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Lobbying is legitimate and legal. It actually leads to
better government, because the decisions made by
government and by civil servants are significantly
enhanced by vested interests outside the political
sphere that are able to engage with government in
well-informed dialogue.

What happens in this country is not comparable
to what goes on in the US, which is allegedly well-
regulated. We don’t have the payments regime
they have, the donations to parties’ fighting funds.
We have a completely different system, one that is
far more transparent than they have in the States.

When it comes to hospitality, the sensitivity on
the part of the public is down to the politicians of
the day. It is not down to lobbying. It is up to
Parliament to introduce policy and if the policy
decides that Westminster committees cannot go
abroad on fact-finding trips, then so be it. 

There seems to be a view out there that all
lobbyists do is wine and dine. The bulk of what we
do is face-to-face, usually workmanlike meetings in
Parliament that last just one hour. It’s easy for the
populist media to bandwagon-jump on all the
criticism that there is of lobbying industry,
particularly from Paul Flynn and PASC. But the
code we adhere to specifically forbids
extravagance.

The measure of focus on this small area of what
we do seem to us to be disproportionate. Paul
Flynn’s view appears to be based on two things:
that all lobbyists are there to make big bucks; and
that there are people in lobbying who are
inappropriate for that activity. Our view is that
hiring us is rather like hiring a lawyer. We are of
considerable use to big clients who don’t have the
time to understand the processes of government.
In that instance, we are simply fulfilling our role as
consultants.

activities of lobbyists. The committee describes the
existing system of voluntary self-regulation as
“little better than the Emperor’s new clothes”.

The PASC also assessed controls on employment
moves between the Government and the business
world – the so-called ‘revolving door’. The
Committee expressed its strong concern that
“with the rules as loosely and variously interpreted
as they are, former ministers in particular appear
to be able to use with impunity the contacts they
built up as public servants to further a private
interest”. The Committee calls for a “strong”
advisory committee on business appointments
that is “more representative of society at large”,
to provide departing ministers and civil servants
with advice on the lobbying activities that they
can carry out for a new employer which is “as
unambiguous as possible in its meaning”, in a
way which gives “the public and media the
opportunity to assess whether or not this advice
has been followed”.

The committee had some lively sessions
questioning former ministers Richard Caborn and
Lord Warner. Both had taken lucrative jobs after
stepping down as ministers. There is a grave
danger that ministers awarding contracts might
well be influenced by the possibility of a
retirement hacienda, as so many of them have
metamorphosed into lobbyists. We urged stronger
controls to block this possible abuse, including a
ban on ministers taking retirement jobs in
departments where they once reigned. 

One of Obama’s first executive orders was to
ban any member of the Bush administration from
lobbying their old departments. This will devalue
the use of contact books and links with old pals. It
will blunt the corrupting power of an army of
former Bush groupies. Obama wants a clean
break from ‘business as usual’. Lobbying is the
sleazy lubricant of Washington, so there were
stunned lobbyists on the hill fretting about their
now useless skills. They hit back with a vicious
campaign against Obama’s health reforms.

In Britain, we found abundant evidence that
present self-regulation means no regulation. The
conduct of lobbyists who flout all ethical rules
appears to be ignored with, occasionally, one
given a slap on the wrist. A change of minister
has delayed the Government’s response to the
PASC report. The rumour mill now claims that
Government will back a kite-mark for lobbyists.
That will not answer PASC demands for
fundamental reforms. There will be great anger
among the committee if Whitehall fails to impose
new rules that match the serious threat to good
government that lobbyists represent.
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The report investigated House Representative
Tom DeLay’s relationship with the lobbyist Jack
Abramoff. Both Abramoff and his partner, Michael
Scanlon, a former communications director for
DeLay, pleaded guilty to corruption charges arising
out of defrauding several Native American tribes
after charging them $85 million in lobbying fees,
grossly overbilling their clients and secretly splitting
the multi-million dollar proceeds. Abramoff is
currently serving a five-year prison sentence and
will pay $25 million in restitution with $1.7 million
to the Internal Revenue Service. We also met with
a group of American lobbyists including one who
formerly worked for DeLay. They were slightly
taken aback when I told them that I put all the
letters I receive from lobbyists in a file marked
‘Parasites’.

We found Brussels was lobby city, with 15,000 of
them working there, all bright, gifted people on a
mission to persuade. In a day’s evidence, we did
not find anyone who would utter a word against
the dark arts of lobbying. The view is that here
they are accepted as part of a community that
feeds off the Euro beast.

MEPs were particularly defensive. A new register
of lobbyists’ interests was introduced into force on
Commission business in 2008, and it is voluntary,
weak and watered down. I did not get a friendly
response when I suggested that MEPs’ enthusiasm
for transparency evaporated when it was
suggested that their travel expenses are published.
They often travel by air with cheap back-to-back
tickets and then claim recompense at first class
travel rates. It left me thinking that the European
Parliament is tough on transparency and the
causes of transparency.

PASC members were determined to take a
stronger line in our parliament, and so we called
for a statutory register of lobbying activity to bring
greater transparency to the dealings between
Whitehall decision makers and outside interests.

We acknowledge that there are some
circumstances where lobbying can be useful. But
we agreed by a unanimous vote that reforms were
necessary. Lobbying the government should, in a
democracy, involve explicit agreement about the
terms on which this lobbying is conducted. Doing
nothing would only result in an increase of public
mistrust in the Government, and solidify the
impression that government listens to favoured
groups – big business and party donors in
particular – with far more attention than it gives to
others.

In addition to a register, the PASC also proposes
that a “rigorous and effective” single body is
needed to oversee and regulate the ethics of the

‘Lobbyists’ no longer exist. The
name died of shame, and it is now used

only as a term of abuse. But the business of
persuaders-for-hire continues. Lobbyists have
metamorphosised into political or public affairs
consultants. Their approach is subtler, but their
purpose remains subversive.

The purpose of lobbying is to further advantage
the already advantaged. They are the paid
persuaders to those that can afford their fees to
the detriment of those that cannot. The Commons
Public Administration Select Committee (PASC), of
which I am a member, has probed this murky
world of lobbying and came up with some tough
recommendations. 

We did not find any obvious smoking guns but,
shortly after we reported, The Sunday Times
helped by exposing the apparent willingness of a
number of peers to cooperate at a price with
commercial organisations. Two of the peers were
disciplined for agreeing to assist the passage of
laws favourable to certain companies. It
demonstrated that the Lords has long had a more
permissive regime than the Commons.

We interviewed lobbyists in the UK, America and
in Europe, and found skilled deceivers who train
their clients in concealing the truth from select
committees. The most shocking evidence came
from the USA. There, the PASC met a splendid
group named the Citizens for Responsibility and
Ethics in Washington. Because Congress and the
Senate have failed to police themselves, this group
published a book with a title that would be
impossible in Europe: Beyond DeLay: The 13 Most
Corrupt Members of Congress. They assured PASC
that none of the named politicians would be
stupid enough to sue them because of the bad
publicity that would result.
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A ‘serious threat’
to democracy

The practice of lobbying
ministers and MPs has
grown into a considerable
business in recent times. But
not everyone is happy with
this development. Paul Flynn,
Labour MP for Newport
West, explains his
misgivings.

Robbie MacDuff, chairman of
the Association of
Professional Political
Consultants, makes the case
for lobbying in politics.

Lobbying
improves
Government
decision 
making
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