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City of Durham CLP Report — March 2019 

Roberta Blackman-Woods MP 
Working Hard for Durham 

Welcome to my March 2019 Parliamentary report. This year has already proved to be 

an extremely busy one both in the constituency and Westminster, and as we move 

towards April, Brexit continues to take up a significant amount of time in Westminster. 
 

I hope that this brief round-up gives you a flavour of some of the activities I have been 

involved in and some of the campaigns I have supported over the last few months and, 

as usual, if you have any questions or comments about anything in this report, please 

get in touch on mail@roberta.org.uk.  

 Best wishes 

Brexit 
As you will be aware, Brexit continues to 

dominate proceedings in Westminster, 

and the situation in Parliament remains 

very fast moving. 
k 
On Tuesday 12 March, Parliament voted 

again on the Prime Minister’s deal, and it 

was once again rejected by MPs from all 

parties. 
 

I of course voted against this deal, as I 

believe that it is simply not in the 

interests of the UK. I also voted to reject a no-deal Brexit on Wednesday 13 March, as 

leaving the EU without a deal would disastrous, especially for the North East. 
 

Since then, the EU has granted an extension to Article 50 until 22 May if the Prime 

Minister’s deal is approved by today, but only until 12 April to find an alternative way 

forward if it is not. 
 

This week Parliament voted to take control of the process, and hold a series of indicative 

votes to try and find some consensus on the way forward. This is a two stage process, 

with the first attempt not producing an overall consensus, but with a customs union and 

a public vote on any deal the most popular options. 
 

For those of you who want to know how I voted in the first stage, I voted in favour of a 

customs union; the requirement for a public vote on any deal; Labour’s plan; Common 

Market 2.0; and for the revocation of Article 50, and am doing all I can to achieve a softer 

Brexit, and a better deal and bigger say for the people of Durham. If the Prime Minister’s 

deal isn't agreed today, MPs will return to this again on Monday 1 April for the next stage 

to see if a clear way forward can be found. 
 

The vote taking place on 29 March is however on the Withdrawal Agreement only, and I 

will be voting against this. It is vital that this agreement and the Political Declaration are 

voted on together as, if they are separated, the Government will be free to negotiate a 

future relationship with the EU under a new, hard Brexit leader, and this cannot be 

allowed to happen. Equally, the agreement has not changed since it was last before 

Parliament, and it remains a bad deal for the North East. Once again, the Tories are 

playing games with the country for their own benefit, and I will continue to represent the 

interests of the City of Durham constituency throughout this process. 

Roberta taking part in the Brexit debate 
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Education  

All Party Universities Group 

In my role as Chair of 

the All Party 

Parliamentary 

Universities Group, I led 

a review of student 

mental health and 

wellbeing. 
 

We heard from a 

number of contributors, 

including Professor 

Julie Buckingham, Vice 

Chancellor of Brunel University; Meg Zeenat Wamithi, the founder of My Mind 

Matters Too, a student-led mental health consultancy service; and both Barbara 

Keeley and Paula Sheriff from the Shadow Mental Health team. They spoke 

about this issue not only from a student perspective, but that of universities 

and the NHS as well. 
 

Although much has been done to support students with mental health issues, it 

is clear that more collaboration is needed between different agencies, and 

more needs to be done to ensure that students have access to high quality 

mental health services.  

Roberta marches for a People’s Vote 

On Saturday 23 March, I joined over a million people 

in London to march for a people’s vote on the Brexit 

deal.  
 

The march started at noon, with people walking from 

Park Lane to Parliament Square, where there was a 

stage set for a range of speakers to address the 

crowd. The atmosphere on the march was fantastic, 

and there were some truly excellent speeches from 

the stage, although those at the back of the march 

sadly missed some of the contributions, simply as 

there were so many 

people taking part. 
 

It appears that the 

only way to break the deadlock in Parliament 

may be to put the issue back to the public for a 

final vote, and it was heartening to see so many 

people calling for this important next step. 

 

Roberta marching for a People’s Vote 
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I also had the opportunity to question the Prime Minister during Prime Minister’s 

Questions. I recently visited a school within the City of Durham constituency where 

teachers are not only providing food for the children at breakfast and lunch, but are 

sourcing clothes and buying shoes for them, in addition to raising money for books 

and equipment. On top of this, the school may also be under threat of closure. 
 

