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ANY QUESTIONS?

TX:  	18/09/09  2000-2050

PRESENTER:	JONATHAN DIMBLEBY

PANELLISTS:	Rt Hon Margaret Beckett MP – Former Cabinet Minister
	Andrew Mitchell MP – Shadow Secretary of State for International Development
	Julia Unwin – Director of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation
	Saira Khan – Broadcaster


FROM:	Queen Elizabeth Grammar School, Ashbourne, Derbyshire


DIMBLEBY  
Welcome to one of the most glorious parts of rural England, close by the Peak District National Park, where agriculture remains a major part of the local economy as well as tourism. We’re in the town of Ashbourne at Queen Elizabeth Grammar School which was founded in the late sixteenth century, and which opened on its present site one hundred years ago, by which time it had thirty seven boys and girls. Later the grammar school morphed into a comprehensive which now has 1400 pupils, and an enviable Ofsted record. On our panel, Margaret Beckett is in the unusual position, for her, of being a back bench MP. She was in government in the seventies, in the Shadow Cabinet in the eighties and from 1997 until three months ago she was a senior member of the Cabinet. The first woman to lead the Labour Party if only as a stop-gap after the death of John Smith, she was also the first woman to be appointed Foreign Secretary and only the second, after Margaret Thatcher, to hold one of the high offices of state. But far more important than that, as everyone knows, she’s the first lady of British caravanning. Andrew Mitchell was President of the Cambridge University Union before which he served in the army. He went on to work for Lazards and entered the Commons in the nineteen eighty seven election. He lost his seat in the ninety seven Labour landslide but got back in 2001. He’s now Shadow Secretary of International Development n which role he’s just returned from Zimbabwe. Very briefly, interesting green shoots?

MITCHELL
Well things are changing in Zimbabwe. And what is most impressive is that the MDC who were given all the most difficult portfolios...

DIMBLEBY  
The Opposition?

MITCHELL
.. are actually doing very well. That’s under Morgan Tsvangirai and the Finance Minister. But they were given the most difficult ministries and they are really delivering on the work they’re doing for people there.

DIMBLEBY  
Julia Unwin worked in Social Services then became head of the Homeless Network before joining the board of the Food Standards Agency as Deputy Chair. For the last three years she’s been Director of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation which of course plays a critical role seeking to understand the root causes of social problems and to identify ways of overcoming them. Saira Khan made a name for herself as a forceful runner up but undoubted star of The Apprentice. Everyone seemed to be charmed but yet to quail before her extraordinary self-belief. She now runs a baby care company, makes television programmes and writes for The Mirror and the Daily Mail. Better than getting a job with Alan Sugar I guess.

KHAN
It is really. 

DIMBLEBY  
Fourth member of our panel. [APPLAUSE]  Our first question please?

HANDSCOMBE
Meg Handscombe. Has the government lost control of the nation’s finances?

DIMBLEBY  
The charge made by David Cameron. And why should he say that which you obviously are going to share his view. Andrew Mitchell?

MITCHELL
Yes the figure that’s been announced today of borrowing over the last month of sixteen billion pounds is eye watering. And just to put it in context let me just give you two other figures as well. We will borrow more as a country over the next two years than all the borrowing by all the governments before1997. That is an extraordinary statistic, almost as extraordinary as the fact that for every four pounds we spend on public expenditure one pound will be borrowed. This is an extraordinary mess that we have got ourselves into. Much worse as the IMF has said than practically every other country where our recession will be deeper and longer. And the most extraordinary thing to me is that we had to put up for quite a long time with the Prime Minister saying in the House of Commons that David Cameron and the Conservatives were the cutters and he called him Mr Ten Per Cent and yet this week in leaked documents from the Treasury we have seen that Gordon Brown’s own officials were working on cuts of a very similar figure. So I think the prime minister came perilously close to deceiving the House of Commons. I think he’s come perilously close to deceiving the British public and he’s landed us in a terrible mess. [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Margaret Beckett?

BECKETT
The experts I understand were actually predicting that borrowing last month would be, or this last period would be eighteen billion not sixteen billion. So it’s not at all unexpected. In fact it’s pretty much on track and on trajectory for the plans the Chancellor set out in the budget, which do of course include halving this deficit over the next four years. But what strikes me most forcibly is this attempt to pretend that somehow this is something that has never happened before in Britain’s history. This is complete nonsense. For something like the last hundred and fifty, two hundred and fifty years there have been vast periods when we had debt at higher levels than we do now. And in fact we had debt as a proportion of our GDP at a higher level when the Attlee government took the decision to found the National Health Service. We are not in an unprecedented historical situation, we are not in a situation which somehow can’t be managed, and we’re certainly not in a situation in which it would be anything other than the most crass folly to start cutting now. We are avoiding by the skin of our teeth, we’re, everybody’s working at it very hard…. the slump, the depression that we could have had we’re only doing that because of the way we’re investing now. Yes of course we have to begin and then when we can to re-trench. And that is bound to be the case. But it’s certainly complete nonsense to talk in these extravagant terms.

