"ALAS! SIR HUMPHREY. I KNEW
HIM WELL’

SIR. GEOFFREY HOLLAND ke
Vice-Chancellor, University of Exeter

Delivered to the Soctety on Wednesday 3 May 1995 with Richard Martineau,
Chatrman of Council, it the Chair ~

THE CHAIRMAN: Sir Geoffrey Holland commands Ereat
respect for having run what almose amounts to 2 campaign
againse youth unemployment. In 1977 he published the
Govetnment report “Young people and work” and in 1982 he
was the main author of ‘A new waining initative’ which led
to the Youth Training Seheme and various other mitiatives,
In that year, he became the Direetor of the Manpower
Services Commission. The Yourh Training Scheme
revolutionised the approach of many farge businesses to some
of the less privileged members of the community aad to
training tn particular — and brought the wo together. [¢ was
an carly example of what we at the R SA are advocating in
our work on Yomorrow's Compary - the mclusive com pany.

Geoffrey thoughe of it long before we did. He was also
responsible for TVEI {the Technicat and Voeationa
Education Initiztive), one of the outstanding suceesses in
<ducacion which is now drawing to an end. His ability ro
make things happen when you would have thoughe all wag
ranged against him has made him outstandiag in his ficld.

In 1988 he was made Permanent Secretary at the
Department of Employment where his mnovauve wark
continued: COMPACTS (where perhaps [ could ¢him o
have been marginally ahead of him) and TEC: were
invajuable contributions. Sadly, after RIOVINg ta the
Deparument of Education, he lefr 2l too 500N but continues
his good work as Vice Chanceilor of Ex¢ter Universicy,

Youknow the reference, of course: Hamiet, Act V. The
scenc ~ a graveyard, Two gravediggers are preparing
Ophelia’s grave. Hamicr and his friend Horade pass by.
The firse gravedigger produces a skull, It is that of
Varick, the King's jester. Hamlet reflects- ‘Alas! poor
Yorick. [ knew him, Horatio: 2 fellow of in finite jese, of
most excellent fancy, he hath borne me on his back 1
thottsand times; and now, how abhorred in my
imaginacion it is! my gorge rises ac it. Where be your
gibes now? your gambols? your songs? your flashes of
merriment that were wont to set the table on a roar?”

Do not, however, take fright, Three groups of
people will be disappointed in this lecture: those who
hope for further revelations. scandal and sleaze; those
whe hope for a further leamed contribution to the
public debate about governance, conduct or cthics; and
any who hope that [ might say that all che things chae
have been happening in the Civil Service over thase
past years have destroyed the finest Civil Service and
that all is doom, gloom and disaster.

[ chose my title because, as many have pointed ourt, of
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all che voices heard in the current, healthy, debatc and
discusston about the public service, it is oniyarare voice
that talks about what it is really ke, whar has reaily
been happening seen from the inside, by one whoisno
longet part of it. So what I intend to do is to share my
thoughts and reflections from a perspective of 32 years
tn the Civil Service, eight at Permanent Secretary leve),
and to tell it 4sit was experienced by me. [ineend to catk
about Ministers, abourt the natue of the job of the senior
public servant, about the so called ‘reforms’ of the Civii
Service, and about the revolotion of institutions,
nocably the establishment of so many significant
quangos. [ shall then list some serious jssucs where,
looking back on those 32 years, | feel scrongly we couid
have done much beteer ~ to the benefit of the country. [
shall end with a few words of: ENCoNTagementto anyone
who mjght be contemplating a job in the Civil Service.

Whete am I coming from? [ secved for by far the
greatest part of my career in the Employment Depar:-
ment Group. | never worked in the Cabiner Ofiice, nor
ia the Treasory. [ never expected to become a Perma-
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nent Seeretary - Fwasclear was tar too much of 1 eisk
The two Departments Hhad the privilege otheading are
very ditferent feons cach ather. The Emiplovmient
Deparentent 55 one of the four brggest cmployers o
the Civil Service after the Minstry of Detience. (The
others are Social Seeuriey, the Reland Revenue and
Customs and Excise.) {tisa Departiment which is about
people = peaple {individoals) ac work, people out ot
work, It is a Department which has aver 10,000 staf
deploved througliont Grear Britain tEngland, Waley
and Scotland} in every town and ity

The Department for Education. by contrase, has 2
head office only. [t has 2,000 staff. It has no tocal offices,
1o regional offices. Its domain is thar of legislation. b
the past, the eyes and ears of Her Majesty's [nspectors
were on hand in the same building: now even thosc eyes
and cars are removed to OFSTELD. Finaily, DFE 15 a
Department for England only.

