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Foreword

When | was asked to provide the first
cabinet maternity cover in a policy
department last year it felt historic and
| was determined to help show it would
be normal and successful. | am proud to
say | think that goal was achieved, and

| look forward to more to come in the
decades ahead.

There was no textbook in 2023 - we
knew we were writing the book as we
went along. With this experience in hand,
| have brought together this volume so
that this history can be recorded and
others can stand on our shoulders in the
future. | hope the tools described in this contribution and the collection
might help others who come next at the cabinet level, and throughout
government, including future male ministers who are yet to break into
substantial parental leave.

| urge readers in government, parliament and the public to reflect on
our recommendations and make use of our experiences. | sincerely
hope that we can improve our representative democracy so that young
parents can play their fullest part too.

Rt. Hon. Chloe Smith
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Summary

The Ministerial and other Maternity Allowances Act 2021 expanded and formalised
maternity cover provision for pregnant ministers. Developed in response to the then
attorney general Suella Braverman's pregnancy, it allowed paid cover to be appointed
for a minister who chose to take maternity leave, without affecting the legal limit on
the number of paid ministers or requiring a pregnant minister to forgo their ministerial
salary while on leave, or even resign. Before the 2021 Act, arrangements around
ministerial maternity leave were improvised and informal, worked out between
individual ministers and their teams.

This report, co-authored by Chloe Smith, who has her own experience on both taking
maternity leave as a minister and covering for others on leave, brings together the
experiences and reflections of six former ministers. This group all took maternity leave
from their ministerial roles and/or provided ministerial maternity cover themselves,
both before and after the 2021 Act. It also includes the experiences of Helene Hayman,
the first MP to attract high levels of media attention when she had a baby in office in
the 1970s. This group features Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrat ministers,
from the House of Commons and the House of Lords, and from across government. The
paper explores how these ministers prepared for maternity leave, how they handled
the period of leave itself, their experiences of returning to work afterwards, and their
reflections and advice for others thinking about doing the same.

Each ministerial role is different, as are the circumstances and preferences of each
individual minister, but some clear themes emerge:

+ Planning a handover is extremely valuable (and indeed is an option not
usually available in most other cases where a ministerial job is changing hands,
such as reshuffles).

+ Support of ministerial private office teams is similarly important, although they
often have little official guidance on the process.

* MPresponsibilities can be more difficult to cover than a ministerial role, as
constituency offices are less well supported than government roles.

+ Leave arrangements vary widely, with ministers taking different approaches to
how long to go on leave and how much to keep in touch with their department
while they are away — taking into account their specific cover arrangements, the
particularities of their role, departmental personnel or policy changes, as well as
the provisions of the 2021 Act itself.

Three MPs had had babies in office before this, but Hayman’'s maternity leave was the first to attract sizable
media attention.
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The arrival of the 2021 Act addressed many of the problems encountered by ministers
who had taken maternity leave before, particularly the pressure on those providing the
cover, who would often be doing another ministerial job at the same time. But the Act
is not perfect, and could be made more flexible and inclusive. Now it has been proven
to work well, there is scope to apply it to other contexts where a period of leave would
be appropriate, and to support ministers to make choices that are best for them and
their families, which the report explores. It also makes recommendations for others
connected to or working closely with ministers on how to ensure a period of leave is

as smooth and positive an experience as possible.

6 MINISTERIAL MATERNITY LEAVE



Introduction

Historical background

Until 2021, arrangements for a minister wishing to take maternity leave were relatively
ad hoc and informal. The option to take maternity leave of up to six months (at the
discretion of the prime minister) was added to the ministerial code in 2019, codifying
what was in reality existing practice. However, the Ministerial and other Salaries Act
1975, which limits the number of paid ministers a government is allowed to have, does
not make allowances for maternity leave. If a government already had the maximum
possible number of paid ministers (109) anyone appointed to temporarily replace a
minister taking leave could not be paid for doing so. Rather, the incumbent minister
would have had to resign to ‘free up’ a paid position for their cover —which would then,
of course, leave them without a ministerial salary themselves.

Most (though not all) ministers are also MPs, and therefore have constituency and
parliamentary responsibilities to think about when considering maternity leave. Since
Beatrice Wright became the first MP to have a baby in office in 1943, more than 40
sitting MPs have given birth, but for most of that period there was almost no formal
supportin place, and certainly no maternity leave provision for that role. MPs could make
individual choices about how much or little to work while pregnant or with a young child,
but there were no structures to enable them to arrange cover for their constituency
duties so they could take proper time off.

A handful of ministers did nevertheless take maternity leave prior to 2021. They included
Yvette Cooper, Meg Hillier and Ruth Kelly in previous Labour governments; Jenny Willott
and Jo Swinson in the coalition; and Tracey Crouch, Chloe Smith and Kemi Badenoch in
the subsequent Conservative administrations. In some cases the wider ministerial team
in the relevant department covered the responsibilities of the person on leave, while in
others a minister was drafted in from elsewhere in government. In both scenarios, those
covering were expected to continue with their original role as well as that of the minister
on leave, and no additional pay was available for that extra work.

Things began to change for MPs, if not yet for ministers, in 2019. Tulip Siddiq was granted
the first proxy vote in January that year (although not before she delayed her caesarean
section to vote on the government’s Brexit deal),* at the beginning of a proxy voting
pilot scheme that was made permanent in 2020. Since then, new parents (including
adoptive parents) have been able to choose a proxy to vote on their behalf in the House
of Commons.” These provisions were later extended to include MPs who could not vote
in-person due to illness or injury.’

2019 also saw the introduction of the first 'locum MP’, when the Independent
Parliamentary Standards Authority (IPSA) made provision for Stella Creasy to hire
Kizzy Gardiner, who provided her with cover in her constituency duties (but not in
the Commons) so that she could take maternity leave. Further support for MPs taking

This only applied until the end of the last parliament, so has now lapsed and at the time of publication had not
been reauthorised by the new parliament.
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maternity leave was subsequently introduced by IPSA: a parental leave cover fund
available since April 2021 can be used by MPs to employ cover for their office while they
are away.’ The scheme has come in for criticism since, including from Creasy, who has
argued that it does not offer sufficient provision to cover an MP’s full workload.

Neither the proxy voting scheme nor IPSA’s fund provide cover for ministerial
responsibilities, however. And when Suella Braverman became pregnant in 2020, a few
months after she was appointed attorney general in Boris Johnson’s government, it
became clear that an ad hoc approach to ministerial cover was not going to be sufficient
to allow for maternity leave at this more senior level. The legally defined responsibilities
of her role were linked to a specific postholder, and could not simply be informally
covered by someone else.

The Ministerial and other Maternity Allowances Act 2021 (MoMA) was a response to this.
It allows the prime minister to designate a pregnant minister as paid ‘minister on leave’
for up to six months, and to appoint another paid minister to temporarily fill the role
without affecting the overall limits set by the 1974 Act.

This legislation has been applied on five occasions since it received royal assent in March
2021, including to allow for leave taken by Braverman, whose circumstances prompted itin the
first place, and Baroness Penn, to whom it has been applied twice. Although the Act does not
guarantee that a minister on leave will be reappointed to the same role after their maternity
leave, most—Braverman, Baroness Penn in her first period of leave, Michelle Donelan and

Julia Lopez —have been. Baroness Penn was on maternity leave for the second time when the
Labour government was formed after the 2024 general election, so will not be reappointed.

This paper

This paper was prompted by Chloe Smith's reflections on her time covering Michelle
Donelan while the latter was on maternity leave from her role as secretary of state for
science, technology and innovation. The rest of the paper contains reflections from six
women who had babies while in political office — Baroness Hayman, who had a child
while an MP in the 1970s, and five former ministers who gave birth in the 2000s, 2010s
and 2020s. They assess how well they were supported by their party, their ministerial
colleagues, parliament and their department, as well as offering their thoughts on how
the system for ministerial maternity leave can be improved.

While speaking to former ministers for this paper we heard references to guidance
documents drafted by officials, collating reflections on what had gone well when
arranging a period of leave and what could be done differently in future. However, we
did not hear any examples of these documents being accessible to other ministers or
their teams subsequently. This paper seeks to be a resource to ministers considering
taking maternity leave and to those key figures and teams around them on how to make
a success of the process.

