FOREWORD

A critical element in the govemment of any modem democracy is
the working relationship between two groups of people: politicians
and seniot civil servants, The composition of each group, and the
location of the interface between them, vaties belween countries.
But in even the maost politicised, or the mosl corrupt,  distincHon
can be seen, even if only al lhe marging, between those who are
elected and those who are appointed. Getling the relatlonship right
is vital for effective government,

In Britain there are two main reasons for concern about (his
relationship. First, the civil service as a whole Is ity a state of csis
unprecedented in its history. Disoriented and destabilised by =z
decade of almost continuous change, many civil servants are now
uncertain about what the future may hold both for themselves and
for heir profession - if profession, In the strict sense, it be. Fifteen
vears ago the impontance of the civil service would have seemed
self-evident and beyond guestion, Today, one of the main problems
faced by civil servanis is that the government in power does fot
regard them as indispensabie, In making and implementing policies

tovemnment increasingly draws on (he services not of professional !

government servants but of other specialists - lawyers, accountants,
cconomists, policy analysts - operatng in a frec market and :

contracting with government as one among a range of customers. A

ilebatable question {s whether in (uture civil servants will be able to :

bring any unique skills to their relationship with Ministers,

‘I'he second reason [of concern is that there are all (00 many signs
that, in some cases, something is going wrong with (he relationship,
A significant number of senior officials feel that their professional
skills are being ignored or abused, At the same time, a number of
episodes, of which "Matrix-Churchill’ is the latest, most prolonged
and most dramatic, have led outsiders to fear that civil servants have
heen colluding with Mindsters in improper behaviour - in effect, that
they have allowed thelr professional skills to be misused. Civil
servantg, 0o, are understandably anxious both about public
perceptions and about the reality.




Some people welcome the spread of markets and of contracts, wul
the consequent disappearance of professional  government
bureaucracies of any Kind. Others will feel that the British seniur
civil service, in its existing form, has oullived its usefulness. Dut
others yet will want (0 be sure that from such changes we should
not be losing more than we might gain. They will alse wonder
whether these changes would address the real weaknesses of British
governmenl, and whether hey would help or hinder fuwre
administrations of a different party in planning and implementing
nalional policies. Meanwhile, uncertainty about (he roles of civil
servants and about the status of their *‘profession’, and doubts about
their ethical standards, can only weaken the civi) service as an
instrument of govemment today and deter good people from wanling
1o work in it tomocrow,

This brief study focuses on the senior clvil service, lts basic
assumption -which should be stated clearly at the outset - is that a
civil sexvice is an essential element in good government, There is a
limit 10 what cdn be bought in from ouiside, Government is different
[rom business. It needs a solid core of stalf who understand this,
The quality of a civil setvice is therefore critical to the quality of
government. The study reviews recent and currenl changes in lhe
civil service, and others in prospect. It also considers the links
between some of these developments. The links are important and
not fully understood: who senior civil servants are, what skills they
possess, their attitudes and values, ate bound Lo influence he ways
they are regarded and used by ministers. Conversely, how ministers
regard angd vse civil servants will influence the lawter's bohaviour
and attitudes - including their atlitudes towards attempts o change
the civil service,

Nore: throughout this document the term 'Whiteball' is frequenily usexl, lor
convenience, in 118 {ouraslistic sense as an alterative 1o "the civil service’, It
is also a useful way of indicaling a single culture common to mus! senjor
officials. However, though coovenient, it is literlly inaccurate, even when
applied to the senior civil service, & growing number of whose members work
outside London eltogeiher. This common cultire may well become much less
significant, particularly if there is only limited movement between London and
the regions. or between the ‘core’ departments and agencies,

MINISTERS AND MANDARINS - 1

INTRODUCTION

The senior civil service is taken here to mean the 3000 or o men
and women, mainly university graduates, who occupy the key
advisory and top managerial posts. From thelr ranks are drawn
almost all the few hundred very senior ¢lvil servants who wotk most
closely with Ministers.

These are the people who plan and supervise the services cperated
by tens of thousands of their subordinates, or, increasingly, by
contractors in the private sector, Senioc officials - or Ministers
advised by themn - determine their subordinates’ terms amd
condilions of service. The quality of leadership provided by those
al the very top can fundamentalty affect (be character of the civil
service as a profession, its values and its morale. Leadership
embraces not only their ability to communicate, explain, motivale
{ftom the top downwatds (o the lowest levels. It also means their
ability to protect and promote the interests of {he civil service, as
ane among many other groups competing for resources, in relation
to ministers, Pacliament and public.

Some senior civil servanis also advise, of ry to advise, Ministers on
major policy issues, and implement or oversee the implementation
of Ministers’ decisions. The competence of these relalively few
people, and their working relalionships with Minisiers, can greatly
affect the ability of any administration to carry out its electoral
promises and to devise feasible new policies. This will be especially
true of any future administration which believes in public services
and which takes a pasitive view of the role of government.

It is worth stating clearly at the outset that the British sentor civil
service is among the best in the world. 11 is, rightly, an institulion
of interest to overseas visilors. Its characteristics are marketed
abroad through technical assistance programases. (See, for example,
recent publications and memoranda by former senior official Sir
Kenneth Stowe - Stowe, 1992.) It has several features in commen
with other government burcaucracies. As in France, Germany,
Canada, Scandinavia, it is a high-status, lifetime career profession.