Those arte the contexts in which | worked for 32
years, times of dramatic change in our economy. in our
saciety and in the Civil Scrvice itselt, I want to scart by
paying oibuce o the Civil Service. Much of the
comment in the media is abour those relatively fow
civil servants whao are the day to day interface between
the machinery of governmenc and Ministers, mosty in
Whitchall. Bur out there 31l over onr country arc haifa
miliion others who. day in and day out, are doing vital
Jobs. Atevery level of recruitment they represent some
of the best educated and qualified members of our
socicty. At every level they are in che jobs they are
doing because they want to be there, want to serve the
public. They care about their jobs, they arc im mensely
committed to them. Day in and day oue. whether
dealing at first hand with those who are venting their
anger and frustration at being unemployed, or arriving
pretty well first on the scene at some gruesome factory
accident, or sitting negotiaring for hours in Brussels on
some vital point in employment legislation, the qualicy
of cheir performance is immensely striking. We owe
them 2 huge debt, We rarely say thank you, And we are
in grave danger, through sensationalising issues which
concem but a few of them. of damaging their commit-
ment, professionalisem, morale and goodwill. We need
o be very careful about what we are doing.

MINISTERS

| tum now to the first of my major sections, to talk
abour Mimisters. Whae T have 1o say may scemn very
simple bue i say it here for two reasons. First, many
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years leading sessions at the Civil Service College and
clsewhere have ed me to supposc tha many cvil
servants even do not think about Ministers in the way
| shail describe. Secondly. in my carcer rarcly saw 3
groupororganisation which wanred toenterintoscrious
discussion withany Ministeronany to pic whichshowed
it had thought through what ! am about to say and
worked to present its case in 3 way likely to sueceed,

So, ‘the hats that Ministers wear': one fundamentaliy
misunderstands Ministers unless one realises that each
and every one of them is simultanesusly wearing
several hats. She or he 15 constantly taking onc hat off
and putting another on a5 she or he engages in any
discussion and weighs any particular advice or propo-
sal. The change is imperceptible, There can be many
changes inside a very short period of time. Those hars
are at feast six in number.

First, every Minister is an individual, She or he was
brought up in a particular family background in 2
pacticular part of the ¢country. She or he has likes and
distikes, interests, things thar switch her or him on and
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things that leave her or him cold. She or he has
Jealowsies, tears. briisec, fuccesses and, above all,
bopes and ambitions fur new ar later, Every Minister
WES every ministeral circanstarnee through the eves off
that individual. The son of 1 former Primie Minister, 3
tormer regalar officer in the arm ¥. 2 former air line
pilot, a teacherand local politician from Ese Anglia, arg
al very different individuals, It is vital t0 know them,

The individuai belougs to a party and has probably
belonged to it tor some time. Every party s 2 broad
<hurch, but the mere tict of belonging to a party means
something about idvology. attitudes and prioritics and
cven, dare one say, prejudices. The party has an office
and its own staff thete. briefing away in the back-
ground. The party has an annual conference when the
faichful appear to pass judgement on the Miniseer and
his achicvements or ocherwise. Aboveallthe party hasa
manifesto on which the last election was fou ght. A lot
of work goes into manifestos. OFf course part of every
manifesto consists of lures for the electorate, OF course
it wouid be racher surprismg if cach and every sentence
in the manifesto was observed or aarried through to the
lecter. But the maniteseo is che reference point for any
Minister (as it is for the administracion), [t will dictace
priorities, It will shat off some options. It will be che
framewark af 2ims and objectives against which any
Minister is judged by the party.

Most Ministers are {or have been) Members of the
House of Commons, They were elected 10 serve a
particalar constituency, They were not part of 2 central
list (as arc the members in some of our nearby European
acighbours which haye proportional represcntarion).
The constituency is a specific patt of the country; it has
its character, its problems, irs history, its customs, ics
pewsonalicics. In che constitwency is an agent for the
Party and a commitice. In the constitueacy cach
Minister must reguiarly and frequently appear, to
open ths or that, to speak at various events, o sit on
platforms, to hold ‘surgerics”. So any Minister will see
any issue ac least in pare through the eyes of that
constituency, Any course of action proposcd wili be
Jjudged. at leastin part, by its impact on constituents and
on the chances of re-election in that constituency.

Because the Minister is a Member of the House of
Commons, sheor he is part of the pacliamentary party.
Civil servants ~ perhaps all of us — ean casily forget how
much time Miniscers spend in the hothouse, gossipy,
clubhouse atmasphere of the House of Commons,
situng through Questions to the Prime Minister, sitting
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through major ot wminor debates, in hour atter hour af
committers, passing through the lobbes. otten untii the
small hours ufithe moramg. In the margms of all thac, i
the corridors, in the bars. the restaurants and cateterias,
Munisters are eadlessly hearing che views of pactiamen-
tary party members, the fears, anxicties, hopes and
interests of the party as a whole. not to mention the
random problems or issucs individual constituents or
others may bring to the contral Lobby.

Fifthly. the Minister is 2 Miniscor i a particular
Department, imoiersed in che Deparument’s business
and atfairs. There is a whole departmental agenda
additiona] to that of the constituency, the party oc the
parliamencary party. And Ministers come and go wicth
great frequency - in 32 years [ worked tor 23 suceessive
Secretarics of State and there are those in other
Depactments who probably worked for more in a
similar period of time. So the Department, though
temporarily the vchicle of ambition and success, is, in
Part. a transitional interest or concern,

And then the Miniscer may be a member of the
Cabinct, one of Her Majesty's Secretaries of Stare.
Seceetaries of Statc get (o sit round che Cabinet rabie.
All (or nearly all) Ministers whatever their rank or ritic
ret to ac around some Cabiner committee table or
other. They may spend hours doing so. In thase
settings, effect s given to the ‘collective responsibility”
which weighs s0 much wich Ministers. Individuaily,
Ministers can and do fight their corner but, when the
chips are down, they hang together or hang separately.

