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Firstly, I would like to wish you all a Happy New Year. In 2014, I will 

continue to call upon this Lib Dem/Tory Government to take  

immediate action to help hard-pressed families across Durham who 

are struggling to cope with the rising cost of living.  

 

With the European Elections taking place in May 2014 and the  

General Election less than 18 months away, your ongoing support and 

hard work is more important than ever if we are to rid the North East 

of the Liberal Democrats and the Tories. 
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On Friday 6th December 2013, I visited Royal Mail’s Durham delivery 

office to pass on Christmas wishes and encouragement to the postal 

workers at their busiest time of year. I was shown around the office by 

local Delivery Office Deputy Manager, David Findlay, and spoke with  

members of his team. 

 

It was great to meet the  

dedicated, hard-working Royal 

Mail postmen and women at 

Durham’s delivery office and 

to see first-hand just how 

much effort they put into  

delivering for people at this 

time of year. Postal workers 

provide an incredibly  

important service for the 

community all throughout the 

year, but even more so in  

December. 

Roberta delivers encouragement to Royal Mail staff 

Advice Surgery Sessions 

Over the last year I have noticed a large increase in the number of  

constituents who have been attending the surgery sessions. I am 

deeply concerned that the Government’s cost of living crisis, which 

has seen prices rise faster wages and energy bills soar, will mean that 

more and more people in our area will struggle to make ends meet. 

 

In January 2014 Labour  

demanded action from the  

Government to restore the value 

of the National Minimum Wage 

and to encourage employers who 

can afford to do so to pay the  

living wage. Since 2010 the value 

of the minimum wage has fallen 

by almost 5% and this is having a 

real impact on people across the  

region. 
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Saturday 7th December 2013 was Small Business Saturday, a grass-

roots campaign that encourages people to shop locally and support 

small businesses in the local community. 

 

I celebrated the contribution of small businesses in Durham by visiting 

the Flat White Cafe, an independent coffee shop in the heart of  

Durham city centre. Flat White is one example of the many small and  

independent businesses in Durham making a valuable contribution to 

the local economy. Flat White also supports the region by sourcing  

coffee roasted locally in Ouseburn Valley, Newcastle. 

 

In the current climate 

Labour believes it is 

vital that the  

Government provides 

more support to small 

businesses and that 

is why we have 

pledged to cut and 

then freeze business 

rates, in addition to 

freezing energy prices 

until  2017. 

 

 

On Friday 31st January 2014 I met with Sue Jacques, Chief Executive 

of the County Durham and Darlington NHS Foundation Trust, and  

Christopher Gray,  Executive Medical Director of the Trust, to discuss 

their evolving plans for delivering high quality care for our area whilst 

also addressing the challenges that an ageing population will have up-

on services. The meeting was very informative and I will continue to 

meet with representatives from the Trust in the coming months as they 

look to implement their plans. 

 

MP meets with Chief Executive of NHS Foundation Trust 

Roberta shows her support for small businesses 

Roberta welcomes Small Business Saturday with the owners of Flat White 
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MP welcomes funding  for restoration of park 

 

 

Roberta receives petition from Durham students 

At my last surgery session I met 

with students from Durham  

University to hear their concerns 

about the Government’s decision 

to sell-off the student loan book 

to the private sector. There is 

considerable concern about the 

impact this may have on the  

financial burden placed on  

graduates. 

 

The students presented me with 

a 300-name petition which I will  

present to Parliament shortly. 

I am delighted that £2.45 million of funding has been awarded for the 

restoration of Wharton Park from the Big Lottery Fund and the  

Heritage Lottery Fund. The project will include a new heritage centre, a 

café, new play areas, outdoor fitness equipment and much needed 

maintenance to some of the existing facilities. This is great news for 

the City and will bring new jobs and apprenticeship opportunities, as 

well as horticultural training for twenty young people from  

Framwellgate School for the next five years. 
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MP and Police and Crime Commissioner join students  

in a criminology lesson 

 

 1st meeting of the City’s Neighbourhood Planning Forum 

On Thursday 30th January 2014, the Durham City Neighbourhood 

Planning Forum held their first public meeting at the Town Hall. The 

meeting was well attended by residents and local businesses, and it 

was great to see many Labour Party members there. The Forum heard 

from Council officers who outlined what support they could offer the 

group in creating their 

Neighbourhood Plan.  

