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Bishops in stinging rebuke to 
Cameron over refugee crisis
■ PM snubbed church’s off er to help ■ Clergy release text of private letter 
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Tory MPs in 71 
marginals at 
risk from cuts 
to tax credits

Refugees in Croatia queueing yesterday to cross the border into Hungary before it was closed. Bishops want Cameron to ‘mobilise the nation’ in response to the crisis. Getty
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 by Toby Helm and Daniel Boff ey

 George Osborne  comes   under fresh 
pressure to halt controversial cuts 
to  tax credits   today  as new research 
shows that 71 Tory MPs in marginal 
seats could be vulnerable to a backlash 
from families hit by dramatic falls in 
their incomes.

The impact of the cuts, which will 
leave 3.2 million families worse off  
by an average of £1,300 a year from 
next April, is already causing concern 
among Conservative MPs and min-
isters, who believe they will punish 
precisely the kind of working families 

 David Cameron  claims to represent. 
The eff ects on individual households 
was brought home to millions of 
television viewers on Thursday when 
 working mother Michelle Dorrell , who 
voted for the Conservatives in May, 
made an emotional attack on Cameron 
during BBC1’s Question Time, saying 
that she worked “bloody hard” and 
already struggled to pay her bills. She 
said Cameron had promised not to cut 
her tax credits but had then gone back 
on his word.

The electoral danger to the 
Conservatives is also laid bare in 
research released by Labour ahead 
of a Commons debate on the issue on 
Tuesday. It shows that 71 Tory MPs, 
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 by Harriet Sherwood 
Religion Correspondent
and Toby Helm Political Editor

 An extraordinary row between the 
Church of England and the prime min-
ister  bursts   into the open  today  as 84 
 bishops accuse David Cameron of ignor-
ing their off ers to help to provide hous-
ing, foster care and other support for up 
to 50,000 refugees.

In a  remarkable move that shows their 
frustration at Downing Street’s foot-
dragging, the bishops have released to 
the Observer a  private letter they sent to 
the prime minister  in early September. 

In it they called on him to increase the 
number of refugees that the UK is pre-
pared to take over the next five years 
from 20,000 to 50,000, and to consider 
involving the church in a national eff ort 
to “mobilise the nation as in times past”.

Describing the mass movement of 
refugees as a “moral crisis”, the bishops 
offered to rally “churches, congrega-
tions and individuals” across the country 
behind eff orts to make rental properties 
and spare housing available to those who 
had fl ed their homelands.

They also told Cameron they would 
“promote and support foster caring” 
across the C of E and wider community, 
so that thousands of unaccompanied 

children who had become homeless 
could fi nd places to live and appropri-
ate care.

But today, to accompany the release 
of their letter, Paul Butler, the bishop 
of Durham , issues a statement making 
clear their patience is exhausted.

 He describes the government’s policy 
response as “increasingly inadequate” 
and complains that the prime minister 
has failed, over more than fi ve weeks, to 

respond to their suggestions with more 
than a cursory acknowledgment. 

“It is disheartening that we have not 
received any substantive reply despite 
an assurance from the prime minister 
that one would be received,” Butler 
says. “There is an urgent and compelling 
moral duty to act, which we as bishops 
are off ering to facilitate alongside others 
from across civil society.”

He adds:  “There is a real urgency to 
this issue  with those increasingly being 
forced from their land as their homes are 
literally bombed into the ground. As the 
fi ghting intensifi es, as the sheer scale of 
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