
UNITE branch response to IPSA 

1. The UNITE Parliamentary staff branch represents over 400 members of MPs’ staff from 

all political parties, both based in the constituencies and the Houses of Parliament. We 

celebrated our quarter century anniversary last year and have campaigned over that 

time to make Parliament a more professional, modern place of employment. We are 

very pleased, therefore, at the opportunity to respond to reforms to the structures of how 

Parliament operates, and in particular the “standards” of employment behaviour. 

2. We made a full submission to the Kelly commission, which I attach for your interest, as 

the points that we made there are still relevant. We would urge you to look into the other 

matters that we raised, as we believe that they are relevant to the modernisation of 

Parliament, and especially to the public expectations that Parliament should set an 

example in employment practises. 

3. We feel that this is a very significant opportunity to professionalise the whole 

Parliamentary system, and in particular the employment of MPs’ staff, which has been 

unfairly and arbitrarily administered for too long. This chance must not be wasted simply 

to impose a media-friendly populist agenda. 

4. While we disagree with some of the recommendations that you have made, I would like 

to stress that we welcome many other points, including your recognition of the 

importance of MPs having significant professional support, which we hope will help to 

restore Parliament’s public reputation. We are particularly pleased at your statement on 

the position of interns, which we believe is central to regularising the employment 

situation. This is another area that demonstrates the need for Parliamentary authorities 

to consult properly with the trade union, as we have campaigned on this for years, 

asking for properly enforced rules. 

 

5. Q1-13. We do not intend to comment in detail on your proposals for the new expenses 

regime. We were as shocked as the public at details of misuse of the previous system, 

and support steps to increase public confidence. However, we very much welcome your 

statement in 4.3 that staff funds should be dealt with entirely separately from other 

expenses; it has angered and frustrated us for years that the media have repeatedly 

wrapped up our salaries with the wider expenses and falsely claimed that MPs’ 

expenses packages were £200,000 a year – we have felt that this has helped to 

delegitimise us in the eyes of the public, and are pleased that your proposed steps 

should end this. 



6. Q14. Employment of family members. It is the position of our branch that we oppose 

a ban on employment of MPs’ family members because of isolated examples of abuse 

of the system. In our experience we know that many family members work long hours of 

unpaid overtime and offer excellent support to their MP because they are so close. We 

believe that a blanket ban would mean worse value for the taxpayer. 

7. Our principle is that so long as someone is qualified and is actually doing the work, a 

person should not be prevented from being employed just because they are related to 

the MP – likewise, if someone is not qualified or is not doing the work, they should not 

have that job even if they are not related – if for example they are an old friend. We also 

believe that a blanket ban would leave many anomalies, for example in identifying non-

married partners, would have unfortunate consequences, for example if an MP decided 

to marry a long time employee, and would very probably be illegal under the 1975 Sex 

Discrimination Act.  A number of members have approached us on this issue and 

expressed the desire to take forward grievances under this legislation, should this 

recommendation be implemented. 

8. We were pleased, therefore, to see that you have been more flexible in your 

recommendations than the Kelly report. We have set out why we would oppose your 

Option A, and we believe that Option C would be discouraging to staff as it would 

obviously set up a two-tier staff system. We would be content with Option B, which 

suggests to us the professionalisation of recruitment process for which we have argued 

for years. 

9. We object to the proposed extension of the ban to cover family members who work for 

other MPs and certainly believe that it is discriminatory to prohibit for example children 

of MPs who have grown up in a political household from being able to apply for a job 

with an MP. If recruitment structures are made open and professional enough, no 

abuses should be able to take place in any case. 

10. We also oppose banning existing family staff from being employed, even after five 

years. If they are doing their jobs properly, we see no justifiable reason for them to be 

fired in this way.  We also note the example of the Welsh Assembly where existing 

family staff members have been allowed to stay on until their Member leaves. 

11. Q15-17. We do not have strong opinions on these matters as a union, but are pleased 

that you have recognised the distinction between the resettlement grant and the winding 

up allowance. We are pleased that you have acknowledged the importance of ensuring 

that any reform of this does not simply cut staff redundancy payments, and we would be 



pleased to discuss with you any new redundancy regime for staff that would make it 

less arbitrary and more professional similar to the arrangements for staff of the House, 

which at present are far removed from those for staff of MPs. Of course should MPs’ 

staff become employed centrally by the House at any stage, we would expect all 

employment conditions – including redundancy arrangements – to be modelled more 

closely with those already provided to staff of the House. 