The paper finishes with our recommendations for different groups — ministers,
those providing cover, party leaders, civil servants and others —on how to improve
the system so that taking maternity leave while in ministerial office becomes as
straightforward as possible.
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Figure 1 Timeline of maternity leave in UK governments
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Chloe Smith

Chloe Smith (Conservative)

Role at times of maternity
2016: MP for Norwich North

2019: Minister for the constitution
and devolution

Period of leave
2016: six months
2019: six months

Cover

2016: None

2019: Kevin Foster
2023: maternity cover for Michelle Donelan (DSIT)

I had my children while in office, one in 2016 while an MP and the second while a
junior minister in 2019. That experience had been smooth enough in terms of support
from my constituency and ministerial offices, with duties taken on by a cover minister
for six months. The only accidental wrinkle in that was that the name of the cover
minister was announced publicly before | was informed. Part of the rough and tumble
of political appointments, perhaps, but this volume is designed to make it easy to

learn how to do it more effectively. I'd even returned to work straight into a general
election, both times — surely a freak of statistics. I'm very grateful for the good sense of
constituents who took their MP’s maternity leave in their stride, but I'm also aware that
other experiences in this collection are not so clear-cut.

More recently, in April 2023, the chief whip called me to sound me out for the role of
supporting Michelle Donelan by covering her maternity leave at the Department for
Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT). The department was even newer than the
ministerial maternity leave legislation. Set up in February 2023, it embodied Rishi
Sunak’s personal passion for the UK to be a science and technology superpower. He
had chosen Michelle, who had ably held a predecessor post, for the role knowing that
she would require maternity leave in three months’ time, and it was clear the prime
minister held no qualms about this.

| was available, and in addition to my own turn at maternity leave, | had extensive
ministerial experience, including running the largest department in the government.
| suspect it was significant that | had already announced that | was not intending to
stand again at the next election, which meant everyone could expect less fuss about
me having to leave cabinet again after this appointment!
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So of course | said yes, because | wanted to play my part in making maternity leave
work at the highest level. | was also deeply inspired by the monumental subject matter
of the department.

What we did

Michelle's intention was to take 10-12 weeks of leave, and the big point at the outset
was that there was time for preparation and good communication. Preparation
included sensible discussions with Michelle, the key civil servants and the special
advisers about her priorities and the issues at hand. This is, of course, very different to
normal ministerial appointments, done fast and hard, with little notice and straight on
to either cameras or the dispatch box.

Clear communication continued to be important throughout. | thought best to set out
how | would deliver Michelle's priorities, sending a note to the prime minister at the
start and returning to summarise what had been done by the end. | asked officials to
draw up a '10-week plan’ so that we could track delivery explicitly to time. Michelle
was kept well informed, especially by her SpAds and more formally in some cases such
as the Online Safety Act, where she chose to continue to be visible and engaged at a
delicate time.

| thought tone was an essential part of delivery. | aimed to maintain that no-fuss
stance, and most of all to demonstrate in a positive sense that this was Michelle's
role which | was enabling. | made this central in communication with officials, and
repeated it at the cabinet table. This tone was blended into my approach to external
relationships, a zone which for any cabinet minister would be a high priority, and
which would understandably be a worry when away from your brief. It came through
also in the internal relationships, particularly with the SpAds who were, after all,
highly personal appointments to Michelle and only on loan to me! Both the SpAds
and the private office were outstanding in how they responded to the challenge of
atemporary extra boss.

The permanent secretary played a crucial role in facilitating all aspects of the
arrangement. We worked closely together especially as the organisation was so

new itself, and we were jointly responsible for only its second quarter of existence. |
characterised this as the first 12 weeks having been all about starting big ideas and
moving at a hundred miles an hour to set up, and the second 12 weeks would be where
| could help by bedding in what would be needed for execution.

As this collection shows, the legal practice under the Ministerial and other Maternity
Allowances Act was still new territory; at cabinet level, the legislation and practical
operation had only been tested in the role of the attorney general. Michelle was
technically on leave, but wished to maintain involvement in certain areas. | was
formally the secretary of state and held the power, but of course wanted to run

the cover in the way that worked for Michelle. We developed some methods of
contributing jointly to decisions. In one particular case we doubled up our power
and cabinet colleagues would have seen ‘two for the price of one’,
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My own experience of raising a family while in office, and my policy interests such

as in accessibility in the workplace, lead me to believe very passionately in getting
the best out of your workforce. | took the opportunity of this unusual leadership
moment to role-model this. As a condition of taking the post, | had explicitly informed
the chief whip and the prime minister that | could not change my own childcare
arrangements at short notice, so | would continue to do the school run every day.
Many staff mentioned to me how helpful this was to them, allowing them to feel that
they could be working parents as well as excellent public servants. As an extra bonus,
we also had an all-female leadership team for this period, counting the secretary or
secretaries of state, the permanent secretary, the government chief scientist and

all the directors general. So far, | have not seen that with my own eyes elsewhere in
government nor the private sector.
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Baroness Hayman

Baroness Hayman
(Labour)

Role at time of maternity
1977: MP for Welwyn and Hatfield

Period of leave
None

Cover
None

Credit: Roger Harris

Helene, now Baroness, Hayman was elected as Labour MP for Welwyn and Hatfield
in the 1974 general election, aged 25. She gave birth to her first child, Ben, while

an MP in October 1976. While not the first female MP to have a child while in office
Baroness Hayman was the first to attract high levels of media attention. This was in
part because of the completely different social attitudes to women in politics and in
the workplace at the time, but scrutiny was also exacerbated by the government’s
lack of majority in the Commons — after the two elections of 1974, Labour under
Harold Wilson and then Jim Callaghan needed every single vote it could get to pass
legislation and advance its agenda.

Baroness Hayman's case is specific to the time and political situation of the late 1970s,
and many things have changed since she had her first child. Nonetheless, her story tells
us a lot about the problems women can face having children while in political office.

The reaction

The first person in parliament that Baroness Hayman told about her pregnancy was
the government chief whip, Bob Mellish, who had called her into his office to offer her
a job as a whip. Hayman felt she had to turn this role down because of her pregnancy,
knowing how demanding it would be. Once she had explained her reasoning to him,
she "thought he was going to have a heart attack”.
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Later that year, during the ‘long, hot summer’ of 1976, Baroness Hayman was heavily
pregnant and was lying down in the Labour ladies members’' room in parliament,

to take a rest before key votes took place, after midnight. She recalled how Barbara
Castle, formerly a senior minister in the Labour cabinet, looked at her and decided
to go and tell the Conservative chief whip, Humphrey Atkins, that "it was his
responsibility” if Hayman were to have a miscarriage.

As Hayman said, Castle was "a force of nature” but needn’t have worried. Atkins clearly
spoke to his boss, as the leader of the opposition — Margaret Thatcher — decided in a
moment of cross-party solidarity to help Hayman: she came into the Labour ladies
members’ room (a shocking move) and announced: "I have a sore throat. You are
pregnant. We are both going home,” meaning that the result of the vote would not be
affected by Hayman's absence.

Navigating parliament with a baby

This, however, was to be a one-off. Hayman had hoped to take some leave once her
baby was born, but because of the tight parliamentary arithmetic and the breakdown
of pairing arrangements (where MPs from opposing parties are ‘paired’ and both
excluded from voting, meaning the result is not affected by their absence) she was
required to be back in parliament almost immediately. She asked Thatcher whether she
could make an exception and pair her with an opposition MP, but the opposition was
notin a forgiving mood towards the government, seeking to press every advantage

it had. So Hayman decided to return to the House a few days after leaving hospital,
taking her baby with her and was criticised by the media for “trying to have it all".

Bringing a newborn baby into parliament was not easy —there was no creche in the
1970s, and absolutely no facilities for a new mother. Hayman is sometimes described
as the first woman to breastfeed in the House of Commons chamber, but this is not the
case. She had no intention of doing so and used rooms available to MPs, or the offices
of friendly ministers, to feed her son.

