
John Howell MP writes...   
A look back at key issues from Westminster and those raised from the Constituency in May 2011.  
 
Localism Bill. This has now passed through its main stages in the House of Commons and will be considered in the 
House of Lords in June. It is expected to become law later this year.  It is a Bill which will devolve greater powers to 
councils and neighbourhoods and give local communities more control over housing and planning decisions. For local 
communities it introduces the concept of Neighbourhood Plans as a formal part of the planning system 
 
The bill gives councils a power of general competence; essentially they can do what an individual is able to do and it 
sets out a number of other community rights such as the right to nominate an asset, such as a pub, of community 
value; the right to bid to take over local services; the right for communities to build their own small developments. 
 
The housing provisions make it much more flexible for councils to deal with affordable housing.  The Planning 
provisions introduce a radical bottom-up system.  This is based on my seminal paper “Open Source Planning” which 
has been the inspiration for many of the Bill‟s policies.  
 
Energy Bill. This has had its second reading and will now be scrutinised by a Public Bill Committee. The key policy in 
the Bill is the 'Green Deal', a scheme whereby householders, private landlords and businesses will be given finance 
upfront to make energy efficiency improvements, which will then be paid for by energy bill savings. It also introduces a 
range of other provisions such as establishing a new obligation on energy companies to help certain groups of 
consumers, who need extra support, with saving energy, facilitating the roll-out of smart meters, makes information on 
energy bills clearer and it introduces measures designed to help improve energy security and to encourage low carbon 
generation.   

House of Lords Reform. A reformed House of Lords, with a democratic mandate was part of the manifestos of all the 
main parties. A draft Bill was introduced in May which majored on the option of a reformed House of Lords with 80 per 
cent of elected members. The remaining 20 per cent would be appointed independently to sit as cross-benchers. It is 
the Government‟s intention that the first elections take place in 2015. The draft Bill and White Paper (which were 
introduced at the same time) and a range of optins will now be considered by a Joint Committee, composed of 13 
peers and 13 MPs, before legislation is introduced next year. 

Pensions Bill. This had its first reading at the end of April. The Bill is the next step in helping millions save for their 
retirement in a workplace pension, and will provide a fair deal for workers in retirement, ease the burden on business 
and provide a sure foundation for pensions for generations to come. It will also bring forward the rise in the State 
Pension Age for men and women to 66 by 2020  
 
Rural Broadband. Access to Broadband continues to be a key issue across the constituency. A recent debate in the 
House once again brought the issue to the fore. The Secretary of State has announced the second wave of funding for 
investment in rural communities. Although Oxfordshire was not among these he has promised to announce allocations 
for every local authority by the end of July. In announcing the latest investment the Secretary of State acknowledged 
that „broadband is becoming as essential to homes as electricity and telephone lines‟.  
 
Constituency Celebrations. This newsletter does not usually refer to constituency visits but the weekend that ended 
April and began May, with the Royal Wedding and May Day, was a special one. It was a weekend that saw a real 
community spirit and hard work from many. I managed to visit ten celebrations over the weekend to personally thank 
all those who put such effort in to organising these events. I would also like to extend that thanks to those who 
organised events which I did not manage to visit on the day.  
 
I am often asked questions about the workings of MPs and of Parliament. I try to answer one a month.  
Q.  When you see Parliament on the television it often seems empty. Why are MPs not there? 
 
A   In general, television normally only shows short excerpts from the main Chamber of the House of Commons. 
Debate and questionning in commitees are shown by BBC Parliament and by the House web-site. The Chamber is 
where questions are asked of Ministers, where set-piece debates take place and and from where votes (known as 
Divisions) are called.  However, the work of the House is not confined to the Chamber. 
 
On some days of the week and simulateously with the main Chamber, Westminster Hall acts as a second debating 
chamber for MPs offering the opportunity for short debates on a constituency matter, for example.  In addition, Select 
Committees, Public Bill Commiittees, committees to ratify Statutory Insstruments and other official committees will take 
place in parallel. In addition, MPs may wish to have meetings with Ministers, with constituents or with those active in a 
specific area of interest.  On top of this, there are also meetings of All Party Parliamentary Groups which are special 
interest groups covering almost every subject and every country. 
 
The glue which holds this system of simltaneous meetings together is the party whips which are there to help organise 
their party's contribution to parliamentary business across the House.  

 
More information on my work is available on my website www.johnhowellmp.com 

 

http://www.johnhowellmp.com/