I asked the Prime Minister why she is able to spend significant sums trying to get 

people to back her dreadful Brexit deal, when schools across the country are 

experiencing issues like the one I recently visited, and suggested that this money 

would be better spend addressing the acute social need in our communities. 
 

Typically, the Prime Minster did not address the points I raised. You can watch my 

question, and the Prime Minister’s response at https://goo.gl/Be5NUe 

Degree Apprenticeships 

During a recent debate in Parliament, I 

once again questioned the Government 

about funding for local schools.  
 

Following the shambolic handling of 

Brexit arrangements by the Transport 

Secretary, which resulted in an out of 

court settlement of £33 million with 

Eurotunnel, I asked why the Government 

could easily find such sums to deal with 

ministerial incompetence, but still claims that there are no funds available for 

much needed capital repairs to schools in Durham. 

Roberta speaks about school funding 

An increasing number of universities are 

offering degree apprenticeships, a new type 

of programme that allows students to study 

part-time, whilst also being employed. 
 

I am part of the Higher Education 

Commission that carried out the inquiry into 

Degree Apprenticeships, and so I was 

pleased that this report has now been 

launched highlighting the Commission’s 

findings. 

 
A number of key issues addressed in this report are the need for financial support 

for students, the difficulties universities face in engaging SMEs, and ‘cold spots’ in 

delivery across the country. Although these courses can offer a different route into 

Higher Education for many, this report makes it clear that more needs to be done 

to ensure they are as effective as possible. You can read this interesting report 

here: 
 

https://www.policyconnect.org.uk/sites/site_pc/files/report/1179/

fieldreportdownload/hecdegreeapprenticeshipsfinalweb.pdf 
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Graduate Employability Forum 

There is a clear need to ensure that 

young people entering the workforce are 

equipped with the skills to be successful, 

and so I was pleased to be able to speak 

at the recent Graduate Employability 

Forum which explored the key barriers to 

skills growth. 
 

I spoke about the role universities have to 

play in improving productivity in the UK, 

the demand for higher level skills, 

regulation and the employability  

prospects for graduates. 
 

Much emphasis has been placed on STEM subjects, but it seems clear that, in the 

future, graduates will need to demonstrate a range of skills. Government policy 

does not appear to have kept up with the role humanities graduates will play in 

future job development however. 
 

Despite all the challenges facing the country, especially around Brexit, it is clear 

that if our economy is to flourish, we will need a highly skilled population.  You can 

see my presentation here: https://www.roberta.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/

sites/444/2019/01/Graduate-Employability-Forum-Presentation-Jan-2019-Final-

Version.pdf 

Belmont School Visit 

As you will know, I regularly visit schools in the 

constituency, and I recently went along to Belmont 

School to talk to pupils about my experiences in 

Parliament. 
 

It was great to see so many young people really 

engaging with politics, and they had many 

interesting questions relating to Parliament, and of 

course Brexit. I look forward to visiting more schools 

in the coming months. 

 

University Politics Speech 

As well as visiting Belmont School, I also 

spoke to Durham University British Politics 

Students about the role of an MP in 

contemporary  politics, followed by a Q&A 

session. 
 

As well as discussing my time in 

Westminster, Brexit of course was a key 

subject, and there were many excellent 

questions from both lecturers and students. 
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Planning & Licensing 

Roberta speaks about permitted development 

Despite the Government recently 

announcing it is committed to 

building high quality, low carbon 

homes, its plans to extend 

permitted development rights will 

allow commercial buildings such 

as warehouses and office blocks 

to be converted into residential 

properties, paving the way for 

poorly designed, poor quality 

buildings. 
 

This move has been widely condemned by a number of councils, and the planning 

sector. Homeless charity Shelter has also raised concerns that this move could 

drain away more social housing, and allow developers to bypass the planning 

system altogether, thereby taking away the ability of local communities to have a 

say on development in their area.  
 

There are also real concerns that this move will have an impact on essential safety 

standards in converted buildings, especially when offices are converted to 

residential properties. 
 

