Parliamentary Report – January 2008

Dear Friends,

It was November when I last wrote to update you on my parliamentary activities both in the constituency and Westminster so I would like to begin by wishing you all a happy and prosperous New Year.

Before the Christmas break I went along to the postal sorting office on Pensby Road, Heswall to see their progress on the Christmas delivery and meet the 60 postmen and women who were working to deliver mail from their swollen postbags to nearly 15,000 addresses in the run up to Christmas. I have been visiting this office, as well as the other sorting office in the constituency in New Ferry, for nearly 11 years to show support for the work done by Royal Mail staff at this busy time of year.

Paul Gibson, Fire Group Manager for Wirral, welcomed me to Heswall Fire Station in the week before Christmas to hear their fire safety advice. According to the Communities and Local Government Department more fire deaths occur in December and January than any other months of the year. I also opened the Stations Christmas Grotto which donated all proceeds to Claire House and the Fire Service Benevolent Fund.
A student from Wirral Grammar School for Girls, Bebington, spent a day shadowing me to see what life is like as a Member of Parliament. Leah Cope from Bromborough, elected to represent the Wirral at the UK Youth Parliament, accompanied me on my constituency appointments to gain an appreciation of the work of the constituency office and the diverse nature of a MPs workload. I think it is important to encourage the younger generation to think about politics, perhaps as a career, perhaps as constituents, but certainly in terms of the way in which politics can infringe on peoples lives be they young or old. I hope Leah left with a better understanding of what work is done and what can be achieved for the people who live in Wirral South by their representative in Parliament.
Following similar visits to Grove Street Primary in New Ferry and Stanton Road Primary in Bebington I went along to Poulton Lancelyn Primary in Spital to present their football team with new Umbro footballs which I received through the FA Community Football Programme. I met Poulton’s new headteacher, Mrs Greathead who updated me on school issues.

As part of a series of visits to businesses in the constituency I went along to Kaneb Terminals in Bankfields Drive, Eastham, where I met Terminal Manager John Gilbert for a tour of the 45 Acre Site on the banks of the Mersey. Kaneb Terminals is owned by NuStar Energy LP a master limited partnership based in Texas with 9,113 miles of pipeline, 87 terminal facilities and four crude oil storage facilities. The Eastham Terminal has a capacity of over 320,000m3 in over 150 tanks and is a top tier COMAH site capable of storing a wide variety of liquids including high and low flash chemicals, petroleum, lubricating oils, additives, acids, vegetable oils and animal fats.

A Wirral charity offering outdoor activities for deprived youngsters has a new countryside bridge thanks to a £3,100 donation from the Oxton Society. For many years The Barnstondale Centre, which offers recreational activities to less fortunate children and young people across Merseyside, was linked to a wooded dale by a bridge. But the bridge become unsafe to use and made it difficult for youngsters to enjoy the beautiful and ancient 15-acre green belt site. The Oxton Society, which promotes the Oxton conservation area in Wirral - stepped in with the £3,100 needed. As a thank you, the society's chairman Patrick Toosey and I, as a fellow supporter, were invited to take a look at the support the centre provides to young people.

I went along to the new state of the art JJB health and fitness club on the Croft Retail Park in Bromborough. As well as creating around 30 new jobs for the area the opening also symbolises for many local residents an end to the years of misery they experienced from the site which was formerly the Ritzy Nightclub. Complaints about violence and disorder from club goers leaving the Ritzy, which closed in 2003, featured regularly in my mailbag and it was pleasing to see the troubled spot being put to good use. 