 

The Forum will enable 

local people to have a 

greater say in  

developments in and 

around the city and I look 

forward to working with 

them in the future. 

 

County Durham’s Police and Crime 

Commissioner, Ron Hogg, and I 

joined in with a criminology lesson 

at Durham Sixth Form Centre this 

month. 

 

The students asked Ron and I 

some very tough questions and I 

was pleased to see how engaged 

they were with a wide range of  

political issues. Given the fact that 

youth unemployment remains at a 

staggeringly high level, it was not 

surprising that this was an issue 

raised by a number of students. 

Many students also expressed their 

worries about the cost of  

going to university. 
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Roberta meet with PCS Union to discuss Land Registry 

 

 

Durham City Rugby Club gains official accreditation 
 

I was pleased to join Durham City Rugby Club on Sunday 15th  

December 2013 to celebrate the club receiving full accreditation from 

the Rugby Football Union (RFU). 

 

It was an absolute pleasure to present the award and I have seen first 

hand the huge amount of effort and hard work by the excellent  

volunteers who support the club that has gone into securing this  

important accreditation. Many young people play rugby at the club and 

make use of the excellent facilities, and I was glad to be part of the 

ceremony.  

 

 

 

 

On Friday 31st January 2014, I met with local representatives from the  

Public and Commercial Services Union following the Government  

proposals in a recently launched consultation about the introduction 

of a land registry service delivery company. The consultation proposes 

that most of the land registry could be transferred out of the civil  

service either to the private sector or as a Government owned  

company. 

 

Many constituents have contacted me expressing their concerns about 

these proposals, and the potential impact this could have upon local 

jobs. I have contacted the Minister to request a meeting about the 

consultation and will continue to work with PCS on this matter. 
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On Monday 16th December 2013, I was in Stevenage with Ed Miliband 

as he launched Labour’s Housing Commission as we set out our plans 

to resolve the biggest housing crisis in a generation. The Commission 

is being chaired by Sir Michael Lyons and is in the process of setting 

out a detailed road map for delivering Labour’s housing ambitions so 

that we are ready to hit the ground running on entering office. 

 

The Government is failing to build the houses we need across the 

country. A One Nation Labour Government has plans to increase the 

supply of new homes in England above 200,000 a year by the end of 

the next Parliament to make home ownership a reality for working  

people and to help bring down soaring rents. 

Labour launch Housing Commission Review  

National and Policy Issues 

MP questions the progress of infrastructure projects 

At Treasury Questions, I expressed my concern about the lack of  

progress the Government has made on implementing the National  

Infrastructure Plan. The progress of infrastructure schemes under this 

Government has been slow, if not minimal.  

 

The Government’s record 

on infrastructure has been 

one of complete failure.  

Infrastructure investment 

has fallen by 7.4% since 

2010, and I called on  

Ministers to rectify this 

problem and to get these  

projects delivered.  
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On Wednesday 8th January 2014, I spoke in an important debate 

about Fixed Odds Betting Terminals (FOBTs). These machines can be 

found in casinos and bookmakers and the current maximum stakes is 

£100, meaning that £100 can be bet every 20 seconds. 

 

Many local communities 

and local authorities have 

raised concerns that  

betting shops are  

clustering in areas with 

high levels of deprivation. 

To deal with these issues, 

Labour would empower 

 local authorities to take 

action in response to local  

concerns about betting 

shops and FOBTs.  
 

