Dear Alan Beith,

I am writing to you in your capacity as chairman of the Constitutional Affairs (now Justice) Select Committee.

I understand from reports in the Press that you are considering looking into the issue of Scottish MPs voting on English matters, the so-called West Lothian question.

I wonder whether I might draw your attention to an associated matter, that is the question of voting rights for Britons who live abroad.

A report from a predecessor committee, the Home Affairs Committee, briefly considered this issue as part of a wider investigation into voting issues (Fourth Report, 1998). Sadly it was a very one-sided investigation with no evidence being taken from those they wished to disenfranchise - they recommended that we should lose the vote after five years absence. This was rejected by the Government, but the period was reduced from 20 to 15 years.

Ironically this means that Britons now have fewer democratic rights than Iraqis, even though our soldiers are dying in an attempt to protect those rights. You may feel, as I do, that this is a deplorable state of affairs.

This issue is now the subject of an on-line petition on the Number 10 web site and has been the subject of regular correspondence with the Foreign Office.

I am wondering whether you would be able to include this issue in your forthcoming investigation into the West Lothian question - or, if you feel that this is stretching things too far, whether you would consider a separate investigation into this issue.

I attach a short paper on this subject which I hope that you may find time in your busy schedule to read. I know, of course, that many ex-pats are not concerned about this, but I hope you will agree that voter apathy is no excuse for disenfranchisement.

Best wishes

Paul Williams

