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PM urges backbenc

acceptsis ‘unpopula

Peter Walker
Senior political correspondent

Up to 50 Labour MPs could refuse to
back controversial plans to cut the
winter fuel allowance for 10 million
pensioners despite Keir Starmer
urging backbenchers to get behind
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- but dozens are believed to be con-
sidering abstaining or being absent,
sources told the Guardian.

Rebels say the numbers in their
ranks are hard to predict.

After seven Labour MPs had the
whip suspended in July for voting for

scottish Nationalparty amendment
1 the two-child benefit cap, rebel-
g over the winter fuel allowance
expected tobring the same conse

lences - although neither Starme:
or No 10 would be drawn on this.

of absences would indicate the extent
of disquiet over a policy many rebels
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remain inside the tent,” one Labou:
MPsaid. “Abstention is the new rebel-
lion. It’s a question of defining what
dissentis, and it’s probably better to
do this than to jump off a cliff”
Althoughthereis no chance of the
vote being lost, a significant number

aged over 80 - would be means-
tested to plug a £22bn “black hole”
in the public finances. The number
in England and Wales who receive it
will fall from 11.4 million to 1.5 mil-
lion, saving £1.5bn a year.

Scores of MPs could refuse to back
Starmer over cut in fuel payments
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Tomorrow’s vote was triggered by
the Conservatives formally opposing
the plan to strip the payment from all
but the poorest pensioners.

Inhisfirstmajor TVinterviewsince
becoming prime minister, Starmer
made it plain that he would not tol-
erate open dissent. Asked ifhe would
apply the same policy of removing
the whip from rebels, Starmer told
the BBC's Laura Kuenssberg: “That
will be a matter for the chief whip.”

He continued: “We’re going into

avote. I'm glad we're hav- oe
ing a vote, because I think
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resenting nearly included.
pounds awarded by the Conservative
administration during the pandemic,
according to a detailed study.

The analysis, billedas the most in-
depthlook yet at public procurement
during the crisis, warns thatsystemic
bias, opague accounting and uncon- |5
trolled pricing resulted in vast waste |5
of public funds on testing and per-
sonal protective equipment (PPE).

The review of more than 5,000
contracts across 400 public bodies |
identifies 135 high-risk contracts with
avalue of £15.3bnwhere investigation
ismerited due tothe identification of
three or more “red flags” for corrup-
tion, includingalack of competition,
delays or failure to release infor-
mation on procurement and conflicts
of interest in the award of contracts.
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France was transformed into a huge dance party last night as the Paris Paralympic Games drew to a close