DIMBLEBY  
To pick up on one of the points made by Andrew Mitchell for a very long time the prime minister refused to talk about cuts. He said to the House of Commons and to the public that he would choose between Labour investment and Tory cuts. Now he says cuts. Is he not open to the charge of misleading the House of Commons and the British public?

BECKETT
Well of course his opponents will make that charge. But I don’t think it is just. I would say two things. First of all somebody’s says that they have been linked a document from the Treasury, which has calculations about what you would cut and so on. People in the Treasury are doing that all the time...

DIMBLEBY  
Yeah but he’s now said...

BECKETT
… year in, year out.

DIMBLEBY  
…that he, he has now said “We will cut”.

BECKETT
He, he has said yes that there will have to be cuts particularly in lower priority programmes. 

DIMBLEBY  
And therefore to say ..

BECKETT
There will have to be ..

DIMBLEBY  
.. Labour investment and Tory cuts is the choice, is it not misleading?

BECKETT
No I don’t think it is Jonathan and I’ll tell you why. Because there is a fundamental difference between ourselves and the Conservative Party in that we had, have had this period of sustained catch up of the tremendous problems that we were left. We have raised public expenditure to substantially higher figures than previously. But what we want to do is to maintain that at as close as we can so as not to lose ground on the investment that we had to make to catch up as I say with the problems that we inherited.

DIMBLEBY  
I’ll bring you back in on that in a moment Andrew Mitchell but first of all Saira Khan?

KHAN
Well my understanding is that last year the economy, economy shrank by five point five per cent. There has been a massive reliance on overseas borrowing. And at some stage those countries will want their money back at probably a high interest rate. And we have a ballooning national debt. I think we’re in a bit of a situation. Now Gordon Brown came out – was it this week – and he said we’re going to cut costs. We’re going to cut inefficiencies and we’re going to cut unnecessary programmes. Well to me as a lay person what the hell does that mean? I want to know where these cuts are going to come from. And I could, do you know, can I just .. [APPLAUSE]  And you know this is where I think the government and politicians just in general think we the general public are stupid. I can tell you what’s going to happen. I can tell you before the government. And they’ll come out and say it at a later stage. We’re going to have to. They’re going to have to increase their taxes and they are going to have to make cuts in front line services. They’re going to probably cut ID cards. They’re going to have to make privatisations. They’re going to cut, they’re going to have to cut the welfare benefits and save money by you know freezing public sector pay and making some concessions on pensions. That’s what’s going to happen. I just wish they would treat us as intelligent people and just come out and say it. I think they’d get a lot of respect for it. [APPLAUSE] 

DIMBLEBY  
Julia Unwin?

UNWIN
Meg’s question was has the government lost control of the finances. And I would say we faced a major crisis a year ago when many of our banking institutions looked as if they were going to disappear. And financial institutions hung on by a thread. The government did borrow enormously to save those banks. And I for one am glad they did cos I think we faced a very real imminent crisis. The follow up question is how do we deal with it. And there are very fine judgments to be made about the pace at which that is repaid. Of course we need to repay it. But we need to repay it in a way that doesn’t leave a lasting scar on the people of this country. And many of the easy ways of making cuts tip more children into poverty, leave more people unemployed and take money out of the economy just at the moment when we need it in order to make sure we don’t fall back into recession and even worst, into depression. So yes we’re in an impossible position. I don’t think that megaphone diplomacy about cuts makes a great deal of sense at the moment because the challenge this government and a successor government faces is enormous. There are so many things we need to achieve that talking about at what speed we make these cuts and who pays for them is a subtle, complicated and finely calibrated set of decisions which we all as the public need to be engaged with. But we’re in this mess because the government took I believe the right decision and the decision that was backed by all the main political parties to rescue the banks at a time of great peril.

DIMBLEBY  
Do you now .. [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Do you now Andrew Mitchell, has your party recognised that it was right to do what the Americans did and virtually all other nations did including the United Kingdom to borrow, to escape what otherwise would have been the consequences, a potentially severe depression?

MITCHELL
Well we were very clear where we thought the government was taking the right steps. And we were very clear for example with the VAT reduction where they were taking the wrong steps. But we would not have got into the terrible position that the government got into of a debt-fuelled, massive borrowing led crisis. And I think that ..

DIMBLEBY  
That only happened do you mean when you were in power last time round?

MITCHELL
The, the, the .. [LAUGHS]  Margaret, Margaret is, Margaret is wrong.  [APPLAUSE]  Margaret is wrong in saying that this position is an unprecedented. The nearest precedent comes in the period of the late seventies when the IMF had to be called in to bail out the last Labour government that was in power. That’s the nearest precedent. But can I just make a point that, that Saira made about the fact that the Prime Minister went off to Liverpool this week and talked about the fact that he could make lots of economies through cutting inefficiencies, waste and low priority programmes. This is incredibly insulting to the many businesses and the many families who over the last year and more have been having to make very considerable economies, that he goes up there and says the government’s been massively spending our money, wasting it, in what he described as waste, inefficiencies and low priority programmes when the private sector, business, ordinary families have been desperately trying to save ... from this terrible position.

