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Freedom of Information and the MPs’ Expenses 

Crisis 

Ben Worthy 

The Freedom of Information (FOI) Act played a key part in triggering the MPs’ expenses 

crisis. Requests made under the Act led to the collation of all MPs’ expenses into one record, 

while the drawn out process of appeal and counter-appeal drew attention to the issue. The 

number of FOI requests submitted and their impact were shaped by Parliament’s unique 

governance arrangements, resistance to disclosure and the internal Commons culture. 

However, the crisis was not the result of a simple ‘disclosure’; it was an old-fashioned leak 

that finally exposed information on MPs’ expenses. 

Introduction 

In the wake of the expenses scandal David Cameron, the then Leader of the Opposition, 

spoke of how the simple provision of information had triggered the expenses crisis: 



‘What the Daily Telegraph did – the simple act of providing information to the 

public – has triggered the biggest shake up of our political system. It is information 

– not a new law, not some regulation – just the provision of information that has 

enabled people to take on the political class, demand answers and gets those 

answers’ (Cameron in Winnett and Rayner 2009: 348).  

This statement, however, obscures a number of key points about the role that the FOI Act 

played in the expenses crisis. 

The revelation of MPs’ expenses was not obtained by simply ‘providing information’ but 

followed a four-year campaign by journalists using FOI laws. The  FOI Act was a ‘new law’, 

which worked alongside a very old-fashioned form of information provision, a leak. The 

expenses crisis was also shaped by the interaction of FOI with the very particular 

environment and governance structure within Westminster. Far from being a ‘simple’ story of 

‘information disseminated’, the expenses scandal represents FOI working within a complex 

chain of events in very particular circumstances. 

FOI legislation allows access to information by requests, subject to certain areas being 

exempt or excluded, such as national security, personal information and certain parts of the 

policy-making process. The legislation is intended to bring a range of benefits both to the 

organizations subject to it and to the wider public. Its core aims are to increase transparency 

and accountability, and secondarily, to improve decision-making procedures, public 

participation and public trust while fostering a more open culture among secretive institutions 

(Hazell et al. 2010). The UK Act has been in force since 2005 and covers 100,000 public 

bodies including the House of Commons and House of Lords for their administrative work. 



The UK Act, and others operating elsewhere, has an appeal system which comprises 

an Information Commissioner (ICO), which overturns around a third of government cases, 

and a second-level tribunal (formerly the Information Tribunal) that supports around 50% of 

the ICO’s rulings (Hazell et al. 2010: 81–84). The High Court is the final, rarely used, 

recourse. FOI also commits public bodies to publish information proactively. While all 

bodies are protected by certain exemptions, both Houses of Parliament are protected by a 

unique clause, section 34, which allows information that threatens parliamentary privilege to 

be excluded. This is subject to the Speaker of either House signing a certificate (Hazell et al. 

2012). 

This chapter draws on a two-year project looking at the impact of FOI on 

Westminster. The project involved interviewing some 30 MPs and officials, and analysing 

newspaper articles and logs of requests made to Parliament.<xen>1</xen> The chapter begins 

by examining other FOI-driven scandals around the world. It then looks at why and how the 

UK Parliament was covered by FOI and traces the process of the requests relating to 

expenses. It then maps out the particular circumstance that created the crisis and the role the 

Act played. 

FOI and scandal in comparative view 

FOI is a relatively new area of research because most FOI laws have been passed within the 

last two decades (Ackerman and Ballesteros 2006; Roberts 2006; Vleugels 2011; White 

2007). Darch and Underwood’s (2010) study is a first examination of FOI in the developing 

world, with increasing scholarly interest in India (Roberts 2010) and China with its new 

Openness in Government Affairs regulation (OGA) (Weibing 2010). These early studies offer 

a number of key insights into how FOI works. First, the impact of FOI varies as it is shaped 

by its environment, particularly the politics but also by wider factors of culture and society 

(White 2007; Darch and Underwood 2010: 7). Second, FOI is also shaped by the varied use 



to which it is put. In a number of countries the media and NGOs are key users of the law, 

employing it to highlight controversy or push issues; less visibly, the public use it for day-to-

day issues, often to query local government (Worthy et al. 2011; Roberts 2010). Finally, FOI 

is a powerful accountability tool, from Mumbai to Manila to Westminster; however, it rarely 

works alone and often works in tandem with other mechanisms of accountability or 

transparency (Worthy 2010). 