Trevor Patterson and Steve Hern, Secretary and Chairman of the Mini’s & Juniors at the Old Anselmian’s Rugby Club respectively, invited me to their home ground, Malone Field in Eastham Village Road, recently to watch a game and to tell me about the club and their hopes to expand facilities to accommodate women players. Affiliated to one of the oldest clubs in English rugby history, Sale Sharks, it is a wonderful set up with a great atmosphere and I wish them all the best for the season and with their future plans. My visit was one of many to various clubs, societies, voluntary organisations, schools, businesses and so on that I undertake throughout the year to keep up to speed on what is happening in the constituency and what issues are affecting people.
As you will know the Post Office has announced that Lancelyn Court and Lower Heswall Post Offices are to close. This news comes despite residents’ and my own best efforts to convince the Post Office of the importance of their continued existence. I am disappointed and angry that such a decision has been taken. The communities of Spital and Lower Heswall have done all they can to prevent these ill-advised closures. I presented petitions on behalf of customers of Lancelyn Court and Lower Heswall Post Offices in the House of Commons. Signatories numbered over 6000 – a number the Post Office evidently chose to ignore. After having spoken to the Prime Minister about the importance of both Post Offices’ continued existence, and met personally with the Minister for Postal Affairs over this matter, I am astonished that the Post Office has failed to take on board the strong case we have made for retention. It is no satisfaction to say it but the two communities did all they could to prevent these closures. I have written to all those who signed my petition to thank them for their support, despite the devastating result. An especial vote of thanks also goes to those who made the long journey to London to meet the Minister for Postal Affairs.

After visiting Carlett Park for an update on the College’s plans for refurbishment I gave a speech about my role in the Intelligence and Security Committee to ‘Amnesty International’ and ‘Churches Together in Wirral’ at the United Reformed Church in Heswall recently. Created in 1994 as part of the Intelligence Services Act the Intelligence and Security Committee consists of 7 senior parliamentarians which provides oversight of the countries’ security services, known better as MI5 and MI6.  

I called into Heswall restaurant ‘What’s Cooking’ this week to learn more about Wirral’s Junior Chefs’ Academy, the latest kids culinary craze sweeping the North West – first seen in Wirral – to promote healthy attitudes to cooking and having fun with food. The Junior Chefs’ Academy has been a sizzling success story in Wirral where the creative cooking team has delivered dynamic workshops in more than 80 schools over the past 12 months, using a hands-on approach enabling children to make smarter nutritional choices. The work the Academy do with primary school children is very valuable. It is important that we educate children about the benefits of a healthy, balanced diet and give them the practical skills to achieve it. I can see that through Junior Chefs’ Academy this can be achieved while having good fun.

At my request the Home Secretary, Jacqui Smith, visited Bebington to meet new Area Commander Chief Superintendent Jon Ward and representatives of the various agencies that make up Wirral’s Joint Community Safety Team. The team explained their successes in tackling crime and anti-social behaviour to the Secretary of State at a meeting on the Councils’ Respect bus which was parked outside Bebington Police Station in Civic Way. It was after the Borough’s zero tolerance approach to tackling anti-social behaviour was recognised by the Government and it led to Wirral being chosen as one of 40 Respect Action Areas across the country that I thought Jacqui should see how we do things in Wirral for herself
I have been in court since 14th January, but rest assured I have not done anything wrong. I am one of the few MPs in England and Wales to be chosen for jury service and, as I write, my services are still required. MPs, doctors, lawyers and judges were exempt from jury service before the rules were relaxed as part of the Criminal Justice Act 2003. Serving as a juror is an important civic responsibility and 250,000 jurors are required each year. 

In Westminster

My Westminster work has included research into Assura Medical, a company which, as you may be aware, is planning to invest in healthcare in Wirral South. I have held talks with the MD of Assura and have asked extensive Questions to the Health Minister about if and how limited liability partnerships benefit taxpayers using the NHS. 

I continue to spend a large part of my time on duties with the Intelligence and Security Committee.

Members will by now be aware that Wirral South Conservatives are in receipt of Ashcroft money which is being used for wall to wall leafleting, paid adverts in the local press and peddling misinformation, not least in the context of the Post Office closures. Combating Ashcroft is going to be one of our most pressing challenges. We will all have to work hard to fight the effects. 
