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Praise for Code of Conduct

Shortlisted for the Parliamentary Book Awards

‘A lively, forensic, engrossing, sometimes entertaining, often disturbing and always unflinching interrogation of what’s gone wrong with our legislature … Bryant knows his way around parliament’s pinnacles and sewers’ Andrew Rawnsley, Observer

‘A manifesto for a better politics … Bryant’s account of what is rotten in the state of politics is neither lofty nor over-moralising, but remains gently steadfast in the belief that parliament in general and this one in particular has lost its way. Code of Conduct is an attempt to guide it back to something like the straight and narrow … Bryant brings with him more than two decades’ experience as a parliamentarian, a nonpartisan approach that helps him look beyond the failings of individuals to the system itself, and a raft of often small but practical suggestions for cleaning out the stables’ Gaby Hinsliff, Guardian

‘We still need ideas on how to clear up sleaze in general. And few are better placed to offer some than the man who’s written this book … Bryant is admirably self-aware … And for another, he’s very readable’ Michael Deacon, Telegraph

‘A brave and important book by a formidable parliamentarian. Chris Bryant has performed a public service … As chair of the Commons’ Committee of Standards and Privileges, Chris Bryant carries authority. And he has assembled his evidence with care and intellectual precision’ Peter Oborne, Byline Times

‘A powerful examination of parliamentary conduct and the eroding of standards … Engaging, thoughtful, powerful and funny … Bryant’s easy, warm, inclusive, engaging and honest writing style mirrors the man’ Kathryn Stone, PoliticsHome

‘Code of Conduct is absolutely superb. Timely and brave – this is one of the most important books you will read this year’ Peter Stefanovic

‘Chris Bryant’s book is a vital part of the fightback against post-truth populism and the damage it has done to our democracy in recent years. Well-written, personal, insightful but also brutally factual, it should serve as a wake-up call to all of us – politicians and public alike – that we need major reform of our politics and our political institutions’ Alastair Campbell

‘Nobody knows how parliament works – and how it doesn’t – better than Chris. It’s a delight watching him take a bulldozer to the crumbling edifice of parliamentary standards’ James O’Brien

‘Chris Bryant weaves a thoroughly entertaining yarn about what it’s like to work behind the scenes in the sausage factory of the British parliament. You may not agree with every word he says, but this book is a real eye-opener about the state of British politics today. Democracy is worth fighting for and Chris is doing precisely that’ Bill Browder

‘Chris Bryant has not only chaired the Standards Committee during its busiest period on record but also has unrivalled knowledge of the history of parliament. There is no better guide to the extraordinary dereliction of duty of some of his fellow parliamentarians in these unusual times, nor to how we might restore function to the system and trust in the institution’ Reverend Richard Coles

‘A terrific read. From outmoded customs that strangle the chamber, to committees with no teeth, Chris Bryant not only provides insights into what’s wrong with parliament but also suggests sensible solutions that might one day lead to a democracy fit for purpose’ Hugh Bonneville

‘The first time I’ve ever read a book about parliament that was unputdownable’ Carol Vorderman

‘Thoughtful, provocative and very timely, this is a book that needed to be written – and few are better qualified to do so than one of the most dedicated parliamentarians of our generation. Democracies get the representatives they deserve so we all have a responsibility to help raise the standing of our elected politicians. Code of Conduct will help us do so’ Ed Balls
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Introduction

What’s It All About?

I stood in Westminster Hall for a few minutes on the evening of Wednesday 3 November 2021. The Commons had voted that afternoon on whether to agree a recommendation from the Standards Committee (which I chair) to suspend the former Northern Ireland secretary, Owen Paterson, from parliament for thirty sitting days for engaging in ‘paid advocacy’. Lobbying for a paying client like this is one of the oldest offences in the Commons rulebook, dating in one shape or other back to 1695 and formalised after the cash-for-questions scandal in the 1990s (see here–here). But despite being a long-standing senior MP (for North Shropshire) who should have known better, Paterson had repeatedly peddled influence around Westminster and Whitehall on behalf of Randox and Lynn’s Country Foods, who were paying him more than £100,000 a year.

