Me: If we could start off with the election, how was winning so magnificently?
Jenny Willott: I quite enjoyed it, you know. *laughs* It’s quite fun. Better than losing. It’s quite surreal, because you build up for weeks and weeks and weeks during the election, and you just keep going all the way up the end. And then when you win, you’re suddenly without any time to breath and you’re whisked off into another job, because I had to be in Westminster by 12 o’clock on the Monday morning. You have to go straight into the next phase, and it’s really quite bizarre. My feet haven’t touched the ground yet.

It must have been odd, having the whole election in the media glare. When anything was about marginal constituencies in the news it always came to Cardiff Central. A baptism of fire, in a positive way.

It was very…..definitely adds excitement to it. Definitely good for the people working on the campaign, as they can go home in the evening and put the telly on, and quite often it’ll be on there, or in the papers. It’s quite—well, it builds like ‘we’re gonna win’.

Was it quite surprising in the election that, although the Labour vote went done, so many of the votes came from the Tories, which was different to most other seats in the country?

We did get quite a lot from the Tories, but you don’t know whether we got the votes from the Tories, or if the Tories voted Labour and Labour voted for us. You don’t quite know how it moves. I was surprised by how big the majority was. I wasn’t expecting it to be anything near as big as that. I was really taken a back. It was interesting on polling day because in Cathays, there were queues outside the polling stations. I’ve never seen that before, and I was really quite amazed. We were doing some stuff up at UWIC in Cyncoed at lunchtime handing out flyers, and we had loads of people coming up to us and saying ‘We can’t find the polling station, do you know where it is?’ It was like’ My God, people want to vote’, you know. In certain bits of the constituency, people were fired up. Turn up went up a little bit. But there’s a lot more people living in Cardiff Central than the last time. There’s new flats and student halls, so there’s actually more people living here.

In retrospective, the campaign was—well, not vicious—but it was a very tightly fought battle between you and Jon Owen. Is it odd to go to Westminster and work in a more consensual way after that?
I don’t really like the horrible side of politics, where people get personal. I’ll criticise someone for what they’ve done, but never for what they are, or for them personally. I’ll never make personal comments and I never have done. That’s the type of politics that I don’t like. It is a bit of a shock to the system when you go to Westminster because everyone’s very friendly, no matter what party they are. Getting introduced to Labour MPs I was expecting some of them to give the cold shoulder and none of them did. Nobody did. Well, one guy, who…yeah. *laughs* He’s remaining nameless, but he turned his back, crossed his arms, and walked away. But he was the only one, everyone else has been really nice.

It was very noticeable with the maiden speeches last week how everyone afterwards was like ‘Jenny Willott’s was lovely’, and you check the party and it’ll be Tory or Labour. It’s surprising. 

It’s a very different environment in Westminster and I think it’ll take a while for me to get used to that. It’s weird because when you’re in the chamber for Prime Ministers Questions, things like that, everyone’s shouting at each other and being really rude. And it’s just…bizarre. They regress to the age of about six from what I can see. But the rest of the time, people are much more friendly and consensual and supportive of each other. Particularly amongst new MPs because none of us have a clue what we’re dealing with half the time, and we all get lost because the building is a complete nightmare. You can never find where you are and it’s just very confusing. There’s a real feeling of comradery. Something that binds you together, of the terror of what you’re doing. Like Jessica Morden, the new Labour MP in Newport East, we seem to bump into each quite a lot. There’s a couple of others, like the new Tory MP in Putney Justine Greening, we did a television interview together on the very first morning…something binds you together.

You used to be a political researcher in Westminster?
Yes, for Lembit Opik in the House of Commons. But it’s very different going back not as a member of staff.

Is it weird to be in the House of Commons, on TV?

I keep thinking someone’s going to spot me and throw me out. It’s very strange, in the chamber in particular because the people who’ve been in there—Churchill, Gladstone, Lloyd George—famous people, and then there’s me. There are so many unwritten rules that you just find out be getting it wrong. All then new MPs are finding that. And it’s all based on convention and history, and you can’t learn it in advance, so you spend most of the time not really knowing what you’re doing and getting something wrong. But the staff…I think they feel quite paternal to the younger ones.

Just one more thing to go back to about the election—the student help, how useful was that both in the party itself and for the vote?

Huge. In terms of the student Liberal Democrats helping, it was key. We have a fabulous group of people. They’ve delivered shedloads of leaflets, they always turn out and knock on doors, and that—we couldn’t have done anywhere near as well as we did without their help. In terms of the election result, we did very, very well in student areas. We did better in a lot of the student areas than we did in the other bits of the constituency. And I think that contributed to the majority. I wouldn’t say that it was the ‘students wot won it,’ but it’s a whole load of different factors together that meant we won. But with so many students in the constituency, it’s quite a fundamental chunk of the electorate.

