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HOUSE or COMMONS





Backbench Business Committee

Representations: Backbench Debates
Tuesday 17 March 2020

Ordered by the House of Commons to be published on 17 March 2020.
Watch the meeting

Members present: Ian Mearns (Chair); Nickie Aiken; Bob Blackman; Fiona Bruce; Patricia Gibson; Claudia Webbe.

Questions 1-18
Members making representations
I: Stephen Kinnock and Andy Slaughter
II: Jim Shannon and Paul Girvan
Stephen Kinnock and Andy Slaughter made representations.

Q1 Chair: Good afternoon, and welcome to the Backbench Business Committee. We are under instruction to try to be as fleet of foot as possible, so can you please give a brief introduction, Stephen and Andy? We will then see if your request for a debate cuts the mustard, as it were. Stephen, over to you.


Stephen Kinnock: Thank


 you very much, Chair, and good afternoon to everybody. Our proposal for a Backbench Business debate is predicated on the fact that the Trump proposals are incredibly significant in what they mean for the human rights and security of the Palestinian and Israeli people, and for geopolitics right across the Middle East and, indeed, globally. 

To date, to my knowledge, the House has only had the opportunity to debate the plan in any substantive way on the basis of an urgent question that was asked some time ago, shortly after the publication of the plan. That was not sufficient time to drill down into the hugely important issues that the plan raises—everything from Palestinian statehood to the future of the two-state solution, what it means for Jerusalem, water resources, UN resolutions, and global international relations and the role the United States is playing in those. There are so many issues that need to be discussed. 

This is an issue that cuts right across party lines. As you will have seen from the lead Members who have signed up, we have representation from all of the parties—Conservative, Liberal Democrat, SNP and so on—so we feel there would be significant interest in the debate and cross-party support. I will hand over to my colleague, Mr Slaughter, who may want to add something to that.


Andy Slaughter: 
I am not sure I do, Chair; I think the matter speaks for itself. It is surprising in a way—obviously, this is partly to do with this Committee and the others not having been set up—that there has not been a debate thus far. It is the most significant development in Israel‑Palestine relations for many years, and potentially for some decades. My only concern is that 90 minutes will probably fill itself up pretty quickly, as I think a lot of people will want to participate in this debate. 

Clearly, time has moved on and we do not know when we will get to debate this, but it is a very live issue, primarily around the question of whether it is game-changing for the area. If there is annexation, which will partly depend on the outcome of the Israeli elections and so forth, that effectively takes a two-state solution, which has been the basis of both UK Government policy and UN international policy for a very long time, off the table. I don’t think it can be over-emphasised how much this, coming on top of other things, such as what happened in Jerusalem, has made a difference to the region
.


Stephen Kinnock: I should have said that I am the co-chair of the Britain-Palestine all-party parliamentary group, and Mr Slaughter is the secretary. We are doing this in close co-ordination with the other members of the APPG.

Q2 Chair: Thank you very much indeed. The application is for a 90-minute debate in the Chamber. We normally look for applications for Chamber debates to be three hours-ish. Having said that, because of Government statements and urgent questions, we very rarely end up getting three hours; it is unusual. The Committee has only been under way for a couple of weeks, and Andy is right to say that a lot of debates that should have taken place possibly have not, because the Committee has not been in existence. With Chamber time being at a premium, if offered Westminster Hall, would you take it
?

Stephen Kinnock: I think we would take it. It would be better to have it in the Chamber, from our point of view, but we are pretty flexible and we will cut our cloth
.


Andy Slaughter: I was rather going the other way. The debate is overdue, and it seems right that you must be the judge of how your time is allotted. Certainly, there was a debate on quite a small and detailed area of policy in this area in Westminster Hall, which I think 20 people took part in. That was a 90-minute debate. If there is room for a three-hour debate in the Chamber—I appreciate entirely what you say about that—I think that would be appropriate. It is a long time since there was a debate of any kind in the Chamber on the issue. I cannot read Stephen’s mind, but I guess that if that were available, that would be great, because it allows for a longer exposition. However, if it is a 90-minute debate, so be it
.

Stephen Kinnock: I would agree with that
.

Q3 Bob Blackman: Which Department do you see answering this debate
?

Stephen Kinnock: I would think it would be the FCO
.

Q4 Bob Blackman: Taking Ian’s point, the opportunity arises on Tuesday 28 April, when the Foreign and Commonwealth Office will be answering in Westminster Hall. You would get 90 minutes. That would probably be the earliest date we could allocate.