Roberta speaks about the clustering  

of Fixed Odds Betting Terminals 

On Monday 20th January 2014, I joined my colleagues in the Shadow  

Communities and Local Government team on the frontbench and 

questioned Nick Boles, the Planning Minister, on why the Government 

is taking away powers from local councils and communities and  

making it harder for local 

people to shape their 

high streets.  

 

I took this opportunity to 

once again call into doubt 

the Government’s  

localism agenda and their 

pledge to instil localism in 

the planning system. 

MP calls Government’s localism agenda into question 
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The Lobbying Bill, otherwise known as the ‘Gagging Bill’, returned to 

Parliament last week for MPs to consider the much-needed  

amendments introduced by the House of Lords.  

 

This is an issue that I know many of you feel strongly about, as  

hundreds of people have been in touch to ask me to vote in favour of 

the amendments, which I did. Unfortunately, the Government didn’t 

take the same view. Only this Lib Dem/Tory Government could present 

a Lobbying Bill which doesn’t stop commercial lobbyists influencing 

government policies, but could stop the campaigning efforts of  

charities and campaigners. 

On Wednesday 22nd January 2014, I presented a 1,400-name  

petition to the Leader of the Labour Party Ed Miliband MP on behalf of 

the Durham Keep Our NHS Public campaign. The Durham Keep Our 

NHS Public petition welcomes Labour’s pledge to repeal the  

Coalition’s Health and Social Care Act and calls on Mr Miliband to 

make “restoring the NHS” the central issue of the next General  

Election. I, along with Ed and all my Labour colleagues, will continue to 

fight for the NHS, both in Parliament and locally. 

Lobbying Bill 

NHS Petition 
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In January 2014 I met with a delegation of Tanzanian Women MPs 

through my work with the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association. I 

led a session which focused on helping women to be elected. We 

shared our experiences of 

selection and election  

campaigns, including the 

challenges we faced and 

how these were overcome. 

During the session, we  

outlined some key skills 

that candidates need to  

develop and also  

indentified ways that  

current MPs could support 

new candidates through 

the process. 

MP speaks in important debate on Payday Loans 

Roberta meets with Tanzanian Women MPs 

On Monday 20th January 2014 I took the opportunity to speak in an 

important and very well-attended debate on pay day loan companies 

in the House of Commons. Many of those who spoke agreed that there 

is an urgent need to improve the regulation of this industry.  

 

I spoke about the devastating impact pay day loans can have on the 

lives of many people in my constituency, and particularly those who 

are vulnerable and already struggling with their finances. I also raised 

my concerns about the  

proliferation of payday loan 

companies on our high streets. 

 

Action the Government has tak-

en to deregulate use classes 

and permitted development 

rights that means that it is 

much easier for payday loan 

companies to set up on our 

high streets without having to 

gain planning permission. 
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In Margate I met with Thanet Council Leader Clive Hart and Labour’s 

parliamentary candidate for 2015 Will Scobie to discuss the  

regeneration work that has taken place in the town in the last decade 

and to look at how other towns throughout the country can learn from 

Margate’s success. In Letchworth I met with local councillors to  

discuss garden cities and to see the innovative ways they are  

addressing planning issues locally. 

 

 

 

 

Looking at the regeneration work in Margate with  

councillors and Labour’s prospective candidate for 2015 

As usual, I had a lot of meetings in December and January with  

organisations and stakeholders to discuss a broad range of issues 

that come under my portfolio as a Shadow Minister for Communities 

and Local Government. 

Recently I have spoken in a number of Parliamentary debates where I 

have been challenging the Government’s planning policies and  

questioning the Planning Minister on why he is taking away powers 

from local councils and communities and making it harder for people 

to shape their local areas. 

I have also been outlining what actions a Labour Government would 

take to improve the planning system to give local communities more 

powers to improve their high streets and town centres. As part of this, 

Labour will enable local authorities to address local concerns about 

certain types of shops, including betting shops and payday loan shops. 

 Update on planning policy development 

Visits to Margate and Letchworth 

Discussing Garden Cities in Letchworth 


