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Civil service reform 
plans are like buses. 
You wait for a decade 

for one and then two come 
along almost at once. 

Ok, so this isn’t quite true 
(changes to government are 
never that far from a PM’s to-do 
list, and I’ve lived in places 
where it feels like you have to 
wait longer than a decade for a 
bus). But the publication by the 
prime minister and the cabinet 
secretary of the Declaration on 
Government Reform, followed 
by the report from the inde-
pendent Commission for Smart 
Government within a month, 
feels like a watershed moment.

We now have, for the fi rst 
time since Francis Maude’s 
Cabinet O�  ce tenure in the 
early years of the last decade, 
a clear statement from the top 
of government about how it 
wants to change – to respond 
to both issues revealed by the 
coronavirus pandemic and 
longer-standing concerns. And 
in the commission’s report 
– the development of which 
was helped by two former 
perm secs and a host of other 
Whitehall big hitters, including 
Baroness Simone Finn before 

she was named No.10 deputy 
chief of sta�  in March – there 
are proposals that could form 
the basis of how to get there.

The two were clearly writ-
ten with half an eye on the 
other (Cabinet O�  ce minister 
Michael Gove launched the 
declaration at the commission 
and returned to speak when 
it launched its own report), 
so it is worth those with an 
interest in the civil service 
keeping abreast of both.

So that is what we do in this 
summer double issue of CSW. 
We take an in-depth look at the 
declaration, and how it matches 
up with the man with whom 
this particular reform drive will 
always be synonymous: Domi-
nic Cummings. The former 
top No.10 adviser came into 
government with long-standing 
– and well-documented – criti-
cisms of the civil service. The 
detail of the plan, it turns out, 
has a lot in common with Cum-
mings’s critique, including that 
it comes after a shock like the 
coronavirus pandemic. Cum-
mings once argued change 
would come to Whitehall 
because of what he called at 
the time a “benefi cial crisis”.

We also have refl ections 
on the roadmap – and what 
it is missing – from Ciaran 
Martin and Colin Talbot, 
while Dave Penman looks at 
the commission’s proposals 
and fi nds a clear action plan 
– even if he disagrees with 
some of the prescriptions.

But reform will be di�  cult. 
As Penman notes, this govern-
ment has showed time and 
again that, politically, it can be 
bold, but civil service reform 
requires strong and consistent 
action. Not because, as some 
would posit, the civil service is 
uniquely institutionally allergic 
to reform, but because chang-
ing any organisation of the size 
and scope of the civil service 
– all while delivering vital and 
increasingly complex services – 
is something that takes dedi-
cation, pragmatism and clear 

and considerate leadership.
Few people over the years 

have shown themselves to be 
capable of it, but there is clearly 
a willingness from the top of 
government, at both political 
and o�  cial level, to try. With 
many issues that civil servants 
themselves would like to see 
addressed, one can only wish 
them well. But as Cummings 
has recently highlighted, this is 
not a prime minister famed for 
his intellectual consistency and 
project management nous. Per-
haps we can only hope that the 
path from here doesn’t distract 
too much from the vital work 
of delivering public services to 
those who need them. Like im-
proved bus services, for one. 

This is the July-August edition 
of CSW. The next edition will 
be published on 16 September.
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 PAY CHECK 
Readers weighed in on the 
latest Senior Salaries Re-
view Board report, which 
said a review of the pur-
pose, size and composition 
of the senior civil service 
and the implementation of 
a simple pay progression 
system are “well overdue”.

“For everyone else too!” 
Mark Ryan commented.

Rachel Aston wrote: “Does 
the churn of SCS not also reflect 
the nature of the job – there is 
a lot of churn in the work itself, 
with to-ing and fro-ing around 
decisions, churn of lower grade 
sta�; not to mention having to 
manage the politics of it all. Is 
more money the answer or is it 
addressing the over-responsive 
nature (certainly in some de-
partments) of the organisation?”

And Peter Drummond 
commented: “It’s not the SCS 
pay that needs reform, it’s 
the totally inadequate pay 
freezes that the whole civil 
service have encountered at 
the hands of this government.”

And not everyone was sym-
pathetic. “SCS do all right where 
I live. I’ll save my sympathy for 
someone else,” The Dissident 
Civil Servant wrote on Twitter.

 OUT OF COMMISSION 
The Commission for Smart 
Government’s radical ideas 
for civil service reform – which 
included cutting the number 
of o�cials, increasing pay 
and replacing permanent 
secretaries with chief execs – 
prompted some reflections.

“Well now you have heard 
it from this think tank: salaries 
are considerably lower than 
our private counterparts,” 
Peter Drummond wrote. 

INBOX
editorial@civilserviceworld.com
twitter.com/CSWNews

“Unions have been saying this 
for years and yet we still get 
o�ered the worst paydeals.”

Mark Ryan added: “Increase 
pay! Earn less than the private 
sector! That’s hilarious as the 
Treasury keep telling us our 
pay is way above the private 
sector which is why our pay is 
frozen or subject to restraint!”

Kaide Seager said the policy 
paper “is great but misses a fun-
damental reason for joining the 
civil service: mainly the desire 
to serve the British people and 
the British nation. Public service 
in my opinion should always 
take precedence over trying to 
compete with the private sector.

“The civil service should 
celebrate and encourage people 
to join with increased patriotism 
aimed at the devolved nations 
and regions of the UK, with 
emphasis on local and national 
civic duty. With a new sense of 
British independence, the civil 
service should embrace our 
global vocation by increasing 
the opportunity to allow Com-
monwealth citizens to join its 
ranks. Many are well-skilled and 
actually from British diaspora. 
The Bank of England recently 
had a Canadian as governor 
and former PM of Australia 
Tony Abbott is now an advi-
sor to the UK Board of Trade. 
The Commonwealth o�ers 
an unlimited pool of talented, 
diverse and pro-British peo-
ple. Sometimes the future lies 
in the past. Often united by 
language, monarchy, culture, 
history, ethnicity and common 
law. Let’s go, Commonwealth!”

 QUALIFIED SUCCESS 
Labour Party deputy leader 
Angela Rayner’s call for 
the civil service to ditch its 

IN THE NEXT ISSUE 
We speak to Dr Jenny Harries, 
the chief executive of the new 
UK Health Security Agency, 
about founding the body in re-
sponse to Covid, and preparing 
for future threats

“ingrained snobbery” over 
qualifications – by shifting 
the focus from A-levels and 
degrees to encourage a wider 
range of talented and experi-
enced applicants for govern-
ment jobs – struck a chord 
with some of our readers.

“I was always led to un-
derstand that the civil service 
recruited on merit as a key 
part of the candidate assess-
ment/selection process,” 
Trevor Chenery said.

And Tahmid Chowdhury 
commented: “I found this 
quite odd when first reading 
as in practice most civil ser-
vice jobs I’ve seen don’t actu-
ally ask for university degrees 
explicitly. That being said, I 
think there’s more to be done 
to stop making it an expected 
norm, particularly in central 
departments where you cer-
tainly get that ‘certain type’”.

Sharon Brookes shared her 
own experience. “Having joined 
the civil service in 1992 with 
only my GCSEs and experience 
of work through the YTS (Youth 
Training Scheme for those too 
young to remember) I am now 
a Grade 6, only now finish-
ing a work related MSc. I have 
had lots of judgement placed 
on me during my career in 
various forms,” she said. “When 
promoted to C2, a colleague 
asked what uni I had attended 
– when I replied I didn’t go 
she questioned how I could 
get promoted and she couldn’t 
when she has a history degree!

“When I was promoted to 
G7 my SCS line manager told 
me at my [end of year meet-
ing] that I had been performing 
above expectations and I was 
head and shoulders over my 
peers at interview. However, 
he added he maybe shouldn’t 
have promoted me as I don’t 
have a university education!

“That had a considerable 
impact on me and still does 
(hence now doing a work 
related degree). I agree that in 
specialist areas employees will 
require A-levels and uni degrees 
but definitely encourage re-

moval of this prerequisite where 
knowledge, skills and experi-
ence can count for far more.”

But not everyone agreed. 
“Most pure subjects are not 
directly transferable to the work 
place but that doesn’t detract 
from their value,” Rachael Grif-
fiths wrote. “Let’s not devalue 
the considerable e�ort of those 
who leave school with mini-
mal qualifications but then go 
on to subsequently improve 
themselves, often because 
there is a bar to achieve. This 
[argument] implies throwing 
all that away – that’s tosh.”

Mark de Buisseret added: 
“If you don’t want to be centered 
on degrees and the like it is 
quite easy. Dispense with the 
fast track scheme and recruit 
everyone no matter what their 
[qualifications] at just one level.”

