
THIS WEEK IN PARLIAMENT 06 - 10 November 2017 

Welcome to my This Week in Parliament, my weekly newsletter on events and 
developments in Parliament. Your feedback is always welcome! 
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Monday 

The week in  Parliament began with a busy Monday.  Questions to the Secretary of State for Educa-
tion. These ranged from queries about standards, to childcare and spending.  

Paradise Papers 

The publication of the so called Paradise Papers over the weekend led to the Shadow Chancellor 
submitting an urgent question. This asked the government what they intended on doing in order to 
fix the holes in our tax system which had been so clearly brought to light by these revelations. 

John McDonnell (Hayes and Harlington) (Lab): (Urgent Question): To 
ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer if he will make a statement on the 
Government’s actions to curb aggressive tax avoidance schemes in the 
light of the Paradise papers revelations. 
 
The Financial Secretary to the Treasury (Mel Stride): The Government 
believe in a fair tax system where everyone plays by the rules. It is this 
Government who have taken decisive action to tackle tax avoidance and 
evasion and to improve the standards of international tax transparency. 
The UK has secured an additional £160 billion in compliance revenue 
since 2010—far more than was achieved under the last Labour Govern-
ment. Under this Government, the UK now has one of the lowest tax 
gaps in the world. We have provided Her Majesty’s Revenue and Cus-
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In contrast to last week, it has been a relatively short and sharp week in Parliament. There 
were only two sitting days this week, Monday and Tuesday. These days saw an intense flurry 
of activity before a short recess in which Members returned to their Constituencies in order 
to focus on local matters. However, with the coming to light of the Paradise Papers over the 
weekend, and the fact that the Government does not seem to be able to escape controversy 
at the moment, all meant that the two day sitting was very intense. 
This short week has seen the Government come under further strain and pressure. the 
looming prospect of another Cabinet reshuffle is further undermining the Prime Minister 
and weakening still the precarious position she found herself in after the General Election  
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toms with tough new powers. In 2015, HMRC received £800 million in additional funding to go on tackling tax avoid-
ance and evasion. 

Let me turn to recent events. Yesterday evening, several international news 

organisations, led by the International Consortium of Investigative Journal-

ists, reported on an information leak regarding the financial affairs of a large 

number of individuals. I should remind the House at this stage that Ministers 

do not intervene in the tax affairs of individuals or businesses, as to do so 

would be a breach of taxpayer confidentiality. However, I can inform the 

House that, on 25 October, HMRC requested that the ICIJ, The Guardian and 

the BBC share the leaked data so that this information can be compared with 

the vast amounts of data that HMRC already holds due to the initiatives this 

Government have undertaken. They have yet to respond to this request. 

Nevertheless, since these data were retrieved in 2016, the Government have 

implemented international agreements that have changed the game for 

those seeking to avoid and evade their taxes. HMRC is already benefiting 

from the automatic exchange of financial account information through the common reporting standard—an initia-

tive in which the UK has led the world, with over 100 jurisdictions signed up. The Crown dependencies and overseas 

territories are among those signed up to this initiative, and have been exchanging information with HMRC for over a 

year. The Crown dependencies and overseas territories have also committed to holding central registers of beneficial 

ownership information, which the UK authorities are able to access. 

It is important to note, and I quote the ICIJ’s disclaimer here: 

“There are legitimate uses for offshore companies and trusts” 

and the ICIJ does 

“not intend to suggest or imply that any people, companies or other entities included in the ICIJ Offshore Leaks Da-

tabase have broken the law or otherwise acted improperly.” 

So, notwithstanding the generalised aspersions made by the Opposition, the use of offshore accounts or trusts does 

not automatically mean dishonesty. But this House should be assured that, under this Government, HMRC will con-

tinue to bear down with vigour on any tax avoidance or evasion activity, wherever it may be found. 

The line of questioning from Members then went on to question the rules around the publication of ownership of 

various companies. 

Dame Margaret Hodge (Barking) (Lab): The real problem with all the action that has been taken so far is that it has 
not got to the heart of the issue, which is that we need to have openness and transparency about who owns what 
company and where, and who owns what trust. There is a very simple action that the Government could take with-
out any legislation, and that would immediately slice through a lot of the problems that we have seen in the Para-
dise papers, the Panama papers, the Falciani leaks and the Luxembourg leaks. Why will the Government not insist 
now that our overseas territories—our tax havens—have public registers of beneficial ownership? 
 
