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(audio)Sir David Normington
This was an issue, which burst onto the scene because for quite a number of years, things hadn’t been dealt with properly.

Anne Perkins
A candid admission from the top civil servant at the Home Office, Sir David Normington, reflecting on the media storm that engulfed him, weeks after he arrived in his department.

TV new reporter 25/04/06 ( audio)
A thousand foreign criminals are freed into the community instead of facing deportation those released…fade)

(audio) Normington
We didn’t know at the time we were dealing with it, all the ramifications of that problem and that made it very stressful, cos you weren’t quite sure what you were dealing with, so even if you’d had the most superb team, and I had a pretty good one, they didn’t know everything about the issue and it began to unfold in front of our eyes.

Clock chimes 6pm over the voice of News reporter 28/04/06 (audio)
It’s been announced within the past half hour that some of the foreign criminals who were freed instead of being assessed for deportation have offended again. Sixteen members…(fade)

(audio) Normington
You’re trying to put things right and every day there is a new angle being put to you, seeing yourself in the headline day after day after day, a sense of the issue running away with you, not being able to get ahead of it. I think all those things put a lot of pressure on actually the politicians and the civil servants.

Anne Perkins
The Home Office, lurching from front page to front page, has come to stand for all that’s wrong with Civil Service. Labour asked to be judged by results; now the politicians are asking why, when they have invested so much, those results aren’t better?  And they’re wondering if the Civil Service is up to the job? Meanwhile civil servants acknowledge that they are at a critical moment in Whitehall’s history. Over the next three weeks we’ll be hearing from the men and women whose job is to make government work. We’ve tried to map the shifting geography of power at the heart of government. What the historian of 20th Century Whitehall, Professor Peter Hennessey, calls the ‘governing marriage’ the relations between politicians and civil servants.

(audio) Professor Peter Hennessey
They’re scratchier now than any time in my lifetime, including Mrs Thatcher at her most formidable. It’s slightly better now than it was at certain points in the Blair years, still the residue is there of being 18 years in opposition for the Labour politicians, tragically, far from making best use of them, they picked up on their radars those bits of Sir Humphreyism that they were expecting to find and magnified them and the relationship, with a few exceptions, was really quite tricky from then on.

Anne Perkins
Sir Humphrey’s corridors of power were long ago traded for open plan offices, but his ghost still breathes an ironic ‘Yes Minister’ over his successors as they log onto their computers at their pale wood work stations. Whitehall was once seen as a force for continuity amid political turmoil, but in the last 25 years, there’s only been one change of governing party. More confident politicians make more demands to meet their voters’ rising expectations. The former Home Secretary, David Blunkett, isn’t alone in thinking that today’s Sir Humphreys have failed to shape up to the challenge.

( audio) David Blunkett
…and we see this over and over again with departments that are criticised for things that have been left on shelves, things that have been unfinished, statistics that are unmanageable, it’s because nobody’s seeing through, from beginning to end, absolutely key areas of delivery.

Anne Perkins   
David Blunkett’s criticisms may not be unique, but it’s still unusual to make them aloud and this breach is like a prod in the eye with a stick to its target. Though Tony Blair’s first cabinet secretary, Robin, now Lord Butler, never quite lets his irritation show as he turns the tables on the charge of civil service failure.

(audio) Lord Butler
Where it's failed, to a considerable extent, its because it's been asked to do impossible tasks, I think of Denis Healy’s remark 'that you don’t want to remove a person’s appendix when they are trying to carry a piano upstairs’ and I think that the Home Office has had huge problems to wrestle with and the initiatives that have been loaded on it have been more than it’s been able to bear. So in one sense it is true that the Civil Service has let the politicians down, but I think because the politicians have asked them to do impossible tasks.  I would urge the re-establishment of a partnership between politicians and the civil service in the national interest, more concern with doing what is right for the nation, less attention catching initiatives, and more willingness on the part of the politicians to say not every good idea can be pursued immediately.

Anne Perkins
Labour came to power believing that intimacy, flexibility and speed where the virtues of modern government and a strengthened centre, where the Prime Minister was supported by powerful special advisors, the way of achieving it. Richard, now Lord Wilson, was Tony Blair’s second cabinet secretary.