There has been little analysis of the impact of FOI on parliaments because few 

legislatures are covered.<xen>2</xen> Yet, despite a lack of coverage, FOI has been used to 

hold parliaments to account elsewhere. Using FOI to expose expenses or other abuse is not 

new and was pioneered in early FOI regimes in Australia, New Zealand and Canada in the 

1980s. A study by Hazell (1989: 208) concluded that the Acts had led to greater 

accountability, but ‘on a small scale with greater scrutiny of ministers expenses rather than of 

their management of economic policy’. In Canada, expenses disclosures led to one minister 

resigning and the ‘personal wounding of the Prime Minister’s reputation’ (Gillis 1998: 152). 

More recently, Ian Paisley Jnr (Northern Ireland Assembly) was forced to step down when 

FOI revealed inappropriate lobbying (Hazell et al. 2010). 

The case of Ireland has very similar parallels to the UK. The Irish Parliament has 

experienced a slow-burn crisis since 1999. A series of requests revealed dubious spending by 

Teachta Dálas (MPs), particularly Cabinet members. In 2006, in a further parallel, the 

Speaker of the lower house was forced to resign over his use of expenses and several Cabinet 

ministers were implicated (Sunday Tribune 2009). The controversy continued into the next 

decade (Irish Times 2012). However, this was part of a wider campaign by journalists and an 

independent politician to expose corruption and cases of patronage. 



By contrast, the Scottish Parliament managed an expenses revelation very differently. 

In 2006, an FOI request under the separate Scottish FOI Act revealed taxi misuse by the 

leader of the Scottish Conservatives David McLetchie, who later resigned. In response, and in 

contrast to the actions of Westminster, MSPs quickly committed to publish expenses 

information proactively. As the Scottish Information Commissioner pointed out, ‘rather than 

resist further disclosure, the presiding Officer of the Scottish Parliament agreed to the 

extensive publication of all expense claims, which occasioned no further scandal’ (Dunion 

2011: 440). Winetrobe (2008: 13) explicitly contrasted the Scottish Parliament at Holyrood 

with Westminster’s behaviour:  

Holyrood’s way is to operate both institutionally and parliamentary according to its 

key principles [and] a different culture and ethos [than Westminster]. Even if 

resistant at first, it did eventually seize the initiative [and] sought to produce more 

effective and coherent arrangements, which, by being derived from, its own 

principles, could maintain or raise public confidence and trust in them and in the 

Parliament itself. 

Winetrobe concluded that ‘the Holyrood response to the FOI/allowances challenge has been 

at much less immediate cost to public trust and confidence in parliamentary institutions’ than 

if the response had been slower (2008: 13). 

Why is the UK Parliament covered by the FOI Act? 

Few Westminster-type legislatures are subject to FOI. Within Westminster, there were strong 

fears that Parliament’s right to govern itself may be interfered with by rulings from an outside 

appeal body as well as that FOI may ‘open’ up privileged areas that need to be kept 



confidential – such as MP-constituent communications. Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand’s legislatures are all exempt. One of the ironies of the expenses scandal in the UK is 

that the government did not originally intend FOI to include Parliament. Following practice 

elsewhere, Parliament was not included in the FOI White Paper and was only added 

following a suggestion by Public Administration Select Committee (PASC), during the pre-

legislative stage. PASC argued: ‘There are many administrative functions carried out within 

Parliament (and) the justification for the exclusion of Parliament has not been made out. The 

exclusion may well convey the wrong impression to the general public, given the purpose of 

this legislation’ (PASC 1998). There was no objection to this and no mention was made as 

the FOI bill passed through Parliament. Amid claims that the government was seeking to 

‘water down’ the proposals for FOI, and angry discussion over the strength of protections and 

power of the appeal bodies, the inclusion of Parliament passed unnoticed by MPs who failed 

to realize the possible implications. 