DIMBLEBY  
Thank you. We’ll leave it there. We could obviously go on and we will return to it no doubt. The number to ring for Any Answers if you’ve got thoughts about this is 03700 100444, that’s after the Saturday broadcast of this programme. And the email address – any.answers@bbc.co.uk. Our next please?

PROCTOR
Mike Proctor. Should the Attorney General resign over claims that she has employed an illegal immigrant? If not why not?

DIMBLEBY  
She did employ an illegal immigrant and there is issues surrounding that. Should she resign? If not why not? Saira Khan?

KHAN
I think we’ve got to see the evidence first before we kind of jump to conclusions. But can I – I have a real personal interest in this story because I actually sponsored – this is a personal story so I’m going to share it with you because I just want to tell you what a minefield it is when we talk about illegal immigrants. I sponsored a cousin of mine to come over on a visit visa. After fifteen days he disappeared. I took it upon myself to tell, to tell the UK Border Agency, my local MP and the police. To this day my young cousin has not been found. And I understand that he’s now hopped over to Belgium and is now presenting himself as a refugee. These, illegal immigration is, is wrong. My family came over here as immigrants but they were here legally. And I just feel that the position that they put everybody in is, is dangerous, it’s wrong and it really doesn’t serve any purpose. I actually think that the government agencies are at fault here. I, I just can’t comprehend that in twenty first century Britain that when somebody comes into this country that we can’t monitor where they are. And especially if somebody’s trying to help them and say look, I believe I know where they are. Will you please go and look for them? And there’s, there’s no response. So, so it’s a real minefield and I, I do think the Attorney, Attorney General should be fined because if any of us were in that, caught in that situation we would be fined. But it’s a, it’s, it’s an area that really needs to be looked at and it needs a lot of I think money being spent on it really because it’s just not working and we have lots of illegal immigrants that are causing a lot of problems for themselves and for people living in Britain. 

DIMBLEBY  
Julia Unwin?  [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Should she resign?

UNWIN
Should she resign? I, I want to come to that in a moment. But the woman she employed was one of very many undocumented migrants. We don’t know in this country how many people we have living here illegitimately, with no rights, with no protection, with no recourse to the state. There is a major problem in many of our cities of people living below the radar where nobody knows their status and they have very little security. She got a job with the Attorney General and the Attorney General has I believe done the right thing in terminating that job. But that undocumented migrant is now joining the very many other people who can’t get secure work. It shouldn’t happen. It shouldn’t have happened in that way. But I do know that business, large businesses up and down the country, struggle to get information about people’s legal status. They struggle to understand whether somebody has a right to work or not. And I’m not entirely surprised that an individual can fall foul of it. I do think however that if you’re the Attorney General, and I think Patricia Scotland has been an exemplary Attorney General, it probably behoves you to resign at the moment at which you are found to be breaking the law of the land. But this law of the land is a complicated one. It bites very hard on people whose lives are already very dangerous and very insecure.

DIMBLEBY  
Are you saying ..

UNWIN
And it’s not one I think any of us can feel proud of.

DIMBLEBY  
Are you saying that she has been found breaking the law of the land, even if unwittingly so and therefore she should go because she ..

UNWIN
As I understand that she has because employing somebody without being sure of their employment status is breaking the law.

DIMBLEBY  
Do you agree with that Margaret Beckett? She should go?

BECKETT
Well no I don’t because I mean Saira said for example that she should be fined. That may or not be. My understanding is that it is not automatic. It depends on the circumstances. If someone knowingly employs an illegal immigrant then they certainly would be fined. And it would be a matter of looking at the circumstances. I don’t think any of us yet knows enough about how this happened. All I know about it is that this woman was in registered employment before Patricia Scotland hired her to work for her. 

DIMBLEBY  
Under the, under the Act ..

BECKETT
And that she did, she did try to make checks and understood that those checks showed that the woman had a right ..

DIMBLEBY  
Well ..

BECKETT
.. to be here.

DIMBLEBY  
Well she ..

BECKETT
Cleary that was wrong.

DIMBLEBY  
She hasn’t said, we know she hasn’t said what documents she saw in relation to the Asylum, Immigration and Nationality Act which requires employers of all kinds to check by taking copies of passports, visas and other documentation. If she hasn’t done all of that and if it transpires that she hasn’t done that can she stay in the job because she simply failed to do what she should have done but didn’t knowingly employ an illegal immigrant? 

BECKETT
Well neither you ..

DIMBLEBY  
As Attorney General who was in the government who helped get this through.