Those, then. arc the hacs that any Minister 15 wearing
— ail of them, ail at once. If we look at them, some key
facts stand out which condition what life s like for Sir
Humphrey, and, for thar marter, for Ministers as well,
First, it is a constant source of wonder that any Minister
fiesicaliin, Ivis casy to give inteflecenal assent to the face
chat time pressures are endless and constant. Ac first-
hand it means thar Ministers are, mentally ar lease,
switching from onc world to another. from one topic
(v another, constantly, every day of the weck for the
whole of their career as Miniscers. There is no let up,
They are constandy on cail, constantly expeceed 1o be
accessible by che Cabinet Office, the Departmene, the
parry, che constituency. Icis tring; itisexhausting: itjs a
wonder that mast Ministers do so well. And woe baride
the Sir Humphrey or the Department who do not, at
the incerface wich Ministers, tecognise those pressures,
allow for them, and allow simple humanity to break
through. All Ministers need 2 break from tume to time,
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Allneed achance ta ket their hagr down. to fet off steam,
wenjoy a drink., to have a lwgh, to watch the ru gby, to
g0 and have their hair doye.

The next teature thar stands vuc is ehae the constant
thraughout ic all is not the Departnent in which any
Mimiscer may comporarily be ledged. lets the parcy, its
ideologics and its vilues, Thirdly, Ministers may notg
want to be where they are postod. They may noc have
the slightest interest in the Department or its works or
the particular porciolio responsibilicy they have been
given. The Minister who wanted to be in a particufar
Deparement and found himself (here was the exception
inmy carcer. Moreover, it [ think back to all the bopes
expressed to me by Ministers about which Department
they would like to find themselves in nexe, the strke
rite of success was minimal.

Because the average tenure of 2 Minister is so shorrt,
all want to make their mark. As onc once said to me-
‘You are running 2 marathon: I am in a 100 metre
sprint’. So they must intreduce — and in troduce very
quickly — something new, their own tnttative, the
development for which, if and when they come o
write their memoirs, they will claim personal credit and
a sigmificant influencc on the nation's affairs. This leads
o Ministers often ignoring previous Ministers’ “things’
{whilst paying lip service to them), to the all too evident
tendency o pull up tender plants before they have
begun to take roor, to lack of interest in anything other
than *my thing’ and, not Jeast, to an obscssion with the
short term. Further, it leads t0 a confusion between
‘presentation” and ‘announcements’ and action and real
effect. It is touching o see Ministers’ faith that when
they have announced something at the Dispatch Box, it
has happencd. Of course it has not. The Job is only just
beginning for Sir Humphrey and the civi) servants,

Then there is the matter of collective responsibility.
[t is a finc principle and can prevent all kinds of folly.
But it can kead ro the lowest common denominator
becoming the norm, not the highest common factor. It
leads to greymess; to fudging of issues; to a premium
being scc on clegant drafting which obscures rather
than clarifies: in the extreme. it can lead to an excuse for
avoiding waking responsibility ot being willing ro be
fully aceountablc for decisions and actions,

As 2 final comment, looking at the corm ploxity and
all those pressures and the very small amount of time
Ministers have to ges up to speed, cake: decisions, geton
with the job. 3¢t Surprising that thare is hardly any
systematic iduction or development training for
T ——— TR Brer rerlm e et T
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Mmisters or would-be Ministers. Departments which
provide such rasing are sl the excepion, racher than
the rule. OF course. there is pleney of bricfmg abour
detailed dssuwes. On firce enery tita che Deparmment, the
Minister witl be presented im medrately wich a foar-
some tome tull of the most clegant prose and detailed
facts and fgures about everytlung wnder the sun —
Lxeept_how 0 he a Minister, how things work in
Government, how to organise time, how o chair
meetings and all the basic core and transferable skills
of the Ministerial carcer.

DEFINING MOMENTS

So much for Ministers. Now what of the Civil Service
life? [ have chosen to describe this by reference to what |
call “defining moments’ of my career — those events
which were ‘leaming experiences’ which i realise, and
hope I realised at the time, to have been profoundly
illuminating of the true nacure of the Civil Service job
and the job of the Sir Humpbrey of any day oc any
Deparument, Thave clustered these moments into two
graups of four,

My first group begins with the induction pro-
gramme which any new graduate entrane to what
was then called the Ministry of Labour followed in
t961 and for vears before and some rime afcer. Aftera
month at Head Office. that new graduate entrant spent
aweek in the London region visiting every kind of local
front line office of the Department. Atter nine months,
the new encrant spent a month in 2 particuiac part of
Great Britain visiting and working in local offices, but
also visiting, at firsc hand, organisations in the waorld of
work with which the Department deale. | spent my
month in Wales and, in addition ro working in severai
employment exchanges {as they were then called) and
at least one Training Centre, [ visited 3 steeiworks,
went more than 2,000 feet underground in a coalmine
and crawled along a seam, saw the workings of an
important docks, and experienced ar fiest hand the
community life of the Welsh vaileys.