 CENTRE OF ATTENTION 
Opinions were divided over 
the prime minister’s pledge to 
devolve more powers across 
England as part of the govern-
ment’s levelling-up agenda.

“Love it. Power to the 
regions!” Kaide Seager said.

But Geo� Eales disa-
greed. “Counties already 
have democratically elected 
councils and leaders. This is 
not levelling up. It is concen-
trating power and control.

“Regional assemblies are a 
very di�erent matter to county 
mayors. Counties are already 
represented by elected county 
councils and leaders. This is 
not power to the regions but 
power over the regions from 
the centre and by a self serv-
ing crony corrupt government 
which should concern us all.” 
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the prism of Cummings – who 
said Whitehall reform was one 
of his four key conditions for 
working for the prime minister.

Although the proposed 
reforms have come from many 
quarters, it is striking how much 
seems to match elements of the 
former No.10 adviser’s critique. 

Cummings has argued 
for nearly a decade that gov-
ernment “is programmed 
to go wrong” and believes 
“failure is normal, it is not 
something to be avoided”. 

Let’s take a look at the 
Declaration on Govern-
ment Reform to see where 
it shares its ideas with the 
firebrand former adviser.

The plan is made up of 
three strands: people, per-
formance and partnership.

People
The first strand is focused on 
“ensuring that the right people 
are working in the right places 
with the right incentives”. 
Changing the incentives of 
government recruitment is one 
of Cummings’s long-standing 
desires. A lot of problems 
stem from the incentives for 
promotion in departments, 
Cummings said in a 2014 talk 
for the IPPR think tank, which 
set out a number of frustra-
tions with government that he 
has continued to highlight.

He hit out at HR practices 
across government and their 
ability to deliver policy. He 
said the system is bound to 
“create crises and frequent 
spectacular failures”.

“The people who are pro-
moted tend to be the people 
who protect the system and 
don’t rock the boat,” he said 
of government. “It promotes 
people who focus on be-
ing important, not getting 
important things done.”

This means that civil serv-
ants do not have the skills to 
tackle big problems, which 
ministers cannot change due 
to recruitment rules, he said.

A number of the detailed 
points under this heading in 
the declaration also chime 
with long-standing Cum-
mings priorities. These include 
looking “beyond London to 
all corners of the UK”. Cum-
mings has long lambasted what 
he sees as the groupthink of 
metropolitan London, once 
famously telling journalists: 
”You guys should get out of 
London. Go and talk to people 
who are not rich Remainers”

The pledge in this section to 
“improve the way we recruit and 
the way we manage moves into 
and out of government” also 
builds on a Cummings critique. 
In his famous blog calling for 
“weirdos and misfits” to join 
government, he said: “We need 
to figure out how to use such 
people better without asking 
them to conform to the horrors 
of ‘human resources’ (which 

also obviously need a bonfire).”
The declaration doesn’t go 

that far, but it does lay out a 
plan for greater flexibility. “It 
should be natural for people 
with careers and skills built in 
business to serve in govern-
ment for a period, and for those 
in public service to spend time 
in organisations which are not 
dependent on public money.”

To this end, there is a pledge 
to open all senior appoint-
ments to public competition 
by default, the lack of which 
Cummings criticised in his 
evidence to the parliamentary 
Covid lessons learned inquiry. 

There is also a pledge to 
give ministers “visibility of sen-
ior civil service appointments”, 
another key Cummings reform 
that he highlighted before MPs 
in May. Cummings said Covid 
had made it clear in a “disas-
trous” way that while ministers 
were nominally in charge 
of hiring and firing in their 
departments, it was not some-
thing they could actually do. 

T he government has 
finally published 
its reform plan for 
the civil service, 
after months 

of speculation.
This current round of civil 

service reform was kickstarted 
when incoming prime minister 
Boris Johnson brought Dominic 
Cummings into No.10 Downing 
Street in July 2019. Cummings 
was a long-standing critic of the 
civil service, having called the 
permanent civil service “an idea 
for the history books”. Although 
the reform drive has been taken 
on by Cabinet O�ce minister 
Michael Gove and the depart-
ment’s permanent secretary 
and civil service chief operating 
o�cer Alex Chisholm, it will 
be viewed by many through 

Declaration  
versus Dom
The prime minister’s former top adviser 
made civil service reform a key plank of 
his time in No.10. Now that the o�cial plan 
has been published, how much of his vision 
remains? Richard Johnstone investigates
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The accompanying pledge 
to “promote mixed-disciplinary 
teams and avoid hierarchies 
slowing down action”, and the 
use of “red teams” to chal-
lenge conventional thinking, 
were among the sugges-
tions made by Cummings 
in his 2014 IPPR speech.

Pledges to “assess perma-

nent secretaries more transpar-
ently and systematically against 
departmental performance” also 
chime with Cummings’s 2014 
remark that when he wanted to 
pursue the civil servant who had 
been responsible for a project 
that had gone wrong it prompt-
ed “shocked faces in Whitehall”.

Performance
The performance section is 
focused on “modernising the 
operation of government, being 

clear-eyed about our priorities, 
and objective in our evaluation 
of what is and is not working”. 

It is led by a pledge to “rein-
vigorate the principle of depart-
mental accountability”, with de-
partments trusted to deliver by 
a “smarter centre”. In June 2020, 
Cummings signalled big chang-
es coming to how No.10 and 

the Cabinet O�ce work, with “a 
smaller, more focused and more 
elite centre” being required.

He told special advisers 
at the time: “Anybody who 
has read what I’ve said about 
management over the years will 
know it’s ludicrous to suggest 
the solution to Whitehall’s 
problems is a bigger centre 
and more centralisation.”

The declaration pledges 
to establish a new evaluation 
task force to bring some of 

the red-team ethic to policy 
development by acting as “an 
inhouse scrutineer not just 
of value for money in pro-
grammes but e¡ectiveness 
against published ambitions”. 

The promise to improve 
cross-government functions 
– such as digital, commercial, 
finance and human resources 
– is a long-standing Whitehall 
one, but the commitment to 
“put data at the heart of our 
decision-making” links to 
Cummings’s past comments. 

Cummings led the establish-
ment of a data science unit in 
No.10, which he said had greatly 
aided the government’s ability 
to respond to Covid-19 after the 
first wave. “By September, we 
had built that team and it made 
a huge di¡erence,” he said. 

The declaration’s pledge 
to “champion innovation and 
harness science, engineering 
and technology to improve 
policy and services” again 
appears to be share elements 
of Cummings’s thinking. 

Partnership
The final section focuses on 
“strengthening the bond be-
tween ministers and o�cials, 
always operating as one team 
from policy through to delivery, 
and between central government 
and institutions outside it”.

There are four key recom-
mendations in this area, fo-
cused first on creating “more 
opportunities for ministers 
and o�cials to discuss and 
hone policy collaboratively”. 
Being able to create teams 
around policy was one of Cum-
ming’s responses to Covid.

“There is an obvious ques-
tion about responsibility… 
and about who is actually in 
charge of things and who can 
actually form teams,” he said 
in his evidence to MPs. 

“You need to get a great 
team that knows exactly what 
the goal is and exactly who 
is responsible for what. The 
Whitehall culture of how respon-
sibility is deliberately di¡used 
is intrinsically hostile to high 
performance management.”

The declaration highlights 
lessons from the pandemic 
and Brexit as showing “that 
the best decisions are made 
when both ministers and 
o�cials contribute to discus-
sions in mixed forums, rather 
than relying on the traditional 
approach of a minister alone 
representing their department.”

It concludes that it is 
“intended to make govern-
ment work better and help us 
focus on our most important 
priorities, so we must move 
quickly to implement them”.

Indeed, according to Cum-
mings’s previous thinking, 
this could be a good time to 
make reforms. Although he 
acknowledged the di�culty of 
reform in his 2014 IPPR speech, 
he predicted that change 
would come to Whitehall 
because of what he called at 
the time a “beneficial crisis”.

The nation has defi-
nitely faced a crisis in the 
pandemic. If change is to 
come, it could be now. 

“It’s ludicrous to suggest the solution 
to Whitehall’s problems is a bigger 
centre and more centralisation”
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“Little detail 
has so far 
emerged on 
GBR’s remit, 
operational 
freedoms or 
governance”

Rail watchers have long awaited the outcome of the 
Williams Rail Review, a root and branch look at the 
structure of the rail industry and the delivery of pas-
senger rail services, which began in 2018 but was 
interrupted by the pandemic. Its conclusions were 

finally published in May this year as the Plan for Rail, co-authored 
by Keith Williams and the transport secretary Grant Shapps. 