Parliament as an institution made no allowances for her. Hayman was later told

that the only discussion the parliamentary staff had was agreeing how much force
the doorkeepers of the Commons chamber could use to stop her bringing her baby
inside, if she had tried to (again, not something she had planned to do). She brought

a childminder on to the parliamentary estate to help look after her son while she was
busy in the chamber or with other duties. At one point, she left the childminder and
baby in the ladies members’ room behind the Speaker’s chair to go and vote. As the
name suggests, the room is for MPs only, but Hayman hoped nobody would mind. This
hope turned out to be misplaced: a senior Conservative woman MP complained to the
police that Hayman had allowed a non-member into the room. The police chose not
take the matter further.

Despite this incident, Hayman noted that individual members of parliament, both men
and women and from all parties, were supportive of her over the next few weeks when
she was bringing her baby in. From early 1977 Baroness Hayman left Ben at home with
a carer and decided not to bring him into parliament again as a baby (though she did
return with him as a toddler in the run-up to the 1979 election).
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While she did not travel back to her constituency for the first few weeks of her baby's
life, they did go as a family to constituency events throughout the summer of 1977
and later. Hayman reflects that with the greater focus on MPs’ constituency activity
and social media nowadays, this aspect of the role may be even more difficult for
current MPs.

The House of Lords nowadays - how it compares

Hayman lost her seat in the 1979 election to the Conservative candidate Christopher
Murphy. She does not believe having had a child in office negatively affected her
election result, pointing out that the swing to the Conservatives in her seat was half
the national average. She became Baroness Hayman in 1996, served as a minister

in three departments under Tony Blair and was elected as the inaugural Lords Speaker
in 2006.

Reflecting on the current support available to parliamentarians, Baroness Hayman
noted that members of the House of Lords who take leave (for whatever reason) are
entitled to much less than MPs. Peers only receive their daily allowance if they actually
attend the House of Lords, and there is no alternative available. Given the average

age of members of the Lords, of course, there are fewer members who are likely to

be pregnant than in the Commons. And those female members who are ministers
qualify for ministerial maternity leave since the passing of MoMA — Baroness Penn'’s
experience of this is captured later in this report.

But other, non-ministerial members of the House of Lords — whether new mothers, or
those needing to take time out for other reasons such as illness — are not entitled to
any support and must choose between losing their allowance, which may be their main
income, or continuing to attend despite the challenges they face.

Since the pandemic, there has been a facility for a limited number of disabled
members of the Lords to join debates remotely. But as Baroness Hayman explained,
members of the Lords generally feel that debate is better in person and there is

no consensus in favour of remote attendance being rolled out more widely than at
present. In her view, parliament is a unique workplace and the arrangements that work
in other organisations are not always possible there.

Reflections

Of course, Baroness Hayman's experience does not reflect the challenges current MPs
and peers face when having a baby while in office — things have improved in many
ways. However, the experience of having her first child as an MP left a lasting impact
on her. After leaving the Commons in 1979, Baroness Hayman never fought another
election, instead focusing on her work in health, education and the voluntary sector.
During that time, she also had three more children —but as she putit, had she been re-
elected in 1979, her life might have been very different.
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Meg Hillier

Meg Hillier
(Labour)

Role at time of maternity
2009: Parliamentary under-secretary
of state for identity, Home Office

Period of leave
Six months

Cover :
Lord Brett o

Credit: Roger Harris

Meg Hillier has been the MP for Hackney South and Shoreditch since 2005. She served
as parliamentary under-secretary of state at the Home Office between 2007 and 2010,
and took maternity leave from that role in 2009 after the birth of her third child.

Initial conversations and arranging cover

The first person Hillier told about her pregnancy in 2009 was the then home secretary
Jacqui Smith, whose reaction was “hugely positive”, as was that of her other ministerial
colleagues and the Home Office permanent secretary, David Normington. Because

of the legal limits on numbers of ministers (in the years before MoMA), an additional
minister could not be appointed to cover her role. Unless Hillier resigned, the options
were either sharing her portfolio across the existing ministerial team, or drafting in a
minister from another department.

Hillier remembers Normington being "embarrassed that there was no immediate
resolution to providing my cover”, and that he was "very clear that | must not resign
—that this needed sorting”. In the end, Hillier's role was covered initially by Shahid
Malik in tandem with his role as parliamentary under-secretary of state at the Ministry
of Justice, before the Lords whip Lord Brett took over three months in. From Hillier's
perspective, a Lords whip stepping in worked well and she remembers Lord Brett
remarking that the experience “gave him an insight into how policy was made (rather
than just delivering speeches on other ministers’ policy in the House)".
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Detailed planning for a smooth handover

Before going on leave, Hillier spoke to Labour colleagues Yvette Cooper and Ruth
Kelly about how they had managed their maternity leaves as MPs and ministers

when they had their own children. She met with her cover, as well as all her key
stakeholders, and drew up a detailed handover note to help him get his head around
the brief. Phil Woolas, her colleague in the department, was to cover some of the more
complex secondary legislation for which she was responsible: "l was aware this was
considerable work for him but he never complained.”

She also worked with her "very matter-of-fact” private office team to make sure
everyone was on the same page about what was to happen, and remembers her
private secretary as being "very on it”. In addition, Hillier alerted Smith to "any
particularly sensitive issues so she was aware of anything she or her private office
might need to be kept in the loop on”.

As well as planning for the management of her ministerial responsibilities, Hillier also
had to think about her duties as an MP. She organised a session with her parliamentary
team “to plan how to deal with everything that might arise while | was on leave
(petitions, signing off expenses, who to pass media queries to, how to manage diary
requests etc)”. This included drawing up a grid so that the team knew where they
should go for advice in Hillier's absence, and agreeing a "clear positive line to any
queries, i.e.not 'I'm sorry she's not here' but ‘She’s just had a baby, how can | help?™

Being on leave was easier as a minister than as an MP

Hillier was clear that maternity leave "meant being on leave”, and so only wanted
minimal engagement with both her ministerial and constituency roles during
that period.

On the ministerial side, she felt able to "lean into maternity leave” as she trusted

her colleagues and knew that someone was covering her day-to-day work. The only
significant exception to this was in June 2009 when Alan Johnson replaced Smith in
leading the Home Office. This was a big change, and Hillier came in to the department
as she wanted to greet Johnson and brief him if necessary. She was "disappointed to
discover that officials were second guessing his views on my main policy area and
telling him what they thought he wanted to hear”. In response, that night Hillier wrote a
briefing paper for the new home secretary “outlining where he needed to change tack,
options for other changes and information about stakeholders’ views on the policy”.
But this was very much the exception rather than the rule, which was that generally
speaking "l could not be involved in every decision while | was on maternity leave™.

On another occasion during Hillier's leave, a policy area she was responsible for
delivering for two other departments became the focus of external criticism. She was
not there to explain or defend decisions, “leaving officials quite exposed”. A secretary
of state from one of the other departments called Hillier to explain how and why he
was handling the issue. Hillier appreciated the courtesy of the update, but was glad
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that she had taken the decision to take “"proper” maternity leave, rather than being half
in and half out, which would have been time-consuming and difficult. Given the issue
cut across departments, it did need political management from her colleagues, rather
than being left to officials.

The constituency side was more complicated. The MPs’ expenses scandal broke during
Hillier's leave, so she remembers "looking through my office paperwork with a week-
old baby"”. Her staff did a good job dealing with this —and in general having a "solid”
parliamentary office helped her to feel more relaxed about being on leave — but she,
and they, felt that this particular issue "was a lot to leave them to be responsible for”.

Hillier also returned to parliament occasionally during her leave to vote. She was
‘nodded through'—a process by which MPs could be counted as having voted without
passing through the lobby due to illness or childcare, though they were still required
to be present on the parliamentary estate (proxy votes work differently now). This
was only workable because she lived around 30 minutes away. She experienced no
issues with this, except on one occasion with one of the whips who had to verify her
attendance on the premises — the whip pressed her on why she was not voting in
person, including asking her how long ago she had given birth. Without the energy

to argue or the time to negotiate with her whips, Hillier ended up voting in person,
although fellow Labour MP Diana Johnson “leapt in to call [the whip] out”.