Settling into Westminster—how is that going, fitting into the big machinery?

Well, I don’t get an office for another month, I have a laptop that works sporadically, and I don’t have a phone.

So you just sit in a corridor somewhere with a broken laptop?

*laughs* Near enough, it’s a nightmare. I’ve now been allocated an office which is a move forward. So I know in a month’s time which office I’m going to get. And I now have someone working for me part time on a temporary basis. He can’t answer my phone because my phone disappears. I have a number, but I have to go and get my messages from somewhere. I don’t know quite where they go… But the post keeps coming. The post was about a foot high at the beginning of each week. It’s horrendous! A lot of it is rubbish from lobbying companies. Anything that comes from the constituency gets pulled out and dealt with but anything else goes into great big boxes to be dealt with when I’ve got a bit more time. But we’ve got summer recess at the end of July, so hopefully I’ll get things a bit more sorted then, so when I come back in September it’ll be up and running.
It must be hard settling in when there are so many holidays going on at the moment… [this interview was done during the Whitsun break]

It was one of the modernisation things, that was changed so we work along the school holidays. It was half time this week, which was actually really, really nice as I get a whole week in my constituency. In my first surgery two weeks there was such a long queue that we had to set up an extra one of Saturday morning and get people to come back. That’s what I’ve got all this afternoon, all case work. So we’re putting more surgeries in, and then obviously having to deal with the work that they’ve bought, it’s quite time-consuming.

Is it hard then striking a balance between Cardiff and Westminster?

I think I basically spend Monday through to Thursday in Westminster, and the Friday through to Monday in Cardiff. I had yesterday off, but I’ve worked every other weekend since the election. Too much paper coming in. I wasn’t expecting quite the volume of post that there has been, and my phone’s been ringing all the time, constantly. It can be quite hard keeping on time of things. Some people are very patient and understanding, other people can be quite stroppy when you don’t get back to them in 10 minutes. The volume of work has taken me a bit by surprise.
The maiden speech last week—that must have been nerve wracking.

I was terrified, I was shaking *laughs* Actually when I started doing the speech it wasn’t so bad, because you have to sit there until you get called, and you have to stand up to catch the Speaker’s attention, even though they’re going to call on you anyway, you don’t know when you are going to get called. Everytime you stand up it might be you or it might not be. It was very frightening, but once I’d gotten past the first minute it was much easier than I was expecting. 

Was it busy in the chamber?

No, it was quite quiet, as it was an adjournment debate, mainly people waiting to do maiden speeches, so there were a lot of new MPs there looking scared. Everyone is quite supportive of each other. I was pumping with adrenaline afterwards.

In your speech you spoke with a lot of pride in the locality. How long have you been here?
Six years, I think. I love Cardiff, it’s a great place.

Was it nice to get back to London having been a political researcher for Lembit Opik?

I was brought up in London, actually. But I get desperate on Thursday afternoons to come home, particularly in the first week I just wanted to get out of there and come home. I think quite a lot of the new MPs are like that because there’s just so much information, and it’s so big, and it’s so confusing that it’s really reassuring coming home where I’ve got my house, and I know where my office is…It’s quite nice escaping. I think it’ll be quite nice having the balance of being in Westminster and being here. But at the moment I really appreciate being here.

Does anyone, no matter how long they’ve been there, master how labyrinthine it is?

One of the things that made me feel much better was on Thursday, when I was being some of the offices I could choose from—I’m bottom of the pile, so they are the dregs, some of them are just a couple of foot square—and the guy who was showing us round, one of the Lib Dem researchers, he felt much better because one of the offices he was supposed to be showing us, his boss, who’s been an MP of eight years, couldn’t find it, and got completely lost. It’s unbelievably huge place. I keep coming out of doorways and I’m like ‘oh, ok, how did I get here?’ It’s very confusing.

When I was working there once one of my frightening moments…I was carrying a huge pile of papers, desperately walking along looking like this *walks*, and walked smack bang into someone, absolutely crunch, and I looked up and it was, um, I’ve forgotten his name. Really scary, now the EU Commissioner…

Peter Mandelson?

Thank you. Peter Mandelson... 

You know that’s going in the interview, don’t you?
*laughs* I can’t believe I just said that! Shows how full my head is. I walked straight into Peter Mandelson and he just gave me this death stare. And I was like ‘oh, I’m really sorry’.

Actually, do you see much more of the party leadership once you go to Westminster? After the election when you had Charles Kennedy down here during the election?

I see Charles quite a bit. We have a parliamentary party meeting once a week. It is quite surreal sitting in the chamber, with Tony Blair opposite you. If you’re a sad political hack, when you’re setting a bit away from the Prime Minister, and with Michael Howard, like, right there.
So is it like being in awe of them or is it a level playing field in the chamber?