The Standards Committee had held a lengthy private session with Paterson a month earlier, during which he was given every opportunity to put his case and was accompanied by his lawyer. We were not convinced by what he had to say and concluded, in a 168-page report which we published on 26 October, that ‘this [was] an egregious case of paid advocacy’.1 Since then, all hell had broken loose. Paterson was touring the corridors and the ministerial offices of the House lobbying MPs for support and denouncing the Committee as a kangaroo court. Every lawyer I consulted told me we had done a thorough job and had given Paterson a fair hearing. Every journalist I spoke to – from every newspaper – thought that Paterson was, in their words, ‘bang to rights’. Yet the Daily Telegraph, the Daily Mail and their Sunday sisters decided to run a vicious campaign seeking to rubbish the parliamentary commissioner for standards, Kathryn Stone, whose memorandum was the basis of our report, as well as the Committee, the parliamentary standards system and me. They had trundled Charles Moore out a couple of times to pen pieces in defence of Paterson. In one, Moore, a peer and a former editor of the Telegraph, claimed that ‘the hounding of Owen Paterson sets a dangerous precedent in Parliament’ because it ‘smacks of political revenge’.2 He presented no evidence for this, but Paterson himself tweeted that this article was ‘essential reading’. The commissioner, the rest of the committee and I had wondered whether we should respond but had decided against. Tempers were very frayed by the time we got to the debate, not least because everyone was painfully aware that Owen’s wife Rose had taken her own life during the investigation – and had done so on Owen’s birthday. Owen claimed she had done so because of the investigation and blamed Kathryn Stone.

The normal process for any Standards Committee recommendation to suspend a member for a breach of the Code of Conduct is that the government tables and moves the motion without amendment as soon as possible. I had presumed that, even though some Conservatives sympathised with Paterson, the government would sit on its hands, watch Owen’s friends argue his case and let the House agree the motion. But the leader of the House, Jacob Rees-Mogg, wanted to protect Paterson. He had raised the case with me in front of officials several months earlier in such a way that I had to write to ask him not to raise it with me again, as it is a breach of the Code of Conduct to lobby a member of the Standards Committee over an ongoing investigation. On the Tuesday morning before the debate, he also told a Conservative Home podcast that he thought the Standards Committee process was defective, because Paterson had not been allowed to call seventeen witnesses, even though they had submitted written evidence, which we were not contesting. Yet the more centrist and pro-European One Nation Tories were said to be planning to abstain and the government chief whip, Mark Spencer, had told his Labour counterpart that the government hadn’t decided what to do. When the Standards Committee met that morning, several of the members were very depressed, but I told them I thought the motion would go through ‘because the government won’t want to be tarred with the brush of sleaze’, as I recorded later in my diary.

Late that afternoon the government tabled the formal motion for the thirty days’ suspension, but crucially it also persuaded the former leader of the House, Dame Andrea Leadsom, to table an amendment to the government motion which would delay making a decision on Paterson, scrap the Standards Committee and replace it with a special committee with a Tory majority under another Tory MP, John Whittingdale, to consider changing the rules. I was shocked when Sir Bernard Jenkin, who had recused himself from the Committee because he was a close friend of Paterson, collared me in the Library corridor and showed me the amendment. ‘Utterly corrupt,’ I said. It sought to change the rules to protect a named individual at the very last moment in the disciplinary process. As I wrote in my diary that night, ‘it moved the goalposts after the shooter had kicked the ball’. That was the kind of thing you might expect in Russia or China, but not in Britain. I was so furious I went for a run, to Tower Bridge and back, roughly seven miles. I was listening to U2 and Bonnie Tyler, but the music kept on being interrupted by journalists phoning me for a comment, which wound me up so much as I had gone for a run deliberately to avoid journalists that I did my fastest time for ages.