After a further nine months' posting at Head Office,
the new graduace recruit spent three months in anocher
part of Great Britain, again working in local offices and
visiting outside establishments. In my case, [ spent those
theee months in Scotland. 1 paid uncmployment benefir
itn d2ys when one collected money from the bank and
counted oue cash over the counter, in Springburmn and
Southside, Glasgow: | went with a Careers Qfficer o
give carcers advice on remore crofts in Caithness; 1
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chimbed building sire scattolds wirdy Factory inspecrors
and visited hazardoys tenement factories in ¢the back
strects of Edinburgh and Dundee,

Al thae has ROUe now. sacrificed 1o centra) training
for new graduates ar the Civil Service Colicge and o
the  perceived necessity  to ensure that  aradvage
vatranes underseang tomcthing of economies, govem-
Ment. managemenr, Al highly desirable. no doub,

what staif fr whom one s responsible are lving
through day in ang day out. Lost above ail is the
realisation chat policy is not 2 magger of words, but of
deeds; not whar i said in skilfully crafied phrases in
| Papers circulated to che Cabinet or in White Papers

f but what happeas on the ground to ordinary pcople
day in and dav out,

f My second defining moment was when the then
Permanent Secretary of the Deparement said ta 4 group
of young cvii servants. of whom ! wag one, that he
fever lost a nighe's sleep over policy matters or he
adwice e Bive to Ministers bu; that he had lain awake
for many hous mulling over decisions about people

takes to promore ¢qua! opporrunities,
My third defining momeng occurred when I 'was figs
in our Private Office 35 2 junior Private Secretary, We

oursclves, but more Patticularly, to give an account of
what the Minisee, was doing. On one such occasion,

atagam in my experience 1y indeed sg. Tosome it
might scem [ike heavenon carth to have 3 Minister who
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has no adeas and js etdlessly open ¢o the Suggestions or
reconimendationg of offcials. Byr that is noe the case.
Officials peed Ministers wich idcas, ‘The burden of
responsibility becames toe ETC303 ehe tratfic in jdeas
i ail ane way. Officials nced stimubug; need Icadcrship;

need. on occasion, conflice, Ny, Department wijl do
well unless thar Row ofideas conges, dayinand dav our.

atention {o the acaident recorg, the deaths and the
injuries and saying char the sitnation wWarranted the
establishment of 5 Royal Commission, Each year the
telegram wag Passed faithfully from Downing Sereet to
the Scetetary of Seare for Employmen’s office, then
downwards ung) it ended on the desk of 2 Higher
Execurive Qfficer i the Safety. Heaith and Weifape
Division, who cach YERI sent a bland reply co Mg Tye,
the gist of which was that the Prime Minister had asked
this Higher Exccutive Ofiicer 1o chank My Tye for his
telegram, che contents of which had been noted,
Cnthis Particular oceasion, the mcssengcrdclivering

8Tam and forthwich penned 4 historic Minure, 1o the
effect thar My Tye was correct, the sitation was
serious, was worthy of fundamentat Enquiry and chay
the necd was HWrBENC. Some wecks lter the Robens
Commitece was established, Qur of tha Committee
Came the ‘Healch and Safety At Wark Acc’ which is sif)
there rtoda ¥. an Act whieh ¢xtended, for the frse time,
legislative protection at work o cvery employes
everywhere and modernpised our whole approach o
health and safety at work.

From that Passage ! learned thar individual iy
SSTVants can count, thar thejr acuons, what they say
and what they WIte, can change (he caurse ot history,
Somctimes in very important ways. ofeen tn much
smaller ways, There are, of course, in any Deparrmene
stock replies 1o stock enquitics and ¢coinments, Indi-
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My second et of four detining morments is diflerent.
[t begms with another Peennanene Secrerary remarking
to e and others that discussion of palicy options with
Ministers was like a borse sale. Ministers, he explamed.
should be thought of as potential buyers sicing round
the rAng waiting to inspect the goods. namely policy
options. The civil servant’s role was to produce a borse
from our o the stable and to walk it round the ring o
seeif there was any iterest itic, any bid. Ifthere was, he
might walk the horse round the ring zgain. From tme
w e, there would be so much interese that a sale
would be made. Bucon many occasions there would be
no flicker of interest and then the horse should be taken
back into che stablc. It should not, however, be sent to
the knackers vard. lrshouid be kept carefully and in a fie
state to pacade around the nng again on an appropriate
furure oecasion. [deas and proposals had their time and
their purchasers. Just because 4 particufar course of
action wis ot appropriate to, nor bought by, today's
buyers. it did not mean that it would never be bounghe.
The moral is obvious.

