invest in companies straight after passing laws that benefit them financially.

In fact, the BAE Systems archive I searched through in Lancing uncovered a worrying example. This is a true story, but I’m going to give the politician a different name. Let’s call her Loretta.3

When Parliament voted to invade Iraq in 2003, Loretta was among the MPs who strongly supported the war. As a senior Conservative, she held a powerful and influential position, able to quiz the government repeatedly on its military strategy. Yet she stayed resolutely pro-war and voted for the invasion. She gave speeches in Parliament applauding the military action and claiming that the Iraqi people were happy their country was being invaded.

But she also knew that war means business for the people selling weapons. So, after voting for the invasion, Loretta made a personal investment in the company at the very top of Britain’s arms industry: BAE Systems. However, she never declared it to Parliament or the public.4

Loretta owned shares in the company from 2004 to 2006, while she remained in the top ranks of the Tory party. During this time, she and her fellow investors cashed in on part of a shareholder payout totalling hundreds of millions of pounds. It was a boom period for the company: the year after Iraq, BAE’s order book shot up by some £4.1bn, climbing to £50.1bn. And in the period that Loretta was a shareholder, total sales went up by £286m.5

Around the time that she bought the shares, BAE documents noted: ‘UK support activity is increasing as the partnering relationship with the [Ministry of Defence] develops . . . The company’s strong position in both the US and UK markets presents future opportunities for industry to support the increasingly joint nature of peacemaking and peacekeeping by our armed forces.’6

After voting for the invasion, Loretta had seen what an attractive investment opportunity her war was going to be. She’s now a prominent figure in the Commons and nobody has ever found out about her arms investment, because the details are hidden away in a grotty little office in Lancing.

Gagging orders

STOP!

I was halfway through writing this when I realised something: I could go to prison for this. No, really, I’m not joking!

You might think it’s in the public interest to reveal potential conflicts of interest in Parliament, but I could genuinely be locked up for telling you Loretta’s real name. Not just her name; it is effectively illegal to publicly name any politician who has lucrative investments in Britain’s biggest, most powerful companies.

Let me explain. For more than twenty years, shareholder registers were completely in the public domain. After paying a nominal fee, anyone could access them, analyse them and write about them.7 No questions asked. It was an essential part of corporate transparency. But that changed in 2006 with an obscure clause of an otherwise tedious piece of legislation. It still allowed individuals to read the documents privately, like I’d done with BAE. But quietly and subtly, it gagged journalists.

Buried in the small print of the Companies Act 2006 (Section 116, to be precise), lies a critical sentence. Anyone requesting access to a company’s list of shareholders has to first of all provide some information:



	•	‘Name and address’ – No problem.


	•	‘The purpose for which the information is to be used’ – Hmm, OK.


	•	And finally: ‘Whether the information will be disclosed to any other person, and if so . . . his name and address’ – Oh.




I’ve got to say who I’m disclosing the information to? So, let’s get this straight: if I want to disclose this information in a book, I’ve got to use my magical psychic powers to guess the names and addresses of anyone who might ever potentially read this book!

I’d like to reiterate, I’m not making this up. That is the actual law.

Obviously, my first thought was to lie. I’d tell them I just wanted it for private research and say I wasn’t going to publish any of the shareholders’ names. That was until I read Section 119 of the Act. ‘It is an offence for a person knowingly or recklessly to make in a request . . . that is misleading, false or deceptive in a material particular,’ it says. So it’s illegal to try and dodge the gagging clause.

Not only that, even if I did get the information, it’s still illegal to disclose it without first providing the names and addresses of you, the readers. ‘It is an offence for a person in possession of information . . . to do anything that results in the information being disclosed to another person,’ it says.

And the penalty for breaking this law? ‘A person guilty of an offence under this section is liable . . . to imprisonment for a term not exceeding two years or a fine (or both).’ You’d be really gutted if you got both.

So that’s it. I’d love to research MPs’ shareholdings, and tell you all the gossip about which ministers have invested in which companies. But that’s considered criminal activity.