(audio) Lord Wilson
The thing that worries people is that if you have too many decisions being taken without formal processes, if you have political advisors who have very great influence and weight, if you have centralised power, which means that there’s more than either the Prime Minister or the Chancellor can do themselves so that they have to delegate it to the people around them so that you have people saying ‘Tony says’, and that is itself powerful, if you have all those things and they are unbalanced as against the good straight forward advice coming forward from the Civil Service, then maybe you don’t get the best government, that’s I think the worry.

Anne Perkins
The Civil Service, an insider once remarked, is not well made to cope with ruthless reforming zeal, but the Cabinet Minister Jack Straw dismisses the idea that the Government has in some way damaged it.

(audio) Jack Straw
I don’t think we have, what we have sought to do is to introduce major changes in the Civil Service, for example, by getting outsiders into the Civil Service, and that’s been really helpful. The centre has played a part in trying to drive reform and trying to challenge ministers to perform and I think that’s good thing.

Anne Perkins
And listen to this man, the current Cabinet Secretary, Head of the Home Civil Service, Sir Gus O’Donnell.

(audio) Gus O’Donnell
The Civil Service today is in an incredibly healthy state, we are attracting the best, we’re getting in very qualified people, we are making them do ever more demanding jobs, they are passionate about making the world a better place, people really don’t realise how much difference we can make and how much difference we do make to people’s lives every day.

Anne Perkins
The Cabinet Secretary is the Prime Minister’s most senior advisor, the man who has to translate the decisions of the Prime Minister and his cabinet into action, but back in 1997 Robin Butler, overseeing the transition to power, soon discovered that Tony Blair didn’t see either Cabinet Secretary or Cabinet itself as the corner stone of government that constitutional tradition dictates.

(audio) Lord Butler
We still went on producing agendas for the Cabinet in the traditional form, which were parliamentary affairs, foreign affairs, other home affairs and European affairs, but it was perfectly clear that the Prime Minister didn’t expect to run a cabinet in that sort of way and the agenda that was actually followed was completely different.

Anne Perkins
Robin Butler’s successor, Richard Wilson, was also struck by how the traditions of the Civil Service were suddenly out-manoeuvred by this new disciplined political force.

(audio) Lord Wilson
One of the characteristics of New Labour when it came to power was the way it asserted political control over the machinery of government, it staged a coup first of all against the Labour Party and then against the processes of government.

Anne Perkins
In 2002 Tony Blair’s third cabinet secretary was appointed, a committed reformer, even so, Andrew, now Lord Turnbull, also found himself locked in polite disagreement over the style of government.

(audio) Lord Turnbull     
All the time you are leaning in the other direction to say ‘no don’t do it that way, take this through a cabinet committee or something’, something that may look quite bureaucratic, but ultimately gives you a better decision and a better sense of buy in.

Anne Perkins
How would the Prime Minister react when you suggested that to him?

Lord Turnbull
Erm, you do it kind of subtly, you’re always kind of pushing in that direction and erm, I mean he doesn’t say ‘no, no, no I don’t want to do this’ you never have a kind of row over it, it’s just you are guiding the issue always into what you think are the better channels of dealing with it and saying, ‘it would be a good idea actually if you invited so and so to this meeting, rather than just get on with it without them’.

Anne Perkins
There was a sense though which was strongly reinforced by the Butler Enquiry that, even the most senior officials, were really not in the loop on some very, very big and important decisions. 

Lord Turnbull
Well that is the tide that you’re always swimming against. It looks much easier just to get in the smallest number of people needed for any decision.

Anne Perkins
Did you ever feel you were being swept away by it?

Lord Turnbull
Erm, I didn’t feel that I was swept away, I felt as though I was swimming against the tide, you know, which is quite, quite tiring, but I wasn’t, hopefully I wasn’t swept away, no.

Anne Perkins
A stronger coordinating centre,  in Britain that’s the triumvirate of Prime Minister, Cabinet Office and Treasury, is a feature of many 21st Century democracies, but Labour did more.  It used the Centre as part of it’s weaponry of control in a way that, Richard Wilson feels, blurred the sensitive distinction between politics and government.

( audio) Lord Wilson
Central control over all public services and within government, within the centre of government, by which I mean Number 10, the Cabinet Office and the Treasury, has been a development over the last ten years, which is very striking.  But politicisation is another layer on that which is the extent to which it is political control, it’s tied up with the presentation of government policies. It’s tied up with where the power lies within central government. Politicisation is about political control of the Government machine being much more tightly gripped within relatively few hands, and I think that is what has happened. 