Back in the Commons, I found the government whips were scrabbling around trying to get Tory MPs to sign the amendment. The whole government – and therefore Prime Minister Boris Johnson and Downing Street – was tearing up the rulebook to protect Paterson. Tory MPs whom I respected, several of whom had told me privately that Paterson was ‘guilty as charged’, including Robert Buckland, the former justice secretary, who had previously sat on the Standards Committee, signed the amendment, as did six MPs who had had an adverse finding against them from the commissioner in the last year.

A lot was at stake. For Paterson, a thirty-day suspension would invoke the Recall of MPs Act of 2015. This stipulates that, if an MP is suspended for ten sitting days or more following the recommendation of the Standards Committee, they can face a special by-election if 10 per cent of their constituents attend one of ten specially appointed offices to sign a petition calling for it within six weeks. Paterson had a very safe seat, with a majority of 22,949, and many MPs therefore thought that if he took his medicine and sought forgiveness, his constituents would let him carry on. But there was always the risk that he would be humiliated. More importantly, he wasn’t the kind of MP who takes kindly to being told off.

There was even more at stake for the Commons as a whole. The House had never, so far as I could see after a lengthy trawl of the history books, voted down a recommendation from the Standards Committee or its predecessor, the Standards and Privileges Committee.* The only instance where it had even amended a recommendation was when it increased the sanction, as it did in 1947, when it expelled the Labour MP Garry Allighan for an ‘aggravated contempt and gross breach of privilege’ (namely, claiming that MPs gave journalists private information about parliamentary meetings in exchange for cash or drinks, when in actual fact he himself had sold information to the Evening Standard) rather than suspend him for six months as the Committee had recommended.3 In the autumn of 2021 it felt as if the Johnson government was summarily dispensing with due process. MPs on all sides feared that that would lower us even further in the eyes of the public, and many of the longer-standing members despaired that we were returning to the follies of the parliamentary expenses scandal of 2008/9, when five MPs and two peers went to prison for false claims and many more had to repay money and left parliament. All of us, though, were of course aware that the universally popular Conservative MP Sir David Amess had been brutally murdered less than three weeks previously. At that time we had united in grief across the party divide. Now the government was dragging parliament into the mud. As one Tory MP texted me, ‘There have been times when I have been ashamed of being a Member of this House, I don’t want to go back to that.’

The debate on 3 November was a mess, politically, procedurally and emotionally. It was also nasty, brutish and short – just ninety minutes long. The bruising, partisan nature of the proceedings had been set by Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs), when Angela Rayner (standing in for the leader of the Opposition Sir Keir Starmer, who was self-isolating with Covid) accused Johnson of operating ‘one rule for Conservative Members and another rule for the rest of us’, and Johnson breezily made it clear he was supporting Leadsom’s amendment.4 This truly shocked me. I wrote in my diary, ‘Johnson seems to think that he can do anything, however dodgy, mendacious or incompetent, and still be loved.’ After a statement on the climate conference COP26 (which was given only so as to buy time for the government to rally its troops), Rees-Mogg started the debate at 2.01 p.m. The leader of the House is meant to try to carry the whole House, but that would require him to be emollient and to eschew pomposity. Instead, he was patronising, partisan and disingenuous. He said it was his role ‘as Leader of the House to listen to the concerns and thoughts of Members on both sides of the House, which are now too numerous to ignore’.5 But he knew perfectly well that it was only a handful of Tory MPs who were unhappy with the Committee report. He said he did not come ‘to defend my right hon. Friend the Member for North Shropshire’, but that was precisely what he did, repeating word for word the arguments Paterson had made in the media. He invoked the pompous Latin legal tag, ‘Let justice be done though the heavens fall’, to suggest that this was one of the greatest ever miscarriages of justice; and he quoted Portia’s speech from The Merchant of Venice: ‘The quality of
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