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AN UNUSUAL PARLIAMENT?
SOME FIRST IMPRESSIONS

?. E. Graham, MP

Everyone I meet tells me that this is an unusual Parlia-
ment. I wouldn't Know. It's my first, All I can s&y is
that it is the most interesting Parliament of which I have
been & Member. Having been elected the Member on March
1st, the next thing to walt Tfoxr was to f£ind out whether I
would be on the Government or the Opposition benches.
perhaps one of the mest interesting aspects of now Labour
same to Government in 1974 will be seeén +o be how Harold
Wilson and the Shadow Gabinet conducted itself over that
first crucial weekend, . :

Whilst Ted Heath and Jeremy Thorpe were thrashing about to
find a workahle formula for the Conservatives to continue

to yule, Labour leaders maintained the maximum of

silence -~ and were rewapded with high office, There must

be o moral somewnere. ’

1 came to Westminster, no stranger to the place. ATter
all, I had been the Secretary Lo the Co-operative Parlia-
mentary Group for seven years and in that capacity had
trod the well-worn corridors. Nok - even yet - all thres

"miles of them or remotely have I entered more than &

fraction of the 1100 rooms whien are in the place, But T
was familiar with ihe broad setting. How, noW, after Wwo
months as a Member of papliament, Qoes the place strike
ne from the inside instead of on the fringe?

It is by any yardstick a plzce of contrasts. One moment,
sueh as listening o the Chancellor present his Budget,
+he Debating Chamber is a sea of fazess, every one of them
appearing to e piveted to the crancellor &% he capefully
saldlers on dhrough more than 2% nours of carefully
prepared and cogently argusd spononle analysis and
wronouncementb. These occasions, When the House is packed,
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are rare. When & great debate opens - such as on the
gueen's Speech or the Budget, or when it closes on & major
debate, when the Front Bench spokesmen respond to the
excited atmosphere, goaded on by their excited and
exuberant supporters, At other times a place almost of
ridiculous pretension, Like when debates on education or
on the Sharp Report dealing with the disabled - topics
vital arn’ ¢entral to the future of so many millions of
people. And yet there will rarely be more than a handful
of Members on both sides of the Chamber, .

And whereas before entry intc the House I would get.
exceedingly angry &t what I felt that this conveyed - 2
secant disregard for the importance of the subject -~ I now
undeprstanéd how this place tries to work. o

A lack of attendance in the Chamber is no indication of &
jack of interest in the topic., It may well be an indica-
tion of the power of the gpeaker as an attraction. But
whilst the Chamber moy be sparsely attended, very often
there are literally dozens of other occasions throughout
the Palace of Vestminster where lembers are meeting thelr
constituents, gathering in thejr subject groups, or gquite
sinply resding the mass of documentation, the better to
understand what is happening. It must look sirange, as a
member of the public, very often struggling to gain =
seat, to look down on the empty green benches, DBut the
place still woriks,

T have discovered that it is all too easy to waste a lot
of time. One needs to begin the working day with 2 fairly
detailed idea of how it is to be spent. Correspondence io
be cleared. Special meetings to attend. For instance,
mestings of the Parliamentary Labour Party, which provide
an opportunity for every back bench Member to guestion and
challenge lembers of the Government, Perhaps neetings of
Standing Committees to attend, These are the Committees
which will examine the legislation in detail, amending and
seeking to improve the Bill at its Second and subseguent
Readings. I have been 2 MNember on the Independent Broad-
easting Bill. I now serve on the Prices Bill. This
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2843 to be an invigorating exercise because the whole
philosoohy behind the Bill is a challenge to the Conser-
vanive aaa;osophv and is central Lo the sconomic and
gogtal policies of a Labour Government.