BECKETT
Yeah. Neither you nor I know quite how that was conducted. As I say my understanding is this woman was in registered employment before she went to work for Patricia Scotland and presumably those are the kind of documents that Patricia saw. But I don’t know that. But clearly where we are is that this has happened. It should not have happened. She has been fired and people are looking to see what the case was.

DIMBLEBY  
Andrew Mitchell?

MITCHELL
Mike’s question was should she resign. And I think I agree with the other panellists, that it’s not clear whether she should resign or not but she’s got some very serious questions to answer. And the point that I would make is that she’s, she piloted this bill through herself. She is the senior law officer. And there were many people who said you are placing quite a draconian duty on employers here. Are you sure you’ve got it right. And I think you know she’s been hoist by her own petard in a sense in that there are very heavy and onerous duties imposed on employers. And we will have to see whether or not she abided by those very duties which she put into the face of the bill and passed through parliament. [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Mike Proctor, you’ve heard the panel. What do you think yourself?

PROCTOR
Well one of the reasons for asking the question was to raise the point that I don’t believe any of the panellists have addressed which is about the integrity of parliamentarians. We just had the debacle of the MPs’ expenses. Here we have the senior law officer of the government apparently conducting a leg.. an illegal act and the question about whether she resigns is something you guys are prepared to ..

DIMBLEBY  
But ..

PROCTOR
.. debate.

DIMBLEBY  
But, but, but, but you’ve got no evidence that she acted without integrity have you?

PROCTOR
That’s true.

DIMBLEBY  
So it doesn’t necessarily relate to integrity. If she was not telling the truth when she said she employed her believing that she had all the rights to employ well then that obviously ..

PROCTOR
That ...

DIMBLEBY  
.. would be a question of integrity. So one has to be a bit careful does one not to allege ..

PROCTOR
Fair point.

DIMBLEBY  
.. a lack of integrity?

PROCTOR
Yes.

DIMBLEBY  
Okay. Just one more thing, the number again, cos you may want to discuss this issue – 03700 100444. The email address any.answers@bbc.co.uk. Our next one please.

HANDSCOMBE
Rob Handscombe. Has President Obama’s decision to scrap the plan for a missile shield in Eastern Europe made the world a safer place?

DIMBLEBY  
Former foreign secretary Margaret Beckett?

BECKETT
Yes I think it probably has. Because it’s quite interesting to me particularly that the plan has been put forward by the same person who of course was charged with the responsibility of the previous plan. And he says, and of course you would expect him to say that we believe we’ve now got a better idea. Something that will be sounder, more effective, speedier to implement and so on. But it’s quite important I think that it actually happens to be exactly the same person who was, who was fully apprised of all the implications of the previous position. Anything that lowers tension where it can be lowered is bound to be a good thing. And anything, I mean we are entering into a hugely crucial period in, in world politics where next year we have to begin the review of the non-proliferation treaty which is crucially important, especially at a time when everyone is extremely worried about Iran’s intentions with regard to nuclear weapons and nuclear bombs. We’re at a t... a time when there is the potential for tremendous cuts in nuclear arms through negotiation between America and Russia and anything that can add to a positive climate in that has got to be in everybody’s interests. 

DIMBLEBY  
And it isn’t as some were saying letting down the former Soviet satellite states who feel that NATO was protecting them and now feel that they’ve been put out of the, of the c...?

BECKETT
No, I don’t think so, for two reasons. First of all President Obama was very clear about his full recognition of the responsibilities and the, the you know the care that, that he and America have for those states. And second – and I wouldn’t be able to say this if I was still in the government I suspect, but I rather suspect they might be quite pleased to be let off the hook as a matter of fact.

DIMBLEBY  
Of course as Foreign Sectary you .. [APPLAUSE] As Foreign Secretary you hugely approved of the S... missiles because President Bush was in office. Now the Foreign Secretary, your successor thinks it’s a tremendously good idea I have no doubt that it’s going to be removed.

BECKETT
No. I think, I think to be – I’m going to be completely blunt about this. I think the Russians made an unnecessary degree of fuss about the proposal in the first place. Having got themselves onto that hook they were then in a difficulty. Hopefully this has got them and everybody else off it.

DIMBLEBY  
Julia Unwin?

UNWIN
I think we all have to be very pleased that both sides of what has been a very long drawn out negotiation seem to have got off the hook that Margaret’s described. It does seem to me that there is real progress that the United States can adopt a perhaps more humble position about its role in the world and recognise that working with its allies it can police, provide us with some of the piece that we so desperately need. The scheme that has now been dropped was always controversial. It was as I understand it – and I am no expert on military hardware – technically fantastically complicated to see how it would work and it was costing a fortune. For all those reasons I think any de-escalation must be welcome and must make us safer.  [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Critics say that the American president is appeasing Russia. How do you see it Andrew Mitchell?