12. Q18. Interns. We are delighted at your recognition in 8.10 that “interns are employees, 

and relevant employment legislation will apply” as we have argued for some years. We 

know that the increasing numbers of interns have been laxly monitored by House 

authorities and that many have been exploited by their employers. We hope that you will 

have recognised the Reading judgement in December against London Dreams Motion 

Pictures, where the Employment Tribunal ruled that workers engaged on an expenses-

only basis are entitled to payment at least in line with the national minimum wage, in 

addition to payment for the holiday they accrue even where they respond to 

advertisements offering work on an expenses-only basis. We are sure that you will 

agree that these steps are crucial to encouraging greater access to jobs in Parliament 

for people from backgrounds who would not be able to afford lengthy periods with out 

pay, possibly relying on family savings. Giving such opportunities to people who may 

otherwise not get jobs in politics must help towards creating a more diverse Parliament.  

13. This being the case, we would appreciate it if you could set out how your proposals are 

to be enforced. Of course we recognise the sensitivity of this complex area and would 

not want to prevent the continuing practise of ‘academic interns’ who work in Parliament 

for a period as a part of their degrees. As a minimum benchmark for treatment of 

interns, I enclose a copy of our intern recommendations document, which sets out our 

suggestions in greater detail. 

14. Q19. There are a number of other areas that we believe you should consider, especially 

in the field of ensuring that employment standards meet the public’s expectations that 

MPs and the House should be model employers.  

15. Employment standards & contracts. You make clear in 8.11 that you can make 

payments to MPs conditional on various requirements. We are glad that you recognise, 

therefore, your interest in employment standards beyond simply the financial standards 

of how MPs use their money. We would hope that you would recommend, however, that 

if such standards are not met, funds should be withheld from MPs’ pay rather than their 

staff’s – at present if an MP has not provided their staff member with a contract after six 

months that staff member’s pay is stopped rather than the MP’s. This is clearly no 



disincentive to the MP, and we know from responses in the House to Parliamentary 

Questions that up to 10% of staff are still without contracts. 

16. Staff budget details. Although in 8.4 you set out that MPs should not receive a flat rate 

allowance for staff, you do not set out precisely the format that any staff budget should 

take in terms of who would set the size of the budget or the pay scales within it, nor do 

you indicate whether you intend to limit the number of staff that can be employed. We 

would appreciate more detail on these matters. 

17. Human Resources & Grievance. As you will see in the submission that we made to 

the Kelly review, we believe that it is essential that the House develops a proper Human 

Resources Department. We believe that one of the factors that enabled the expenses 

scandal is that the Fees Office has always acted explicitly on behalf of the MPs; they 

have never pretended to operate either impartially or on behalf of staff. As there is no 

grievance procedure beyond taking matters up with the MP and consequently no 

recourse for appeal, which explicitly breaches employment legislation, the need for such 

a department is obvious. We note that you refer to this in 8.9 but feel that it is important 

to take firmer measures. 

18. MP training. We are pleased that you note in 8.16 the need for MPs to receive proper 

training in recruitment, but continue to believe that it is also important that they are 

trained as employers: many MPs are elected for the first time with no experience as 

employers at all with inevitable results that we would want to avoid. 

19. Collectively employed staff. We are pleased that you have noted in 8.7 the 

importance of allowing the continuance of MPs pooling resources to collectively employ 

staff, and that this should not be affected by any reforms.  

20. Employer of Staff. We note your reluctance to engage with the question of who is the 

employer of staff in 8.6. As you will know, this is contentious and is the only stated 

reason why the House will not recognise our union for the purposes of collective 

bargaining. We believe that the House is the collective employer because it sets 

standard contracts and pay scales, etc, and as you note, MPs have voted for the House 

to take direct employment of us. As you will understand, staff want certainty on this 

important matter, and it is in the interests of all concerned that there are clear lines of 

responsibility. 

21. In particular, we note that in 8.9 you recommend the House authorities produce 

guidance on employment standards and practice. We feel that this needs to be fleshed 

out far more, and anticipate that you will have a role in this, as you have been formed in 



order to monitor and the standards met by MPs and only to open the purse strings if 

they are met. If you are to have a role in determining this guidance, we would like you to 

make this clear at an early stage to avoid uncertainty. 

22. Payments on leaving Parliament. We welcome the statement in 11.12 regarding your 

concern that the effect of the CSPL’s recommendation would result in the reduction in 

the amount of redundancy pay received by MP’s staff. We also note that you favour 

minimum levels of redundancy pay to be agreed as part of any binding guidance issued 

to MPs as employers, informed by guidelines issued by ACAS. We would also 

recommend standardised redundancy procedures which reduce the amount of 

uncertainty surrounding the redundancy arrangements of members’ staff. 