The crisis unfolds: 2005–2009 

The scandal that unfolded over MPs’ expenses, first released in detail in May 2009, was not 

the first time expenses received media attention. In 2004, parliamentary authorities published 

topline figures of MPs’ expenses resulting in some media attention. The Daily Mail ran 

stories about the ‘Westminster Gravy Train’, though with little follow up in the media 

(Belsey and Levaine 2005). However, in January 2005, a number of journalists – Heather 

Brooke, Jon Ungoed-Thomas and Ben Leapmen – and one MP, Norman Baker (Lewes), 

submitted similar requests for details of MPs’ use of their expenses. Brooke’s initial request 

started what would be a four-year battle between this group of journalists and the Commons 

authorities to reveal the details of expense claims. 



It was, however, the publication of the headline expenses that actually motivated the 

first requests for detailed publication. Brooke spoke of how ‘what came out in 2004 were 

bulk figures in various categories: travel, staff, second homes etc. I wanted the detail. I 

wanted actual receipts. That’s where you find the truth.’ (Brooke 2010: 229) Brooke’s 

motivation had stemmed from previous work where she had investigated local politicians’ 

expenses in the state of Washington in the US. She had also been told by journalist Michael 

Crick of possible abuse by MPs of staffing arrangements and expenses at Westminster (ibid). 

This first series of requests constituted a set of false starts and dead ends; Brookes’ 

initial request for the names of staff, to find out if MPs were employing family members, was 

blocked as was a later request about travel expenses. It was only in 2006 that she made a 

request about the Additional Cost Allowance (ACA) payments (Brooke 2010: 232–233). At 

the same time Ben Leapmen and Jon Ungoed-Thomas submitted similar requests. Initial 

refusals highlighted the difficulties. Two key questions dominated the next few years of 

appeal and counter-appeal: whether expenses were of legitimate public interest and whether 

some or all of this information represented an invasion of Members’ privacy or even a threat 

to their safety. As the cases pursued by the journalists began to move through the appeals 

system they began to gather controversy and media attention. Although the Commons hoped 

to resolve in their favour, each appeal decision moved progressively more strongly against 

them. The ICO sought to balance privacy and transparency, but the Information Tribunal and 

the High Court ruled in favour of maximum openness (Table 2.1). 

 

The then ICO, Richard Thomas, sought to resolve these issues when, in his 

judgement, the appeal over the requests, which were grouped together, was made:  



The Commissioner considers that there is a legitimate and general public interest in 

access to information in relation to the expenditure of the public funds falling within 

the Additional Cost Allowance. However, in this case there is greater potential than 

with travel expenses for intrusion into the private lives of MPs and their families … 

It is not necessary for fully itemised amounts to be disclosed in order meet the 

legitimate interest of members of the public in knowing how public money has been 

spent. (ICO 2007 FS50070469: 10) 

The ICO sought to strike a balance: ‘that conclusion, however, relates to the fully itemised 

details. The same conclusion does not apply to a more aggregated account of the requested 

information.’ The Commissioner then outlined a set of 12 areas to be published, including 

mortgage costs, hotel expenses, food, service charges, utilities and furnishings (ICO 2007 

FS50070469: 10). 

Although the ICO ruled that only some details should be released, the House of 

Commons took the case to the next level of appeal, the Information Tribunal. Here the 

Commons argued that MPs were accountable for their spending at the ballot box and this was 

enough. In parallel, FOI pressure was building. It was claimed that by 2007 ‘the House had 

received approximately 167 requests for information about Members’ allowances, since 

FOIA came into effect’, most concerning MPs’ travel (Information Tribunal EA/0006/0015 

and 0016: 5–7). 

The key Tribunal case took place in April 2008, when the body looked at a number of 

the FOI appeals at once from the journalists pursuing similar lines on ACA. It became clear 

during the hearing that there was a problem with the expenses system, outlined in the ‘Green 

Book’, the rulebook that detailed how expenses could be used. The system may, it appeared, 

be vague enough to hide abuse:  



The guidance on ACA in the Green Book is incomplete. No definitive statement of 

the rules for ACA is available to the public, or even to MPs themselves. It is 

administered by … a confidential list indicating acceptable costs for certain classes 

of item based on prices derived from the John Lewis website. The list is kept secret 

from Members lest the maximum allowable prices become the going rate. Members 

are not trusted to have access to it. (Information Tribunal EA/2007/0060 and others, 

26 February 2008) 

Moreover, the list itself contained loopholes and gaps:  