Although this law is now ten years old, nobody really seems to have noticed it. That’s possibly because investigating these FTSE 100 shareholder registers is such an effort that most people have better things to do with their lives.

But it seems that even many transparency campaigners have no idea that this isn’t fully public any more. I phoned the people at Transparency International, Corporate Watch, Index on Censorship and a handful of journalists. No one I spoke to knew anything about it.

But the situation seemed ridiculous. There was no way of legally investigating MPs’ shareholdings. Maybe George Osborne has invested his entire life savings in an oil company. Maybe Jeremy Corbyn has millions of pounds stashed away in an arms firm. Not only is it impossible to do a comprehensive check, it’s also illegal to report anything that you do manage to find out.



If the threat of prison doesn’t go far enough to prevent transparency, the bullish manoeuvring of big corporations certainly does.

Before I’d noticed the legal problem, I sent requests to a handful of FTSE 100 firms, including G4S, Tesco, BP and Barclays. I was honest with them: ‘I am a freelance reporter,’ my email said, diligently. ‘I may therefore publicly disclose the names and shareholdings of certain selected members.’

These companies want to appear transparent, right? Surely they would realise that I literally cannot provide the names and addresses of potential future readers of this book? Surely they’ll just grant me access anyway, right? Wrong.

A press officer from BP, Toby Odone, responded matter-of-factly. ‘The request which you have submitted is invalid,’ he told me. ‘You must disclose the names and addresses of any individual with whom you are going to share the information. “Publicly” disclosing the information does not therefore satisfy this requirement as the ultimate recipient of the information cannot be identified.’ Not only that, he said they were also legally allowed to refuse the request simply because it is ‘not in the interest of the shareholders of BP p.l.c. and is therefore an improper purpose.’

A while later, Mr Odone phoned me up to confirm there was nothing more he could do to help. My request was invalid, and that was that.

G4S were a bit more sneaky. Clearly alarmed by my request, they decided to do some digging. Who was this person asking for corporate transparency? Shortly after I first contacted G4S, I got a text from a friend of mine who is a newspaper reporter: ‘Call me ASAP. Just had G4S on the phone asking me for your number. I didn’t give it to them.’

Bear in mind, I don’t work with this reporter. We’re friends, but I hadn’t mentioned my research to him. Our only professional connection is that we once wrote a couple of news articles together, several years ago when we were both freelancing. So why the hell did G4S just phone him?

I called the company’s press office, but conveniently the woman who had phoned my mate was now away from her desk. I decided to quiz her colleague instead and ask what was going on. ‘That’s a very strange thing to do,’ I told him.

‘I think she was just trying to get hold of you,’ the press officer stuttered.

‘Why has she not emailed me?’

‘To be honest, it’s nothing sinister,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t read too much into it – it was an earnest attempt to get your phone number.’

It’s certainly a novel way of finding out someone’s number: Google my name, find one of my old co-written articles, track down the other journalist’s phone number and phone him to ask for my number. Hmmm. I wasn’t convinced.

‘The normal thing to do is to email and say “can I have your number?”,’ I pointed out. ‘Can you confirm whether anyone else has been phoned or not?’

‘Yes, I’ll find out,’ he said. But I never heard back.

Soon it became obvious that G4S were trying to do background checks on me. They wanted to know if I was a regular journalist, or whether my work was linked to campaigners. You see, in the past, groups of activists have tried targeting the shareholders of controversial companies – the arms trade, oil firms, animal testing, and so on. But whatever you think about this kind of activism, it’s not an excuse for companies to skulk around or restrict transparency.8

The press officer started questioning my work. ‘So you’re just doing a comparison across a range of different companies? Nothing more to it?’

I muttered confirmation.

‘We’re just wondering because obviously there’s just a bit of BDS movement with us,’ he said. ‘That’s all. That’s just what we’re interested in there . . .’

‘What do you mean, sorry?’

‘You know BDS? Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement,’ he explained, referring to the campaigners.

‘Right, I see. That’s why you’re concerned?’