O & number of occaaions in the past, I have been part of
a lobby. With cothers I have sent in green cards ashing
for my Member of Parliiament to come out and face the
music. I was recently on the receiving end. Teachers in
Edmonton schools joined with other London colleagues and
marched on the House of bowmono, demanding that the London
Welghting Allowance be given forthwith - or else. I had
to meet more than one hundred of them and explain bhat it
was likely to ve "or else, I% proved to he s worthwhile
end satisiying sxperlence. Being sble to say that I
sympathised with and would support their cause must have
helped. Next week I will e meeting my Tirst party off
school children and conducting them round the House, 7Thus
the famillar or accepted pattern of how 2 Hember of
Parliamsnt 1s seen by the pub iz is beginning to take
shape, : .

Being =a Membe? of Par,iaﬁcau is more than attending
Westm;nster9 listening and making speseches, Some pesple
say 1t 1s difficult to get into debates, but whether by
good duck or judgement, within the first two months ol
lMembership [ have been able to make four speeches, inclu-
ding, of course, my own Maiden Speech, "Get 1t over
quickly®., YwWaili until there is a subject in which vou can
show your specizalised kncwledge YPait until the mocd
takes you, spesk extempore, and 1t will be nost effec-
tive'. I decided to prepare, as farefully as I could, %o
get in as quickly as I could; on a subject aboui wh101 I
felt I cébuld claim scme knowledge. Thus in the fipst week
that the House met, in order to debate the Queen’s Speech,
L made my Maiden, When I had sat down afier thirieen
minutes of world-shattering end historie prose, I wondered
why I had made so such fuss It was almost painiess -
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Representing a constituency near Westminster (Bémonton is
abount 10/12 miles away), it is highly convenient o be
involved in constituency affairs, Visits to clubs and
groups to meet &nd discover have, if not exactly poured
in, then at least come in a steady trickle., They are an
exceedingly good means of meeting the constituents. -A
regular 7 .rinightly surgery when there has been not less
than tweaty constituents with problems provides the other
side of the picture. If every octher Member of Parliament
has precisely the same experlience as 1 have, then there
are very miany unhappy and desperate people with problems
which appear io be unsurmountable, Their faith in -the.
ability of their hember of Parliament to solve their
problems after they have been rebuffed in a pumber of
places, 1is touchxug, ‘and at times alarming. At the same
time it is also inspiring and one tackles these human .
problems with humility and urgency.

I have asked my first Parlizmentary Juestions., Wothing .
world-shattering., When will the local road cbntroversy be
adjudicated on by the dMinister? Can the cut-back in
educational expenditure announced by the previous Govern-
ment be restored? How has my Berough complied with the
provisions of the Chronically Sick and Disabled Act?
guestions are an excesdingly good and quick way of
receiving answers. fThey alsc demonstrate publicly that
one ls trying to de & job of work.

I have found that the Administraticn and the Civil Service
is first-class when it comes to assisting a Member of
Parliament to do his job of work. Prompi, courteous and
efficient have been the responses to my calls upon the
time, information and expertise of Civil Servants at
Ministries and in the Palace, It may not always be so,
but this is how it has struck me in my first two months,

Parliament is a2 place with enormous possibilities for a
new Member., The opportunities are very largely self-made,
Given that the Nember wishes to represent the views of his
constituents, help to shape the poliey of his Party and
effectively contrivuie to the Government of the country,
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I can already see that there are endless ways in whieh
these objectives can be pursued. Not every Member will
lock upon the House of Commons as the primary place at
which they work. I do, ¥ am, in the hackneyed phrase, a
full-time Nember of Parlisment and as such T would imagine
that I will be spending, whilst the House is sitting, not
less than twelve hours every working day in the place,
Thét being the case, a lifetime's experience in the
Co-operative and Labour Movement will not allow me to
waste many hours. Tssues will emnerge or be discerned and

. thereafter will be pursued, The need to maintain close

and effective links with the Co-cperative Movement, the
better to represent the Co-operative point of view, wiil
always be part of my commitment, But over all, there is
the feeling that one can take part in an institution with
historic and dynamic potential, One almost smells the
fact that Westminster is the place where things can happen
if one wants them to. After two months in the place, I
have already decided that I intend to Jjoin in this process
of helping to maite things happen, . :
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