The recent editions of the Green Book require receipts for hotel expenditure, but 

otherwise no receipts for any item up to £250, or for any amount in the case of food 

… Mr Walker [representing Parliament] considered that Members were well aware 

of the limit on food, but was unable to say by what means they were made aware, 

except that those who claimed more than £400 per month would have been advised 

by individual letters. (Information Tribunal EA/2007/0060 and others, 26 February) 

It was only at the Tribunal that many in the media were made aware of the issue of expenses 

when the so-called ‘John Lewis list’ was revealed. This detailed how ‘middle England’s 

favourite department store’ was used as a ‘suitable benchmark’ for MPs’ expenses claims 

(Winnett and Rayner 2009: 24). 

The Tribunal had already ruled on travel expenses in 2007 but in its ruling on ACA 

the Tribunal made a very strong case for the information to be released: ‘The ACA system is 

so deeply flawed, the shortfall in accountability is so substantial and the necessity of full 

disclosure so convincingly established, that only the most pressing privacy needs should in 



our view be permitted to prevail’ (Information Tribunal, EA/2007/0060 and others, 26 

February 2008). Around this time, it emerged that MP Derek Conway had been paying 

members of his family for work that had not been done (CSPL 2009). This added further 

impetuous to the story and the suspicion by journalists that FOI was on the verge of revealing 

a scandal. The case was then pushed to the High Court by the Commons authorities, a rarely 

used, highest stage of appeal. Any hope that it would ‘protect’ the Commons were soon 

dashed. Like the Tribunal, the court came down clearly on the side of public interest:  

We have no doubt that the public interest is at stake. We are not here dealing with 

idle gossip, or public curiosity about what in truth are trivialities. The expenditure of 

public money through the payment of MPs’ salaries and allowances is a matter of 

direct and reasonable interest to taxpayers … In the end they bear on public 

confidence in the operation of our democratic system at its very pinnacle, the House 

of Commons itself. The nature of the legitimate public interest engaged by these 

applications is obvious. (High Court 2008 [2008] EWHC 1084 (Admin) Case No: 

CO2888/2008) 

Following the High Court’s ruling, the Commons committed to publishing details of 

ACA claims. According to the journalists who broke the story, as the information was being 

redacted to remove personal details, disgruntled soldiers working as security guards at the 

redaction location decided to leak the information having compared their lack of equipment 

in Iraq with the apparent abuse by MPs (Winnett and Rayner 2009: 357). Rumours circulated 

of the existence a ‘disk’ of the raw, unredacted expenses. It was offered to a number of 

papers and was bought by the Daily Telegraph, which began publishing them in May 2009 

(Winnett and Rayner 2009: 75). Parliament released the redacted details a month later, but the 

damage had already been done. 



The expenses scandal 

When the scandal unfolded in 2009, it was characterized as an ‘incendiary device thrown 

directly at the political establishment’ (Kelso 2009: 334). Although the leaked information 

was given on the condition it be used to exposure the behaviour of all political parties 

equally, initial revelations began with the Cabinet, focusing on Gordon Brown’s relatively 

minor claims. It then highlighted  high-profile Members and MPs and only later moved on to 

the Conservatives, giving senior Conservatives a crucial three-day breathing space to defend 

themselves and seize the political initiative, including David Cameron who had claimed 

£80,000 over five years on his second home allowance (The Guardian 10 December 2009). 

Initial media and public attention on high-profile and unusual uses of parliamentary expenses, 

such as claims for a duck house or moat cleaning on expenses, hid a wide variety of claims – 

from the trivial to very serious allegations of tax avoidance. 

The scandal also led to intense discussion of constitutional reform including 

suggestions for MPs’ recall, changes to the voting system (which later played into the 2011 

Alternative Vote (AV) referendum) and a reduction in the number of MPs. However, to date, 

the major change has been the introduction of the Independent Parliamentary Standards 

Authority (IPSA) (see Chapter 9), created to independently administer and monitor MPs’ 

expenses (Hazell et al. 2012). 

That the scandal came as a shock to the public, the media or MPs is somewhat 

surprising as FOI has long played a part in uncovering expenses misuse and other dubious 

activities in many other regimes and there were clear signs that FOI would be used for such 

issues here. Since 2005, FOI requests to Parliament had overwhelmingly focused on the 

House of Commons and, within this, on the activities of MPs (Worthy and Bourke 2011). 