Instead of simply disregarding the planning system, the Government should instead 

be utilising it properly, and ensuring that sites that already have planning 

permission are developed.  I will continue to challenge the Government to not only 

reform the planning system, but to take concrete measures to address our housing 

crisis. 

MP holds meeting to discuss licensing in Durham 

I have for many years campaigned on 

the need for stronger regulation of 

licensed premises within the city 

centre and, despite Durham County 

Council refusing to look at this in 

previous years, it is now carrying out 

a review of its licensing policy. 
 

I held a meeting to discuss this with 

local residents, and it is clear that 

there is a great deal of concern about 

the number of venues that have been 

allowed to operate within a compact  

and historic city centre. 
 

I will be feeding the results of the meeting back to the local authority, and would 

encourage everyone to take part in the consultation, which runs until 3 May 2019. 

You can do so by emailing licensing@durham.gov.uk 
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Roberta launches Key Cities: Cities in Action Report 

I was really pleased to be able to speak at 

the launch of the Key Cities: Cities in Action 

report in Parliament. 
 

This new report highlights what closer 

collaboration between cities can offer to the 

UK and devolved governments. It also sets 

out how the UK and devolved governments 

can support our cities to fulfil their potential, 

and deliver stronger growth, higher 

productivity, higher employment in better 

paid and more secure jobs, and a more 

inclusive economy. 
 

There are some excellent recommendations in this report that can be applied to 

many of our communities cross the UK. The report includes case studies and 

supporting evidence to demonstrate the future ambition of these cities. You can 

read the report here: 

 

https://www.keycities.co.uk/sites/default/files/publications/Key%20Cities%20-

%20Cities%20in%20Action.pdf 

During my public meeting about 

licensing, I was also pleased to get 

the opportunity to discuss the plans 

for a new bus station in Durham. 
 

In 2016 Durham County Council put 

forward proposals to completely 

remodel North Road and move the 

bus station. These plans were 

inappropriate for such an historic 

city, raised a number of safety 

concerns for bus drivers and 

passengers and were met with 

widespread opposition.  
 

It’s very good news then that the council have listened to the feedback it received, 

and looked again at the plans for a new bus station. 
 

It’s really important that the whole site is redeveloped to provide a high quality 

building in keeping with the historic city centre, and that it is a safe, clean and 

comfortable space not only for passengers and staff, but for the bus drivers who 

will use it too. I look forward to working with the local community and the council 

on this, and will continue to liaise with the bus companies and unions to ensure 

that we get the new, technologically driven bus station and travel interchange that 

Durham deserves. 

Roberta discusses plans for a new bus station 

An artists impression of Durham Bus Station 
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Health Services 

Roberta meets with nurses and care workers 

Roberta discusses planning at Labour Local Government Conference 

In March, I attended the Labour Local 

Government Conference along with 

colleagues from the HCLG team, and 

held a  session looking at the planning 

system. 
 

I was joined on the panel by Andrew 

Gwynne, Shadow Secretary of State for 

Housing, Communities and Local 

Government; Councillor Lewis Herbert,  

Leader of Cambridge City Council and 

Councillor Shama Tatler, Lead Member 

for Planning at Brent Council. 
 

We had many really useful contributions from those in attendance, and it was a 

really helpful discussion. As the work of the Planning Commission continues, 

events such as this help us to make progress in identifying the problems of the 

current system, and what needs to be done to make sure that the next Labour 

Government can introduce policies that ensure the planning system is fit for the 

future.  

There is a huge shortage of nurses 

and care workers across the UK, so 

I was pleased to have the chance 

to discuss what needs to be done 

to boost recruitment in these 

areas. 
 

The number of people aged over 

75 is set to rise by 63% by 2036, 

and the social care currently has in 

the region of 110,000 vacancies in 

England. Alongside this, the 

number of people applying to study 

nursing continues to fall.  
 

If we are to ensure that these vacancies are filled, and those in need of care are 

provided with a service that truly meets their needs, we must ensure that care 

workers and nurses are given a decent level of pay and good working conditions 

to encourage people to join the sector. I will continue to press the Government 

on the need to properly fund social care and NHS services. 