Next. time and again in my carcer, [ found myselt
encountering the dangers of polincians becoming
attached to the inexorable force of lopic. One such
occagion was the first miness” stoke of modern ames —
not the Scargill episodes. but the Daly and Gormiey
first episode when Sir Derek Ezra was Chairman of the
National Coal Board. At thar time, the Government
was operating a pay palicy for the public services. In an
attempt to reduce infladonary setdements, as it went
through the publie sector pay round, it was using every
weapon it had o force cach seulement ac half a
percentage point lower than the one before. We
reached the miners late in the round when the last
seetlemient had been, [ think, at 8 per cent. The miners
wanted morc: they had seen others get more, they
belivved they had a good case, and an element in the
union simply wanted to saub the Government and sec
back irs pay policy.

Every piece of intelligence we in the Department
had available to us suggested thar a settlement ¢ould be
reached at half or cven a quarter of 2 percentage point
above the previous setclement and we said so. But all
the miners’ points would have been made and Ministers
perccived the cost to Government and ta the country o
be oo great. So they stuck out for their policy and the
incxorable logic of half a per ¢ent less, nothing more.
The result was a damaging strike lasting several weeks,
the Wilberforce Inquiry, a cliff-hanging cvening of
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beer and sandwehes at Number Tenand a seeelemene.ar
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Many cinees [saw Ministeers caughe up i the inexor-
able logic of their policics or their actons. Dioovsell’was.
mmy day. a modern hngst and Thave carried widly e
throughout my carcer Pascal’s inmmoral dictuen cha
"the heare has 1ts reasons swhich reason cannot know”
inexorable logic can lead 1w catnsrroﬁﬁc'.' There i
something abour the hothouse enclosed ammosphere
of Departmenes. Whitchatl and cven Number Ten
which can fead Ministers and. jet it be added, somenme:
officials tov. to lose touch with the reasons of the heart
with the reahnies of life, the emotions and common-
sense reactions of ordinary women and men.

The third of my second set of defining moments i
this: late in the day. some time after [ was appointed .
Permanent Secretaty, came the realisacion that in che
annual public cxpenditure round the whole publi
fagade of ratiomal argument abouc priorities anc
merits was in pare 2 nonsense. One Deparinent anc
only onc reaily concerned cthe Treasury — ¢he Socia
Secunty Department. There might be a pretence tha
other Deparunents were bidding for funds, were dis
cussing their bids seriousty with Treasury officials anc
Treasury Ministers, bur the facc was otherwise, Unles
and until the Treasury had ted down the Socia
Securicy budpet, they simply did not know hov
much money was left over for the other Department
to fight over. And so it will remajn uneil chis countr
becomes more competitive internadosally and doc
indecd create more weaith, a larger toral public purse
Education, housing, health, transport, defence eve
and all the other good causes to which public ¢expen
diture can be devoted, take second place to Soci:
Security. The rest of us were fighring over the scrap
that feil from the Social Sccurity table.

Finally, in any Permanent Secretary’s definin
moments must be her or his firse Public Accoun:
Committee appearance. Mine was, as | recall. on o
accuracy of payment of uncmployment benefic. Pic
ture the scene. A large commitree room in the House «
Commons. Twenty or so MPs. All have before them
printed Repott from the National Audic Office, whic
has had access, by law, to every paper anywhere in th
Department on the subject in question. A Repor
furchermore, which the Permanent Secretary has ha
o agree facrmally. Every word uttered is raken dow
and recarded and subsequently published. Samenime
for good measure, che session 15 broadcast too.
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The Permancue Seceetary s, generallel the saje
Wirhe, Flanking PPt s pasable, bue the €ang nne-
e i omy view cychaly, asks igs questions of ghe
Accuunting Ohikeer, the Permanent Secrerary, ang
CXpects him ta reply. The session lases two and a half
hours ar more, Just aboue everyone present asks ques-
tons. Same are general. somie particular, Some are
motivated by penuine enquiry after the acts, Some are
mativated only by the desire to score party poliica|
PoInts or o achicye 3 sound bite,

PAC appearances AIC CVENS not to be under.
estimaeed. In no Way are they enjoyable for the Perma-
nent Se¢retary, They are ¢xhausting. They require 3
hage amoune of effore in study and bricfing before-
hand. Sometimes one wonders if the effare s worth
while. but if one stands back even for 5 moment one
knows that it is. I wonld nothave had it otherwise, This
15 True public accourtability - an exposure which those

cviL SERVICE REFORMS

ftarn now ra the so=¢ailed Civi] Service ‘reforms’. The
firsg thing to say is thar they have been going on for
maost of my career, Pretty early on - | hag been in (he
Civil Service Jegs than 10 years — came the chryse
towards what was called ‘hiving off' of what were
belicved 1o pe self-contained executive operations.
With that thrust o hiving off came the belief thac
businessmen from the Private sector could run things
racher more efficiently than &yij servants.