The key announcement was the formation of Great British 
Railways, which will run and plan Great Britain’s rail network 
(Northern Ireland Railways is not a�ected by the reforms), includ-
ing receiving fare revenue and setting most fares and timetables. 

It will also maintain the network’s infrastruc-
ture, previously the role of Network Rail. 
In place of the current franchising system, 
GBR will contract with private firms to run 
trains to specified timetables and fares while 
incentivising them to meet other objec-
tives including punctuality and demand.

The Plan for Rail acknowledged that 
there is much to do. The rail network is currently fragmented 
and complex. It su�ers from a lack of strategic direction, inef-
ficiencies associated with the array of bodies involved, and 
unnecessary confusion for customers. Both industry insiders 
and passengers agree reform is needed, and the announce-
ment of GBR has generally been well received. But little detail 
has so far emerged on GBR’s remit, operational freedoms or 
governance. It is essential to get these right for the new body to 

MATTHEW GILL GETTING THE RAILWAYS ON TRACK
 THERE REMAINS A GREAT DEAL 
 TO DO TO TRANSLATE THE 
 GOVERNMENT’S HIGH-LEVEL 
 VISION INTO A CONCRETE PLAN 

deliver against the high expectations to which it will be held. 
First of all, the government should set GBR clear objec-

tives that enable it to trade o� priorities such as reliabil-
ity, capacity, cost, service quality and indeed climate change 
(which is identified as a priority in the Plan for Rail). GBR 
will need a leadership team that can understand the ten-
sions between these priorities and reconcile them in the 
context of a clear overall strategy for the railways. 

Ensuring the private companies that will still run passenger 
services under the new structure deliver on government’s objec-
tives will be a further challenge. Their contracts will be tricky to 
write and enforce, and will need to avoid the current tendency 
towards what the Plan for Rail describes as “blame culture”. 
Transition to the new system will require an appropriately phased 
plan and careful leadership to ensure public confidence in GBR 
survives an inherently complex and messy period of change.

GBR is being established to create a clear common brand as 
well as a seamless operation, and 
with many rail lines crossing not just 
local authority borders but national 
ones, its success will require close 
collaboration with governments 
at the local and devolved level. For 
some, GBR’s branding will help to 
build British identity; for others, it 
will grate. The new body cannot be 
expected to manage these tensions 
itself and will need ongoing political 
support. Government will need to 
establish a robust decision-making 
process for selecting – and rejecting 
– major projects that engages local 
and devolved leaders such that they 
do not simply demand the earth and 
blame GBR when they do not get it. 
GBR will also need to build the skill 
and capacity to interact with local and 
devolved stakeholders and to partner 
e�ectively with them when they hold 
the salient knowledge and expertise.

Given these challenges, if GBR 
is to run the rail system more simply, the Department 
for Transport must resist ongoing micro-management 
and must delegate operational independence to the new 
body. Among other things, this will entail clarifying how 
its 30-year planning horizon will align with its five-year 
funding settlements. In the aftermath of the pandemic 
and with travel patterns and transport technology chang-
ing rapidly, 30 years is a long time. Despite its resilience 

since the nineteenth century, Britain’s extensive rail network 
has an uncertain future and GBR will need to look ahead with 
clarity to ensure it meets the needs of the next generation. 

Matthew Gill is a senior fellow at the Institute 
for Government. The paper on which this article 
is based is available at instituteforgovernment.
org.uk/publications/great-british-railways
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Talking about government reform at a social occa-
sion would once have been “a guarantee that peo-
ple would try to distance themselves from you”, 
Michael Gove said at the launch of the Commis-
sion for Smart Government’s Four Steps to Smarter 

Government. Not now, apparently. Like mentioning you are an 
epidemiologist, you’re guaranteed to be the focus of attention. 

I don’t know the type of social occasions the Chancel-
lor of the Duchy of Lancaster attends but they sound very 
di­ erent from mine. Try talking about government reform 
down the George and Dragon in East Tilbury and you 
would have always got an engaging dialogue about the 
challenges of delivering cross-cutting public service 
delivery in a fragmented and delegated civil service.

The commission has apparently evolved 
from GovernUp, which came to life in 2014 
with a series of papers looking at govern-
ment reform and which itself is an o­ shoot 
of the Project for Modern Democracy. 
I’m sure think tanks used to be much 
simpler. The former policing minister 
Nick, now Lord, Herbert is still involved 
and it has retained its cross-party – and 
no party – schtick, including private 
and public sector commissioners.

There is a series of papers supporting 
the report and, it has to be said, a fairly 
decent analysis of some of the issues that 
need to be fi xed. Identifying problems and 
fi nding solutions are two di­ erent things 
though, and my expectations are not high, 
as too often these kinds of reports seem more 
concerned with pleasing an internal stakeholder 
audience rather than delivering meaningful 
reform. It has to be said, nevertheless, that there 
are some not terrible ideas in this report, and that’s 
not just because they quote me at one point.

Recommendations that No.10 should be beefed 
up with its own department, to give greater strategic 
oversight, is not new but is quite comprehensively 
explored and argued. A new Treasury board within 
it, seeking to dilute the power of the Treasury and 
chancellor, is more novel. Though was apparently 
previously vetoed by Gordon Brown in the Labour 
years, if Tony Blair’s former chief of sta­  Jonathan 
Powell’s letter to The Times is to be believed.

The report makes a lot of the di�  culty for gov-
ernment in being strategic and e­ ecting change 
across a number of departments. Many would agree, 
though I sense there is more than just a little 

DAVE PENMAN BOLD IDEAS AND RECIPES FOR CHAOS
 A NEW REVIEW OF THE CIVIL 
 SERVICE IS A SERIOUS PIECE 
 OF WORK, BUT DO MINISTERS 
 HAVE A CLEAR STRATEGY FOR 
 THE REFORM THEY WANT? 

concern that, whilst this has always been the case, this is partly 
driven by a lack of broader strategy within the current govern-
ment, including a sense that individual ministers are not fi lling 
the void. The report also generated headlines with its suggestion 
that ministers should be brought in from outside parliament, a 
“cabinet of all the talents” no less – who said it was original?

The commissioners were 
at pains to emphasise that 
this is not simply about civil 
service reform; upskilling 
ministers and looking at the 
support they have in depart-
ments was also key. Their 
solution, however, was an 

advisory council based on 
the premise of extended 
ministerial o�  ces, 
sta­ ed with quasi-civil 
servants personally picked by ministers. That, together with 
the renaming of permanent secretaries as chief executives, 

seeks to drive a wedge between the policy advice role of the 
civil service and the delivery role. Once again, we’re 
seeing the suggestion, dressed up in di­ erent titles 
and structures, that if only ministers surrounded 
themselves with clever “experts” who all agree 
with them, then everything would be hunky dory.

Despite the assurances provided, this would of 
course dilute the role of a permanent civil service 
able to give the best impartial, evidence-based ad-
vice. That advice would now be fi ltered through 
a new hand-picked team, housed separately 
from the department with the minister in a new 
ministerial hub. But it would also result in the 
chaos of the entire leadership cadre of depart-
ments changing if, just to pluck an example 
out of the air, a minister might have to resign 

after inadvertently appearing on candid camera. 
This is only a snapshot of the proposals but, 

overall, you get the sense that this is actually a very 
serious piece of work. No one is likely to agree with 
all of it and there are some issues which I would 
vehemently oppose, but it does have a much more 
strategic and comprehensive feel to it than the 
Declaration of Arbroath, or whatever the chancellor 
of the Lancastrian duchy launched a few weeks ago. 
There is also much to commend in the declaration, 
including the point made by Gove that it was a col-
laborative e­ ort between ministers and o�  cials. 

There was a sense that the commission see 
the post pandemic world as an opportunity that 
should not be given up to be bold. This govern-
ment has showed time and again that, politically, 
it can be bold. Whether it has a clear strategy 
for the reform it wants remains to be seen.

Dave Penman is the general secretary of 
the FDA union. He tweets @FDAgensec

“It has to be said, 
nevertheless, that 
there are some 
not terrible ideas 
in this report, and 
that’s not just 
because they quote 
me at one point”
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“The subtext in the 
declaration is quite 
clear: devolution 
was a mistake. It is 
full of references to 
‘Britain’ and ‘all parts 
of the country’”

The government has published a grandly titled Decla-
ration on Government Reform, signed by the prime 
minister and cabinet secretary no less. It was ap-
parently agreed at a meeting of the whole cabinet, 
with all permanent secretaries in attendance.