Mel Stride: As the right hon. Lady knows, there are many good reasons why, for perfectly honest and decent pur-
poses, individuals use trusts. She also knows that we have made a great deal of progress on the common reporting 
standard across 100 different countries, including those to which she alludes. We are also bringing forward the reg-
isters of beneficial ownership across those jurisdictions so that HMRC has the information that it requires. 
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Grenfell statement 

Following this, the Government then made a statement on the progress of the Grenfell Recovery Taskforce. Before 
moving on to a Backbench Business debate on the possibility of UK member ship of the European Economic Area 
(EEA). 

EEA membership 

The main focus of this debate was over whether the UK would have to trigger article 127 of the EEA agreement in 
order to leave the EEA and if the Government will allow a debate and abide by its result on this issue.  

The debate began by focusing on the practicalities of trading arrangements. 

 

Stephen Kinnock (Aberavon) (Lab): I beg to move, That this House believes that for the UK to withdraw from the 
European Economic Area (EEA) it will have to trigger Article 127 of the EEA Agreement; calls on the Government to 
provide time for a debate and decision on a substantive motion on the UK’s continued membership of the EEA; and 
further calls on the Government to undertake to abide by the outcome of that decision. 

I thank the Backbench Business Committee for granting today’s debate, and I thank right hon. and hon. Members on 

both sides of the House for supporting the application for it. In particular, 

I thank my hon. Friend the Member for Lewisham East (Heidi Alexander) 

and the right hon. Member for Broxtowe (Anna Soubry) for co-

sponsoring the motion. 

If the referendum result was indeed a vote to take back control, this 

House must surely have its say on that critical issue. I rise to commend 

the motion to the House, because all options both for the transition and 

for the comprehensive trade and partnership deals must be on the table. 

I first want to set the debate in context by outlining what the European 

economic area is and what it is not. I will then explain how EEA member-

ship can square the circle between market access, sovereignty and con-

trol. I will also illustrate how EEA membership offers a sensible and workable transition out of the European Union—

a bridge, rather than the potentially catastrophic cliff edge of exiting on World Trade Organisation terms. 

First, what is the EEA? Simply put, it is an internal market between the EU28 and Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein. 

It was set up in 1993 to allow the participation of non-EU states in the single market. However, the EEA internal 

market excludes single market features such as fisheries and agriculture, and it does not entail membership of the 

customs union. That means that EEA members are able to negotiate trade deals with third countries, either bilater-

ally or through the European Free Trade Association. That is how Iceland became the first European country to strike 

a bilateral trade deal with China in 2011. 

It is through EFTA membership, in conjunction with the EEA, that unfettered trade in goods is achieved. EEA-EFTA 

membership could therefore provide a solid basis on which to sustain frictionless trade between the UK and the Re-

public of Ireland post-Brexit. 

Sir Edward Leigh (Gainsborough) (Con): The hon. Gentleman just talked about a “catastrophic cliff edge”. Clearly, it 
is in the interests of our country that we have a free trade deal, but will he put that in context? Exports in 2016 ac-
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counted for 28% of our GDP and EU exports for 12.6%. Last month, the World Bank published a study showing that 
in the event of no deal and WTO rules, British trade with the EU might fall by 2%. That is 2% of 12.6%, or a quarter 
of 1% of our overall GDP. Therefore, when he talks about a catastrophic cliff edge, let him put it in context. 
 
Stephen Kinnock: I thank the hon. Gentleman for his intervention. May I suggest that he takes a trip to the port of 
Dover? The Brexit Select Committee, of which I have the honour of being a member, visited it recently and we were 
told that an additional two minutes of processing time on the 10,000 heavy goods vehicles that go through the port 
would result in a 13 mile tailback. A WTO Brexit, we were told, would add a lot more than two minutes. We there-
fore have to look at this debate in the context of the institutional capacity of our country to cope with a WTO Brexit, 
which is critical. 
 
Mr Jim Cunningham (Coventry South) (Lab): The west midlands relies a lot on exports to the EU. We have Jaguar 
Land Rover and a lot of other companies. If we do not get it right on this issue, it will affect them pretty badly.  
 
Stephen Kinnock: I agree absolutely with my hon. Friend. On the automotive sector, we know that a WTO -based 
Brexit would add 10% to the cost of every car we export to the EU. What is more, given the complex, integrated sup-
ply chains the automotive industry relies on, there would be tariff and non-tariff barriers on every component that 
crosses the border. The result would indeed be catastrophic. 
 