MITCHELL
I don’t agree. I think it is a, it’s very good news indeed. And I, I think we should all strongly welcome it really for three different reasons. The first is that there is another alternative, this sea based proposal. The technology is emerging. It should be possible to have a sea based system that is much cheaper and arguably more effective because it can be, clearly can be moved around. And I think that that’s, that meets the needs of the time. Secondly I think that the politics are very good for this because we need Russia as a partner. There’s a whole series of problems which good relations with Russia would enable us to tackle together. So I think that this gets a bit of goodwill moving. And we should be able to capitalise on that to all of our advantage and indeed to Europe’s advantage. Your point about whether or not some of the Eastern European countries might regret what has been announced today, I think they still have the NATO protection that we, that, that you mentioned and that continues regardless of the shield. And the third reason is that the threats we face now are much more to do with dysfunctional states, with counter terrorism, with Iran. And we’re not addressing the cold war mentality of a possible war in Europe across the plains of Europe.

DIMBLEBY  
But hang on, hang on ...

MITCHELL
... that point.

DIMBLEBY  
... advanced by President Bush was not to counter – although the Russians and the Russian people passionately, the Russian people passionately felt it was a threat to them – Bush presented it as a means of countering attacks from Iran.

MITCHELL
Yes ... 

DIMBLEBY  
Which is what you said is the threat.

MITCHELL
But, no but it is the location of the missiles. It’s very clear why the Soviet Union and Russia would feel it was, it was a threat to them. And I think what has happened today has de-escalated all of that, given us a chance to have a much better relationship with Russia and also there’s another way of providing this important defence. The technology is developing. And it can be done from the sea.

DIMBLEBY  
Saira Khan?

KHAN
Well I have an eighteen month old baby. And sometimes when I look at my baby I just think God you’re so innocent and I just love every moment of it. And – of him and being with him. And then I put him into this world and I think oh my word what have I done. And so for me when politicians actually negotiate and talk and try and bring countries together I think that’s great for everybody. And I just feel that you know I wish we could do a lot more talking and a lot less fighting. It would probably get us you know into a better position. But I think hopefully with this warmer relationship we’ll be able to reduce the stock piles of nuclear weapons that we have. Hopefully that, it will lead to that. And I also think that perhaps you know President Obama’s sort of gone into this whole relationship because really he needs Russia if he’s going to implement effective sanctions against Iran.

DIMBLEBY  
Thank you. Let me ask .. [APPLAUSE] .. It’s been a subject already of sharp debate within America and also in the media here. Who, who’s glad to see this move by President Obama? Would you put your hands up? Who is sorry to see it? Well if he was running for President here it would be a shoo in. He got it. Oh a chance to remind you incidentally as you know, if you’re listening Any Questions comes from all sorts of different places. If you’d like to be part of the programme do let us know. You can get in touch with the programme through the web site, directly to the BBC. If you’ve got a church, school hall like we’re in now, a festival, a celebration, a prison, a hospital – it matters not – and you would like us to come and do Any Questions with you we would love to come so just let us know and we’ll see if we can do it. End of plug. Onto the next question please.

LUKER
Jackie Luker. In view of this week’s headlines highlighting the terrible threats to workers posed by high heeled shoes, are there any other items of female apparel that the panel may consider a hazard in the workplace? [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
There was a perfectly serious motion at the TUC Conference that requested I think or demanded a risk assessment in relation to high heeled shoes which has given you a chance Julia Unwin to think of any other clothes that might be a hazard and also to comment on the high heeled shoes issue.

UNWIN
I think grown ups make their own risk assessments about their own clothes. If there are employers telling people what they have to wear and if there are employers telling people they have to wear cripplingly high shoes that does need to be sorted out. But I think this is not a proposition that is serious. And I frankly can’t think of anything that an individual can’t choose to wear if she wishes to do so and if she feels safe to do so. [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Saira Khan?

KHAN
Mmm, I might have to be a bit controversial here. Can I be?

DIMBLEBY  
Yeah. 

KHAN
Will you give me permission?

DIMBLEBY  
Yeah. That’s what you’re on the programme for.

KHAN
Okay. That’s true. I’d have to actually say that the, the niqab which is what Muslim ladies  wear to cover their face, I think that would be quite hazardous to health in some, in some occupations. And also just generally I don’t think it’s very, very healthy to completely cover your body to that extent because there are health, there are detriments to your health because sunlight can’t get to your body and you can’t move around freely and I think that would be a problem. 

DIMBLEBY  
But you’re quite a, you’re quite an authoritarian banner in any case cos you’d ban the burkha wouldn’t you?

KHAN
I would – the burkha I would ban in public places in Britain, absolutely.

DIMBLEBY  
Do you count the work place, work of, work place as a public place?

KHAN
Yes I do actually. Yes. So I probably would ban it yes. And when I – and can I just be very clear. When I say the burkha I mean the covering of your entire body including your face so all you can see of a woman’s body is her eyes. I think that is extreme and I don’t think it needs to happen in Britain. 