Chair: From my perspective, if that was as heavily subscribed as you suggest it might be, that would not prevent you from bringing back another application—with all those people signed up to it—in order to secure more time
.

Q5 Bob Blackman: The final point I would make is that you are extremely light on Government Members. You only have one, basically, and although he is very knowledgeable, there are no other Government Members to speak. The Committee expects to see a balanced debate between the sides
. 

Stephen Kinnock: Right
.

Q6 Fiona Bruce: That was my point. I just wanted to ask the applicants to reassure us that they know others on the Government side who would join in the debate, so that we would have a balanced debate
. 

Andy Slaughter: As Stephen says, the only previous outing of this on the Floor of the House was the urgent question. There were quite a few Government speakers in that who not only wanted to speak but showed knowledge and interest in the subject
.

Claudia Webbe: I want to echo the need for balance, but I think that Stephen is right that this debate is long overdue and needs to be had. I actually look forward to its coming to the Chamber at some point, because it deserves to be there.

Chair: Thank you
.

Stephen Kinnock: In terms of the timing on 28 April, are you able to
—

Bob Blackman: It would be at 9.30 am
.

Stephen Kinnock: At 9.30 am on 28 April. Thank you very much.

Jim Shannon and Paul Girvan made representations.
Q7 Chair: Next up, we have two applications from Mr Jim Shannon, whose season ticket for the Committee has been suitably renewed. The first is on the quality of life for patients with heart failure and how that can be improved
.


Jim Shannon: Thank you, Chair and members of the Committee, for giving me the opportunity to come to the Backbench Business Committee. This is a new season, so we are back into the throes of asking for debates again. 

We have two requests: the first is on quality of life for patients with heart failure and how that can be improved. I believe this issue has not been adequately considered and discussed in the House. Last Thursday, at business questions, I made the point to the Leader of the House that heart failure is a long-term life-limiting syndrome that gets worse over time. Some 920,000 people are living with heart failure in the UK, and there are 200,000 new diagnoses of the condition every year
. 

Why is it important? The prevalence of heart failure and its detrimental impact on patients is regularly debated in the House. However, common co-morbidities are often overlooked. That is the issue. Therefore, it is unlikely to be brought forward for debate by any Government or Her Majesty’s official Opposition. This has to do with iron deficiency and iron deficiency anaemia. Iron deficiency is leading to increasing levels of emergency admissions and high levels of readmissions to hospitals. Some 50% of those with heart failure are believed to be iron deficient. This is therefore a specific case, and I would value the opportunity to have this debate
. 

I have got 20-odd Members from all sides of the House—Conservatives, Labour, Scots nats and Plaid Cymru Members—to sign their names to the application. We always get good support from across parties. 

Q8 Chair: Paul, have you got anything to add?

Paul Girvan: I am here to support Jim in putting the application forward. I am a co-signer of the request for the debate. That is the reason I am here
. 

Q9 Bob Blackman: Who would answer this debate
?


Jim Shannon: The Department of Health and Social Care
.

Q10 Bob Blackman: Notwithstanding what we discussed earlier, if we offered you Tuesday 21 April, when that Department answers, would that be acceptable

?

Jim Shannon: I always go with whatever you allocate, and I am very happy with that. Tuesday would be great, if that is possible. Thank you. 

Chair: Fingers crossed we are here on Tuesday 21 April, of course
. 

Jim Shannon: There is some indication that perhaps that may not happen—that is what you are hearing and I am hearing. 

Chair: We can only plan for what we know at the moment
. Anyone else?

Q11 Nickie Aiken: There is a real connection between those with conditions such as heart disease and coronavirus, so it is quite timely

. 

Jim Shannon: I think so, and you are absolutely right—it is one of those complex health issues being flagged at the moment. Indeed, so are those who are diabetic, like I am. We all know the issues very clearly. 

Q12 Chair: We will move on to your next application, Jim, which is persecution of Muslims, Christians and other minority groups in India
.

Jim Shannon: We had a debate in Westminster Hall last Thursday, which came from a request way back in October, before the election. I thank the Committee for enabling that debate to take place. It was about freedom of religion or belief—and that is all religions. Although I am a Christian with very strong views, as you and other Members will know, Chair, I believe very much in speaking up for everyone. 


Over the last period of time I have become very concerned. Your colleague Stephen Timms had an event over in PCH to which he invited a number of people—Muslims—who had families in India. Through that, they made me very aware of the experience of persecution in India—I met some of them afterwards as well. It is not just those of a Muslim faith; it is also those of Christian faith and other minority groups in India. Some of the things that are happening are absolutely unreal. 