Anne Perkins
Richard Wilson is not one of nature’s victims. He got on well with the Prime Minister, yet early on he felt unfairly branded a disappointment, not up for the Civil Service modernisation that Mr Blair had first mooted in 1998.

Richard Wilson
There was a lot of press briefing from nameless people, who one never knew who they were, saying that I was half hearted about reform. They never had the courage to say it to me.  I think was partly that they were frustrated and they needed someone to kick and I think also I did argue for the things that I thought were likely to be effective and they may not have agreed with them

Anne Perkins
In August 2005, Gus O’Donnell became only the ninth cabinet secretary since 1916 and the fourth to have served Tony Blair. Peter Hennessey thinks his appointment may mark a fresh start.

(Audio) Professor Peter Hennessy
When you get to Gus O’Donnell he is of their own age group, which is a great advantage, and also even they might realise, Number 10, that to rubbish four cabinet secretaries in a row might suggest there’s something a little awry with them.

(audio) Sir Gus O’Donnell 
Thank you, well welcome, sorry this is gonna be quite rushed cos this is one of those days where the Prime Minister has just said they want me to go back - there’s a meeting on the Reshaping Whitehall Agenda.      

Anne Perkins
In a Whitehall drawing room that certainly hasn’t been reshaped for at least 50 years, Sir Gus welcomes a crowd of young high flyers, just starting work at the Cabinet Office. Sir Gus is relentlessly modern. He instructs them to nurture their ‘work life balance’.  Could he give an example of his own, he was asked.


Sir Gus O’Donnell  
Yes, I can, today, after that meeting with the Prime Minister, and the Chancellor and all that lot, it finishes at 5.15, I will be out of there at 5.16 cos tonight is ‘parent teachers night’.

Anne Perkins
And it wasn’t just for effect, he told me later.

Sir Gus O’Donnell
I had to tell the Prime Minister that I couldn’t stay for the whole of his meeting because I was going to a parent teachers association for my daughter. He was fine, he said, ‘So why are you asking? Go’.

Anne Perkins
For a cabinet secretary, Sir Gus is out of new mould, a clever south London lad who went to Warwick University, and then to Oxford, and he joined the Civil Service as a professional economist, not one of the golden fast track candidates. He sold himself to Tony Blair as Cabinet Secretary, by promising to bring what he called ‘the four Ps’ into Whitehall; pride, pace, professionalism and above all passion. Passion? In a civil servant? It sounds dangerous.

Sir Gus O’Donnell
It’s the biggest question I’ve had about ‘the four Ps’ and they worry about the passion. I am not going to jettison the passion. I think we have in the past made the trade off in the wrong place. We have always emphasised impartiality as the result of being grey, not strongly in favour of anything, the people who can say all the 101 reasons why you should never do anything. Actually I’m passionately in favour of improving British society, civil servants are passionately in favour of this, this is why they work for the Civil Service rather than in many occasions work in the private sector where they could earn a lot more. So there’s a lot of passion in our bodies, but it’s not party political passion.

Anne Perkins
So what of the question that has dogged Labour so stubbornly for the past 10 years, that it’s looking for ‘yes men’, that in this world only the meek inherit the earth.

Sir Gus O’Donnell
I certainly don’t think that’s true. I find it totally straightforward to have told both the Chancellor and the Prime Minister what I think. There is no point in collecting ‘yes men’ around you; both the Prime Minister and Chancellor are big enough beasts to not want that. They actually want someone who is going to say, ‘actually this is not gonna be good for you, long term’. So I don’t buy this story about politicisation.

Anne Perkins
Back in 1997 the abrupt retirement of several senior press officers started the talk of another kind of politicisation, that subtle confusion of government fact and political spin. Mike Grannatt, later director of government communications, was Home Office Press Chief when Labour came to power. He was summoned to Downing Street by the godfathers of New Labour’s media management, Peter Mandelson and Alistair Campbell, to hear their views on the role of communication in the new administration.