23. We remain concerned that an inadvertent consequence of paying redundancy costs out 

of a central budget would remove any element of discretion from the MP in deciding 

redundancy pay to staff and as a result reduce the amount received by MPs’ staff. If 

redundancy pay is to be agreed as part of binding guidance we would like to know how 

you intend to decide the levels of pay for length of service and whether you intend to 

consult further on this issue. As I’m sure you recognise, staff of MPs face unusual 

circumstances and uncertainty as a result of the electoral cycle – identical to that of 

MPs – and as IPSA is considering the payments made to MPs upon leaving Parliament 

it would only appear right to consider the same for MPs’ staff. We would strongly 

oppose binding guidance that ensured that the maximum redundancy payment MPs’ 

staff could receive was equivalent to the legal statutory minimum. 

 

24. In addition to these, there are several recommendations that you make to which we 

have serious opposition, and in setting them out I hope that you will reconsider them. 

25. Employment of temp staff. In 8.23 you state that following an election you would 

recommend that MPs employ temporary staff from agencies in order to get their offices 

up and running as quickly as possible. We believe that this would be both unhelpful and 

impractical. New MPs need the most experienced staff that they can get, with the 

institutional knowledge to help them through the extreme challenges that establishing 

themselves in office will present. After an election, the likelihood is that there will be 

numerous experienced staff who are made redundant; MPs would thus be best served 

by utilising their expertise rather than a temp who may have no knowledge of how 

Parliament works or what constituents expect.  



26. We recognise that your recommendation is based on trying to hire staff swiftly without 

undermining a proper, open recruitment process, but we believe that this would be at 

the expense of experience – and we also believe that the security checks that staff must 

undergo would prevent this from being as swift as you might think. Also of concern 

would be the costs associated with contracting a range of temp agencies countrywide 

and the added expense of paying agency commissions on top of wages, to which the 

public would undoubtedly object. 

27. Instead of this we would recommend that MPs should be given the freedom to appoint 

staff immediately without an open process for a very short duration of less than a year 

after which an open process would have to take place (although anyone appointed for 

this short time should be free to apply for the longer period). This would enable MPs to 

be staffed very swiftly by experienced people while ensuring that a proper recruitment 

process would take place. 

28. Employer contributions to staff pensions. It is unclear why the recommendation in 

12.7 has been made that the existing arrangement of employer contributions to the staff 

Portcullis Pension Plan (PPP) coming from central House resources should be changed 

to coming out of individual MP’s staffing budgets. This is of serious concern to the union 

and to individual members, who view this recommendation as a retrograde step, and we 

would strongly resist this. 

29. Without any indication in your document that staff budgets should be increased 

accordingly, this amounts to a 10% cut in staff budgets across the board. We are very 

surprised that you would make such a suggestion, without any consultation or flagging 

up, in your document’s final chapter that does not otherwise relate to staff. Nor is this 

one of the areas that you pose as a question as a part of your consultation – it is simply 

stated as a decided recommendation. We find this very disappointing and would like to 

know where this suggestion came from, as it was not covered by Kelly or, as far as we 

aware, in any other public statement on the establishment of IPSA. Furthermore, we are 

surprised that you do not give any reason or evidence for such a proposal, and would 

like to know why you have made it. 

30. Our opposition stems not only from the negative impact that such a cut would have on 

both staff and the services that constituents expect, but also from the resultant 

diminution of pension services. It was only following campaigning from this trade union 

that PPP was created as a plan for MPs’ staff. Prior to that pension access was 

haphazard and very dependent on the individual employing MP. We fear that any shift 

in employer contribution would mean that many staff would no longer benefit, as it 



would be a lottery depending on how clearly and urgently their MP would raise the 

matter. You should not forget that many staff work for MPs as their first job and have no 

experience of pensions – the centralised provision at present means that they are 

guaranteed access to their pension rather than relying on some MPs who may not raise 

this if they are trying to make a reduced staff budget stretch further. 

31. We strongly oppose such a recommendation and urge that the House retain its position 

making the employer contributions. 

32. Termination clause. In 8.25 you recommend that staff should have a clause in their 

contracts “permitting termination … upon reasonable notice” because MPs can have no 

reasonable expectation of employment beyond the next general election. Leaving aside 

the fact that MPs in safe seats generally do have reasonable expectations of continued 

employment, this seems to us to be unnecessary and unfair to staff, who already accept 

that they work to the electoral timetable. As we already have a notice period in our 

contracts, there seems to be no reason to add such a clause to contracts that already 

offer low redundancy packages, and we suspect that this may not prove to be legal. 

33. Transferral of funds. Your suggestion in 12.24 that funds should be ring-fenced and 

capped, and prevented from being vired into other budgets would damage many staff. 

Although we recognise the case that you make in favour of public accountability, the 

reality is that MPs all run their offices in different ways, particularly as they represent 

very different constituencies that may throw up huge disparities in for example, volume 

of casework. Currently many MPs in these circumstances will vire extra funds into their 

staffing budgets to employ more caseworkers. Prohibiting this will mean staff 

redundancies and will harm the work done for constituents.  