The document claims to be in response to the Covid-19 
crisis, which has a�ected the whole 
of the country. But reading this docu-
ment through, you could almost miss 
the fact that the United Kingdom now 
has four, arguably five, governments.

Devolution of powers over health, social 
care, education, policing and many other 
public services 
has meant that 
the devolved 
governments of 
Scotland, Wales 
and Northern 
Ireland have 
never been more 
obvious or promi-
nent to everyone 
in the UK as they 
have been during Covid. First ministers 
Nicola Sturgeon, Mark Drakeford and (until 
recently) Arlene Foster have become much 
more familiar to everyone, and their di�er-
ent policies on the Covid response have 
appeared on nightly TV news almost every 
day for over a year. They run governments.

The declaration lists some of the areas 
where the “public’s priorities” have to be de-
livered on in the wake of Covid: housing; po-
lice and crime; environmental enhancement; 
health; education; science; and jobs. Yet you 
would not know this from the declaration 
that they are wholly or partly devolved.

I said the UK has four or, arguably, 
five governments because one of the confusions with our sys-
tem is that the Westminster/Whitehall government is really 
two governments in one. On housing, police and crime, envi-
ronmental enhancement, health and education, the government 
of England is in charge. On others, it is the UK government.

It has some residual UK-wide powers in some of these areas – 
but during the pandemic, the health and public health aspects of 
the Covid crisis have been managed by the devolved governments.

The subtext in the declaration is quite clear: devolution 
was a mistake. It is full of references to “Britain” and “all parts 
of the country”, by which it clearly means the whole UK. 

There is one other deep confusion throughout the document – it 

COLIN TALBOT WHAT THE DECLARATION MISSES
 THE GOVERNMENT’S PLAN 
 FOR CIVIL SERVICE REFORM 
 DOESN’T ENGAGE WITH THE 
 REALITY OF THE DEVOLVED UK 

constantly conflates the civil service and wider public services and 
uses the two terms interchangeably. The civil service is only about 
one in ten of public service employees. Very few of the other 90% 
are controlled directly by Whitehall. They are very, in di�erent ways, 
at “arms-length”, or even further, from direct ministerial control.

The document concentrates almost entirely on 
the relationship between (Whitehall) civil servants 
and their ministers – as if that is all that matters.

There are few – but very few – new ideas in the declaration. 
There is a strong commitment to more diversity, which is welcome. 
There is a commitment to “zero tolerance” for bullying. There are 
some interesting ideas about challenging “groupthink”, the use of 

“red teams”, more multi-
disciplinary work, and 
better collaborative work-
ing across government. 

Even some of this is 
not entirely new. The New 
Labour government tried 
more “joined-up” gov-
ernment through things 
like its “cross cutting 
reviews” and regional 
government o¢ces.

Some “new” reforms go 
back even further. Trying 
to keep subject expert civil 
servants working in their 
specialisms is hardly new 
– it was proposed in the 
Oughton Report on career 
management in 1993.

Similarly, creation of a 
physical campus for civil 
service leadership training 
is also retrod – from 1970 we 
had one at Sunningdale, as 
first the Civil Service Col-
lege and then the National 
School of Government – un-
til the Tory-led government 
shut it in 2012 and sold it 
o� for retirement homes.

Ideas like de-
partmental plans, 

and targets, and a “refreshed delivery unit” are all straight 
out of New Labour’s playbook from the early 2000s.

But the biggest weakness by far is the failure to recognise 
that the UK is a union of three nations and a binational prov-
ince. And although the declaration has supposedly been made 
in response the Covid-19 crisis, there is little sign any of the 
obvious problems in governance that occurred during this 
crisis will be addressed by anything in this document. 

Colin Talbot is emeritus professor of government 
at the University of Manchester and a research 
associate at the University of Cambridge
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“It is precisely 
because the paper is 
demonstrably not a 
substance-free verbal 
assault on the civil 
service that there 
may be more to it than 
initially meets the eye”

To see the declaration as either weak or a triumph of the 
so-called “blob” would, however, be mistaken, or at least prema-
ture. It contains some interesting seeds for substantial public 
service reform, cleverly hidden under the bland, Blairite head-
ings of people, performance and partnerships. For sure, old 
technocratic favourites such as enhancing appraisals, opening 
up job adverts to outsiders and that hardy perennial of relo-
cating outside London make their obligatory appearance. 

And yet, some proposals are profoundly interesting if prop-
erly developed. The plans to enhance the role of data in the civil 
service and address the profound gap in scientific and technical 
skills could be genuinely transformational. Mandating interop-
erability in new IT systems and a single login for government 
services shows the government has been listening to people who 
know what they’re talking about. And all of these ideas challenge 
established power structures, vested interests, and departmen-
tal silos more than the banal drafting suggests. For example, the 
proposals for more unconventional, multi-disciplinary teams 
hints at intent to repeat the successful innovation of the Vaccine 

Task Force, an open challenge to any thoughts of a civil 
service monopoly. These may not excite culture warriors, 
but they should excite serious public service reformers. 

And it matters that these plans have been published in a 
formal document. Like any set of institutions, Whitehall has its 
own currency of power. Public documents signed by the prime 
minister and cabinet secretary drive activity in a way that the 
Johnson administration’s e�orts on civil service reform to date 
– firing a few permanent secretaries pour encourager les autres 

and making the odd 
ministerial speech – 
do not. The framing 
of the declaration in 
a way that is boring 
to external readers 
but very useful in 
internal bureaucratic 
struggles to over-
come resistance to 
reform suggests a 
seriousness about 
delivery.  This 
makes the declara-
tion a necessary 
but not su�cient 
basis for reform: 
what matters is 
what happens now.

The plan has 
its faults and, even in respect of the good bits, there is no chance 
all of the plans in the declaration will be implemented success-
fully: that never happens. But it is precisely because the paper 
is demonstrably not a substance-free verbal assault on the civil 
service that there may be more to it than initially meets the eye. 

Ciaran Martin is professor of practice at the Blavatnik 
School of Government. He was previously the founding 
chief executive of the National Cyber Security Centre.

The most remarkable aspect of the government’s Declara-
tion on Government Reform, published last month by 
prime minister Boris Johnson and cabinet secretary 
Simon Case, is what it is not rather than what it is. 

It is not the latest salvo in the “culture war” ripping 
through British public life. Over the past year, even amidst the 
pandemic, the government has seemed unable to deal with a major 
British institution other than through the prism of divisive political 
signalling. Museum bosses are publicly summoned to be admon-
ished for their presentation 
of imperial history. Of all the 
challenges facing universities, 
the one the government sees 
fit to trouble a crowded legis-
lative programme with is the 
thinly evidenced “problem” of 
“no-platforming” at univer-
sity events. A few seconds of 
ill-judged giggling from BBC 
Breakfast presenters leads 
to a hurried change in flags 
and emblems policy and a 
ramping up of briefing against the corporation. 
Key public appointments are subject to re-
markably politicised briefing before interview 
panels have even met to sift the candidates. 

So it is striking – and to the credit of the 
cabinet secretary and indeed to the prime 
minister and Michael Gove, the minister re-
sponsible – that the declaration is, by contrast, 
spectacularly dull. Whilst it’s consistent with 
critical government objectives – for example, 
its emphasis on moving power and oppor-
tunity outside London and the south – it is a 
profoundly serious attempt to improve the 
performance of the state rather than send 
signals to particular political constituencies. 

This shows unusual political restraint by 
the government, not least because there is considerable truth in the 
claim that the overwhelming majority of the senior members of the 
permanent state were pro-Remain, even if there is no truth in the 
accusations that post-referendum they tried to overturn the result to 
leave the European Union.  And it is this very conventional nature of 
the declaration – there is very little in it that could not have appeared 
in one of Tony Blair’s many papers on reforming the state – that 
may upset that wing of modern conservatism that favours uprooting 
what they see as a complacent, weak and unambitious mandarinate. 

CIARAN MARTIN TAKE THE DECLARATION SERIOUSLY
 THE DECLARATION ON 
 GOVERNMENT REFORM MAY 
 NOT EXCITE THE CULTURE 
 WARRIORS WHO WANT TO 
 TEAR DOWN WHITEHALL, BUT 
 IT SHOULD INTEREST SERIOUS 
 PUBLIC SERVICE REFORMERS 
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Enter ‘The Saj’
New health and social care secretary Sajid Javid took over, 
following the spectacular self-immolation of Matt Han-
cock (who actually tried to stay on once he’d been found 
out shattering his own pandemic rules by conducting his 
a�air during work time, in the o�ce, with an employee. 
Even more amusingly, the PM tried to let him do so).