At first, this cheuse moved forward relatively slowly
but there were some very significane developments.
For example, it is €asy to torget that che Manpower
Services Commission Was announced in August 1972
and came into Operation on § January 1974. Thar was
well before the Neye Steps Repore and 4 gencies had

Next Steps Initiatiye which recommended the wide-
spread creation of Agencies ~ self-comainegd managerial
ETOUPS of operations. tcmoved from day-to-day
Mnistersaj intervention, UPpCrating with framework
ABTCeMLnTs setting out vesponsibilities, working to
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busthess pluag pproved by Ministers an TPt
rezilarly on performanee, Fapplavded s develop-
ment from he begmning, My MSC vNperienee, of
which more anon, hay led to me to see how much could
be achiteved thraugh such SETUCTUres in terms of ous.
omer service, etticiency, effectiveness and innovation,

Into thes scene was dropped the Pragramnie of
Prvatisstion. Activiries deemed by Miniseers to be
ROU necessary parts of the public service were to be
offered for sale to the Private sector. In che Deparement
of Employment ficld we had ewo: Professiona] and
Exceurive Recrnionent (PER and the Skiils Traming
Agency (STA). In the cvent. both of these Privatisa-
tions proved disastrous, but for different reasons. PER
wassold to an offshoot of the Maxwelj cmpire, Sone of
its assets and activities continue to this day (I bebieve)
but the jobs of aif the staff have, I chink. disappearcd,
The STA was, in the CVent, a management buy-out ~
the firse cxample. 1 believe, of Government paving

When 1look back o my career, this is the passage of
which [ am least Proud and abour which | feel saddest.
The STA was, always, £0ing to be a difficul; otganisa-
tion to manage and o bring 1o prosper. It carried wigh
it too many physical assees from the past, was locked
too much inro training {or secrors of cemployment in
decline. Bue jr might have overcome 11l thar had it nac
been for dhe Tecession through which we have just
Passed. This led Jjust aboure €very sector wich which the
STA dealt 1o retrench. not to be laoking for new
Trainec recruits, nog to be doing aything ke 36
much training as before,

Inside Departments, civi] scrvants understandably
watch what s happening to their former ¢ollcagues
very closcly, Nothing that happened from within the

Programme. Not for them che share oprions and
boardroom salaries of which we have heard 5o much,
For them change switheue Purpose introduced for
tdeological reasons by a group of people few of
whom had great managerial experience or seemed to
care much abom the fae of individual employees
concerned. And of course the Sir Humphrey of the
day and his senior colleagues were the agents of
Ministers: trast in us was damnaged badly. Sespicion
of the whole Civil Service reform programme grew,
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TROCEEDINGS

Next followed market eesting and the policy that jusr
aboue every part of cvery Department shoeld be
market wited, i turn. Suddenly, a programmne
which many civil servaats supporeed and did noc
regard s chreatening  (the Agency  programme),
together with one it which in their best momencs
civil servanes were prepared to suspend disbelief (pri-
vatisatum) were joined by one which threatened each
and cvery job of every civil servant n every Depare-
trent. [n the course of my career I never met any ciwl
servant who did aot believe thae the public service
could do better. that cfficiency could be improved, that
customer service could be enhanced. There was never
any latenc opposition — and precious little explicit
Oppasition - to the programme of development and
‘reform’. But as the programme unfolded. so its
credibilicy {and with thac credibility, the support it
¢njoyed) began to change markediy.

To begin wich, diffcrent initiatives were being taken
by different Ministers from different Departmencal
bases, OPSS, as it is now called. was pursuing the
Agency programme with enthusiasm. The Treasury
was pursuing privatisation and marker testing. It did
not look as though the left hand and che right hand
were working rogether. People asked whar exacrly
they were supposed o be doing. What were the
priotities? Did Ministers, many of whom had very
lictle experience of management in large—scale orgam-
sations, really know what they were doing?

This feeling was compoundcd by close examination
of what peaple were going through. Foc cxample, to
becorne an Agency, a svstematic questionnaire had to
be answered. One of the issues addressed was whether
or not the activity in question belonged in the public
service. Only if the answer were ‘no’ did the Agency
Process continue. Various blocks of government work.
for example the Employment Service, went through
this. The Agency was estabiished and launched with
2 fanfare. Yet soon afterwards. the comprchensive
market-testing programme was announced and cvery-
thing seemed in the air again. So i did, t0o. when a
rencwed commicment 1o privatisation followed.

[thas been the programme of rarket westing thar has
done the real damage. Up unril that point, the great
majority of the half million civil servants in the country
careied on, day ro dav. almost regardless of Mintsters.
The reason is nat hard to find: they were working in
that 9o per cenc of public programmes and services
which continuc itrespective of changes of Minister or
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administracion. Altehe eoing and feoing, all die podicic
were tking place 0 very Jong wav from the Jat
Centres, the Health and Safery Executive Offices. uy
and down the land. Yot suddenly, with markee wstng.
the jobs of individuals in the Job Centre. in the Higk
Sereet, were under threae — and Jjust when the turuee
appeared to be much more settled.