DIMBLEBY  
Even if in the work place they can work perfectly efficiently and deliver what is required of them by their employers?

KHAN
Yes. 

DIMBLEBY  
Margaret Beckett?

BECKETT
I think that you invited us to identify an item of apparel. I think if there are things ..

DIMBLEBY  
Yeah the other two got out of that. Oh no, you didn’t. But Julia did.

BECKETT
No, no I don’t want, I’m not going to either. I just think it depends on what your job is. But if you’re in a work environment where there are things that might catch on machinery and so on then obviously that’s an issue that has to be considered. But I think other than that Julia put her finger on it. My understanding of that discussion at the TUC was that it was about work places where people were indeed required by their employer to wear say particularly high heels or whatever. But I mean I’m with you in that people should wear what they choose provided that it isn’t unsafe for them or for anybody else. But if you’re employed as a catwalk model and your employer said that’s why you’re wearing high heeled shoes, would you say “I’m terribly sorry people can choose what they want to wear so I can wear flatties if I want to”?

BECKETT
Well I suppose you could try it. [LAUGHS]

DIMBLEBY  
Good luck with your career.

BECKETT
Yes. Don’t think I have the problem actually.

DIMBLEBY  
I’ve left you to l... to last. You’ve had more time to think. Andrew Mitchell. [LAUGHS]

MITCHELL
Well as, as the only ma, apart from you of course Jonathan on this, on the panel I answer this question with some trepidation, not, not least because my party in respect of leaders in the past has wielded the stiletto quite a lot, a habit which mercifully we’ve grown out of. I mean I think, I think that, I take the view that, that, that people within reason should be able to wear what they want in the work place. As a man I find it very hard to see how, how women walk in high heeled shoes and walk easily in high heeled shoes. But I think that if people want to wear high heeled shoes they should be able to do so. I saw what the TUC has, had said and barring what, the point that Margaret made, it seemed to me it was an unnecessary debate and they could have concentrated on more serious and important matters. 

DIMBLEBY  
Thank you. [APPLAUSE] Our next question please?

DENNY
Sarah Denny. This week Iain Duncan Smith outlines his ideas for reforming the benefits system. He argued that every family including lone parent families should have at least one person in paid work. He believes this will make people happier. Does the panel agree?

DIMBLEBY  
This was his report from his Centre for Social Justice which focused on the disincentives that afflict individuals when they’re on benefits and prevents them benefitting from going to work very often. Julia Unwin?

UNWIN
I think the Centre of Social Justice report is a courageous and really interesting one. And it’s picked up this very major issue that for very poor people going into work can be simply too big a risk. We’ve had a government which since 1997 has said the best route out of poverty is work. And yet for people who are very poor going into work is deeply risky and they lose money as they do it. So I do think it was courageous of Iain Duncan Smith to shine a bright light on that. However we know that half the children living in poverty in this country already have one working parent. They have a parent who’s made what I think is quite a big sacrifice which is to go out to work. And those children are still living in desperate poverty because their parents are earning wages that are so low that they can’t sustain their families. Would it make them happier to have well paid, well rewarded, interesting jobs? Yes almost certainly. Does it make them happier to put children into day care where they may not feel safe, to go to jobs which they don’t enjoy, which may not give them the security and the growth that most of us would like in our lives and for our children? So I think he has hit on a very important issue. He’s identified the fact that people who are long term unemployed often suffer in their health, But I’m not convinced that the argument is the right one, that automatically work of any sort makes people happier.  [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
This is a huge part of the focus of the work that you do Julia. When you have someone on the minimum wage for instance, maybe a twenty-one-year-old on five pounds fifty a week and there’s virtually no benefit in, in going to work, would you do a radical overhaul, leave aside for the moment the question of the low wage. Would you radically overhaul the benefit – well there are fifty one benefits. Something like that. Would radically overhaul them? Is there a way of simplifying it so that you could in principle reduce that disincentive and make it more attractive for people to go to work than has been the case over the last ten years, twenty years, thirty years?

UNWIN
Simplification always feels attractive. It always seems to be the easy way of doing it. But people lead very complicated lives. And the working environment is a complicated one.  Very few people manage to get long term full time jobs that go on for a long time and where they can feel some security. We need a benefits system that recognises the insecurity of people’s lives and the very big variety of ways in which people manage their families and their working life.

DIMBLEBY  
It does sound as if you’re sort of genially kicking Iain Duncan Smith into touch. 

UNWIN
No I think I, I’ve said what I said. I think he has raised some very important issues.

DIMBLEBY  
You said it’s brave ... brave but too brave?