Moreover, signals that the expenses system was, at the very least, problematic could be seen 

as early as 2002. A Commons official was quoted as saying in 2002 that ‘many of us are 

worried about the way [expenses are] administered, but when we raise queries we are told it’s 

all above-board’ (Mail on Sunday 2002). Tony Wright, then Chairman of PASC, issued an 

even clearer warning at the same time: ‘My guess is that any future issues with Members of 

Parliament are far more likely to occur around issues to do with the allowances system … 

Unless you get hold of these issues now and think about them, they will come and hit us later 

on’ (Wright in Rush and Giddings 2010). 

The decision in 2004 to release some expenses details was indicative of an 

understanding by at least some in Parliament that the ‘public’ wished to know about the issue. 

Nick Harvey MP spoke in 2007 of his concerns when discussing reform to expenses:  

There are those who are upset that the report recommends that Members ought not 

in future to be allowed to purchase items with their additional costs allowance. I 

think that they will have the devil’s own job if we continue with the existing system. 

In an era when freedom of information requires every receipt to be perused by the 

public, they would have a difficulty in justifying the purchase of televisions, fridges, 

three-piece suites, curtains, carpets and whatever else. (HC Debates, 3 July 2008, 

c1102) 

Despite these warnings and premonitions, the scandal happened. The way in which it did was 

determined not just by the FOI requests but by how various institutional, cultural and 

contextual factors shaped the release of the information: the opaque expenses system, the 

unique way in which the Commons was governed and the resistance to openness. 



The opaque system, particularly around ACA claims, was partially responsible for the 

resulting spectacle. The ACA system was based on an informal agreement between Margret 

Thatcher and Michael Foot made in the early 1980s, permitting maximum allowance claims 

to increase while salaries remained relatively static (see Chapter 3 for details). The Kelly 

Review spoke of how this was in part a political failure: ‘It has been argued that this situation 

came about partly because of the unwillingness of successive governments to increase MPs’ 

pay for fear of a political backlash – a reluctance which has led, at times quite explicitly, to 

greater generosity in setting the regime for expenses’ (Kelly 2009: 27). A number of 

interviewees also spoke of how signals of varying degrees of subtlety also informed MPs that 

ACA could be regarded as a ‘top up’ to salary and that claiming the maximum was the norm, 

an example of the ‘socialisation’ process of Westminster which was stronger than codified 

rules (Allen and Birch 2009; Kelso 2009; Rush and Giddings 2010). 

The Information Tribunal described a ‘laxity of and lack of clarity in the rules of the 

ACA … redolent of a culture very different from that which exists in the commercial sphere 

or in most other public sector organisations today’. The system was further hampered by the 

lack of any checks: ‘To add to the lack of transparency the system was not even audited 

properly … If an Honourable Member certified that an expense had been properly incurred, 

that was regarded as the end of the matter’ (Information Tribunal EA/2007/0060 and others, 

26 February 2008: 2). There was also ‘a culture of deference in the House, which made it 

difficult for members of staff to challenge claims submitted by MPs in the way which might 

be expected of finance staff in other organisations’ (2008: 27). The lack of checks or an 

overview also meant that there was no one with a clear picture of what was happening within 

the system as a whole. When the FOI requests arrived few were sure of what, if the 

information was released, it would reveal. 



The unique expenses system existed within a wider unique system that exacerbated 

the problem: the way in which the Commons is governed. Parliament is governed by its 

Members, a situation further complicated by the pressures of party competition and hierarchy. 

This meant that FOI was dealt with in a very different way. In a government department or 

local authority, a sensitive or ‘difficult’ request would eventually be considered by senior 

officials and politicians, in consultation with lawyers and the FOI officer. However, the 

system in Parliament was different and perhaps more cumbersome, involving the Members 

Estimate Committee and others: ‘The usual process is to consult with the Members Estimate 

Committee (MEC), which replaced the House of Commons Commission, on a request before 

replying. The chair would then consider the request in the light of the views of the MEC and 

any legal advice from the House’s legal advisors’ (Information Tribunal EA/0006/0015 and 

0016: 5–7). 