Hillier recalls “the incident caused a bit of stir”, including among Conservative women
MPs who were "very cross”. One of them, Nadine Dorries, "was very forthright with

me about what she would do if she saw the whip concerned”. As a result, Hillier was
allocated a female Conservative whip who would call her on a House of Commons
extension to verify she was on the premises. This experience also led to the whips asking
what would be useful to support women who had recently given birth, and new mothers
were subsequently let off votes after 6pm every night up to their child's first birthday.

Hillier stopped coming in for votes after that, as the government regularly had a
comfortable majority and it was difficult to manage childcare for her older two children
(then 10 and 7). She reflected that she would not have used a proxy vote if that had
been available then, as she “did not want to be tied to the House and every vote for
maternity leave” — it was important to her that she could take a proper break from work
duties during her leave.

Returning from leave

Returning to her ministerial role after maternity leave was “the hardest part” for Hillier.
Although she observes that she was better prepared for the transition than if she had
been a first-time mother, "my daughter was not keen to take a bottle and | was anxious
about juggling”. She delayed her planned return by a week and felt well-supported by
the department to do this, especially the home secretary’s private secretary, who was
"particularly supportive and helpful”.
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In the event, Hillier found there to be excellent facilities where she could express milk
in the Home Office, and it was easy to fit this in. This was not the case in the House of
Commons, where facilities were poor: "one room, without a plug socket, on the upper
committee corridor”. The Commons nurse found Hillier a much better option, but that
was still a long way from her office, which she shared with four staff so couldn’t easily
be used for breast pumping. Although Hillier's experience was over a decade ago, she
is "concerned that there are still not adequate facilities for new mothers — particularly
staff who are more likely to share an office”.

Reflections

Overall, Hillier was able and willing to "lean in and trust my colleagues” while on
leave. Being a third-time mother and having previous experience of maternity leave
(including as a London Assembly member) helped with this, as did having an effective
parliamentary team and being very well supported by the home secretary, permanent
secretary and others. She reflects that she would still have taken maternity leave
without these elements in place, but that this would be more difficult for a minister
who was concerned about being undermined in their absence.

Hillier observes that “"the benefit of maternity leave over other absence is that there

is time to plan”, and advises other ministers to use this time well, including taking any
key meetings ahead of going on leave and writing a detailed handover note. As well as
helping to keep the wheels of the department turning smoothly, a good handover also
builds trust between the minister going on leave and the person covering them: "The
covering minister needs to both have the freedom to act but have an understanding
about the general direction of travel.” Finally, Hillier emphasised the importance of
leaning into maternity leave: "These are rights we fought for and that was so that |, and
other parents, could have proper time off at a time of physical demand and exhaustion
and to bond with our babies.”
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Jo Swinson

Jo Swinson
(Liberal Democrats)

Role at time of maternity

2013: Minister for employment relations
and consumer affairs, Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills; women
and equalities minister

Period of leave
Six months

Cover
Jenny Willott

Credit: Chris McAndrew

Jo Swinson was the Liberal Democrat MP for East Dunbartonshire from 2005 to 2015,
and again from 2017 to 2019. She became minister for employment relations and
consumer affairs in the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) in 2012 as
part of the coalition government, a position she held until 2015 alongside the role of
women and equalities minister. Swinson took six months of leave from her ministerial
jobs when her eldest son Andrew was born in December 2013.

Taking leave in the coalition

Swinson felt worried about telling the business secretary, Vince Cable, and her

other ministerial colleagues in the department that she was pregnant. She was very
conscious that this would not be a private matter between her and her employer as it
might be in other jobs, as it would also be relevant to external stakeholders, including
the media, the wider public and her constituents. Happily, Swinson found the response
of her fellow ministers to be "much more positive and lovely than | had necessarily
anticipated”, including among Conservative ministerial colleagues.

Although Swinson was not the first minister to take maternity leave, there did not
seem to be any guidance available for her or for her private office team on how to
manage the process of preparing for and going on leave. Swinson had conversations
with former Labour ministers Yvette Cooper and Ruth Kelly, both of whom had taken
leave after having a baby while in ministerial jobs, and noted that individuals chose to
approach this differently.
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While some ministers wanted to retain some ownership over decisions while on leave,
others arranged for their role to be covered more comprehensively, and Swinson felt
that the latter option would work best for her.

At the time, there was no formal mechanism to appoint an additional minister to cover
Swinson’s absence, so the Liberal Democrats chose one of their whips. This would
mean there was no need to appoint an extra minister, and at the same time provide
a development opportunity by offering experience of departmental ministerial life.
Swinson also wanted to make sure that her cover would be committed to the women
and equalities brief, which she "wouldn't have wanted to hand... over to somebody
who | didn't feel was a feminist”. Swinson played a role in identifying potential
candidates, and discussed options with her husband, Duncan Hames, also a Liberal
Democrat MP and parliamentary private secretary to Nick Clegg at the time. She felt
that "nobody else was really going to have the same incentive” as she had to get the
cover appointment "absolutely right”.

Nick Clegg ultimately chose government whip Jenny Willott as “one of the standout
people who hadn't had a [departmental] ministerial job". Swinson had a sense that
Willott would “respond in a similar way to how | would respond” to the work of the role
—they had similar values and Swinson felt that she could “"have trust and confidence
[in Willott] quite easily”. In preparation for taking on the role, Willott had a series of
handover meetings both with officials and with Swinson. Swinson also had keeping-in-
touch days with Willott and officials during her leave, to help her get back up to speed
in the run-up to her return. But on the whole she felt reassured that "my ministerial
role was in safe hands” and that she did not have to think about anything to do with
that work while she was on leave.

Continuing constituency pressures

The same could not be said for her constituency responsibilities, for which there were
no resources or mechanisms available to provide cover. Swinson tried to put some
systems in place to reduce demands on her time, including pre-signing large numbers
of cover notes to go out with correspondence to constituents, explaining why they
were being contacted by her caseworker about their particular issue rather than her.
A Labour MP in a neighbouring constituency also offered to see any of Swinson'’s
constituents that really needed to see an MP, rather than a caseworker.

Nevertheless, Swinson returned to constituency work very quickly after the births

of both her first two children (her second son Gabriel was born in June 2018). In the
latter case, Swinson and her husband both took leave to help manage the childcare
demands, but she still came home in the middle of the day to breastfeed before going
out again for the rest of the afternoon.

At the time she simply felt that this was necessary, particularly during her 2014 leave,
which overlapped with the Scottish independence referendum campaign, an issue

of "huge personal concern to me and to my constituents”. Between late March and
her return to her ministerial duties in June that year, once her son was sleeping for
around 45 minutes at lunchtime, Swinson would set herself a target of telephoning 10
people in her constituency to talk about the referendum before he woke up —which,
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on average, she managed. But looking back, she reflects that “at that point when your
child finally goes for a sleep, actually what you should probably be doing is having
some lunch, maybe sitting down with a cup of tea, not opening up your telephone
canvassing software and having to always apologise on the last call because that's the
one where the baby suddenly starts screaming”.

Having returned to office in June 2014, Swinson lost her seat in the May 2015
general election. She was re-elected in June 2017, and then lost her seat in the 2019
election. On both occasions that Swinson lost her seat, she was within 18 months of
having a child. Although she acknowledges that there were many reasons for those
outcomes, she also observes that "there are undoubtedly lots of things you were
not able to do when you are looking after a small baby which you need to do, and
that has a detrimental impact on what your constituents think of you”. For her, the
continuing pressures of her constituency role highlighted how well the cover of her
ministerial role worked, as there was another minister actually fulfilling the role with
a well-resourced civil service to support them — "none of that was available for your
constituency role”.

Returning to the department

The return to her ministerial roles was “quite scary, quite daunting” for Swinson: "oh
my God, do | know how to do this anymore?” This was a feeling she recognised from
when she was first appointed as a minister and at certain other points in the role, which
she thinks may partly have been imposter syndrome but partly “just respect for the job
that you're doing”. The example she sometimes used to explain the transition coming
back from maternity leave was that "if you told me [to] immediately come up with a
good new verse for the Wheels on the Bus, I'd be like yeah, | can do that, I'm onit... But
can | get my head in gear for what | am supposed to do in responding to a policy issue,
or answering a question in the House of Commons?”