The Saj’s position on the more economically dry wing of the 
Conservative Party could make the run-up to the next spend-
ing review interesting (he is such an Ayn Rand fan that he 
reads a scene from a film based on her books every year).

Certainly, The Saj’s health consequences hit the headlines when 
he got Covid-19 and had to self-isolate. This gave us the beautiful 
spectacle of perhaps this government’s fastest U-turn yet, as No.10’s 
initial e�ort to pretend that the PM and chancellor (both in close 
contact with Javid at a long meeting the day he tested positive) 
could avoid having to self-isolate because they’d been randomly 
picked as members of a “special testing scheme” were reversed in 
under three hours following huge public outcry. (No, you wouldn’t 
know this special testing scheme: it goes to another school.)

Do U-turns matter? Well, Javid’s Harvard thesis from De-
cember 2020 stated that in a pandemic, U-turns are an “essential 
feature of good policymaking”. He wrote “for the politician, the 
tendency for decisions to become psychologically and emotion-
ally anchored in identity makes U-turns so di�cult – we are 
wired to stick to our guns… making U-turns easier is impor-
tant, and can be made easier through a focus on storytelling, 
on reframing, on articulating its commonality in other contexts 
(eg business), and on its healthy role within democracies.”
We shall see.

Javid has plenty else on his plate beyond the pandemic. 

As the UK surfs the third wave of Covid-19 to a 
soundtrack of “pings” from the app, it’s been hard not 
to detect the end-of-term vibe in the political world 
as parliament finally wound its way into recess.

It’s been quite a month-and-a-bit. At one very spe-
cial Downing Street briefing, the prime minister presented the nation 
with the most spectacular false binary choice you’ll see this year over 
the plan to end all of the Covid-19 stage four restrictions on 19 July. 

“If not now, when?” has become the prime min-
ister’s replacement for “data, not dates”.

Magnificently, the PM with a peerless reputation for betraying 
people and lying also gave out about the nation’s need to move 
to “personal responsibility”. A prime minister whose own sense 
of personal responsibility couldn’t be found with nanotechnology 
urged the country to show personal responsibility and caution.

It would be fun to believe that Johnson’s premier-
ship is an exercise in seeing just how far you can 
take irony, but he’s genuinely not that clever.

ANDY COWPER A PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY LECTURE 
 THE PM HAS GONE AHEAD WITH 
 THE COVID UNLOCKING, BUT 
 THE NEW HEALTH SECRETARY 
 HAD TO GO NEARLY STRAIGHT 
 INTO ISOLATION AFTER TESTING 
 POSITIVE. SAJID JAVID ALSO 
 GOT TO GRIPS WITH HIS IN-TRAY, 
 INCLUDING SEARCHING FOR 
 THAT PLAN FOR SOCIAL CARE 

12-13 CSW308 Andy Cowper.indd   12 27/07/2021   18:18:50



  |  July/August 2021  |  13civilserviceworld.com

❯ OPINION COLUMNIST  ❮  OPINION

The latest NHS performance statistics are ugly: there were 
1,436,613 attendances at major A&E departments in June 2021, 
102, 476 (7.7%) more than the 1,334,137 visits in June 2019. The 
waiting list for consultant-led elective care reached 5.3 mil-
lion by the end of May 2021, an increase of 182,832 from the 
5.12 million patients waiting at the end of April 2021.

A total of 336,733 of those waiting had waited over 52 weeks 
at the end of May 2021, compared to 385,490 at the end of 
April 2021. 1,728,981 (32.6%) of patients on the waiting list had 
waited longer than the 18-week standard by the end of May 
2021, compared to 1,811,899 (35.4%) by the end of April 2021.

Meanwhile, in the NHS, speculation is rife that depart-
ing NHS England boss Sir Simon Stevens – now Lord 
Stevens of Birmingham – will be replaced by his deputy, 
NHSE’s chief operating o�cer Amanda Pritchard. 

The unbearable triteness of Cummings
The NHS was a mainstay of the latest round of the 
self-publicity roadshow of the PM’s ex-chief adviser 
Dominic Cummings: a man whose farewell tour dura-
tion could put Dame Nellie Melba to shame.

In his interview with BBC political editor Laura Kuenssberg, 
Cummings addressed Vote Leave’s misleading £350m NHS bus 
claim, he started to grin, and grin, and grin some more with evident 
self-satisfaction. “I wouldn’t say we used it misleadingly”, The Peo-
ple’s Dominic grinned, going on to say “we used true figures”. Grin, 
grin, grin. You got the sense that he’d cuddle himself if he could.

The interview moved to the subject of Boris Johnson’s 
(lack of) character and suitability to be PM, especially as re-

gards the pandemic. There’s something darkly funny about 
the delayed realisation that was on show here: Cummings on 
the real nature of Johnson (utterly unfit to be anywhere near 
power); Kuennsberg’s on the real nature of Cummings (ditto) 
– Cummings was, of course, Kuennsberg’s principal source 
during his time in 10 Downing Street advising the PM.

Things get thoroughly sinister when Cummings grins, 
“we were planning to get rid of him (Johnson) as PM 
and replace him within days” of the 2019 general elec-
tion. It’s quite a thing that this person was at the very cen-
tre of government for a year after the general election.

Social care – still no plan
Social care has had its time in the political sun 
over the past few weeks. Sadly, the conversation’s 
been all over the place like a startled rabbit.

The government’s internal arguments over social care reform 
have prompted so many leaks over the past fortnight that we’ll be 
on for a drought, even after the flash floods that have hit London. 

The Times front page led with the report that na-
tional insurance will rise by 1% (employers’ and employ-

ees’ contributions) to fund health and care.
National insurance is, of course, the tax that re-

tired people specifically do not pay any more. This 
is getting baroque. (And of course, social care is not 
just for older people with dementia care needs, but 
that’s the bit the public may slightly understand.)

So, 1% on NI to fund health and care. 
Mmm… where have I heard that before? Ah 
yes... they’ve reached the “New Labour trib-
ute act” stage of the political cycle, then.

The Times’s Steven Swinford reported that 
“the new health and social care tax will initially 
be used to address the NHS backlog following 
the pandemic”. And then after that, it will pay for 
whatever social care reform may be coming. 

The Spectator’s Katy Balls shares a nice anecdote 
in a piece for the i, revealing that Johnson’s July 2019 
vow on becoming PM that “we will fix the crisis in 
social care once and for all with a clear plan we have 
prepared to give every older person the dignity and 
security they deserve” landed as such a surprise to the 
Department of Health and Social Care hierarchy that 
one special adviser (at that moment, in the lobby of the 
House of Commons) ran out of parliament and spent 
the day in hiding to avoid journalists’ questions about it.

As if by magic, later that day the Guardian reported 
that the proposals cannot be expected before the 
autumn, because Johnson, Sunak and Javid cannot 
agree the deal to be done by Zoom. What a mess.  

Andy Cowper is the editor of Health Policy Insight, 
where he writes the weekly “Cowper’s Cut” column.

“It would be fun to believe that 
Johnson’s premiership is an 
exercise in seeing just how far 
you can take irony, but he’s 
genuinely not that clever”
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Susan Acland-Hood

took on her dream 
job as Department for 
Education permanent 

secretary amidst 
a pandemic and 

following a national 
row over A-Levels. 

Ten months on, she 
tells Beckie Smith

how the department is 
working to move from 

a reactive mindset 
to a long-term one

L
ast September, Susan Acland-
Hood was o	 ered what she says 
has been her “dream job for quite a 
long time”: leading the department 
where she began her civil service 
career. Just over two decades after 
joining the Department for Educa-
tion as a fast streamer – and just 
a couple of days after being taken 

on as its second-highest ranking o�  cial 
– she was named permanent secretary.

But despite her excitement at getting 
the role, Acland-Hood says it wasn’t her 
dream set of circumstances that led to 
the appointment. When she moved from 
leading HM Courts and Tribunals Service 
to become second perm sec last August, it 
was to help deal with, among other things, 
the aftermath of a huge row over A-Level 
results. Two days later, it was announced 
that the prime minister wanted “fresh 
o�  cial leadership at the Department for 
Education”, and that then-perm sec Jona-
than Slater would step down in September.

Acland-Hood admits that taking on 

the top job under that cloud, and with 
all the challenges that DfE was facing 
at the time, “was di�  cult”. She says: “I 
think it would be ridiculous to pretend 
anything di	 erent. [But] you have to 
stand back and say, who gets their dream 
job in their dream circumstances? You 
have to make the best of situations.”