The figures from the MEC were subject to competing interests, as overseers, but also 

politicians, with the added complication of being, at least in part, reliant on legal advice. 

Moreover, the Speaker of the House, looked to as a figure who could take ‘action’ on the 

issue, does not have the same relationship to MPs as a ‘Minister and a ministry’. The 

Commons itself has no single dominant ‘corporate identity’ or, as one interviewee put it 

‘Parliament as an institution has a vacuum at the heart of it.’ Tony Wright argues that this 

means ‘there is no Parliament in collective sense at all … there is no voice of Parliament that 

can be collectively orchestrated’ (2004: 871). Parliament thus did not have a figure or a body 

to ‘take charge’. It was unclear within the institution who could or should take action. This 

was further complicated by a human factor: ‘a number of those who ought to have shown 

leadership in maintaining high standards failed at key points to do so’ (Kelly 2009: 2). 



As the FOI requests moved through the appeal system a number of MPs and officials 

spoke of a ‘sense of drift’ as Members hoped someone would find a solution but were unsure 

who would or could do so and a pervading ‘state of paralysis’ (Winnett and Rayner 2009: 

339). The internal discussions were influenced by a reliance, or indeed an over-reliance, on 

legal advice. It was alleged that the Speaker swapped legal teams when one team failed to 

give him the answers he wanted (Winnett and Rayner 2009: 25). The same phenomenon had 

been seen before with Parliament. Following the 1994 cash-for-questions scandal, the 

‘impotence of the Commons in the face of a threat’ was shown as political division and 

partisanship led to ‘total disarray’ (Gay 2004: 104). 

The difficulties were further compounded by a blind spot both over how open or 

secret the Commons was and, as later investigation showed, the scale of expenses abuse. 

Parliament was already a very open institution. New outreach work and the rise of websites 

such as theyworkforyou.com, which lists MPs voting records and activities, had made it more 

open still. Many MPs thus felt they were ‘open’. Here the notion that Parliament was 

‘transparent’ led to failure to appreciate the consequences of FOI exposing those areas that 

were not. The sense of ‘drift’ may have been reinforced by the Commons culture, bound up 

in its own uniqueness, a political equivalent of the ‘too big to fail’ thesis. Interviewees were 

divided on the extent to which the Commons had changed. Some felt it was driving a new 

openness, championed by an energetic leader of the Commons, but others expressed concerns 

that it could lead to ‘superficial compliance’ with a mechanistic openness but a continuing 

secretive culture (Hazell et al. 2012). 

The only certainty in the response was resistance to the FOI requests. At each stage 

press attention and interest was engaged as the ‘battle’ went on. The persistence of the press, 

and the sense that something was being ‘hidden’, heightened the determination of those 



pursuing the information and, ultimately, made the leak more likely. The information would 

have been damaging at any point, but the drawn out process worsened it. Kelly (2009: 2) 

highlighted this: ‘One of the more shameful aspects of the whole episode is the way in which 

the House of Commons fought for so long against the notion that the Freedom of Information 

Act should apply to them in the same way as it does to everyone else in public life.’ 

The first way in which resistance manifested itself was by fighting the appeal, with 

the Commons authorities appealing the decision to the ICO, the Tribunal and the High Court. 

At each stage legal advice may have driven the view that the next stage would be the one 

where the requests would finally be blocked. While the appeal process was reactive, in other 

ways resistance was more overt and active. In 2007 David Mclean’s Private Members’ Bill 

proposed taking the Commons outside of the ambit of FOI, citing the need to protect the 

privacy of MPs. The bill was alleged to have the tacit support of both the Labour front bench 

and David Cameron and did survive unusually long for a Private Members’ Bill (Brooke 

2009). Many MPs and peers opposed the bill, though some agreed with the ostensible 

justification for the bill to protect privacy. However, any tacit or apparent consensus broke 

down under the pressure of a strong media campaign against the bill, which led to it being 

dropped in the Lords. Numerous officials and peers interviewed felt that the justification for 

the bill concealed more personal motives and peers labelled it a ‘cynical’ move. 