Swinson experienced a similar feeling when returning from maternity leave with her
third child in January 2024, to a role outside politics. However, she reflected that her
most recent approach in the initial weeks after coming back was to ask colleagues and
contacts to bear with her while she got back up to speed. But "politics doesn’t bear
with you” —while parliamentary colleagues "might be a little bit kind on your first
outing back”, very quickly the pressures of the media and of opposition parties were
back in full force. She was also contending with transitions in her home life, with the
move to a new childcare arrangement as she went back to work, which also had the
potential to make things more stressful.

Despite these concerns, Swinson was "pleasantly surprised” by how quickly she got
back into the swing of things in the department. The continuity provided by her private
office team was key — they could explain things that had happened: "actually, when

you were away, Jenny did X or Y and this is the thing that happened and this came up

in questions or whatever"”. Swinson was aware that she would never be able to know
absolutely everything that had happened while she was on leave, and that it was
important to "make your peace with not knowing every single thing".
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After her leave, Swinson and her private office team also reviewed how her diary and
meetings operated — a process they had started when she was pregnant. Swinson’s
standard way of working had been to have a full diary in the department and then a
red box at night, with little thinking or reading time during the day. She remembers
becoming aware that other ministers used their time differently. Oliver Letwin, she
learnt, had protected blocks of time in his diary without meetings for thinking or
reading. And in the late stages of her pregnancy, she found that she was not able to
do the two or three hours of work on her box in the evenings that she'd been doing
previously. As a result, the private office adjusted so that she had ‘box time’ allocated
during the day - although the box still went home in the evenings. The private office
team were also more rigorous about whether particular pieces of advice or other
documents really needed to go into the box.

The team maintained this approach when Swinson came back from leave. She and her
private secretaries tried to “be really thoughtful about every single meeting”. Officials
often split commitments or engagements into ‘essential’ and 'nice to do’, and Swinson’s
rule of thumb became that the latter would almost never be done. Not only did she
feel that these changes to diary management worked better from the perspective

of a pregnant woman or a new parent, but they also helped her to use her time as a
minister more effectively in general.

There were new logistical challenges to overcome after returning from leave too.
When Swinson first returned to her ministerial work she was still breastfeeding her
son, so she expressed milk at lunchtime in her office — which had glass walls. To get
around this, she usually faced the window with her back to the rest of the office, the
time was blocked out in her diary and her private office would give her papers to read
while she was expressing. The milk then went into a fridge in the department, and was
brought over to parliament with her red box in the evening, when it was stored in the
whips' office fridge until Swinson took it home after votes had concluded. Thinking
back on that arrangement, she feels that this "probably was the best response” as she
didn't want to "be stuck in some room on the third floor where there was no window",
but “"there’s also a part of me that goes God, that was quite a lot of hassle. How
dignified was that?”

And despite the adjustments she and her team made, childcare difficulties still arose
that could have implications for the ministerial diary, particularly visits. Looking back
on one particular instance, Swinson now thinks "I should have just not done the bloody
visit, to be honest, but | didn't feel empowered to just cancel it”. Although she thinks
that this was largely a result of pressure she was putting on herself, she was also very
conscious of how much preparatory work goes into ministers’ external engagements,
so the stakes of cancelling felt higher than they otherwise might.

Overall, however, Swinson didn’t think there was a "magic solution” to balancing the
demands of parenting with being a minister, as an emptier or more flexible ministerial
diary would then feel like “you weren’t making the most of the time that you had”.
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Reflections

Borrowing a term coined by economics scholar Claudia Goldin, Swinson describes
both politics and parenthood as “greedy work”, whereby the more time you sink into
them the greater benefits you're likely to reap — making them particularly difficult

to combine. She thinks that increased normalisation of parental leave in parliament
would send a useful signal to women, but also to men who might be interested in
taking paternity leave. When they were colleagues at BIS, Swinson remembers Matt
Hancock taking some paternity leave over the summer recess after his wife gave birth,
and reflected that it may actually be harder for male ministers, for whom parental
leave is often seen as optional. She also observes that in most cases, individuals hold
ministerial jobs for a relatively short amount of time, and this might impact people’s
interest in taking more leave — but that nevertheless the option should be normalised.

Swinson’s message to other ministers thinking about embarking on maternity leave is
an encouraging one —that they should feel able to do it if they want to, and that it is
possible to make it work with a ministerial job. She also highlights that there is not a
one-size-fits-all way to approach it, and encourages others to work out their priorities,
and what they do and don't want to be involved in during their leave. "What's the
stuff where you would be annoyed if somebody else made a decision about in your
absence?” Preparing others —including constituents and officials in your department
—and "setting the ground rules in advance” is key too, in her view. Finally, Swinson
emphasises the relative novelty of ministerial maternity leave, and the very small
number of people who have done it, so those who do are still "blazing the trail for
others, and that in itself is important”.
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Jenny Willott

Jenny Willott
(Liberal Democrats)

Role at time of maternity
2013: Government whip

Period of leave
Five months

Cover

2013: Mark Hunter

2013-14: maternity cover forJo Swinson
(business department)

Credit: Jenny Willott

Jenny Willott was the Liberal Democrat MP for Cardiff Central from 2005 to 2015. She
was appointed a government whip in 2012 as part of the coalition government, a role
she held until 2014, and took maternity leave between January and May 2013 with

her second child. From December 2013 to June 2014, Willott acted as minister for
employment relations and consumer affairs in the Department for Business, Innovation
and Skills —covering Jo Swinson'’s maternity leave from that role.

Maternity leave as a whip

When Willott became pregnant in summer 2012, she first spoke to Liberal Democrat
chief whip and government deputy chief whip Alistair Carmichael. This was an easy
conversation, as Willott and Carmichael worked very closely together. A similar
conversation in 2010, when she told the then Liberal Democrat chief whip Paul Burstow
that she was pregnant with her first child, was "more challenging”, even though the
Liberal Democrats weren't in government at the time. Burstow was “lovely” about it,
but Willott was the first Liberal Democrat MP to become pregnant while in office and
"no one knew what to do about maternity leave or how anything worked"”. And in 2012,
the only experience the party had to draw on was her own from 2010. Nevertheless,
Willott found deputy prime minister Nick Clegg, chief whip Carmichael, her ministerial
colleagues and the Liberal Democrat special advisers to be very supportive.
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Willott was the Liberal Democrat pairing whip in 2012. Due to the pre-MoMA
restrictions on numbers of paid ministers it wasn't then possible to bring anyone new
into the Whips' Office to cover her role, and bringing someone in unpaid would have
"created a number of problems and potentially bad headlines”. Instead, fellow Liberal
Democrat whip Mark Hunter agreed to pick up her workload on top of his own. Both
the Liberal Democrat and the government whips' offices provided helpful handover
support, but their roles were quite different and Willott managed most of the handover
herself, teaching Hunter how to do what was needed.

She reflected that others’ perceptions that doing both jobs would be relatively
straightforward proved false — "I don't think they realised how much work was involved
in the pairing whip role” —and she thought Hunter himself “regretted it later when he
realised how much paperwork there was and how much of an impact it would have

on him!” She remembers that managing the extra shifts on the bench and ‘telling’
(announcing the result of votes) was difficult for Hunter. In the end he shared these
responsibilities with a number of the Conservative whips, as it was "far too much for
one person to cover two people’s shifts on their own™.

Willott was still voting in parliament three days before she went into labour, and
reflects that the period of leave she took was not really long enough, but felt she was
needed back at work — "I was worried that no one was covering my role fully and Mark
was really struggling with the extra work.”

Covering a ministerial role

At the October 2013 government reshuffle, it was announced that Willott would
provide maternity cover for Jo Swinson's role at the business department that year.
Unusually for ministerial transitions, this meant that everyone involved knew what was
going to happen for quite some time before the handover itself.