Debate then moved on to the various legal jurisdictions which membership of these different bodies would require. 

 

Stephen Kinnock: The hon. Gentleman hits the nail on the head. I would add that EU member states are required 
to refer rulings to the ECJ, whereas EEA-EFTA states are not required to refer rulings to the EFTA court. This is a vital 
distinction, because it has significant implications for the functioning of the two markets. The EU single market is 
predicated on the treaty of the European Union, with its commitment to ever closer union. The EEA, however, is gov-
erned by the EEA agreement, article 1 of which states that the aim of the EEA is to: 

“promote a continuous and balanced strengthening of trade and economic relations between the Contracting Par-

ties”. 

The fundamental differences between the founding mission of the EU and the founding mission of the EEA mean 

that for the EU the four freedoms are indivisible, whereas for the EEA they are 

negotiable. This, in turn, means that the EEA membership would allow a post-

Brexit Britain to square the circle between market access and sovereignty when 

it comes to that most thorny of issues, the free movement of labour. 

Michael Tomlinson (Mid Dorset and North Poole) (Con): I always enjoy listen-

ing to the hon. Gentleman’s arguments and I have the pleasure of serving on the 

European Scrutiny Committee with him. Is not one difficulty with his argument 

that, under this model, we would have to follow all the rules—the rules of the 

single market and, as he says, the rules of freedom of movement—without hav-

ing a say or an input into how those rules are made? Is there not a risk that that 

will not fulfil the wish of the British people? 

Stephen Kinnock: I thank the hon. Gentleman for his intervention, but I am afraid he has misinterpreted how the 
EEA functions. The EEA joint committee sits with Commission officials, and officials of the European Parliament and 
the European Council in comitology, which provides the EEA joint committee with the ability to shape EU legislation, 
regulations and directives. I will come on to this later in my speech, but the idea that the EEA means rule-taker ra-
ther than rule-maker is incorrect. 

As an EEA member, the UK could unilaterally suspend the free movement of labour by triggering article 112 of the 

EEA agreement, which allows for an emergency brake on any of the four freedoms on the basis of economic, envi-
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ronmental or societal difficulties. There is legal precedent for this. Upon entering the EEA in 1993, Lichtenstein trig-

gered articles 112 and 113 of the EEA agreement, thus suspending the free movement of labour and ultimately 

agreeing a protocol that enabled the introduction of a quota-based immigration system. 

The manner and form of economic or societal difficulties facing the UK would of 

course be different, but the fact is that the legal precedent has been set so there 

is no reason why the UK should not be allowed to follow suit. Having pulled that 

emergency brake, we would then, as per article 113, enter into deliberations 

with other contracting parties through the EEA joint committee to negotiate a 

lasting solution. In the case of Lichtenstein, this took the form of industry-by-

industry quotas. 

Mr David Jones (Clwyd West) (Con): Is the hon. Gentleman really comparing 
Lichtenstein, a small mountain state in central Europe, which, frankly, could get 
full up rather quickly, with the United Kingdom, which is a much larger state 
and in which there is already a significant problem of migration? 
 
Stephen Kinnock: It is patently ridiculous to make that sort of comparison. 
This is not about comparisons, but legal precedent. I would also argue that the United Kingdom has significantly 
more political and diplomatic clout than such a state, so the logic of the right hon. Gentleman’s argument does not 
follow... 
 
James Cartlidge (South Suffolk) (Con): The hon. Gentleman is making a very strong case—I was basically going to 
say the same thing—but if we are to draw a comparison with Liechtenstein, surely it is this: if such a tiny country 
could achieve what it did, we must have a realistic chance of doing the same. 
 
Stephen Kinnock: The hon. Gentleman has hit the nail on the head, and I have nothing to add; he is absolutely right. 

Liechtenstein is not the only legal precedent. Article 112 safeguard measures were also invoked in 1992 by no fewer 

than four of the then seven EFTA members—Austria, Iceland, Switzerland and Liechtenstein—which all cited the 

need to protect real estate, capital and labour markets. To recap: the four freedoms operate in an instrumental, as 

opposed to a fundamental, manner within the EEA, meaning that EEA membership offers a unique opportunity to 

combine market access, frictionless trade and reformed free movement of labour. 

Tuesday 

Tuesday’s questions for the Secretary of State for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy were followed by a series 
of rapid fire urgent questions on several different issues, ranging from UK’s withdrawal from the EU to the conflict 
in the Yemen. However the main interest from Members for the day fell on the two  controversies which the Gov-
ernment have fallen into in recent days. 