‘I wouldn’t say it’s concern,’ he said. ‘In any enquiry like this I think it would be natural for somebody to want to understand a bit more about where you’re coming from.’9

And so I spent the rest of the conversation trying to persuade the press officer that I was a real journalist, out of fear that my request wouldn’t be processed if he thought I was a campaigner. But so what if I was a campaigner? Would my right to transparency be any less valid?



In the end, though, G4S replied with the same blank refusal as BP. I would not be allowed access to the register without providing the names and addresses of everyone who might ever read this book in advance. G4S’s company secretary, Peter David, said: ‘You must provide all the information required . . . namely the names and addresses of individuals or organisations to whom information in the register will be disclosed.’10

And then the final blow, bluntly spelling out the implication of the gagging law: ‘A company’s share register is not a public document.’11

How to make secrets, secretly

I’m sitting in Margaret Hodge’s huge, sumptuous office in Portcullis House, Westminster. With its dazzling view of Big Ben, I’m not surprised when her assistant tells me it used to be Gordon Brown’s personal office. ‘It’s like a penthouse suite,’ she says.

Hodge is one of Labour’s most highly respected politicians, admired on all sides of the House. Now in her seventies, she has a royal air about her; a warm smile and a stately presence. I’ve come to see her because it was Margaret Hodge who brought in the Companies Act 2006, which was now fast becoming the bane of my life. Did she realise it was gagging investigative journalism? I wanted to know how the law came about.

‘Oh, I won’t remember anything,’ she says, reassuringly. ‘It was an absolute nightmare! Go on, tell me. What happened there?’

I explain my predicament.

‘Really?’ she says, looking genuinely flummoxed.

‘Does that ring any bells?’

‘No,’ she says, struggling to think back to her conversations from ten years ago. ‘What I do remember was that we had a lot of argument about transparency of shareholder interests.’

Hodge mulls it over and remembers something: ‘There was an organisation that came and lobbied me,’ she says. But she can’t remember who. She thinks they were calling for greater transparency about who owns shares.

‘I remember the issue about openness: about shareholders’ names and addresses being contentious. And we won on behalf of the little shareholder. So if there was an unintentional . . .’ She drifts off into thought and reaches for her iPad, trying in vain to find the names of the people who lobbied her.

When Hodge says they ‘won on behalf of the little shareholder’, she presumably means that they secured new privacy measures. But those same privacy measures are simultaneously preventing transparency.

Meanwhile, the government still insists there was no intention to gag journalism. A spokeswoman initially tells me that the law merely ‘aims to offer some assurance that the information is not used by third parties for criminal activities such as boiler room fraud or threatening shareholders who invest in particular types of companies’. She even claims that ‘third parties have free access to the information’ via Companies House.12 But Companies House says that this is simply not true. Only huge investors are listed; not ordinary shareholders like MPs.13 And eventually – when pushed – the government spokeswoman emails me, conceding: ‘Yes you are right.’

The irony is that although these bizarre rules apply to the biggest, most powerful companies on the stock exchange, they don’t apply to most other firms. Your typical small business still has to name all of its shareholders very publicly, at the click of a mouse on the Companies House website.

The gagging law is not benign, either. It’s been ruthlessly applied to block the release of shareholder information. In one case a guy named Richard Fox-Davies ended up in court after making an ‘invalid’ request to access a list of Burberry’s shareholders. The man said he wanted it for an agency he ran, but failed to provide the names of ‘specialist researchers’ who he planned to disclose the names to. The court ruled in Burberry’s favour and blocked the disclosure. The shareholders’ names, it said, were to be kept secret.14

In another case, a Rangers supporter was ordered to court after applying to view a list of Sports Direct’s shareholders. The football club had a controversial contract with the company, and the co-founder of the Rangers fanzine, Mark Dingwall, wanted to take action. He also criticised the company for using zero-hours contracts and wanted to canvass shareholders to force a vote which would put an end to them.