And she says that while coronavirus 
posed an “enormous challenge” for the 
department, it was “incredibly focusing”. 
Back then, o�  cials were planning for the 
full reopening of schools after months 
of closures; gearing up for the return of 
students to university; and working with 
the Department for Work and Pensions 
on the government’s Plan for Jobs.

DfE civil servants had been under 
constant pressure since the beginning of 
the pandemic – from navigating school 
closures and drawing up key worker lists 
to managing meal voucher contracts and 
providing guidance to universities. All 
of this was under intense scrutiny from 
parents, educators, students, and the public.
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“We have to think about 
our accountability for 
real people. I’ve never 
been a slopy-shouldered 
person who says ‘that’s 
someone else’s business’”
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“My job coming in was to try to keep 
people well through those things that 
we all had to do together, and keep re-
minding people what a good job they 
were doing – but also what a big job 
we had to do, and that we had to keep 
going at it,” Acland-Hood says.

She says it’s di�cult to describe ex-
actly what all this felt like to anyone who 
hasn’t experienced it. “We were in a reac-
tive space where we never quite knew 
what was coming next, and there was a 
sense that we were never quite as ready 
as we wanted to be for the next thing.”

People were also working incredibly 
hard “doing things they couldn’t have 
conceived of doing at other times”, while 
also “feeling a bit beleaguered” amid the 
intense scrutiny – and often criticism – of 
their work, Acland-Hood says. Her job was 
to support them, while working to move the 
department out of that “reactive space”.

“One thing I’ve been trying to do 
over the last 10 months is to try and keep 
lengthening the time horizons we’re think-
ing about: recognising that we’re in the 
middle of a pandemic, and stu	 is still 
going to happen that is unpredictable. 
But we want to be in a place where we’re 
responding rather than reacting,” she says.

To do this, the department has been 
working on a piece of work on future 
insights, intended to think about long-
term trends in education and how the 
system might change. “This is partly 
about reminding ourselves that we’ve 
got this long-term role, and partly about 
trying to make sure that we didn’t lose 
sight of some of those strategic things 
we need to do,” Acland-Hood says.

Among those things, DfE published 
the Skills for Jobs white paper in January, 
as well as launching a review of children’s 
social care. “We’re really thinking about the 
future of the system, not just about what 
needs to be done in the moment,” she says.

She also points to the £1.4bn education 
recovery plan the department unveiled 
last month, which she says has focused 
on the “best-evidenced” interventions. 
It includes £1bn for tuition and an ex-
tra £150m to train early-years sta	.

“We know that fundamentally, teacher 
quality is the single biggest determinant 
of what happens in the classroom. And we 
also know that where you’ve got children 
left behind... one-to-one or small group 
tuition that’s well integrated with what hap-
pens in the classroom is really powerful.”

The plan’s announcement was in no 
small way overshadowed by the resignation 
of education recovery commissioner Sir 
Kevan Collins, who just four months earlier 

had been tasked by the prime minister with 
overseeing a “comprehensive programme 
of catch-up” from the pandemic. Collins 
said it was not “credible” the £1.4bn package 
could do that, and later confirmed the fund-
ing was a tenth of what he had asked for.

Does Acland-Hood think Col-
lins was right to call the funding 
“inadequate”? “I think funding is al-
ways part of the story,” she says.

“For me, the critical thing is always 
spending it well… that we try and keep on 
working on the things that help everybody 
in the system spend their whole budget 
as well as they possibly can on the things 
that are going to make the most di	er-
ence for children and for young people.”

She adds, noting that her press of-
ficers might prefer she didn’t, “I’ve 
definitely been involved in things in the 
past where the government has man-
aged to throw lots of money at things 
without [it] necessarily working.”

Acland-Hood argues, too, that it’s 
“mildly artificial to totally separate out 
education recovery – which is fundamen-
tally the business of trying to help children 
learn as well as they possibly can, having 
lost some learning – from the business that 
the education system is in every day of 
every week, which is trying to help people 
learn as much as they possibly can anyway”.

And she quotes the often-repeated min-
isterial claim that schools funding has just 
seen the “biggest uplift in a decade” even 
before the uplift. (Shortly after the interview, 
the NAO found the proportional increase in 
per-pupil spending was much lower than it 
appeared, because pupil numbers have in-
creased, and that schools in deprived areas 
have actually seen real-terms funding cut.)

W
hile all that is going on, Acland-
Hood says, “I think there’s some-
thing really important about not 

declaring the pandemic over too soon.”
She says DfE is now in a phase of 

“action learning”: looking at what it’s 
done well and poorly so far during the 
pandemic, and trying to improve on that 
each day, rather than waiting until an 
unknown endpoint to learn lessons.

Indeed, many would agree that the 
department has lessons to learn.

The decision to use an algorithm to 
award A-Levels and other qualifications 
after the pandemic forced exams to be 
cancelled – and a lack of transparency 
around the algorithm itself – has been 
fiercely criticised. It sparked protests 
when students who were awarded lower 
grades than expected lost out on uni-
versity places and jobs, before a U-turn 
when it was decided they could opt to 
use teachers’ predicted grades instead.

With this summer’s round of A-Level 
exams also cancelled, grades will be deter-
mined by a combination of mock exams and 
coursework. Is Acland-Hood nervous that 
we could see a repeat of last year’s dismay? 
“I think it would be appropriate to be at least 
mildly nervous, because these are things that 
matter and so we should care about them 
enough to worry about them,” she replies.

She says DfE sta	 have worked with 
organisations across the education sec-
tor to plan out the department’s approach 
to this summer’s exams. “As you would 
completely expect after last year, we’ve 
put in place quite a lot of safeguards and 
checking mechanisms and ways of trying 
to give ourselves assurance,” she says.

But she admits awarding qualifica-
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tions without the normal exams is “tricky 
– and what we’ve tried to do is face into 
the trickiness and accept that it’s not 
going to be perfect and immaculate”. 
She adds: “But I’ve got a lot of confi-
dence in the work that has been done.”

Another major furore for the department 
over the last year has been over free school 
meals. Last summer, the footballer Marcus 
Rashford forced the PM’s hand on providing 
meal vouchers for poorer pupils through 
the holidays, days after No.10 said other-
wise, by spearheading a public campaign.

But further controversy followed in Jan-
uary. Schools had been given the choice of 
providing supermarket vouchers for pupils 
eligible for the meals or food parcels using 
their existing caterers. The worst examples 
of those food parcels quickly emerged 
on social media – revealing opened and 
amateurishly-rewrapped pasta, bread and 
even tuna, meagre handfuls of vegetables 
and shoestring budget custard creams – and 
quickly became the symbol of hardship 
for families already struggling through a 
pandemic. The o	ending contractor, Chart-
wells, later said the woefully-overpriced par-
cels fell short of its standards and blamed 
“short notice” for the lapse in quality. Par-
ents were quickly o	ered vouchers instead.

Perhaps the biggest criticism of DfE at 
the time was that it shouldn’t 
have taken parents complain-
ing on Twitter – their voices 
amplified by Rashford, food 
writer Jack Monroe and oth-
ers – for the department to 
know there was a problem.

Acland-Hood says 
DfE set up a hotline for 
people to report subpar 
food parcels soon after 
the first images emerged. 
“The numbers [of reports we got] were 
absolutely tiny,” she says. “So there wasn’t 
a massive, endemic problem across the 
system, though there was some incredibly 
bad practice in some particular places.”

But she says she regrets DfE did not set 
up the hotline earlier. “It really did make us 
think about assurance mechanisms. That 
was a school contract, but we still have 
to think about our accountability for real 
people. I’ve never been a slopy-shouldered 
person who says ‘that someone else’s 
business’. How do we work with schools to 
make sure that there are routes for people 
to say ‘I’m not very happy about this’ before 
they take to social media to get it fixed?”

The voucher scheme, too, was criticised 
after the National Audit O�ce concluded 
DfE did not know if the supplier, Edenred, 
was making a profit and had not elected to 

look at its books. Acland-Hood told MPs in 
January that DfE had not sought to renego-
tiate the contract during the pandemic and 
had found no “strong market alternative”.

The NAO also noted di�culties at the 
beginning of the pandemic, when only a 
limited number of supermarkets accepted 
the vouchers, but said the department and 
outsourcer had “worked hard to get on top 
of these issues”. Acland-Hood adds that 
Edenred “worked really hard to try and 
sort out the issues last spring, but they 
were moving at this extraordinary pace”.

She adds that while there wasn’t a com-
petitive tender for the contract because of 
the speed at which the scheme was set up 
when schools closed last March, Edenred 
had gone through a tender to provide em-
ployee assistance vouchers for the civil ser-
vice, under a separate contract. This made 

them the only voucher provider that had 
been through a competitive process with 
due diligence checks. “In that moment, that 
was the best balance between... we haven’t 
just picked them out of thin air, and we can 
get them running really quickly,” she says.