Israel: Meetings 

Sandwiched between the two questions on the EU and Yemen, was a further question in order to find out the truth 
behind the Secretary of State for International Development’s recent undisclosed meetings in Israel. 

Members were particularly annoyed at the fact that the Secretary of State herself did not turn up to be questioned. 

The Minister for the Middle East (Alistair Burt): I start by explaining that the Secretary of State is on a pre-
arranged Government visit to Africa—[Interruption.] She is currently in the air. She is on a pre-arranged visit to Afri-
ca, to focus on how we are breaking down barriers to trade, helping African countries achieve their development 
ambitions, reducing dependence on aid and helping build Britain’s trading partners of the future. 

I welcome this opportunity to update the House on the Secretary of State’s trip to Israel earlier this year, and I ap-

preciate the hon. Lady’s question. The Secretary of State made a public statement yesterday. In that, she explained 
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that she had the opportunity to meet a number of people and organisations in Israel. A list of who she met and what 

was covered was published in yesterday’s statement. 

The Secretary of State realises in hindsight that those meetings were not arranged following the usual procedures, 

and she has apologised for that. The Foreign Office has said that UK interests were not damaged or affected by the 

meetings on that visit. I therefore hope that hon. Members will agree that now she has made that apology and pub-

lished details of the meetings, we should accept that and refocus on our vital work of tackling extreme poverty and 

humanitarian crises across the world. 

Kate Osamor (Edmonton) (Lab/Co-op): I thank the Minister for being here, but it is simply unacceptable that the 
Secretary of State is not here before the House to answer this question and explain herself. 

The British public are outraged that the Secretary of State held 12 secret meetings in Israel, including with Prime 

Minister Netanyahu, without telling either the Foreign Office or the Prime Minister, and was accompanied by a pro-

Israeli lobbyist. She then misled the British public with comments on Friday 

that she finally corrected yesterday. It has now emerged that the Prime 

Minister met her Israeli counterpart last week without even knowing about 

the secret meeting in August. 

Today we learned that the Secretary of State has applied pressure to her 

Department to divert humanitarian funding to the Israeli army in the Golan 

Heights. Will the Minister tell the House exactly what was discussed in those 

secret meetings, and exactly what pressure the Secretary of State applied 

on her Department when she returned to the UK? 

It is hard to think of a more black and white case of breaking the ministerial 

code of conduct, but rather than change the Minister, the Prime Minister 

somehow decided last night that the ministerial code itself needed changing. 

We have a Prime Minister who has lost her authority and her control of the classroom. Does the Minister accept 

that it is time the Secretary of State either faces a Cabinet Office investigation, or does the decent thing and resigns? 

Alistair Burt: First, I repeat that the Secretary of State is already on her way to Africa on a pre-arranged visit. She is 
already flying and it is not possible for her to deal with the question, but that is why I am here. The Secretary of 
State published a statement yesterday, with an apology. 

Let me take the hon. Lady’s questions as she put them. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office was informed of the 

Secretary of State’s visit during the course of the visit, but not before. The Secretary of State has been very clear and 

absolutely contrite. Her statement yesterday recognises that of course she should have informed the Foreign Office 

before the visit, but she did not. That is why the statement was made and that is why she has apologised. 

In the statement, she also gave full details of the meetings she had. They are not verbatim accounts, but she has 

given details of who she saw and the subjects that were discussed, which I think is quite appropriate. I do not think 

that that means they were particularly secret meetings, particularly as the Foreign Office was aware, during the 

course of the visit, that she had been seeing people in Israel. 

On the ministerial code of conduct, my right hon. Friend the International Development Secretary has apologised to 

the Prime Minister for her handling of this matter. The Prime Minister has accepted her apology. The Foreign Office 
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was aware of her visit to Israel while it was under way. The Foreign Office is 

also clear that UK interests were not damaged or affected by the meetings on 

this visit. The Prime Minister regards the matter as closed. 

I would like to make a couple more points, if I may. Let us look at who my right 

hon. Friend met: leading politicians; an emergency humanitarian aid non-

governmental organisation; Pears Programme for Global Innovation; and a 

group that works on water, farming, solar and hospital projects in Africa; she 

visited Save a Child’s Heart to talk about a co-existence project; the Galilee 

International Management Institute and held a meeting with a group of start-

ups with a focus on Africa. Does the hon. Lady think that she should not have 

met those people? If I had been in Israel on a two-day visit, I would have want-

ed a programme just like this. 

