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OPINION

I n somewhat unfortunate 
timing, just as we reach a 
period of prolonged sun-
shine, I find myself on my 

first bill committee in West-
minster.

Bill committees are formed af-
ter a bill has its second reading in 
the Chamber and go through the 
legislation in an incredibly de-
tailed way.

A total of 17 of us have sat, so-
cially distanced, in a shaded 
committee room in Parliament, 
debating the various clauses and 
purposes of the bill line by line. 
Unlike the House of Commons 
Chamber, MPs are still required 
to attend in person to contribute. 

The debates have been inter-
esting, informative and good-na-
tured. It has felt almost normal.

As you may have seen, in recent 
months the House of Commons 

has been operating on a hybrid 
basis, with MPs being able to con-
tribute from home. Although giv-
en the circumstances, this has not 
been good for our democracy.

These contributions have 
largely been pre-prepared speech-
es, delivered without the interven-
tions you would usually get in the 
Chamber. Ridiculous statements 
and ‘facts’ have gone unchal-
lenged; it’s encouraged tribalism 
and social media clips rather than 
scrutiny and thoughtfulness.

The bill committee, which is 
about a new science and research 
funding project called ARIA, has 
been a reminder that Parliamen-
tarians can shine and add real val-
ue when proper debate happens. 
We cannot return to normality in 
the Chamber soon enough, so that 
the laws and decisions we make 
are properly debated.

But the topic of the bill is also 
a helpful reminder of what we 
need to do as a country following 
the pandemic. As we’ve seen with 
the vaccines roll out, a country 
needs many things to be success-
ful. A strong science base, strong 
collaboration between the public 
and the private sector, a govern-
ment that is willing to act quickly 
and is willing to finance projects 
that may not work.

Throw into that a proper man-
ufacturing base (so that we aren’t 
reliant on exports for critical sup-
plies), a skilled workforce and a 
need for different arms of the gov-
ernment to work with, and learn 
from each other and we begin to 
see the foundations of what we 
need to do next.

The past 14 months have been 
unbelievably challenging for 
many nations including Britain, 
but they have also shown us the 
pathway to what being a success-
ful and sustainable modern econ-
omy looks like in the 21st century, 
particularly now that we’ve left 
the EU.
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