In theory, but in practice…I get this overwhelming feeling that they’re really important, and I’m not, and it’s a bit surreal. I think you do get quite used to it, but it’s this incredible building, and I feel so lucky that I get to be there, sitting on the benches with famous faces all around. It’s quite strange, all these important people who are making decisions that affect my life everyday sitting just right there. And I’m on the same basis as them, and it’s all very strange.

Having taken over from Jon Owen Jones, have you had a handover with the casework, or are you thrown in the deep end? Have you spoken to him since the election to pick up any casework?

There isn’t any handover. Case work isn’t passed over, which makes things quite difficult. We’ve had people come into the surgery, people who have had been with him in the past. I think we do need a handover. I think this is something that’s not just the case with Jon, but with some it’s a real shock, and after a nasty election campaign it must be hard to takeover.
Is the election hard itself? That whoever you’re up against, that whoever you are up against loses their job? Does it feel personal, or do you just focus on what you’re doing and get on with it?

It’s not a very nice thing to be doing, going after someone else’s job. But democracy’s the best that we’ve got. In four years time people will be wanting to take my job off me. It’s not so much personal, but it does sometimes get personal. I’ve had some rotten things said about me in the election campaign, most of which weren’t true, so it can be quite frustrating. But I don’t think it’s helpful, being personally negative about someone.
This must be becoming an obligatory question but what is it like being under 30 and a female MP?

People sometimes think you don’t know stuff, because you’re young and you’re female. I suspect they assume it of young men as well. There’s definitely something of being patronising. Not that they’re meaning to, but there are differences…when I’m in Westminster, I don’t quite know what I’m doing all the time, because you‘re learning the practicalities of where things are and stuff like that. But there’s a difference between not knowing that bit of it and not knowing about political issues. Now I’ve been in politics for years and I know about the way the EU works, and the issues that relate to Wales and so on, and other MPs in particular seem to confuse the two and seem to think I’m not going to know about politics either. Which really gets on my nerves sometimes, because I wouldn’t have got where I am now if I didn’t know anything about politics. There is a bit of an assumption that with young MPs, it’s great to have them in Parliament but they don’t necessarily know anything about politics. It sometimes feels like they underestimate us.

Does it ever feel overwhelmingly white, middle class male once you’re inside the Westminster bubble?

It definitely feels very male. The fact that people are shouting at each other in the most bizarre way—not all of the men there are doing it, but it’s pretty much all men that are shouting. I know that a new of the new male MPs are finding that surreal as well. 
Do you think they’ll succumb to that?

Not yet. *laughs* They’re still finding it all a bit peculiar, but I don’ know how it will end up. But one of the things that will be different this time is that there are a lot of young MPs. I think the Lib Dems have something like 10 MPs under the age of 35, which is really significant in terms of the parliamentary party as a whole. A sixth of the party is under 35, which is really quite impressive. Also for Parliament as a whole there a lot of new MPs. In 1997 there where a lot of new women and that has made quite a difference.

Didn’t the number of women MPs evaporate in 2001?
It did. There were fewer women in 2001 then there had been before, but there’s now the biggest number of women ever. It’s not that much higher. It’s 120 something? Out of 646, so it’s still not a huge number. The other thing that I think is quite interesting is….I’m the youngest MP in Wales, the youngest MP in Scotland and England are all Liberal  Democrat women. There’s a lot coming through in Parliament. I think the age thing will start making a difference.

Do you think there is something you can do as an MP who is young and female, or do you think it just puts forward a more representative face to the country?

Partly I think it’s more representative and decisions will be made better if Parliament is more representative. They’ve started making inroads into Black and Asian MPs although there’s nowhere near enough as many as there should be. But I think there’s also an underlying feeling about MPs who aren’t like the rest of us, who don’t know what life is like for most people. Actually, there’s a look of an MP…in 1997, all the women were wearing brightly coloured jackets and scarves. One of the things that will help is if we have younger people there, we’re not all going to wear scarves and brooches. You’d wear what you’d normally wear doing your job. You have a slightly different attitude. If you have more young people in politics it becomes clear that it’s not just middle aged people who can do politics. So you have younger people who are interested in issues and have someone in Parliament who would be interested, and so on. I’d like—I’d hope—that people would find me reasonably approachable, that if they have a problem they can come and talk to me about it. That it’s not an MP up, that I’m not someone a bit too scary to talk to.

I’m sure if you asked nicely they’d give you a brooch. They’ve probably got a box of them round the back somewhere…
*laughs* I’ve had a lot of scarves that people have given me as presents but I just don’t know what to do with them. They get in the way. 

I know you’re only just starting to settle in as an MP, but are there any particular areas you’d like to go into inside Parliament?