Swinson and Willott knew each other well and had worked together for a number of
years, and they had multiple conversations before Swinson went on leave. The two of
them were the only two Liberal Democrats who were pregnant while in parliament,
so they had a lot to share more broadly about going on maternity leave. This included
arrangements for covering constituency and casework — Willott had had a lot of
support and advice from former Labour ministers Meg Hillier (see above) and Yvette
Cooper in particular when she was pregnant in 2010, which she found “incredibly
useful”, and she passed this on to Swinson.

Swinson’s private office team played a key role in the handover too. The ability to plan
ahead meant that a proper handover could be arranged, "rather than the dumping in
the deep end that normally happens when MPs become a minister”. It was still “an
incredibly steep learning curve” getting up to speed, but the private office team and
wider department prepared lots of briefing materials for Willott ahead of time, and
before she took over she had introductory meetings with key officials so she could "hit
the ground running”. This was particularly valuable because Willott knew she was
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going to be taking a bill through its Commons’ stages soon after taking over. Indeed,
"on day one in the role” Willott had to present a bill to a cabinet committee -

"l couldn’t possibly have done that without the briefing beforehand from the bill team
and the time to get up to speed.”

Willott found taking a bill through its stages was a really useful project in the
circumstances, as it filled most of the maternity leave period and gave her a specific
piece of work for which she was responsible. She had little background in other areas
of Swinson'’s portfolio, as all her previous frontbench responsibilities and select
committee experience had been in different areas, but that didn't feel unusual for
starting a new ministerial role, and she enjoyed learning about new subjects very
quickly. The department were very good at giving her “crash courses” in relevant topics
as they came up. She found the standard of materials she received to be “absolutely
excellent”, and the calibre of civil servants, both in her private office and across the
department, to be "outstanding”.

There were very few examples to follow from other ministerial maternity covers at

the time, and Willott did find it challenging to work out how far she could do things
differently from Swinson: how much room there was for her “to do my own thing”, or
whether she was "just supposed to keep things in a holding pattern”. This wasn't a
question of taking something in a very different policy direction, "which | thought was
pretty clearly something | shouldn’t do” — but if Willott wanted to focus on a particular
area, which would mean pulling resource away from something that had been a
priority for Swinson, she didn't feel clear on whether she was allowed to do that, which
"was a bit tricky to navigate at times”.

As was the case when Mark Hunter covered Willott's own maternity leave, Willott was
stilla whip when she covered Swinson'’s (and therefore already on the government
payroll). The original plan was that she would carry on with part of her whips role on
top of her new departmental ministerial workload. However, it quickly became obvious
that she could not manage both at the same time (particularly with her two young
children), so Hunter was once again called upon to pick up some of her work in the
Whips' Office. As Willott puts it: "It was crazy to think that | would be able to cover a
full departmental ministerial role whilst also being a government whip, and it would
have been much better to have had a clear separation between the two roles.”

Willott did not discuss work much with Swinson while she was on leave, though they
did meet up with their babies. When their head of private office left the role about
halfway through the cover period, Swinson did interviews as part of the subsequent
recruitment process, but she consulted Willott too, who was working with some of the
candidates at the time.

In the run-up to Swinson returning to work, their private office arranged handover
meetings for her as they had for Willott. Willott felt that the private office "worked
incredibly well at both ends of the leave, and did an excellent job in smoothing my
entry into the role and Swinson’s re-entry”.
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Reflections

Willott reflects that she found it hard to hand the role back to Swinson. She suspects
the experience was equivalent to losing a portfolio in a reshuffle, "except that
everything else is going on around you as normal, and it's only you that has lost your
job". Overall, however, she “really enjoyed my time covering for Jo". She found that
"having a proper lead in and handover is hugely valuable and definitely needs to be
replicated”. For Willott, a lot of the successes in her cover for Swinson were due to the
private office team. The head of their private office at the start of the cover period was
"really excellent at managing the handover and supporting us both,” and the same
was true when Swinson was getting ready to return. She suggests that gathering the
experiences of civil servants who have supported ministerial maternity coverin a
guide for private offices could be particularly helpful.

Some of the issues Willott faced have been improved by MoMA. When she was
covering Swinson'’s role, she continued to be paid at the lower rate of a whip, rather
than a junior minister, and there were other examples of maternity cover from around
the same time where the covering minister was unpaid, which would not be the case
with the new position of minister on leave. Once in the role, she feels it would be
helpful to have more clarity on the parameters within which ministers doing maternity
cover can and should operate, considering questions about how far they can stray
from their predecessor’s policy positions and how much room they have to change
decisions about resource allocation.

For Willott, there is no reason why similar arrangements could not be made for
ministerial adoption leave and potentially for paternity/shared parental leave and
long-term sickness too. The length of the leave period matters, though. If too short,
she thinks it would be difficult for someone to get a handle on the portfolio in time to
make a contribution. As covering minister, "you have to putin a huge amount of work
to get up to speed and if you then don't have long enough to do anything, it could be

a demoralising experience”. It would also be challenging, in Willott's view, to expect
someone to make consequential decisions if it is unclear how long they will be in post.
Either having a clear end date, or at least an understanding of a minimum length of
time involved, would help mitigate this. This will not always be straightforward, but as
Willott's two experiences of maternity leave while in government show, the benefits of
detailed planning and careful workload management are clear.
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Suella Braverman

Suella Braverman
(Conservative)

Role at time of maternity
2021: Attorney general

Period of leave
Six months

Cover
Michael Ellis

Credit: Laurie Noble

Suella Braverman is the Conservative MP for Fareham and Waterlooville, and has held
various ministerial roles since being elected in 2015, most recently as home secretary.
In 2020, while serving as attorney general, Braverman became pregnant with her
second child — her daughter Gabriella. It was in response to this that the Ministerial and
other Maternity Allowances Act 2021 was passed to allow her to take maternity leave
and receive sufficient cover in her role without affecting the legal limit on the number
of ministerial posts, or requiring her to step down for the duration of her leave.

Initial conversations and identifying the need for legislation
Braverman initially told the director general of the AGO (the most senior civil servant
in the department) that she was pregnant, before talking to her private office and
then No.10. She was "quite scared” about this prospect, as it felt like a step into the
unknown —a minister leading a department had never taken maternity leave before,
and at the time she had only held the role of attorney general for six months. In
particular, Braverman was “"apprehensive” about telling the prime minister, Boris
Johnson, as she did not want to let him down. However, she did not need to worry:
Johnson was "“wholly supportive”, which made her feel "instantly reassured”.

Attention then turned to arranging cover while Braverman took leave. She and
colleagues in the department initially assumed that "we could just muddle through”
with an informal arrangement for her work to be covered by Michael Ellis, then solicitor
general (the second of the government's law officers). However, it soon became
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apparent that the legislative framework around the role of attorney general was going
to make this difficult. As Braverman explained, "you're either AG or you're not” —the
role, which has several legally defined responsibilities, requires a specific postholder;
it cannot be done on a part-time or informal basis in the way that she and her team
initially envisaged.

At this point, Braverman started to feel "nervous”, worrying that she was going to

have to resign from her role and just assume or hope that she would be reappointed
at a later date — which she thought would be "a very bad look for the government, a
very bad message to women and families out there, and quite precarious for me”. The
Cabinet Office then took responsibility for exploring what options were available to
make sure the AG role was covered in these circumstances. Its investigations indicated
that it could be possible to in effect "move me sideways”, creating a new position of
minister on leave that Braverman could be designated during her maternity leave. This
way, she would not be required to fulfil the duties of the AG role for that period, and
someone else could be appointed to cover the job. But this extra appointment would
not affect the cap on paid ministerial salaries, meaning Braverman would not have to
resign and would be reappointed at the end of her leave period.

It became clear, however, that this plan would require legislation. The end result was
the Ministerial and other Maternity Allowances Act 2021. The Cabinet Office led on
the bill, and Braverman kept out of both the drafting process and the various stages
of bringing it through parliament. There was consistent cross-party support for the
legislation, and as a result it progressed very quickly — although it only received royal
assent on 1 March 2021, days before Braverman gave birth on 7 March. Braverman
emphasised the "huge amount of infrastructure and support” now in place to enable
women at the highest levels of government to take maternity leave, with positive
implications for younger women who can take on ministerial office without “feel[ing]
that they have to be older to do these jobs”.