Despite the bill’s failure, then Justice Minister Jack Straw later used provisions in the 

Act to exempt certain security and travel information in 2008. In 2009, just five months 

before the leak, Leader of the House Harriet Harman again proposed removing both Houses 

from FOI but the beginnings of media storm and opposition attacks caused it to be dropped 

(Kelly 2009a). The effect of the resistance was to continually stoke media interest and to cast 

Parliament in a poor light, which would be worsened when the information was released. 



Not all Members resisted FOI, again reflecting the fragmented nature of Parliament. A 

group of MPs strongly opposed the resistance and some had already published details of their 

expenses voluntarily (Allington and Peele 2010). Many Members were unaware of the 

pressure for transparency around their expenses or, more likely, did not give it much 

attention. 

FOI: Trigger and impact 

Although the media and public came to learn of MPs’ expenses via a leak, it was ultimately 

FOI requests that led to the collation expenses data that became the disk bought by the Daily 

Telegraph. But the requests did not work alone in exposing expenses claims; the preceding 

leak of unredacted information was crucial. When the Commons finally released its own 

version in June 2009, it was described as a ‘sea of black ink’ with much essential information 

censored or redacted. According to Winnett and Rayner, ‘none of the scams uncovered by the 

Telegraph would have ever come to light if there had not been a leak of the uncensored 

version’ (2009: 347). They claim that the changes of address that exposed the ‘flipping’ of 

first or second homes or possible tax avoidance would not have been uncovered had it only 

been released ‘officially’ by FOI (2009: 347). Without the requests there would have been no 

reason for such information to be collated; furthermore, access to the documents provided 

evidence of wrongdoing, rather than allegations that had been circulating. 

In some ways the expenses crisis is an atypical use of FOI. More generally, it is used 

as part of a wider campaign by NGOs or journalists over, for example, less high-profile 

issues such as library closures. FOI requests are frequently part of a patient building up of 

evidence rather than finding a ‘smoking gun’ (Worthy et al. 2011) as demonstrated by Chris 

Ames’ painstaking process of filing requests, compiling information around the construction 



of the Weapons of Mass Destruction [WMD] dossier, the so-called ‘dodgy dossier’. Over the 

course of more than five years, Ames slowly unearthed emails and successively earlier drafts 

of the paper that challenged the official version of events (Hazell et al. 2010). Similarly, the 

All Party Group on Extraordinary Rendition patiently used FOI requests to the US and UK 

governments over many years to help piece together the record of so-called rendition flights 

involved in the alleged torture of terrorist suspects (Worthy and Hazell 2010). 

The requests and resulting scandal have had an indelible effect on Parliament. The 

scandal has led to changes in the House of Commons with the creation of IPSA that, for the 

first time, has taken expenses and salaries outside of Parliament’s control. IPSA remains a 

controversial creation with MPs’ discontent fed occasionally by leadership attacks upon it 

(for a detailed discussion, see Chapter 9). The expenses issue has also bled over into the 

Lords, where allowances have been reformed and, indirectly due to other requests, changes 

have been made to peers’ tax status (Hazell et al. 2012). It also fed into the debates on AV 

and reducing the size of the Commons (Kelso 2011). 

The crisis also triggered a wave of media interest in Parliament. Since 2009 expenses 

revelations have led to several high-profile resignations, including one serving and one 

former Minister, as well as damage to politicians and the Speaker. In 2010, David Laws MP, 

seen as a key player in the new Coalition government, resigned as Chief Secretary to the 

Treasury when it was revealed that his rent payments went to his partner (The Guardian 29 

May 2010). In October 2012, Speaker John Bercow wrote to IPSA to ask to keep secret, for 

data protection reasons, details of MPs’ landlords. The media alleged this would cover up the 

fact that some MPs rented to each other. The Telegraph saw this as evidence that 

parliamentary authorities had failed to absorb the lessons of the scandal or adapt to the new 



circumstances. An editorial argued that John Bercow had ‘not kept his word on MPs’ 

expenses’:  

Mr Bercow’s attitude sits oddly with his avowed determination to ensure that 

Parliament is seen to have cleaned up its act … if there was one lesson that the 

parliamentary authorities should have learnt from the expenses scandal three years 

ago, it was surely the need to be open and transparent. After all, it was their efforts 

to suppress information about the abuse of MPs’ allowances that precipitated the 

crisis … History appears to be repeating itself. (Telegraph 18 October 2012) 