(audio) Mike Grannatt
They made it very clear that they felt that in Mandleson’s word ‘if a policy doesn’t fly with the Public, it doesn’t fly at all’ so they wanted effective communication. Second thing they wanted, and this actually rendered us speechless for a moment or two, was they said they saw us as being part of the way of controlling what ministers were going to say. They said, ‘we know what happens when people take power, we know they develop their own baronies, there needs to be a coordinated approach towards communication. We see you as essentially our shock troops in helping to make this happen’.

Anne Perkins
The civil servants were aware Labour assumed that after the long Conservative reign, they’d all turned into Tories. Robin Butler was anxious to prove otherwise.

(audio) Lord Butler
I do in some ways regret not speaking more about the practical problems. I think that when New Labour came in, we were determined not only to show that we would work wholeheartedly for them and we were committed, but we were very reluctant to say well we can’t carry out these ideas. I think that we may have been too reluctant to say, ‘No Minister, this is too difficult we can’t do all this, you’ve got to take it a little more slowly’.

Anne Perkins
From the political side of the divide however, the civil servants seemed to be hindering, not helping. Policy Advisor, Geoff Mulgan, at the heart of Downing Street was full of ideas about how to make the Civil Service work better.

(audio) Geoff Mulgan
Some of them were about structures at the centre, in particularly how it could be more strategic, much more open, much more porous and in particular we used the language of joined up government, how to get government better at dealing with the big cross cutting issues like the environment, or poverty, or competitiveness. The truth is that at that point most of its ministers who didn’t have a lot of experience of running things basically assumed that it was a fairly Rolls Royce machine and if only they’d pulled the levers hard enough they would get the results they wanted.

Anne Perkins
Driving the demand, applying the most relentless pressure, the Prime Minister himself. Andrew Turnbull, Cabinet Secretary from 2002.




( audio) Lord Turnbull
I think he wants a greater sense of urgency, innovation. There’s a sense of ‘is anyone working here but me?’ And it’s quite wrong of course, but it’s easy to feel that ’Am I the only person having any good ideas round here?’

Anne Perkins
Just before the end of his first term, a frustrated prime minister summoned the newly retired Director General of the BBC John, now Lord, Birt. Tony Blair was already anxious that delivery wasn’t happening.

(audio)Lord Birt
We had a problem of under performance in the public sector in the UK, which was plain as a pikestaff so, the Prime Minister started to build the capability of the centre. It started with the Strategy Unit, which was simply bringing in quite a lot of people who came from the wider world of consultancy or the City, or academia, who could spend substantial amounts of time really looking at the evidence so that we could route solutions in a proper diagnosis of the problem.

Anne Perkins
By the start of the second term something like a whole command and control apparatus was in place. Sir Michael Barber, the man who at the Department for Education had overseen the successful introduction of the literacy and numeracy hours, brought the same energy to Number 10’s new delivery unit.

( audio) Sir Michael Barber
A lot of what I was doing in relation to the Civil Service, was changing a mindset where people said, ‘oh we’ve tried that before and it doesn’t work’ or, ‘why not have some more pilot studies, or slow it down?’ and I was saying ‘but that what we’re here for, this a mission, it's a moral purpose, we’re committed to this’ and injecting that sense of ambition and saying, ‘supposing you wanted to do it really well how would you do it?’ rather than ‘how do you get through the day?’

Anne Perkins
Mocked as the ‘Mad Professor’, Michael Barber found little tradition of gathering the kind of information that made a reality of accountability and management.

Sir Michael Barber
We got each department to predict how the data would shift towards the achievement of targets, so we got them to draw what we called trajectories, the Prime Minister had regular ‘stocktaking meetings’ with meetings with the Cabinet Ministers.

Anne Perkins
The Strategy Director, Matthew Taylor, was also at these ‘stocktaking’ sessions.      

(audio) Matthew Taylor
My sense was that Secretaries of State would view those stock takes with a certain amount of trepidation cos they know that they’d be put under pressure, but they would find them useful, partly because if you’re running a department you yourself are not absolutely certain that what civil servants are saying to you is true, so you know, I think, sometimes you would even see Secretaries of State in those meetings, the Prime Minister would ask a couple of pointed questions and they would see their civil servants having difficulty answering the question and that would give them some clues as to things they needed to prioritise when they went back to their department.

Anne Perkins
The approach put people‘s back’s up. Matthew Taylor though the hostility Downing Street provoked made them feel like Millwall fans. John Birt, dubbed the Dalek of Downing Street, appeared to be extending his reach now into departmental affairs. His friend, Andrew Turnbull.