Finding the right cover and wider support

Although Braverman was not involved in deciding who was going to cover her role
while she was away, it seemed obvious to her that the prime minister’s choice of
Michael Ellis was the best person to take the reins. He was already familiar with
many of the matters Braverman was working on at the time, including the application
of the Northern Ireland Protocol —involving a complex, high-profile, controversial
set of legal issues. This created a temporary solicitor general vacancy, for which
Braverman remembers "a lot of jostling” as it is "quite a nice role that a lot of former
lawyers like to do™

In the end Lucy Frazer moved over from the Ministry of Justice, where she'd been a
junior minister, to act as solicitor general for the duration of Braverman'’s leave — her
original MoJ brief was split between the other junior ministers in that department.
Despite Ellis's familiarity with the work of the AG, he of course wasn't across all of

it —including national security issues that he wouldn't have had sight of as solicitor
general. Prior to going on leave, Braverman walked him through the details of the
issues where he hadn't been as deeply involved.
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Private office staff also provided some continuity, with Braverman'’s private secretary
working for Ellis while he was acting as attorney general. More broadly, Braverman'’s
private office team were "brilliant” and "really reassuring” in the run-up to her leave.
She was aware that preparing for these changes in the ministerial team caused private
office staff "upheaval and inconvenience”, especially as they were dealing with new
processes and structures around MoMA, but they were nevertheless supportive,
encouraging and patient, clearly conscious that Braverman was slightly nervous about
how everything was going to work.

Braverman did not want to "drop out completely” while on leave, and recalls that

her private secretary in particular "really held my hand during my absence” and was
very sensitive to keeping her in touch and involved where she wanted to be. She had
regular keeping-in-touch calls with her private secretary, which kept her up-to-date
and meant that she never felt excluded from the work of the department, which “really
helped to make it an easier experience” and prevented her transition back into the role
from feeling "too abrupt”. Braverman occasionally received official papers on certain
issues too, but not on national security or any of the legal advice that Ellis issued while
in the role — “he was constitutionally, legally and technically [attorney general] and

in no way was |”, before she returned in September 2021. In no way did she seek to
influence or direct the work of Ellis when he was in situ.

Once she was back in office, Braverman was keen to maintain boundaries between her
home and work life. She made sure that childcare arrangements were in place from
her first day so that there was no need to bring the baby into the office or otherwise
involve her in the working day.

Covering political jobs — complexities and limits

Braverman observes that "political jobs are not like most jobs”. Another politician might
not necessarily make the same political judgments as the person they're covering,

and Braverman reflects that a minister on leave will find it very difficult to completely
dictate to the person covering them how they should handle the political elements of
the role. This is a tension that she thinks is "probably always going to be there”.

And, of course, ministers also have MP responsibilities to consider outside their
government work. Braverman's first child, George, was born while she was a backbench
MPin 2019, so she has twice experienced managing constituency obligations around
pregnancy and maternity leave. She feels that the arrangement for MPs who want to
take leave is "amazingly generous”, in that there is no time limit, individual MPs can

do as much or as little community engagement in the constituency as they want, and
legislative duties can be discharged via proxy voting.

Having a good constituency team is important, as is managing people’s expectations
- "people might not be able to see you as much as they might normally be used to" -
but Braverman's view is that the set-up for MPs is "exceedingly generous compared
to most jobs”. She rejects the idea of MPs employing locums to cover their role in
the constituency, seeing this as "a total undermining of our democratic system":
"you're directly elected by people, and | can't just outsource that. Someone can’t be
substituted for by someone else.”
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Reflections

Overall, Braverman felt that her leave period went well, despite her initial
apprehension. In particular, she thought that the personal support of the prime
minister made a huge difference to how things progressed afterwards, as it meant

"the civil service got the message that there was no uncertainty about what had to be
done, and that really helped things flow very smoothly”. The fact that legislation was
required made Braverman’s case more complicated than some previous ministers who
had taken maternity leave, but the bill passed smoothly — thanks to cross-party support
—and helped formalise what had previously been fairly informal arrangements.

Braverman also reflected that while her private office were working this situation out
as they went along, like her, their support was invaluable. At the end of her leave, she
was able to pick the job back up again smoothly.
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Baroness Penn

Baroness P_enn
(Conservative)

Role at time of maternity

2021: Government whip

2024: Parliamentary under-secretary
of state, Department for Levelling Up,
Housing and Communities

Period of leave
2021: Six months
2024: Six months (presume)

Cover Credit: Roger Harris
2021: Baroness Chisholm
2024:N/A

Joanna, now Baroness Penn, joined the House of Lords in 2019 after three years as
Theresa May's deputy chief of staff. She gave birth to her first child in July 2021 while
she was a government whip, and spent six months as minister on leave under the newly
minted Ministerial and other Maternity Allowances Act —only the second minister to do
so, after Suella Braverman earlier that year. Baroness Penn began her second period

of maternity leave in March 2024, while parliamentary under-secretary of state at the
Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities.

On leave from the Lords — using MoMA

The bill that would become MoMA was being brought forward when Penn was
pregnant with her first child. She told Baroness Evans (then leader of the House of
Lords) about her pregnancy, and highlighted that this legislation was soon to become
highly relevant in the Lords as well the Commons. In particular, Penn welcomed the
provision allowing both a minister on leave and the person temporarily filling their role
to be paid, without coming into conflict with limits on how many salaried ministers the
government is allowed to appoint.

She hoped this would make it easier for the leader of the House to find cover for her
and reduce “the burden on her colleagues”. Pre-MoMA, the work of junior ministers on
leave would often be informally divided between others in the relevant department
or office, but there was less scope for this in the Lords than in the Commons because
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of the smaller number of ministers, and the large proportion of them who are unpaid.
Penn had "always been really clear that | couldn’t and wouldn't [take on a ministerial
role] without a salary”, and was conscious that, prior to MoMA, any cover provided
for her while on leave would have been unpaid. This could have limited the pool of
members who would be willing to take on the role.

However, MOMA does restrict a minister to taking no more than six months’ paid leave.
Penn was worried that this would not feel like enough time — most of her friends

with children in other jobs had taken nine or twelve months of maternity leave. In a
conversation with officials from the proprietary and ethics team in the Cabinet Office,
where she gave feedback on the provisions within MoMA, Penn mentioned the six-
month restriction and was told that it might be possible for her to take longer, but
that additional time off would be unpaid. In the end Penn decided to stick with her
original plan to take six months off, but reflected that if she had known earlier that a
longer leave period was an option, it might have changed her approach. Indeed, she
suggested that additional clarity for ministers and for their private offices on both
the provisions in MoMA and more informal options as well as the practical processes
attached to them may be helpful.

For Penn, "a large part of choosing to have children and making it work whilst doing
this kind of role is what support you have around you, and particularly what role your
partner can play”, prompting her to look into options around shared parental leave.
She also found that, as being appointed minister on leave is not legally the same as
being on maternity leave in any other job, ministers’ partners cannot formally access
any shared parental leave. She would have found this very valuable, and felt that
adjustments could be made in future to give ministers and their partners the choice
to utilise it.

How much to keep in touch?

Penn wasn’t involved in deciding who was going to cover her as government whip
while she was on leave. But she was told who it would be in advance — Baroness
Chisholm, who had previous experience in the Whips' Office —and they were able to
have a conversation about the role before Penn'’s leave began. Penn had planned to
work right up to her due date, which happened to be the last day of parliament before
the 2021 summer recess. However, her partner caught coronavirus at the beginning of
her last week at work, which at the time required Penn to self-isolate as a contact. This
curtailed her ability to do a more extensive handover.