In the same week Chancellor George Osborne’s use of first-class seats while travelling on a 

standard class ticket (which included allegations he refused to pay for an upgrade or move) 

led to claims that MPs were exploiting loopholes in the new expenses system (The Guardian 

21 October 2012). 

The following month, in November 2012, after an aborted police investigation, the 

House of Commons Standards and Privileges Committee ruled on former Minister Denis 

MacShane’s expenses abuse case that included the submission of false invoices. The 

Committee argued that as ‘this is so far from what would be acceptable in any walk of life 

that we recommend that Mr MacShane be suspended from the service of the House for 

twelve months’ (Standards and Privileges 2012: 24). Denis MacShane subsequently resigned 

(Telegraph 3 November 2012). 

The ‘expenses’ effect continues to spread outwards across other public bodies. The 

scandal has also initiated FOI requests to other public bodies for details of salaries and 

expense accounts, from local authorities to police forces and universities. Local authorities in 

England reported a wave of FOI requests related to the allowances and salaries of local 



politicians and officials, as well as a rise in requests generally (Worthy et al. 2011). In April 

2012, for example, FOI requests to the Northern Irish Assembly revealed details of Members’ 

trips (BBC 19 April 2012) while The Guardian revealed details of gifts and donations given 

to MP and peers (The Guardian 10 April 2012). 

Conclusion 

The FOI Act was crucial in triggering the MPs’ expenses scandal. Parallel FOI requests by a 

group of journalists set in motion forces that ultimately provided evidence for the widespread 

abuse of parliamentary expenses for the first time. The appeal system and the slow drip of 

revelations increased pressure and attention. Although its long-term effects are not yet 

known, the crisis has led to a new body with independent oversight of Parliament, spun a 

variety of attempted reforms and profoundly influenced public attitudes. 

FOI also worked in a very particular context. Although the scandal would have been 

damaging in any circumstances, it was exacerbated by a number of institutional and cultural 

factors. The governance structure of Parliament paralysed the process and led to inactivity 

and uncertainty, compounded by faulty leadership. The Commons secrecy culture led to 

efforts to thwart transparency, although within the House may MPs were supportive of efforts 

to reform the expenses regime. FOI requests also worked alongside other, more old-fashioned 

accountability instruments; investigative journalists doggedly pursuing an issue. The idea that 

the expenses crisis was a ‘simple’ provision of information is far from the truth  

Table 2.1 The MPs’ expenses scandal timeline 

October 2004: Publication of limited expenses details. 



January 2005: FOI Act comes into effect. 

January 2005–2006: A series of FOI requests are made by three journalists (Heather Brooke, 

Jon Ungoed-Thomas and Ben Leapmen). Some are blocked and others go to appeal. 

December 2006–June 2007: David Mclean attempts to pass a bill excluding Parliament from 

FOI. 

June 2007: The ICO issues decision notice on ACA. The decision allows some access while 

protecting private and sensitive information. 

February 2008: Information Tribunal hearing reveals existence of controversial ‘John Lewis 

List’ and rules allowances to be disclosed more fully than the ICO. It suggests only protecting 

them where absolutely necessary. 

May 2008: The High Court upholds the strong Tribunal ruling and orders the House of 

Commons to disclose all but the most sensitive personal information (bank details, exact 

address). Redaction begins. 

May 2009: Telegraph begins detailing expenses abuse. Speaker Michael Martin resigns. 

June 2009: Parliament publishes expenses belatedly. 

July 2009: IPSA created to oversee the payment of expenses. 

January–May 2011: A number of MPs are convicted and sentenced for expenses abuse. 

May 2010–November 2012: A series of expenses revelations lead to individual resignations 

including David Laws MP and Denis MacShane MP. 



 

Source: Adapted from Kelso 2011: 52–53 and CSPL 2009 

Notes 

<en-group type=“endnotes”> 

<en><label>1</label> The wider impact of FOI on Parliament can be seen in Worthy and 

Bourke (2011) and Hazell, Bourke and Worthy (2012). </en> 

<en><label>2</label> See Mendel 2005; White 2007; Snell and Upcher 2003: Worthy and 

Hazell 2010 for studies that looked at its use by parliamentarians.</en> 

</en-group> 

 