UNWIN
No. I don’t think anything is too brave if we’re talking about the poor of this country. We have got to find brave, innovative, interesting ways of making sure that people can lead more fulfilled lives than they possibly can in the poverty they’re living in. But we have to do it in a careful way that reflects the reality of people’s lives, not how we’d like them to live. [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Andrew Mitchell? [APPLAUSE] 

MITCHELL
Well I think that Iain Duncan Smith and the Social Justice Commission have done a huge service to public debate. Because I think that the issues which they raise and the way that they have raised them is absolutely at the heart of tackling this issue. And I think that one of the things that it underlines is what we all know that the best way to come out of poverty is to work. And that for kids particularly seeing the role model of someone who is in a job is very important. There are far too many families in Britain today where there is no one who is working in their household. And I think that is a very important point. In his report he addresses these vital things that are such a disincentive – the couple penalty. Also the poverty trap which means that if you do get into work you end up only keeping up about ten pence in the pound for the income you’re getting. And these are very important issues and they have got to be addressed. So I think it was a brave thing to do. Where I agree with Julia is that there is a superficial appeal of scrapping all the benefits in favour of the two, the point that you mentioned. And it is very difficult to do that, because you have a choice basically of scrapping lots of benefits and having a rough justice system which does not fit the individual circumstances of many of people, people who rely on benefit against a much more detailed approach which becomes very bureaucratic, involves a huge number of people handling claims and so forth. But in answer to the question I think that this report is hugely important and all politicians have got to engage with it and try and see what we can do to improve a system that is basically broken.

DIMBLEBY  
May I say that the number of times that listeners will have heard people saying we’ve got to do something about this problem over the last twenty or thirty years defies belief. This government like the last government has failed I think objectively most people would say to get rid of the poverty trap cos it’s extremely difficult. Would you get rid of the poverty trap either by reducing dramatically taxes for lower earners at some cost by increasing the minimum wage sharply? How, you say you’ve got to look at it. Do you have a solution?

MITCHELL
Well I think that the, one of the advantages of Iain’s report is that it does spell out what the costs are. There are quite a lot of front end costs. But then he argues that within a comparatively short period of time those costs will be recovered. But I think the critical thing is that we shouldn’t just park it in the “too difficult” spot. We’ve got to address this point in order to address our broken society.

DIMBLEBY  
Margaret Beckett?

BECKETT
There’s no doubt that this is a very real problem. And some, many of the things this government’s done over the time we’ve been in power has been to try to re.. improve the position of people who are the most vulnerable and to reduce the poverty trap. The national minimum wage was about that. Tax credits is about that. Other programmes like Sure Start are about how do you help the people who are in the, in the greatest difficulty.

DIMBLEBY  
But you would accept the poverty trap remains there so that if you are earning say five fifty an hour ..

BECKETT
I would but ..

DIMBLEBY  
.. the minimum wage you get hardly any increase in income because it’s taken away in tax?

BECKETT
I, yes I would say two things to you Jonathan. First of all it is, it is, I think I’m right in saying, substantially less bad than it was when we came to power. That doesn’t mean it’s good enough but it does mean we’re going in the right direction but we have more to do. But there is some very interesting experiments which, with which Iain Duncan Smith may indeed be familiar happening in some parts of the country. I mean Julia talked about people only, only getting a tiny reward for actually being in work instead of being on benefit and that’s where I think the issue of, of happiness and self esteem does perhaps arise. The experiments I’m talking about are where people work with people who are out of work who are, who have a chance of employment – and I expect that that’s not everybody – but who believe that they will be worse off in work and are not prepared to make that sacrifice. And almost always, at least in these experiments, they are not worse off. They’re very little better off sometimes but there is then this whole issue of but do they feel better? Do they have better opportunities? Is it a better environment for the family? The danger, I think what Iain D... Duncan Smith has done in challenging the present situation, cos as I say despite minimum wage, tax credits, we’ve still got a long way to go, where he’s right is to make us look at it again. But the danger – I agree with the phrase that Andrew used. The danger of dramatic simplification is you will get rough justice and then all anybody will hear about is the people who lose. 

DIMBLEBY  
Saira Khan?

KHAN
I don’t think this is about benefits. I think this is about broken society. And I am living proof the fact, of the fact that if you come from a poor family and you go to – and you have some support systems in place you don’t, you can get out of poverty. My parents came to this country with ten pounds in their pocket. My mother worked in a factory and my father on and off worked because he was quite, he had bad health. But we were on benefits for part of, part of my life. I went to a good school. I went to a local comprehensive school. But it was a good school. My parents showed me enormous love and gave me great support. I was encouraged to go to school and do well. Education, education, education. For me, if you have good schools and you have a good society, if you have good parents, you have good role models that is what will help people to get out of poverty. And I’m living proof of that. Because my parents said to me go to school, get a good job and move away. And although I did – but I have to say thank, thankfully because of the benefits system I was able to go to university. I couldn’t, my parents couldn’t afford to pay for me. And at those times I had a student grant. And that really did help. But I would say benefits don’t help anybody. And I, there are some people out there however – and I live with, in the real world – who say you know what, what’s the point of getting off benefits because I’m better off on benefits. And they’re the people we have to really look at in society because I think that’s, that’s dangerous and that’s where, that’s where we really have to sort of I would say look at, look at the system and make some cuts. Because not everybody deserves the benefits. The really, really poor do. But I think it’s about education and it’s about good services and local communities and, and, and a better family system. 

