CLIP 1: David Howarth by Peter Reilly
It was total chaos basically. So new MPs didn’t have any offices, they were kind of issued randomly with a computer and laptop and sent up to the top committee corridor to be dumped in a joint office. No one explained anything. There was some perfunctory attempt at an induction but I think the whips didn’t like it, the house didn’t do much of an induction, so the inductions were under the control of the parties. Very little explanation. A very long time before I got an office, so that was bizarre. Virtually no explanation of how anything worked. So yes, chaos. 

CLIP 2: David Howarth by Peter Reilly
The element that I was interested in and my Liberal Democrat colleague, Emmet Harrison also on the committee, he was interested in, was trying to make the agenda of the House more relevant to what was going on in the country. We didn’t succeed in getting what we wanted to do which was to have the agenda of the House passed by motion every week. One of the oddities of the House of Commons is the Government controls the agenda of the Commons through Standing Order no.14. And just tells the House what’s going to be discussed and the leader of the House on a Thursday morning announces the business for the day, for the week rather, that’s the government telling the House what it’s going to be talking about. There’s no vote, there’s no amendment and no discussion. So, we wanted to change that so there would be more discussion about what we should talk about would be a real discussion, you can have amendments, and you can get backbench rebellions on the government side to force the government to give way on what’s going to be discussed. It never got that far, but what we did get, and something that some other members of the committee and one of the advisors were very keen on, was a committee of backbenchers which itself would have control over the agenda on a certain number of days. So, although the government still retains control of the agenda most of the time, there’s this extra element of a backbench business committee being able to take control of the agenda now and then. This then created a process for what should be talked about which was a way of bringing more topics to the discussion. 
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My view was that that's basically what the job of an MP is. The job of an MP is to take part in legislation and take part in asking awkward questions of the government, either in the chamber or in general debates or in select committees - that's the job. And the other part of the job is the constituency job which is actually really important, it's actually constitutionally important. Because that's where feedback comes in. If legislation is made that doesn't work, how are you going to find out? You're going to find out through members of the public writing to their MPs. That bit, that's the important bit, but I didn't really accept the view of some of the whips, which is that you spend all your time in your constituency trying to get re-elected. Because I think that was just a way of keeping us out of the chamber. But also because that isn't the job. I mean, the job of looking after people's housing is a counsellor’s job, and I've done that for 17 years. I think MPs shouldn't spend their time kind of taking over the work of local councillors, local councillors need to be important people in their areas. And it kind of undermines their position for the MP to kind of try and do all that stuff instead of us. So, I think MPs should basically stick to what they are there for. I did a lot about mental health. There's a mental health division that is still terrible. But at the time it was even worse. I think my interest started with a local crisis about a particular part of the Mental Health Service, which was aimed at teenagers, which was in effect, rundown. But then as I got more into it, I realised just how awful the provision was, how uneven it was, and how bizarre the funding formula was. So, I spent a lot of time just trying to get the funding formula made better. There was one extraordinary aspect of it affected Cambridge, which was that if you had an old-style mental hospital nearby, that reduced your funding for all the other services. So, I spent a lot of time on mental health. And I think, in the short term, it didn't seem to be that successful, but I think it was part of the more general movement, lots of people were worried about this. And eventually, Norman Lamb, who was the party's health spokesman, took it up. And I think eventually that it was part of a more general movement to do something about mental health provision. Still not great, but it's taken more seriously than he was then.
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But there is this sense in which the original ideals of community politics as developed in the early 70s, which were all about empowerment and giving people a sense that they could change things got tied up with electoral tactics. And so, the focus for the city centre circular, which originally was this very idealistic community engagement community development thing, eventually turned into a campaign leaflet. A very effective one, but not quite the same thing. I mean, well, when we were doing, we were trying to do both. It was then that each would help the other we thought, not sure if that was true, but at least we thought it was. But later on, I think the community empowerment bit, basically got dropped, and lots of local campaigns. It simply became an all-year-round election campaign, as opposed to an all-year-round community development activity, which was then followed by an election campaign, where the point for voting for the Liberal Democrat was that here's a person who's helped the community and shown it by these activities that help everyone to advance various projects. I mean, one of the interesting things in going round the street, including miles Street, and one of the kind of community development things we tried to do was that everyone would think that their view was everyone else's view. But you go from door to door and realise that there are lots of different views. And in order to solve a problem, you often just had to get various people out of their houses into a meeting where they could all see that other people had different views. At which point, if you're lucky, that kind of recognition among people that there were different views and perhaps they could talk about them or moderate their views or whatever.