This is the true “politicisation’ of the Civil Service
that has taken place and it has been and remains
damaging. Usually. the debate abour “politicisation”
in the Civil Service surrounds senjor appointments,
senior policy adviscrs. and suggeses that they will not
casily be 3ble to give enthusiastic support toany change
of administeation. That, in my view, is nonsense, [ am
quitc sure thar any new administration would find.
from day one, the same high qualicy inteliectual and
other commitment that any previous administration
has found. Buc catching up and threatening your most
junior clerk or fronr linc officer in and with the
idcology of any particular adminisceacion is somcthing
else. [t will take a lot of care, 2 Jot of concern, a lot of
morale boosung to put right. Meantime, in my view,
performance in that frone line has been put at risk just
when the needs of the country, ccanamically and
soqaliy, arc as great as they have ever been.

QUANGOS

I turn now o what Michael Dynes and David Walker
w their book The New British State verm ‘the peripheral
state: non-Departmental public bodies’. All kinds of
figurcs are bandicd about for the numbers of such
bodies. But no onc denics, I think. chat the past few
years have seen 2 most significant development in the
creadon of a wide range of new intermediary bodies,
often with significant exccutive responsibilities, which
Lie, as it were, between Whitchall and the private secror,
berween the centre and frone line delivery.

The significance of these bodies is not in deub. Take,
for cxample, cducation policies and programmes in
England: — there are: Funding Councils for schools,
further education and higher education; the Schoal
Cucriculum and Assessment Authority; the Teacher
Training Agency; OFSTED (a Department in its own
nght but not headed by a Minister); and there are other
significant, if less noriced, bodies such as the Education

- Asscts Board. Whar are we to think of this kind of

devetopment?
[ want to try 1o answer that question by looking at
the one quango which was, in many senses, a fore-
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ruer of them all - the Manpower Services Commic.
dor e lasted g years. The Manpower Services
Comnusston goc s sire o criticisin m s day but )
believe many peopic think that i those | § years nuny
sigaiticant developruents in programnies and policics
ok place and MUANY CXCIting Novations Were seen,
For example, those '3 vearssaw: the first serious clorg
to modernise the Emplovment Service, the mast sig-
niftcanc developmoncs vouth training: ¢he Technical
and Vocational Educacion initiaeive in the sccondary
schools and Enterprise in Higher Education in the
universiics: ehe Open Tech Programme. which gave
this country a world icad in distance lezming: highly
innovative programmes such as the Community Pro-
gramme and Voluneary Projects Programme which

people and che gualicy of life in many pares of our inner
cidies; and they saw far-reaching devciopments such as
the new National Vacational Qualification svstem.
What were the key features of char quanga which
allowed so much to rake place sa swiftiy?

The first wag, of course. that it had the resource jn
Rapidly rising wmemployment
brought a large budget, Money speaks and many
Peopic and Organisations were prepared to tailar their
Pet projects to whae the MSC wanted in order o gct
their hands on some of the moncy. Bue I do not belieye
that availabiiicy of money alone was the key to suecess.
For that [ look ehkewhere,

First, the membership of the Manpower Scrvices
Commission was stipulated in the Scatute, Members
were required o come from and Tepresent various
customer interest groups. All members had behind
them offices and saff ro Provide briefing and informa.
tion. The offices avaiiabie o the empioyers and the
trade unionists are obvigus — the CBland TUC - but
the local authority members had high caiibre offices too
aod those epresenting the educacion service tormed
consulative groups drawing on ail the intereses in the
ficld they represented. So ail members of the MSC
knew what they were ratking abour on any agenda
wtem. They were well-briefed, knew whae was at stake
and the significance and consequences of decisions
taken. They were not ac the merey of the officers of
the Commission. $o debates and discussions were real,
well-founded, well-informed and well-preparcd,

Next, the membership of the Comemission reprc-
sented a deliberate etffort to Create 2 partnership: of
employer. trade unionists, local authorities and che
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education service. Thar partership caok awnership ar
what was decided. Ofeen there was protracted debyate
and discussion betore i Was agreed whar was ror [w
dvise, TVEI was the Mast exereme exaniple, where it
took a year of debate or discussion before amyrhmg
moved. But the very hature of the discussion and of'tlie
partaeeship ensured that oney 4 decision was reached,
that dectsion could be implemenred swiftly because 3
metaphorical (indeed tangible) space had been opened
up by the process ot diseussion and agreement - a space
w which action could take place, and Programmecs
could be implensenced.

Thirdly, because of its composition, because of the
back-up. because of the partnership, the Commission
felt confident enough ¢o devclop and publish long-
term strategies, It was also protessional enoy ghtodoso.
The New Training Initiacive was 3 pritne example:
three highly sigaificant objectives were set out to be
reached within a decade - 3 period of time stretching
bevond two general clections, well beyond the pro-
blems of today and the immediate fucure, whether
those problenis were Interms of resoutee, constraings or
Currenc practice. Areempts were made by Government
to second guess the Commission and Ministers did nec
always like the long.cerm strategy, burt the fact of jrg
existence meant thar many different interest, political
Broups and organisations farge and smgl] could and did
work together because they were able to understand
and share the long-rerm strategic aims,

This was helped by the fact that the Department of
Employment concrived 2 forum — the Manpower
Group — which enabled ¢he Commission, through ies
officers, 10 sit down round a tabie as an equal partner
with the Departments of Whitehall, ncluding the
Treeasury, Thus the Commission was drawn nto and
played an acrive part in policy making, formulating
advice o Ministers and, in rum, being parr of
Ministerial decision making at a high level.