DIMBLEBY  
We .. [APPLAUSE] .. leave that there and go to our next please.

WILKES
Doctor Roger Wilkes. Who would the panel recommend the Equalities Commission to airbrush out of the twentieth century together with the Baroness Thatcher?

DIMBLEBY  
This is not necessarily your view about Baroness Thatcher. It’s a reference to Harriet Harman yes, who ..

WILKES
Yes.

DIMBLEBY  
.. managed not to mention her when she produced a report on the women in power in the twentieth century. You talked Andrew Mitchell about stiletto politics before your party grew up. What’s your response to this question?

MITCHELL
Well Roger asks an extremely good question. And I thought it might come up. So I took the trouble to get the list of women in power milestones that has been published by the government. Not the Labour Party mark you but by the government. And it says for example quite rightly in nineteen sixty the first female head of government, the Prime Minister of Sri Lanka. It mentions Lydia Simmons the, Britain’s first black female mayor. Diane Abbot, elected the first black woman MP. Baroness Flather, the Labour female Asian peer. Patricia Scotland who we talked about tonight. Baroness Udin. Baroness Amos and Baroness Scotland again. And nowhere here is Mrs Thatcher mentioned. It says if you look really carefully “The UK’s first woman prime minister”. But you have to really look to see it and it doesn’t put her name in. Now I think this just shows an extraordinary sense of, of fatuity. I mean how can you produce a document like this and not mention the first woman prime minister, the longest serving prime minister in the last one hundred years in any list of women in power? I mean it’s absolutely ridiculous. And Jonathan the only other thing I would say that as well as airbrushing ..

DIMBLEBY  
So who are you going to air... who are you going to airbrush out is what the question is? Are you going to airbrush out Harriet Harman are you or what?

MITCHELL
Well yeah absolutely. Absolutely. But, but, but I just wanted to say that, that she’s also airbrushed out the lessons that Mrs Thatcher taught us which is that you have to earn your living. You can’t spend more than you earn and you shouldn’t rack up huge amounts of debt. [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
An oversight do you think, accidental oversight by Harriet Harman Margaret?

BECKETT
I doubt if Harriet personally drew up the list. I think it’s extraordinary that anybody can forget her. I wish we could. [LAUGHS] [APPLAUSE] What I, and what I certainly don’t forget is the, the mess that she left us. 

DIMBLEBY  
Okay. Saira Khan?

KHAN
Oh my word. I don’t know who I’d airbrush out. But, but can I just say there are a lot of people on here like ..

DIMBLEBY  
You’ve just taken the list from Andrew yeah.

KHAN
Yeah I know, I have just taken your list off. But it’s very interesting. Because a lot of people on here because they’re black or they’re Asian or they’re Muslim. I mean I’d like to, I’d like to have people on there because of what they’ve achieved not just because, if ..

DIMBLEBY  
Is Margaret Beck.. is Margaret Beckett on the list?  [APPLAUSE]

KHAN
But just to .. [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
Is ..

KHAN
Yes. 

DIMBLEBY  
Is Margaret Beckett on the list?

KHAN
Margaret, you’re not on the list. [LAUGHS] 

BECKETT
How rude. That’s ..

DIMBLEBY  
First woman Foreign Sectary.

KHAN
.. maybe it’s, maybe it’s meant to be, maybe it’s meant to be a list of women from Asian or ..

DIMBLEBY  
Minority groups.

KHAN
Yeah perhaps it is.

BECKETT
... I don’t know.

KHAN
Cos it’s, there’s a lot of reference to colour and I just don’t think that’s really relevant.

DIMBLEBY  
Well this is a, this is a real can of worms we’ve opened up which we can’t .. [LAUGHS] we can’t look at in any detail I’m afraid. Julia Unwin?

UNWIN
I don’t believe in airbrushing out of history. But there are people who have invented things that I think have really damaged our lives. And as I was listening to the others I think the inventor of some sorts of junk food and Pot Noodles in particular should be airbrushed out of ... [LAUGHS] [APPLAUSE]

DIMBLEBY  
And that I’m afraid takes us to the end of this week’s programme. Next week Eddie Mair will be in this chair. I’m doing rather a lot of travelling followed by a wedding so I’m away for a month. And on his panel in the Town Hall in Wells in Somerset Ben Bradshaw who we’ve heard a lot about this week, Secretary for Culture. Liam Fox, the Shadow Secretary of State for Defence. Chris Huhne for the Liberal Democrats. And the Dragons Den entrepreneur Deborah Meaden. Join them. Don’t forget Any Answers – 03700 100444. For now good evening. [APPLAUSE]

END OF TRANSCRIPT