DfE could have attempted to negotiate 
when it extended the deal to cover the sum-
mer holidays last year – but Acland-Hood 
says this would have required a competitive 
process and left people without vouchers. 
The PM’s U-turn on funding meals over 
the holidays only came in mid-June.

The department did, however, “get 
a somewhat better deal” from Eden-
red when it extended again in January, 
Acland-Hood says. It’s now going out to 
tender to put a longer-term arrangement 
in place that can be called up if needed.

“I think there’s lots to learn, but I 

think the department made a reason-
able judgment at each stage of that pro-
cess, and then tried to keep learning and 
improving at each stage,” she says.

Acland-Hood gives the air of someone 
who approaches these challenges with 
cautious optimism – or maybe optimistic 
determination. But she is always quick 
to temper that optimism with a reminder 
that things rarely go exactly to plan.

The proudest moments of her career – 
which has included stints at the Treasury, 
Home O�ce and Cabinet O�ce, as well as 
advising then-PM David Cameron and his 
deputy Nick Clegg under the coalition gov-
ernment – have been seeing the di	erence 
her work has made. Early on, she was a dep-
uty director in the Cabinet O�ce’s social 
exclusion task force. One paper she worked 
on there, on transitions to adulthood, shared 

evidence that the most 
disadvantaged people in 
society are forced to make 
“much more rapid transi-
tions with much less sup-
port [than other people]”, 
she says. “That influenced 
the debate that was raging 
at that moment about 
raising the care-leaving 
age to 18 – that feels 
like quite a big thing.”

Another career highlight was working 
on the national fair funding formula for 
schools during a stint at DfE from 2013 to 
2015. “Everybody thought we were going to 
have a school places crisis, and we didn’t. 
Some of the things you’re proud of in your 
career, I think, are the dogs that didn’t bark 
and the bad things you stopped happening.”

But the flipside to those successes, she 
says, has been “managing the fact that when 
you set yourself to do really big and hard 
things, you hardly ever totally succeed”.

“There’s almost always something 
where you think, ‘oh, I wish I’d just man-
aged to do a bit more of this’. So you have 
to learn to accommodate yourself to the 
good things about keeping on working 
to make things better every day without 
beating yourself up in an unhelpful way 
when it’s not exactly how you wanted.”

She adds: “You have to care to be in 
this business. But if you care too much, 
there’s a risk it’s destabilising, or it actu-
ally makes you less able to go on and do 
the next thing. And so [you have to try] to 
find a way of channelling the things you 
really care about. It’s not that you don’t 
care when things aren’t as good as you 
want them to be, but you care in a way that 
is productive, and is taking you forward, 
and it’s helping you learn and grow.” 

“We were in a reactive 
space where we never quite 
knew what was coming 
next. There was a sense 
we were never quite as 
ready as we wanted to be”
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COP-ING STRATEGIES

The UK government has some world-leading 
pledges on carbon reduction ahead of the Cop26 
conference later this year. But have the policies to 
meet them followed? Mark Rowe investigates
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W
inter is an 
unlikely time to 
have your day 
in the sun but 
this November 
Glasgow, with 
its shortened 
daylight hours, 
will see the 
UK host a key 
United Nations 
environment 
conference. 

Known as Cop26 (the acronym refers 
to “Conference of the Parties”), the meet-
ing of the world’s environment ministers 
and many heads of state has been rolled 
over by a year because of Covid-19.

The gathering is widely regarded as 
the most important of its kind since the 
Paris Accord of 2015 because it is sched-
uled to provide a “school report” on the 
extent to which the nations of the world 

have stuck to the pledges they made 
six years ago and put in place a further 
combination of carrots and sticks. 

As well as hosting the event, the UK 
has made some admirable declarations 
of intent itself, with the Climate Change 
Act of 2008 locking emissions reductions 
into law. In April 2021, the UK govern-
ment set what it declared to be the world’s 
most ambitious climate change target 
into law to reduce emissions by 78% by 
2035 compared to 1990 levels. Other 

eye-catching targets include an announce-
ment earlier this year that by 2025 all new 
homes will be banned from installing gas 
and oil boilers and will instead be heated 
by low-carbon alternatives; and that new 
cars and vans powered wholly by petrol 
and diesel will not be sold in the UK from 
2030 (though hybrids will be permitted). 

Some elements of the plan to get 
there have also been released. The gov-
ernment launched an industrial decar-
bonisation strategy in March, covering 
metals and minerals, chemicals, food 
and drink, paper and pulp, ceramics, 
glass and oil refineries, as well as the 
hardest sectors to decarbonise: steel 
manufacturing and cement production.  

However, more is expected soon. A 
net-zero strategy, with development be-
ing led by the Treasury, is expected to be 
published shortly to show how the govern-
ment plans to incentivise change and pay 
for the policies, and more sector-specific 

work will then follow.
As ever, it will be the 

civil service that ensures 
that domestic intentions be-
come reality and that Cop26 
actually achieves meaning-
ful change. To this end, 
the conference has been 
assigned its own discrete 
team of civil servants, drawn 
from across government. 

“There is a huge amount 
of work going on behind 
the scenes to create the 
right forum to facilitate 
these crucial international 
agreements,” says Ros 
Eales, chief operating 
o�cer of the Cop26 unit. 
“Without our dedicated 
team of over 160 civil serv-

ants, who bring expertise from across 
Whitehall and beyond, none of this 
would be possible. Cop26 wouldn’t hap-
pen without the UK civil service.”

The nature of the Cop26 team re-
flects the cross-departmental approach 
required to tackle climate change, Eales 
says. “This demands a whole government 
response, so it’s natural we have sta¡ from 
across the whole civil service – climate 
experts, diplomats, comms specialists, 
event management expertise, people 

“Without our dedicated team 
of over 160 civil servants, who 
bring expertise from across 
Whitehall and beyond, none of 
this would be possible. Cop26 
wouldn’t happen without the 
UK civil service” Ros Eales
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from an industry background and secu-
rity experts.” Tasks include liaising with 
peers in other governments, sitting at 
the negotiating table in UN subsidiary 
body climate change talks, briefing Alok 
Sharma (the Cop26 president) for key 
bilateral meetings, and engaging with 
stakeholder groups from civil society 
and business. “There is a huge amount of 
work powering the diplomacy that under-
pins our Cop presidency,” Eales says. 

Due to Covid-19, novel approaches have 
been implemented. “Teams have been 
really innovative in the way that they’ve 
applied digital solutions to keep our priori-
ties alive throughout the pandemic,” Eales 
says. The civil service has enabled the 
Cop26 president to participate in 80 virtual 
ministerial conversations with more than 
60 countries and international organisa-
tions. “We’ve also had Cop26 champions 
doing virtual visits to other countries, and 
even hosted international ministerial meet-
ings over video conference,” Eales adds.

Dame Meg Hillier, chair of the Public 
Accounts Committee, believes that the 
event should be used as a springboard 
for greater impetus across government 
and not be seen as an end point. “Cop26 
is a moment in time, a team has been 
assembled specifically for Cop26 and 
it will have drawn on a wide range of 
civil service talent,” she says. “At the 
end of it, what happens? They get scat-
tered to the four winds and the individu-
als use it as a means to get promotion 
elsewhere within the civil service.”

Instead, there’s a clear opportunity to 
use the Cop26 team as cheerleaders and 
to oversee the long-term implementa-
tion of climate change legislation, says 
Hillier. “Those individuals will have made 
incredible contacts over the months 
running up to Cop26, they are fram-
ing the debate for Glasgow, they will be 
personally proud of what they’ve done. 
It makes sense to keep them together.”

Beyond Cop26, civil servants are having 
to finesse the nitty-gritty of domestic pol-
icy in the real world. Hillier cites the elec-
tric vehicle deadline as an example. “It’s 
laudable in theory but what does that mean 
for people who live in flats? Where do they 
go to charge a car?” In such circumstances, 
Hillier believes the civil service needs to 
work closely with local authorities, identify 
a council that has anticipated the issue, 
and see how a solution might be scaled up 
by piloting extensions around the country.

The challenges and the targets have 
been spelled out, yet when it comes to 
implementing mitigation measures, the 
signs are not universally encouraging. 

In June, the Committee on Climate 
Change produced its 2021 progress report 
to parliament, which highlighted the 
government’s “historic climate promises in 
the past year, for which it deserves credit”. 