Next, the Commission was, in all its works, open.
The very €amposition of the Commission meant that
10 paper could be confidendal. Al were available 1o
anyone, through some <hannel or other. and often
direct. Therc was no secret about who was mecting,
when, to decide what. nor how the discussion had gone
not what the decision had been, Moreover, Commis-
sion members and Commission officials were endlessly
on plat{orms it 2] parts of the country, ot in mectings,
discussing what was happening, open to question ang
comment.
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Finally, througiy it all. public accountabiity in the
narrowese (bue very signiticant) Parlimbentary sense
was preserved, The Chaieman was full-time and thus
the Accaunting Oticer. The books weee fully open to
the National Audic Ofice. Members of Parliament had
no difficulty gering hold of reparts, getting copics of
Cammission papets, or getting aceess to offictals, both
through Sefece Committees and individually, ar any
time. Morcover, the membership of the Commission
als0 cnsured a wider pubiic accountability to customer
ingerest groups, communities and the gencral public
throughout the land.

Those scem the tests for a successful quangao:

* [sita random coilection of individuals without access
to back-up or bricfing and who are cherefore caprured
by officers of the quango or arc the members fully
briefed by professional officers from sectors of activiry
or orgamsattons thosc quangos’ decisions affece?

+ Do Ministers aliow the quanga the space and there-
fore give it the confidence 1o puc together and publish
its own long-term seratepy stretching beyond che short
werm and the time horizons of day to day Whitchall and
Westminiseer?

* [s the quango ailowed a regular seae at the rabic in
circles where major policy developments are formu-
lated and discussed?

* Arc the doings and deliberations of the quango open,
can members of the public aceess papers. do they know
when various topics are being discussed and whar the
decision of the quango was?

* s there real Parliamensary accountabilicy for public
money: is the Chairman the Acconnting Officer, can
Members of Parliament get access to papers and to
people, are the members and staff of the quango
encouraged to appear before Sclect Commirtees? Is
there a wider sense of accountability to the general
public and are there channels that enable thac ta happen
so that all concerned are really involved?

Ta put ic mildly. some of the ‘new quangos’ would fail
onc or maore of those tests, yet all scem o me to be
vitally importane. On the other side of the argnment,
however, | have only limited patience with some
Members of Parhiament and othere who ralk about
lack of public accountability but do not themselves take
the trouble to gain access 1o framewaork documencs,
business plans, published reports, etc., which arc all
available now in ¢cansiderable profusion. Some of the
comments from these quarters about lack of account-
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ability of qreangos are, n reality, comments on the lack
af statting resource w enable Memibers of Parliamcnt
and Seleer Committees to digese, suabyse and use the
documencaton thae s available and de opportunities
there are for cross<questioning individuals about 1.

CONCLUSIONS

First, the great debate and discussion about govemance
in this country and about Ministers, the Civil Service.
refationships and structures, seems to me far too
narrow. Etlues are imporaanc. 1 do not deny it Values
are critically impartant. Codes of conduct are needed.
Buz, [ believe, cthies, values, conduct are ail in remark-
ably good shape in the Civil Service of this country.

Howcever there are some real and serious issucs
which, 25 | look back and as 1 look forward. [ think
wc ignore at our peril in this great debate, All deserve
more attendion. The first is that I belicve that Ministers
and civil servanes have donc the country no service by
continuing. aver the years, to behave. to speak and to
act as if Brirain was still a Great Power, For historical
T¢asons we are a cuniry with great influence in terms
of our values, But we do not have the wealth and the
Tesources (o carry on asa Great Power and asifmoney is
nd object. And we are simply not compecing adeguatcly
in a highly compedgrive world. indeed, we have slipped
a long way down the intcrnational league. In
consequence, all chings are not possible to this country
— we cannot afford them. We cannot go on adding
initiative to initiative, project to project. We cannot
atford to keep puiling up tender plancs just as they are
taking roor,

The reality is that, as I have said, the Social Security
budget dominates and unless and undl we creace a
larger public purse then we are all going to be in
difficuley. The woman and man in che steeet know it.
Straight talking is called for. Being honest, being
realistic, bringing home some of the facts of life of
not being 3 Grear Power seem to me to be important
responsibilities vesting on the shoulders of the Sic
Humphreys and of Ministers alike. Too often that
sense of reality is not chere as policies are discussed,
announcements and spoeches are made.

A parricular aspect of this is that I helicve far too little
straight ratking has taken place abour uncmployment,
the future of work, and the state in which our inner
citics now tind themselves, with their emerging dis-
advantaged, impoverished, underclass, We have nor
facused suficiently our programmes, policies, effortsto
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