Roberta meeting with carers and nurses  
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Roberta joins Prison Officer’s Association Rally 

Public Sector Cuts 

Following on from my recent visits to the 

prisons within the City of Durham constituency, 

I joined the Prison Officers’ Association march 

to call for more support for our prison officers. 
 

Prison officers are increasingly having to deal 

with unacceptable levels of violence due to the 

continued underfunding and lack of resources 

for our prisons. Alongside this, they are 

expected to work in a taxing front line position 

until 68.  
 

Of course there are many prison officers who 

live within the City of Durham constituency, 

and so I was pleased to be able to support this 

march, and join the rally afterwards, to show 

my support for their campaign against the 

increasing privatisation of our prison system, 

and back their call for the Government to 

properly fund our prison services. 

Roberta meets with Firefighters in Durham 

As well as supporting the Prison Officers in their campaign for better funding and 

support, I also met with a number of firefighters in Durham to discuss the issues 

that the service is facing locally, and plans that have been drawn up to move an 

appliance away from the city. 
 

Since 2012,  almost 58 percent has been cut from the brigade’s budget, and the 

Government has removed almost all support for the purchasing of new appliances 

and equipment. To try and deal with this, and maximise the existing resources, the 

Fire Authority has proposed moving an appliance from Durham to Spennymoor, 

however as Durham is one of 

the busiest stations in the 

county, I am very concerned 

about the impact this will have 

on the area. 
 

I discussed this with a number 

of firefighters based at Durham, 

who are themselves worried 

about this move, and will be 

meeting with the Chief Fire 

Officer shortly to raise these 

issues, and to highlight the 

need to ensure that the City of 

Durham is not put at risk. 
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More and more people are coming along to my advice 

surgeries, especially as issues with Universal Credit 

continues to hit people hard. 
 

A number of people and families are being pushed 

into financial difficulty by this poorly administrated 

and unfair system. 
 

As well as problems with benefits, I have continued to 

see people who need help with such issues as social 

housing, problems accessing health services and 

immigration issues, and I will continue to work hard to 

help residents who need support. 
 

 

Advice Surgery Sessions 

Miscellaneous Issues and Events 

I was really pleased to be able to join 

local members to help campaign for 

our candidate Anne Bonner in the 

recent by-election for the Esh and 

Witton Gilbert Division. 
 

It was great to see so many people out 

working to get Labour elected. Sadly 

the Lib Dems held the division, despite  

the positive Labour message that 

members were conveying to residents. 
 

Thank you to everyone who took part in campaigning, and to Chris Turner for 

organising the campaigning sessions. My commiserations go to Anne, as well as  

a huge thank you for standing as the candidate, and doing some excellent work 

in building Labour support for future elections. 

Campaigning in Witton Gilbert 

Roberta attends Redhills film screening 
I was really lucky to be able to attend the screening of 

the film ‘Of Whole Heart Cometh Hope’ on International 

Women’s Day at Redhills.  
 

The film follows the Durham Women’s Banner Group 

through the making of a new women’s banner last year 

to coincide with 100 years of some women getting the 

vote, and its unveiling at the Miners’ Gala. 
 

I was joined by my colleagues Helen Goodman and 

Emily Thornberry to see this uplifting film that 

celebrated the immense contributions, achievements 

and strength of the women in Durham. If you want to 

find out more about the fabulous Women’s Banner 

Group, you can visit www.womensbannergroup.org.uk  
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Planning Commission 

Work continues on the Planning Commission, with more regional meetings 

taking place, as well as  a number of site visits, and our regular meetings in 

Westminster. 

As you will know from previous 

reports, the aim of the Commission 

is to gather and examine evidence 

that will help set out a range of 

planning policy options for the next 

Labour Government. This is a really 

intensive piece of work, with the 

monthly regional and Westminster 

meetings to organise and attend 

with planners, developers and 

residents, and of course compiling 

the information we are receiving 

through the call for evidence. 
 

Most recently, the Commission has visited 

Nottingham, Birmingham and Plymouth, with a 

number of site visits taking place alongside our 

meetings. 
 