(audio) Lord Turnbull
He sometimes got asked by the Prime Minister, to review the policies of some other Secretary of State. That’s where the problems began, cos the Secretaries of State don’t like having, that kind of, saying that we’re gonna have a review of this policy and Lord Birts’s going to do it’, they feel like they are having their homework marked in public.

Anna Perkins
John Birt saw the criticism as part of the job.

(audio) John Birt
We were talking about an altogether beefier centre and offering real intellectual leadership in a lot of areas and undoubtedly that caused some resentment within the departments, yes.

Anne Perkins
As Downing Street and the Cabinet Office expanded their reach, so did the third part of the trinity at the heart of British government, the Treasury. Prime Minister and Chancellor were dubbed the ‘Dual Monarchy’. There were well-publicised moments of open conflict and waves of policy initiatives flooded over the departments. Andrew Turnbull again:

(audio) Lord Turnbull
Was too much policy developed at the centre? Yes, I think it was. The occupants of 10 and 11 have got to be very sensitive to the downside of taking a piece of policy that could be done in a department.  That is often a short-sighted view, cos if you are constantly taking something over, you will not develop the capability and also people won’t develop, the kind of, sense of, kind of pride, they will actually feel belittled.

Anne Perkins
Budget statements were sometimes as much a surprise to the departments as to the voters. Charles Clarke ex Education and Home Secretary, denies he was ever second-guessed by Tony Blair, but admits he was sometimes scooped by the Chancellor.

(audio)Charles Clarke
It was the case that the Chancellor used to make policy when we came to the Pre Budget Report or the Budget and he’d pop something out of his bag in our area and it was common to all government ministers, which we all knew nothing about till we heard it in the Statement and that’s just the way he likes to operate. The more serious issues around Number 10 are allegations that issues like student finance, terrorism law, or city academies were things that were cobbled together by the Prime Minister and his advisors and imposed upon government departments and I simply think, in my experience, that’s not true.

Anne Perkins
But the new management techniques issuing from the centre were a problem.

Charles Clarke
You get besieged and we were besieged in both Education and at Home, both of which are very politically sensitive areas, by an enormous range of processes, which really make it very difficult to get on with the business of running the department. I did a list once, it was about nine or ten different reviews that we were engaged in, where we were supposed to be putting our best efforts into it, and we were, but they were all rather different in orientation.

Anne Perkins
Ian Watmore, one of the new brooms recruited to the top of the Civil Service, now heads the Delivery Unit and, following an audit, he is trying to tidy up the Cabinet Office’s output 

(audio) Ian Watmore
The individual pieces of the Cabinet Office were doing a good job, but collectively, we were not singing from the same hymn sheet when we went out to talk to other departments   and therefore you were sitting in a department you would find ten people coming to you from the centre and all giving a slightly variant message. The sum of the parts was less than it might have been. So that’s what we’re now trying to address.

Anne Perkins
Refining management techniques like the plethora of targets that dominated policy in the second term, is another work in progress. Richard Wilson remains sceptical of these ‘descriptions of success’, as their supporters call targets.

(audio) Lord Wilson
I think a lot has been learned; the question is in the end whether centrally imposed targets are the right way of proceeding? It’s very instructive to go onto the Treasury web site and read all the Public Service Agreements and the targets that are in them because, by my reckoning, there are all sorts of targets in there which it is not within the power of a government department to deliver. For instance, that there shall be no delays on the Underground in the construction of, repairs or whatever to the Underground, or that people will reduce the number of unsound asylum applications. Asylum applications are made by asylum seekers, not by government officials.


Anne Perkins
And even though loyalists like Jack Straw accept that targets make things happen, that doesn’t mean he didn’t resent being told what to do. 

( audio) Jack Straw
I sometimes got irritated with the Prime Minister and would tease him ‘was this another injunction to push water uphill with my bare hands?’ but there was a creative tension, which I think worked. I’ll just give you a good example of this; he started to look at longer term targets for getting crime down. He said ’Look, I think you ought to be able to get car crime down and burglary down by’ I think the figures were 50% and 40% respectively, so I thought ‘Cripes this is a bit of a tall order’, and the I went back to the department and I said ‘Well what do we think, if we really got our act together?’ and I had a negotiation and we fetched up with targets of 40% and 30% and achieved them and unless that monitoring had been taking place externally, frankly we wouldn’t have done that.