After her daughter Margot was born, Penn was "pretty much fully on leave” and did not
have regular contact with Chisholm or others in the Whips’ Office about government
business, except for a discussion towards the end of her leave period in which she
confirmed when she was coming back. This was partly due to the nature of the role in
the Lords Whips' Office, where whips cover several departments and "“you do what's
before you at the time" —in other words, the reactiveness of the job means there is not
much longer term work to be handed over. She planned to take a similar approach to
her second stint of maternity leave in 2024, with perhaps a little more engagement to
help her get up to speed before her first day back at work.
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Second time around

Penn was a junior minister in the Treasury when she started making arrangements for
this second period of leave, and felt unsure of how and when to approach the issue.
The first person she told was her private secretary, who she asked for some guidance
on who she should approach and how. She then informed Baroness Williams, the chief
whip in the Lords, followed by Chancellor Jeremy Hunt. Baroness Williams told the
leader of the House, Lord True, on Penn'’s behalf and her private secretary informed the
Treasury’s permanent secretary. After that the news was passed on to No.10, letting
them know that Penn was pregnant, giving a sense of when the baby might arrive and
flagging the possibility that she might request to be appointed minister on leave. There
were rumours of an approaching reshuffle at the time, and Penn was conscious that

her pregnancy and upcoming leave might be relevant information in the context of
potential changes to the Lords team.

When the rumoured reshuffle did occur in November 2023, Penn herself was given a
new job in the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities — where no one
knew that she was pregnant. This meant she had to bring a new set of people up to
speed: her private office and the permanent secretary, as well as the secretary of state,
Michael Gove.

Reflections

Penn's own experience of taking maternity leave was positive and colleagues were
supportive. She recognises passing legislation such as MoMA can be difficult and it is
a good step forwards. However, as it stands, there is more that could be done. Penn

is "a very strong believer in giving families the choice about how they manage those
early months and that first year” with a young child. MoMA does not make any formal
provision for leave for fathers or those seeking to take adoption leave, for example, or
for the use of shared parental leave as noted above.
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How to approach ministerial
maternity leave

Taken together, the reflections in this collection demonstrate three key themes about
ministerial maternity leave and how it has operated over the last 25 years or so.

First, it is clear that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. How ministers and their
teams prepare, manage the period of leave itself, and handle the transition back to
work can and should vary according to what works best for individuals.

Second, the Ministerial and other Maternity Allowances Act 2021 has addressed a
number of the challenges that Meg Hillier, Jenny Willott and Jo Swinson faced when
taking maternity leave —in particular, allowing for a covering minister to be appointed
without affecting the legal limit on numbers of paid ministers. This removed some of
the uncertainty ministers have experienced in the past, but the legislation is not as
flexible as it could be.

And third, making a success of ministerial maternity leave is a team effort. The
minister taking leave, the person covering them, their officials (particularly in their
private office teams and in the Cabinet Office), political colleagues and, often,

the prime minister need to all work together to ensure smooth handovers and to
support the minister on leave. Being able to draw on institutional memory and the
experiences of others in similar situations is also crucial, and was a running theme
among our interviewees.

While the system has improved much since Baroness Hayman's experience of being

a young mother in politics, there is always room to do things better. Drawing on these
themes and the experiences of our contributors, we make a series of recommendations
on how ministers and those around them should approach maternity leave.
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Taking leave as a minister

Taking maternity leave gives a minister an opportunity to plan for the transition
between themselves and their cover in a way that isn't normally possible between
changes of minister. To ensure their maternity leave is a success, ministers should:

Plan a detailed handover for their cover. Ministers should work closely with their
private office teams to make sure the covering minister is up to speed on key
elements of their portfolio and upcoming milestones such as select committee
appearances or legislative proceedings.

Set ground rules on priorities. If there are particular policies or issues that they
want the covering minister to focus on, or indeed areas where they are happier for
the covering minister to go their own way, these should be set out clearly as part of
the handover.

Think about how much they want to keep in touch with the work of the
department while they are on leave, and make sure their private office team and
the covering minister are clear on that. This will be different for everyone —some
ministers will want fairly regular contact, some will want to fully disengage, and
some will fall somewhere in between.

Consider when they intend to return from leave and how they will manage
childcare. This can be difficult to predict and ministers might change their mind
depending on circumstances, but it is still useful for everyone concerned to have at
least a provisional timeline and expected way of working.

Develop a clear plan for dealing with constituency enquiries (for ministers in the
House of Commons). Ministers should think about where constituents might be
redirected to, as well as the circumstances in which staff should contact them for
decisions or sign-off.

Talk to others who have taken maternity leave before. Contributors to this
collection found conversations with former ministers who had been through the
same process —regardless of political affiliation —to be extremely valuable in
thinking through implications for both their ministerial and constituency roles.

Covering a minister on maternity leave
Ministers covering maternity leave should make sure they:

Understand what the minister on leave wants and how much freedom they want
their cover to have. If there are particular things the minister on leave wants to be
sorted while they are away, it is important to understand that up front. Agreeing clear
‘rules of engagement’ and the extent to which they want their cover to be able to
refocus priorities will mean that there are no nasty surprises when they return.
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* Plan the handover and the return. Having at least one detailed conversation before
the minister goes on leave is key — but so is thinking about how their return will be
handled. Agreeing a specific timeframe is essential, as is working with the private
office to ensure things 'mid-flight’ can be transferred back to the returning minister.

Private office teams
Private offices are a key support function for ministers and can make the process of
going on maternity leave much more straightforward. They should:

* Agree with the minister and cover how things will be managed. Clarifying
how the handover will work, how much the minister on leave and her cover will
communicate and whether official information can be sent to the minister on leave
are key responsibilities of the private office.

* For junior ministers, work with the secretary of state’s private office. Keeping
the secretary of state informed about the minister’s plans for leave is essential.
Also, the junior minister will probably want to reconnect with the secretary of
state quickly, so the private office need to ensure that they are supported in that
when they return.

* Prepare for the minister’s return. This will include having a plan for explaining
what has happened in their absence — effectively like bringing a new minister up to
speed after a reshuffle. The private office also needs to think about very practical
questions: if the minister is bringing the baby into the office and is breastfeeding or
expressing milk, are there facilities/space for that?

Cabinet Office

* Provide advice for ministers and private office teams on how to manage the leave
process. Explain the provisions of the legislation and how it applies to both the
minister on leave and the person covering them. This should include highlighting
places where flexibility is possible (for instance, where a minister can take a more
extended period of leave if some of it is unpaid), and arrangements for provision of
papers or other confidential advice to the minister on leave where relevant.

* Collate previous experiences of private office teams supporting ministers on
leave. Given the relatively high turnover among private office teams and the
resulting difficulty of maintaining institutional memory, the Cabinet Office should be
a central repository for reflections and guidance from officials who have supported
ministerial maternity leave for others to draw on. These should be collected
systematically, and the Cabinet Office should ensure that any teams preparing to
support a minister on leave are aware of and able to access this guidance.
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Political parties and parliament

Have a plan in place for when ministers ask for maternity leave. Senior leaders
within political parties (for example, the chief whip, the leaders of the Houses)
should ensure they know how to advise a minister saying they would like to take
maternity leave (drawing on previous experience if appropriate), and be clear about
any implications this has for the party machinery.

Encourage cross-party support. Ministers going on leave in the past reported that
receiving the support of colleagues from across their respective Houses was very
welcome. Whips and other senior figures should make sure as far as possible that
this happens, and that neither ministers going on leave or those covering them feel
isolated or penalised.

Provide advice on how to approach maternity as an MP or peer. Ministers in the
House of Commons have reported the complexity of working out how to manage
their MP responsibilities with a young baby —and in some cases reflected that

it felt more straightforward to take leave from a ministerial role. Senior figures
within political parties should work with the relevant parliamentary authorities
in both Houses to review the current arrangements and advise MPs and peers on
their options when considering maternity leave, including how much flexibility is
possible and how others have managed this in the past.

Prime minister

Consider adjusting legislation to enable ministers to take periods of leave

for reasons other than maternity leave. The provisions in the 2021 Act could
effectively be applied to other contexts, such as adoption leave or sick leave,
depending on individual circumstances, as well as be made more flexible so they
can be tailored more to individual ministers’ preferences. The prime minister should
also ask the Cabinet Office to look into whether it is possible for ministers going on
leave to dock in to shared parental leave provision with their partners.
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