Dingwall boosted his chances of accessing the shareholder register by buying a single share himself. Now that he could technically call himself a shareholder, he could apply to access the list for free.15 But Sports Direct quickly put in a legal bid to block him and a court date was set. A letter from the company requested that Dingwall would be liable to pay all legal costs and told him: ‘We invite you to withdraw your request as soon as possible.’16

This level of secrecy isn’t about protecting ordinary, small-time shareholders. There are so many thousands of them that allowing a bit of transparency into the system is unlikely to have any real effect on the vast majority of people. Instead, the gagging laws benefit big business. It’s about reputation management and concealing information from commercial rivals. But it also has another implication: politicians can hide their investments from the press and public.



Even the chairman of the UK Shareholders Association, John Hunter, believes that company law should always start from a position of complete transparency. He is one of the many people I spoke to who had never heard of the gagging clause written into the Companies Act.

‘My moral opinion is: absolutely, what’s wrong with transparency? In fact, transparency is the solution to so many problems, but it also upsets so many constituencies,’ he says. ‘As soon as you’ve got some form of concealment, you’ve got some sort of opportunity either for money-making or for skullduggery.’

‘If everything was completely open and honest you’d have perfect markets, and therefore fairly thin margins. And you’d have all the right people in jail,’ he jokes. ‘I think one should start with the notion that everything should be transparent and let’s hear the objections and see if we can overcome them.’

Even with the prospect of shareholders being named and shamed by activists, Hunter still errs on the side of transparency. ‘Maybe that’s the price you pay,’ he wonders, adding that there are two sides to the argument.17

When I tell Green Party MP, Caroline Lucas, about the gagging law preventing me from researching politicians’ financial interests, she’s dumbfounded. ‘It’s preposterous!’ she says. ‘Knowing that someone has particular interests in one side or another – or in an arms company or whatever – undermines your confidence in what they’re talking about.

‘Where you’ve got decision makers who are making policy decisions that will affect the future of millions of people in this country, it is absolutely reasonable and appropriate and necessary to ensure that you know what forces are exerting influence on their decision-making process.

‘That ought to be publicly available information.’
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The great transparency myth

The first time I became aware of Parliament’s transparency myth was back in 2012. It was all thanks to a tiny, innocuous mistake made by the chancellor, George Osborne. But it revealed a colossal flaw in the system.

Following the House of Commons rules, Osborne had dutifully declared an investment he had in his father’s company. It was written clearly in the official Register of Interests – a public document where MPs are meant to disclose their financial affairs. ‘Registrable shareholdings,’ it said. ‘Osborne and Little Ltd, a family business manufacturing and retailing fabrics and wallpapers.’

It had been listed there for years, looking all fine and dandy. But no one had bothered to check it. And when I traced the official company accounts, I found something odd: Osborne didn’t own any shares in Osborne and Little Ltd at all. After a bit of searching around, I realised what the mistake was. He was, in fact, a shareholder in the firm’s much larger parent company – confusingly called Osborne & Little Group Limited. The names were similar, but there was a big difference between them: the parent company brought in £10m more each year and owned a branch in America.1

I contacted Osborne’s spokesman, but got no reply. However, when I checked back on the Register of Interests a few days later, a little note had been added on the end: ‘Updated 18 October 2012,’ it said.2 The company’s name had been corrected and highlighted in yellow. But there was no explanation and no apology. Coming halfway through a document hundreds of pages long, which listed every single MP’s financial interests, Osborne’s error was deeply buried.

Making small, honest mistakes like this is hardly the worst crime in the world. But the worrying part was that the system was so shoddy. No one had noticed the error until now. And if the chancellor of the exchequer was making mistakes in his financial declarations, what hope was there for everyone else? It seemed that transparency failures were dealt with lightly.


A quick look at the stuff that MPs had declared clearly suggests there were some serious financial interests in Westminster – including investments, additional salaries and other earnings. So the idea that Parliament’s disclosure rules might not be up to scratch was alarming.

Take the rules on shareholdings, for instance. Politicians don’t have to declare the actual value of their investments. That would be too much like real transparency. Instead, MPs are simply asked if their shares exceed £70,000, while peers in the House of Lords use a £50,000 threshold. But as my trip to Lancing had proved, there is no way of checking whether their declarations about this are honest.