Anne Perkins
Targets survive, but far fewer of them and agreed now by joint negotiation with departments. So is the centre in slow retreat? David Normington, Permanent Secretary at the Home Office and formerly Education

(audio) David Normington
I think that the idea of the centre being over interfering in departments is actually overdone. The centre of government had the absolute right to set the direction and to call people to account and there is a question of how far that goes and sometimes it goes quite a long way into the detail and I don’t think that is helpful, but I don’t recognise the analogy of the centre being all powerful and the Department for Education Skills or the Home Office being the victim of that. I don’t feel it’s been like that.

Ann Perkins
Martin Narey who used to run Prisons and the Probation Service, argues for more rather than less central direction.

Martin Narey
I remember at the Home Office spending many, many, months arriving at a five year strategic plan for the whole Home Office and when we had a Secretary of State change I didn’t see that plan mentioned ever again.

Anne Perkins
Is this the transition from David Blunkett to Charles Clarke?

Martin Narey
Yes it was. I would have welcomed rather more long term strategic management from the centre.

Anne Perkins
The departments are learning to do their own strategic thinking. At 70 Whitehall, the new Cabinet Office, what was once known as the Official Cabinet, meets for what’s now more prosaically called the Wednesday Morning Meeting, where all the Permanent Secretaries gather. Dame Sue Street, recently retired Permanent Secretary at the Department of Culture and Media and Sport, has seen the committee evolve from what another former Permanent Secretary called a 'bragging session', to a more collective endeavour.

(audio) Dame Sue Street  
What had been a much more competitive culture when I first arrived, there was a great question about where one would sit and there was a sort of pecking order and over the years, with three successive modernising cabinet secretaries, that’s moved to a very supportive culture. What we do and discuss is not well known and it’s important to keep that private space...

Anne Perkins
Sir Gus was more accommodating; he invited us in.  A bit of a slight of hand (noise in the background from the meeting) for we were only allowed to eaves drop on a little networking…

(Audio at the meeting) Sir Gus O’Donnell
…right could I bring us to order please, first of all to say…

Anne Perkins
…and hear the opening remarks and set pieces

Gus O’Donnell
…one of us has been nominated for an Oscar…(background cheers)…   William Sargant  (background cheers) for his work on…(applause)….for his work on Superman, do you want to thank your mum and dad now ? (Laughter)

Anne Perkins (over background of the meeting)
William Sargant is another of the new breed of outsiders, half the week he runs his own animations company and the other half he spends improving government regulation. Now he sits among the 30 or so permanent secretaries.  The other pressing business was an update on an imminent strike by the Public and Civil Service Union.

(Audio from the meeting) Leigh Lewis
I think probably PCS will be somewhat disappointed at that result it is a low turn out, it’s clearly not the ringing endorsement I think they were hoping to receive…

(audio)Gus O’Donnell
I’ve tried to make the Wednesday morning meetings a key opportunity for the group of Permanent Secretaries to see themselves as a team. Everybody is supposed to go into that room leaving behind their individual hats and actually thinking collectively ‘How can we make government work better?’ and that’s the part that I think we need to get much better at.

Anne Perkins
There can be few challenges  to the whole of government to equal the 2012 Olympics.  Early in the process, Sue Street took her plans for a bid to that Wednesday morning meeting.  Now as a budget for the games vaults into the stratosphere, the advice she got seems prescient.

(audio) Dame Sue Street
The reaction was mixed, a number of people enormously enthusiastic in principle, but very worried about the delivery aspect. The final comment summing up the discussion was something like ‘Well Sue, bid if you must but for God’s sake don’t win!’.

Anne Perkins
But of course she did, and even now those at the centre of British sport will be working out targets, strategy, incentives and monitoring arrangements to bring home the medals.  But in the end, it’s down to the planning, the determination and the talent of those in the individual sports. So too in government, Whitehall is at a critical moment adapting to the new focus on delivering for the politicians and the British public for, in the end, whatever the centre does, results still rely on individual departments and how they function. Next week we go out into those departments to look at the evolving relationships between Permanent Secretaries and their ministers and to explore the fraught territory of who is responsible for what.
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