The
 main issue has been the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, which provides a very fast track to Indian citizenship for non-Muslim migrants. But it does not give Muslims, Christians or the other ethnic minority groups the opportunity to have equality with those of a Hindu faith. There is real discrimination against those three groups. 

We are all very aware of the sectarian violence. We are aware of the dozens of deaths. We are aware of the destruction to religious buildings. We are aware of physical altercations in Parliament—it even went to Parliament—where people of different faiths in the Indian Parliament have been involved in fisticuffs. That will never happen in this House—at least, I hope it never does—but it gives you an idea of how inflamed people’s opinions are.
I think we need to ask questions, and I say this very respectfully to the Government, because the Minister will respond to this. I think we need to bring this to the floor of Westminster Hall—I am quite happy that that is where it is going to be—because it is important. We have very strong economic contacts with India and I want that to continue, but I also feel that India has to be very conscious of human rights abuses and human rights fall-downs, in examples where they have not done what they should have. India is on the frontline of that at this moment. 
The importance of the subject is clear. This action bears worrying similarities to the fate of the Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar; every one of us in this House has been there before, and those who are new will obviously have the opportunity to do so, but we have spoken about the Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar many times. We need to ensure that Muslims, Christians and other ethnic groups do not end up being stripped of their citizenship through what the Indian Government are doing. 
The debate is important. It would also look at the UK’s future trading relationship with India. We want to maintain a long-term, stable trading relationship with India, and we want India to continue to be a champion for human rights and freedom of religion or belief. I must say that there has been immense interest in this, and I expect to have a fairly good turnout of Members to participate in this debate—not just Stephen Timms, who organised the event in PCH, but David Linden, my friend who is not too far away, and others from all political parties who have spoken out many times about this in the past. We need to have something said about this in the House, and we need to have direction from Government about where we are going
.

Q13 Chair: Anything to add, Paul
?


Paul Girvan: Just to add to what Jim has said on the importance and timeliness of the debate, the religious liberty and freedom that is put forward by India as supposedly being available seems to be more under threat within recent times than it ever has in the past. In light of that, I think—to bring Brexit into the issue—that in the trade deals that we are looking at, we need to use our teeth and ensure that we bring forward issues associated with human rights, religious liberty and freedom for all. That is what we believe is important, and that is the importance of having this debate: to highlight that, to put a marker down to those who want to observe what is happening in other regions of the world, and to say that we will not let it go unmarked or not called out.

Q14 
Bob Blackman: This is quite an important issue and quite well subscribed, so in terms of a potential debate, would Westminster Hall on 23 April be acceptable to you? Personally, I would expand the debate to a full three hours, rather than limiting it to 90 minutes, given the number of speakers that you have
.


Jim Shannon: I am always happy to get a slot wherever it may be, and you know that. I am very conscious that sometimes when we have debates on Thursdays, people have other obligations or other things, so they don’t always make it. I say this very respectfully—

Q15 Chair: Are you saying that that might limit the number of speakers, by comparison
?

Jim Shannon: Yes.

Q16 Chair: Could you still fill a 90-minute slot
?

Jim Shannon: I am quite convinced that that would be the case. Whenever I am doing a debate, I always gauge how many speakers we will have and then cut my speech accordingly so that everyone who is coming has the opportunity to participate. That is what I do personally, to make sure that everybody gets in. If people make the effort to come to a Westminster Hall debate, you want to make sure that they get the opportunity to speak. I will take a 90-minute debate.

I know that I have never asked for a particular day before, but if you do not mind, and if it is possible, you mentioned the morning of 28 April. You might have already allocated one for that, for the previous person. I would be happy, if it was possible, to have that Tuesday afternoon. You may have somebody else for it
.

Bob Blackman: We do not get Tuesday afternoons. 

Chair: No, it would be Tuesday morning
.

Jim Shannon: Or Tuesday morning the following week, even
.

Q17 Bob Blackman: It wouldn’t be then. Who would answer the debate
?

Jim Shannon: It is the Foreign Office. Who answered the debate last Thursday? Nigel was the person who answered the debate last week—I cannot remember his last name. My mind has gone blank.

Q18 Chair: Would it be the FCO
?

Jim Shannon: Yes, it would.

Bob Blackman: If it was not the 28th, you would be way into May before we could get that slot, because they answer every couple of weeks
.

Chair: Anyone else, please? Thank you very much indeed
.

Jim Shannon: We will take whatever you give us, let’s be honest. I always do that anyway.

Chair: Jim, we would expect nothing less. That concludes our public deliberations.
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