It was particularly good to meet with Councillor 

Tudor Evans, Leader of Plymouth Council, who 

showed us round the city, and shared the work the 

council has been doing on a Joint Local Plan with 

neighbouring local authorities, which aims to put 

both the social and economic wellbeing of the 

district at the forefront of decision making. 
 

We also had a very informative tour of the 

regeneration work that is underway  in 

Birmingham, including new public space and 

pedestrianised areas designed to 

highlight the cultural heritage of the city. 
 

The Commission will continue to meet 

throughout 2019 to examine the issues 

that different regions are facing, and we 

have already heard so many useful 

contributions about how the planning 

system can be improved, and what the 

next Labour Government can do to put in 

place policies that ensure the planning 

system meets the needs of our 

communities. 

Roberta in Plymouth 

Regeneration work in Birmingham 
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Miscellaneous Westminster Campaigns 
It has been a really busy few months for campaigning in Westminster, and here is a 

roundup of some of the campaigns I have supported since my last report. 

Action for Children Research  

In February, I joined Action for Children, 

Barnardo’s, the NSPCC and the Children’s 

Society at their event launching their new 

research into spending on children’s 

services. 
 

Councils are facing a £3 billion funding gap 

for children’s services by 2025, with many 

services having already been stripped back 

or shut down. Over 1,000 children’s centres 

have closed since 2009, while 760 youth 

centres have shut since 2012.  
 

These charities have now come together to 

warn that thousands more children and 

young people could fall into crisis if these 

cuts continue, and to call on the 

Government to ensure youth services are 

properly funded. 

I joined over 170 organisations, including Ben 

and Jerry’s to support Refugee Action’s Lift the 

Ban campaign. 
 

Refugee Action helps refugees who’ve survived 

some of the world’s worst regimes, and ensures 

they have the basic support they need to live 

again with dignity, and build safe, happy and 

productive lives in the UK. 

 

Refugee Action is now calling on the Home 

Secretary to allow refugees in the UK the right to 

work. Currently, refugees are unable to seek 

employment while awaiting a decision on their 

claim for asylum, which can sometimes take 

years. Instead of being allowed to support 

themselves, they are forced to live in hardship.  

 

People who have risked everything to find safety should have the best chance of 

contributing to our society and integrating into our communities, and so I was 

pleased to back the call to lift the ban. Find out more by visiting https://www.refugee

-action.org.uk/lift-the-ban/ 

 

Refugee Action’s Lift The Ban Campaign 

Roberta supporting Action for Children 
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Comic Relief  

Looking Forward 

There is of course plenty to do over the next few months, with Brexit once again 

being the key focus in Westminster.  

 

Alongside this however, we still need to continue challenging Government decisions 

around issues such as education funding, health budgets, Universal Credit and local 

Government cuts. I will also be continuing with the Planning Commission, with a 

number of regional meetings coming up in the diary.  

 

As well as all this, I will of course continue to campaign on issues that affect 

constituents in Durham, and keep pressing for a General Election.  

Climate Coalition Show the Love Campaign 
The Climate Coalition is the UKs largest group 

dedicated to action against climate change, and I 

was pleased to be able to support their ‘Show The 

Love’ campaign. 
 

This campaign encourages people to share what 

they  want to protect the most from climate 

change, and take part in reducing their carbon 

footprint. 
 

Climate Change is one of the most important 

challenges that we face, and so I was really 

pleased that I could get involved with this excellent 

campaign. For more information, please visit 

www.theclimatecoalition.org 

I was delighted to join Sir Lenny Henry and The 

Coalition for Global Prosperity to support Comic 

Relief, and highlight this year’s Red Nose Day. 
 

The Coalition for Global Prosperity brings together 

political, business and faith leaders who believe 

that an effective development budget, alongside 

an active diplomatic and defence strategy, keeps 

Britain at the forefront of alleviating poverty and 

bringing freedom, security and prosperity to those 

who need it most. 
 

On Red Nose Day, Comic Relief raises millions of 

pounds for vulnerable people and communities 

both here in the UK and internationally, and so I 

was pleased to be able to raise awareness of how 

people can get involved. You can find out more at www.comicrelief.com 

 

Roberta with Sir Lenny Henry 