In the constituency, I want to get it so people know where I am and can come and talk to me, and everyone knows who I am. I think that’s the best way to serve my constituency, if people feel they can come to talk to you with a problem. In Parliament, one of my big areas of interest is International Development. It’s not big and sexy, but it’s what I used to work in. I worked overseas. It’s something I care about and I’m very interested in that. In particular, children’s and young people’s rights and so on. I think I’m supposed to speak…*pause* I’m the Welsh Liberal Democrat spokeswomen for health and education in Parliament, so those are areas I’ll get to know about. But my immediate job before the election was Victim Support—crime and home affairs—so I’m interested in that too.

…

[Opinion on international aid] Last week, Gordon Brown announcing that all EU countries should aim for 0.7% GDP in international aid…
We’ve laid out a timetable for how we’d reach 0.7% by 2011. The other things include Fair Trade. If we were in government, we’d like to see the British Government use their purchasing power to buy Fair Trade products. You’ve got all the government departments with all the canteens, you’ve got schools and you’ve got the NHS. If the government used what is uses to place more emphasise on Fair Trade then we could make quite a bit of difference. They’re probably the biggest purchaser of things like that in the UK.

Isn’t it hard to create a position on international aid when the current government, in comparison to the Tories, are such a massive improvement?

They are much better than the Tories ever where. It is much easier to work with a government who has the same position as you because they’re more open to listening to ideas that you have, and you’re in a strong position. It’s actually much harder if you are an opposition party, if you don’t have the same sort of outlook. International development is one of the areas where there’s a large amount of consensus amongst the main parties, they all want to achieve the same goal. There are different approaches within that; you can influence and pick the areas that you are interested in, and push the government to put more emphasis on that.
You’re an MP at 30; is this something you can see yourself settling into for the rest of your life?

I don’t know. I’ve only bee doing it for three weeks, and I’ve enjoyed it so far. I get at least four years. The good thing about politics is it’s different every day, and there are so many areas you can work on. It’s not boring, you don’t get stuck in a rut. I don’t think I’m going to get bored any time soon. I’m not going to say now that I’d like to do it for the next 40 years because people might vote me out in four years time. But I think it would sound quite boring to think that I’d be doing the same things over and over again, and I’ve got quite a bit of my life ahead of me. I can’t see myself getting bored anytime soon.

In terms of the future of the Liberal Democrats, where do you see them going after this election? They had a lot of opportunities this election with the War in Iraq and the Conservatives in disarray. Do you think they can go beyond where they are now?

Yeah, I do actually. I think it’s very interesting that there’s been a big change in the seats we’ve won. In 2001, the seats we won were rural seats from the Tories. This election it’s mainly been urban seats from Labour. That’s quite a difference in dynamics within the parliamentary party. So we have a much better balance of rural MPs, urban MPs, seats that were against Labour, seats that were against the Tories. Where there are a real change this election is that now there are loads and loads of seats where the Lib Dems are second. For example we got both seats in Swansea, second in Pontypridd and Wrexham, all sorts of places where you wouldn’t expect the Lib Dems to be second. We got 16 seats this election, but there are lots where we’re not winning them but we’re within 1,000 votes of winning them and could potentially do really well. I think people tended to think that we were only a party that could score seats from the Tories, and get seats in the Westcountry and Scotland, and that was it. But I think that this election has shown that it’s not true. I think I’m right in saying that the Tories now don’t have any inner city seats outside of London.

It must be worrying that the decapitation strategy didn’t work but that the Tories weren’t losing seats to the Lib Dems. Is this something to worry about in the future?

I don’t think so. The Tories did reasonably well in the election so it would be a bit strange if they’re the official opposition, and Labour have been in power for eight years. If the Tories hadn’t won any seats they’d have been completely written off. But we got 16 seats which is a fair few. We haven’t done badly at all. And we have new people coming in with new ideas, and the average age in the parliamentary party has dropped by about 10 years. So I think there’s a lot of potential for us to do really well in seats that people wouldn’t expect us to do so in the next few years.

So where do you see the party by next election?

I think we should do quite well in the Assembly elections. We came very close to winning seats last time, and we’ve done something like double the number of Councillors we have here. Across the country as a whole I’d like to think that we’re in a better position to win seats off both the Tories and Labour. A lot of close seats have women candidates and young candidates as well so that could make a big difference.

Lastly, did you see the Guardian Backbencher e-mail about the most attractive MPs…

Yes, someone sent it to me! *laughs*

Any idea where that came from? Because they claimed in the e-mail that it was from the office.
It was from somebody I’d never heard of. But I got a wonderful e-mail after the election from someone who’d voted Tory in Llandaff in Cardiff West, but he wanted to send me an e-mail to say that I was definitely the sexiest MP in the Commons!

How is it to get stuff like that?

I think it’s really funny. It’s nice to not get lots of e-mails saying ‘I think you’re a real minger. It’s better than that. I just think it’s quite entertaining.
