
On 4 November 2021 Owen Paterson resigned 
as MP for North Shropshire, citing the ‘cruel 
world of politics’, after becoming involved in a 

lobbying scandal.

What happened?
Paterson was found guilty of breaking lobbying 
rules by the Commons Standards Committee, led 
by Kathryn Stone, the independent Parliamentary 
Commissioner for Standards. Its 2-year investigation 
revealed that Paterson had, on 14 separate occasions, 
lobbied government officials on behalf of Randox and 
Lynn’s Country Foods, who had paid Paterson more 
than £100,000. Paterson argued that the investigation 
had contributed to his wife’s suicide in 2020. The 
committee — comprising three Conservative MPs and 
seven lay (ordinary) members, who all agreed with 
Stone’s findings — recommended that Paterson serve 
a 30-day suspension from parliament for an ‘egregious 
case of paid advocacy’. 

Owen Paterson and 
the lobbying scandal

How did the government react?
The government tried to prevent Paterson from being 
suspended from the House of Commons. Initially 
it planned to table a vote to override Paterson’s 
suspension directly, but the chief whip Mark Spencer 
advised the government that this was unlikely to 
pass. Instead, Spencer — alongside Conservative MPs 
Andrea Leadsom and Jacob Rees-Mogg, the Leader of 
the House of Commons — led an effort to three-line 
whip Conservative MPs into approving an amendment 
to overturn the procedures for investigating politicians, 
so that Paterson’s suspension could be blocked. The 
government proposed replacing the existing standards 
system with a new select committee, with an in-built 
Conservative majority, to examine standards in the 
Commons and allow MPs to challenge decisions before 
sanctions are imposed. Prime minister Boris Johnson 
signed off the plans. 

The amendment, proposed by Leadsom, was passed 
in the Commons by a majority of 18 votes. It had the 

Emma Kilheeney McSherry reflects on the political fallout in Westminster

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview

DECEMBER 2021

Next page

A
LE

X
A

N
D

RE
 R

O
TE

N
BE

RG
/A

D
O

BE
 S

TO
CK

http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/politicsreview


Activities
Find out more about similar scandals the 
Conservative Party faced in the 1990s:
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk_politics/202525.stm

Find out why UCL’s Constitution Unit argues 
that the Owen Paterson scandal could be 
further evidence of a drift towards ‘democratic 
backsliding’ in the UK: 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/constitution-unit/
news/2021/nov/monitor-79-what-democratic-
backsliding-feels

Question for debate
What are the potential political implications of this 
scandal? Consider party unity, the effectiveness of 
parliament’s oversight function and the extent to 
which MPs perform their representative function 
effectively.

support of 242 Conservative MPs, but 13 Tory MPs 
rebelled and 98 refused to vote, including former 
prime minister Theresa May. Conservative sources 
claimed that a further 35 no-votes were unauthorised 
abstentions and others were allowed under the ‘pairing’ 
system, but that a total of 51 Conservative MPs actually 
rebelled.

Many Conservative MPs from the 2019 intake, who 
are already the most rebellious on record, were unhappy 
about being asked to protect Paterson. Reports claim 
that the pressure to support the amendment was worse 
than during the Brexit votes. Some Conservative MPs 
were told that they would lose government funding if 
they failed to support the amendment. This is being 
investigated. Conservative MP Angela Richardson 
was removed from her government position as 
parliamentary private secretary in the Department for 
Education after abstaining from the vote.

What happened next?
The following day, after facing significant criticism, 
the government was forced to perform a U-turn. It 
abandoned its proposed reforms and accepted the 
findings of the committee’s report into Paterson. Angela 
Richardson was reinstated as a PPS. After losing the 
backing of the prime minister, Owen Paterson resigned 
as a Conservative MP the same day. He continued to 
deny any wrongdoing.

Speaker Sir Lindsay Hoyle set up an independent 
review of the parliamentary standards committee 
to ‘protect the integrity’ of parliament. There is a 
cross-party consensus that MPs should be given the 
opportunity to appeal sanctions.

Former Conservative prime minister John Major, 
whose government was associated with numerous 
scandals including ‘cash for questions’ in the 1990s, 
described Johnson’s government as ‘politically corrupt’.

Why is this significant?
Paterson’s resignation means that the Conservative 
government is now defending three seats in by-
elections over the coming months (see Table 1).

More importantly, the U-turn over the Paterson 
scandal reveals that the power of the prime minister 
can be limited, and only stretched so far, even when 
these powers appear to be dominant and the party in 
power has a substantial majority in the Commons.

Table 1 Forthcoming by-elections in the UK

Out-going MP Constituency Reason for departure
Date of by-
election

Current Conservative 
majority

James Brokenshire Old Bexley and Sidcup Died from cancer 2 December 2021 18,952

David Amess Southend West Killed in his constituency surgery TBC 14,459

Owen Paterson North Shropshire Resigned 16 December 2021 22,949
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