Counter Daesh Update 

This grilling from Members of the opposition was followed by a statement from the Foreign Secretary updating the 

House on the current progress of the fight against Daesh. However, the Foreign Secretary has also come under fire 

this week for some unsubstantiated comments about a Dual British-Iranian National being held in an Iranian prison. 

His actions potentially adding to her sentence as they were used as evidence in court. Members did not waste the 

opportunity to question Mr Johnson on this issue.  

Yvette Cooper (Normanton, Pontefract and Castleford) (Lab): The Foreign Secretary had a week to correct the 
record and to apologise over Ms Zaghari-Ratcliffe, and he has not done so. This is not the first time that the Foreign 
Secretary has said things that are inaccurate or damaging, and he cannot simply shrug them off as a lack of clarity 
or a careless choice of words. 

In this case, there are fears that this could mean the extended incarceration of a British-Iranian woman. The right 

hon. Gentleman knows that the lives and safety of British citizens across the globe depend on having a Foreign Sec-

retary who does not bluster and who is not too careless or too lazy to consider his words. Will he now apologise? 

Does he accept that he cannot be trusted to do this job and that he should resign? 

The Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs (Boris Johnson): I really think that I have already 
made my position clear. Indeed, the Iranians have also made their position clear. There was absolutely no connec-
tion with anything that was said in the Foreign Affairs Committee last week. By the way, I see assorted members of 
the Committee here today, and they passed no comment on it. Those remarks had no impact on the judicial process 
in Tehran. 

Rather than posturing and engaging in party political point-scoring, we need to recognise the extreme sensitivity of 

these negotiations and get on with securing the release of Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe. That is why I am going to Teh-

ran in the course of the next few weeks. I agree that it will not be easy at all because it is a very difficult negotiation, 

but that is the effort to which the Foreign Office is devoted and dedicated, and it deserves the right hon. Lady’s full 

support… 

Tulip Siddiq (Hampstead and Kilburn) (Lab): My constituent, Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, has been in prison in Iran for 
18 months now. She is separated from her daughter, often in solitary confinement and denied access to medical 
treatment—all because she was a British citizen having a holiday in Iran. The Foreign Secretary, his Ministers and 
even the Prime Minister will be aware of this, because I have raised the case countless times in the House. It is not 
enough for the Foreign Secretary not to know the basic details of the case. It is unforgiveable to repeat the lies of 
the Iranian revolutionary guard, and to say, “I should be clearer”, does not cut it when it is a matter of life and 
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death. 

I have four questions for the Foreign Secretary. Is it the official position of the 

British Government that they are calling for the release of Nazanin Zaghari-

Ratcliffe? Will the Foreign Secretary apologise for and retract the damaging 

comments he made about my constituent, Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe? Will the 

Foreign Secretary finally—after a year of failed attempts—meet Richard 

Ratcliffe, the husband of Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe? Finally, will the Foreign 

Secretary reiterate that he will have a face-to-face meeting with my constitu-

ent, Nazanin, when he goes to Tehran? 

Boris Johnson: I can certainly say that the Government are, of course, calling 
for the release of Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe on humanitarian grounds, and we 
will continue to do so. I can confirm that several Ministers, including the Under
-Secretary of State for Defence, my right hon. Friend the Member for Bourne-

mouth East (Mr Ellwood), have met Mr Ratcliffe several times. I have just had a note from Mr Ratcliffe saying that 
he welcomes the clarification that we made earlier today and would like to meet, so I look forward to doing that. 
The hon. Lady wants to secure the release of Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe. Indeed, we all want to secure the release of 
Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe. If it is possible in the course of my trip to Tehran to meet the hon. Lady’s constituent, of 
course I will seek to do that. I cannot stand before the House today and guarantee that it will be possible, but I will 
certainly do my best to ensure that it is so. 
 
The business of the day was concluded by the presentation of a Trade Bill and a motion to bring a Bill on Leasehold 
Reform, followed by Backbench Business. 
 

Parliament went into a short recess from Wednesday with MPs returning to their Constituencies. However, this 

respite from the scrutiny of Parliament did no favours for the Government. Priti Patel, the Secretary of State for 

International Development, was summoned to a meeting with the Prime Minister following her early return from 

Africa. This eventually resulted in her resignation on Wednesday evening. This means that the Government has 

seen two resignations of Senior Ministers in the past seven days, placing increased pressure on an already weak 

looking Government.   
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