We had no idea about David Cameron’s shares in his father’s offshore fund until it was leaked in the Panama Papers (he didn’t declare them because they were worth less than £70,000). Who knows what else his honourable friends haven’t told us? Can we trust them to tell the truth? One thing’s for sure though: even the stuff they admit to is pretty impressive.

Let’s assume that all declared shareholdings are at exactly these threshold figures and never a penny more. Totting up the numbers reveals that – as an absolute minimum – they constitute an £81m stake in business.3 Of course, the true figure will be far more than that. On top of this, there are an additional 416 investments that are simply described as ‘controlling interests’. We’re not given any indication of the value – just that they own more than a certain percentage of the company.

It’s not just that the rules are lax on this; Parliament actually instructs politicians not to be too transparent! The rules state: ‘Members should not specify the value of the shares, or the percentage of shares in a company that are owned.’4

Here are a few of the favourite companies that politicians like to invest in:


	•	BHP Billiton: One of the world’s biggest mining companies. It paid out $25m over corruption allegations related to international government officials it had invited to the 2008 Beijing Olympics. But the firm still has fans in Westminster: eleven peers and the former attorney general, Dominic Grieve, all have a financial stake in BHP Billiton, amounting to more than half a million pounds. Probably far more.5


	•	Shell: It was recently dubbed the ‘most hated’ company by charities and NGOs,6 but twenty-six peers and an MP have declared shareholdings in the oil giant. Their investment is worth a minimum of £1.3m.7


	•	Tobacco companies: At least nine peers have more than £600,000 invested in the tobacco industry. They include shares in firms like Imperial Tobacco and British American Tobacco. Conservative peer Lord Glendonbrook alone has shares in four separate tobacco companies, with each investment worth at least £50,000. The industry has long had strong ties with Parliament; Tory grandee Ken Clarke was once deputy chairman of British American Tobacco.


	•	Diageo: Together, twelve peers and an MP have a combined stake of at least £600,000 in the alcohol company, which makes drinks including Smirnoff vodka and Guinness.


	•	GlaxoSmithKline: In 2012 the drugs giant admitted bribing doctors and encouraging the use of unsuitable antidepressants for children. In the largest healthcare fraud settlement in US history, GlaxoSmithKline agreed to pay out £1.9bn.8 However, sixteen peers still have a stake in the company, worth a minimum combined total of £800,000.



Clearly, politicians have got some big financial dealings, so good transparency is essential. After all, these guys are running the country, so we need to know who’s paying them, and whether they’re being corrupt. But what confidence can we have that their official declarations are accurate?

It isn’t just about investments, either. More critical are the private jobs that MPs are doing for big corporations. How can we be sure they are telling us the full story? And who is checking they have declared everything?

‘How would you know?’

Parliament’s rules on transparency are very simple: declare everything. Even if it isn’t a conflict of interest, MPs still have to declare anything that could even look that way. Even if it’s unpaid. Lots of politicians seem unaware of this, but it’s written quite clearly in the Code of Conduct, which ends with a catch-all ‘miscellaneous’ category:


Members must register . . . any other interest, if the Member considers that it might reasonably be thought by others to influence his or her actions or words as a Member in the same way as a financial interest. This might include an unpaid employment or directorship, or directorship of a company not currently trading, non-practising membership of a profession, or a fund established to defray legal costs arising out of the Member’s work, but from which no benefit has yet been received.9


That’s pretty much anything, then. Paid or unpaid; trading or non-trading. If there’s any chance that it might give the perception of influence, it should be listed on the official Register of Interests, which is open for anyone to scrutinise. The idea is that the public – not MPs – should be allowed to judge these things for themselves. But rules only work if they are enforced.


It’s worth pointing out, for a moment, just how ridiculously archaic the Register of Interests is. With over 1,400 politicians’ financial affairs to track in the Commons and the Lords, clear data is vital. If
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