However, it warned that the govern-
ment has so far been too slow to follow 
these promises with delivery. “This defin-
ing year for the UK’s climate credentials 
has been marred by uncertainty and delay 
to a host of new climate strategies. Those 
that have emerged have too often missed 
the mark. With every month of inaction, 
it is harder for the UK to get on track.”

It flagged that the government is 
“taking a high-stakes gamble to focus 
everything on a new net-zero strategy 
in the autumn” to achieve the neces-
sary policy progress and public buy-in.

“It is absolutely critical that the new strat-
egy is published before the Cop26 climate 
summit, with clear policy plans, backed fully 
by the Treasury,” the committee said in a 
statement. “It must be accompanied by a 
commitment to prepare the country for the 
serious climate risks facing the UK, as the 
next cycle of adaptation planning begins.” 
The report also outlined the wide-ranging 
demands for the civil service that will in-
volve “big cross-cutting challenges of public 
engagement, fair funding and local delivery.”

Earlier this year, Hillier too con-
cluded the government had set itself 
a huge test in committing the UK to a 
net-zero economy by 2050, but given “lit-
tle sign that it understands how to get 
there” and almost two years after pledg-
ing greater detail “still has no plan”.

Mr President Alok Sharma

Warning sign “For every month of 
inaction, it is harder to get on track” 
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A second CCC report, its independ-
ent assessment of UK climate risk, echoed 
PAC’s concerns by noting: “Alarmingly, this 
new evidence shows that the gap between 
the level of risk we face and the level of 
adaptation underway has widened. Adapta-
tion action has failed to keep pace with the 
worsening reality of climate risk.” All 10 of 
the warmest years in the UK’s temperature 
record have taken place since 2002, while 
rainfall over Scotland is up 10% from the 
start of the 20th century. Despite this, the 
CCC report pointed out that, since its pre-
vious assessment five years ago, more than 
570,000 new homes have been built that are 
not resilient to future high temperatures 
and since 2018 over 4,000 heat-related 
deaths have been recorded in England.

Duncan Brack, a former climate change 
adviser to Chris Huhne in the Conserva-
tive-Lib Dem coalition government, said 
the civil service will find it di�cult to 
marry what appear to be contradictory de-
mands. “There are glaring inconsistencies 
in the government’s approach to climate 
change,” he says. “The net-zero commit-
ment is excellent, but if the commitment 
was really mainstreamed throughout 
government, they would not have scrapped 
the Green Homes Grant scheme without 

putting anything in its place, or gone 
ahead with the new Woodhouse Colliery 
coalmine in Cumbria, or granted new 
licences for oil and gas exploration in the 
North Sea. All these ask di¡erent things 
of di¡erent government departments.”

Moves towards a greener economy 
requires cross-government cooperation to 
iron out such contradictions, Hillier says. 
“The intention to replace petrol cars with 
electric is good but it will mean phasing 
out fuel duty, which is a huge earner for 
the government,” she says. “Is the Treasury 
having conversations with Defra and the 
Department for Transport about that – 

what are the implications and alternatives 
for revenue? I see hard-pressed civil serv-
ants being pulled in di¡erent directions.” 

The challenge is also recognised by 
the CCC. “Siloed thinking remains a 
problem for addressing climate change 
risks or opportunities where responsi-
bility for adaptation falls across more 
than one government department,” a 
committee spokesperson says. “A sin-
gle hazard, such as a flood, will often 
have knock-on impacts across a range 
of sectors, amplifying the resulting risk 
or leading to cascading impacts. Cross-
departmental working is critical to en-
suring the government can achieve its 
aims in the face of climate change.”

Policies and plans related to health, 
sustainable businesses and social stabil-
ity need to consider a large number of 
risks across di¡erent sectors and di¡er-
ent government departments, the CCC 
suggests. “It’s important to understand 
that many of the risks are not exclusively 
owned by the departments that will be 
directly a¡ected, such as the risks to health 
from overheating in homes, where health 
departments own the impact – mortality 
and morbidity – but planning and busi-
ness departments own the policy response 

that involves building regulations and 
planning,” the spokesperson adds. 

This is all the more urgent, the CCC 
points out in its independent assess-
ment, as it identified eight top priorities 
that should be addressed in the next two 
years at the highest levels of government 
– including flooding, drought, damage to 
crops, soil health and risks to homes – and 
jointly across departments and between 
UK government and the devolved admin-
istrations. This would mean, suggests the 
CCC, that the Department for Environ-
ment, Food and Rural A¡airs would work 
closely with the Department for Business, 

Energy and Industrial Strategy on issues 
such as the latter’s SME Climate Hub but 
also with the Department for International 
Trade’s Business of Resilience campaign. 

Brack wonders whether the civil service 
requires two strong voices, one from 
within its ranks and another at the politi-
cal level, in order to reassure o�cials that 
one part of government will not undermine 
the work of another. “Nick Clegg provided 
that strong voice but since 2015 there’s 
been no equivalent, so while many (though 
not all) ministers at BEIS, Defra and [the 
former ministries of] the Department of 
Energy and Climate Change and the De-
partment for International Development 
have been pretty good on green priorities, 
there’s still no strong push at the centre.”

Such a figure would encourage the civil 
service to be bold in policy implementa-
tion, which can go against an instinctive 
and innate wariness of squandering public 
money. Hillier says measuring outcomes 
is crucial but a degree of boldness is 
required. She draws parallels with Covid-19 
vaccine procurement. “There was risk 
with that but by using real experts you 
reduce it so that you have a reasonable 
balance of success,” she says. The CCC 
spokesperson says the response to Covid 
has been encouraging in this regard. “The 
pandemic has provided insights into 
globally complex and cascading risks, 
and tested how risk planning operates 
across departments and government.”

Hillier wonders if the CCC may be 
able to play a long-term role but whether 
it will also require cross-party support and 
a political leader who rises above party 
issues. Such figures, envisaged by Brack, 
could also provide the long-term over-
sight required to ensure that institutional 
memory is retained and that deadlines 20 
years away are stuck to even when indi-
viduals move on. Select committees may 
also have a role, she suggests, as long-term 
members of parliament tend to develop 
specialisms and particular interests. 

Hillier says government should 
consider whether Defra and the Cabi-
net O�ce, the departments tasked with 
coordinating climate change policy, need 
a second permanent secretary dedicated 
to the job. She has even heard informal 
talk of establishing a delivery unit for 
climate change legislation, which she 
points out would take the civil service 
back to the Blair/Brown era. At that point, 
civil servants, who see politicians of all 
party colours come and go, may then truly 
believe there is nothing new under the 
sun – even if the sun only makes a fleeting 
appearance in Glasgow this November. 

“A team has been 
assembled for COP26 
and it will have drawn on 
a wide range of talent. 
At the end of it, what 
happens?” Meg Hillier
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CLOSE
TOHOME

The government’s coronavirus 
response was assisted by the 

military, placing the forces 
unusually close to the 

domestic frontline. 
In this exclusive 

interview, the head 
of the Army, 

Mark Carleton-Smith, 
shares the lessons 

of a year like 
no other with Richard 

Johnstone

T he Army is an 
organisation 
that commits 
itself “body 
and soul” to its 
endeavours. 
So says Gen-

eral Sir Mark Carleton-Smith, 
who has led the organisation as 
chief of the general sta�  since 
June 2018. So when coronavirus 
struck, the Army brought that 
absolute commitment to the 
daunting mission of assisting 
the government, even if the 
terrain was closer to home than 
many soldiers were used to.

“There was no single depart-
ment of government that was in-
volved in the national response 
that didn’t have some measure 
of military contribution inside 
it,” Carleton-Smith tells CSW. 
These contributions ranged 
from support for testing to the 
logistics of rolling out vac-
cinations and soldiers helping 

with the day-to-day running of 
busy hospitals. “Everywhere we 
have supported we have been 
fully integrated into the civilian 
organisations and this provides 
a really positive example of the 
collective achievement that 
the nation’s military and civil 
service can deliver,” he says.

And although “in UK 
operations the Army is not in 
the lead, the civilian agencies 
are”, Carleton-Smith says this 
demonstrates “just how adapt-
able the Army is”. “The profes-
sional toolkit and skills that 
are honed for the very specifi c 
requirements of the battlefi eld 
are actually underpinned by a 
very entrepreneurial, innovative, 
and dynamic spirit that can turn 
itself to whatever the immedi-
ate challenge is of the day.”

While it is unusual for the 
Army’s assistance respond-
ing to a domestic emergency 
to stretch over such a long 

MARK CARLETON-SMITH  ❮  INTERVIEW
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“I’m a subject 
matter expert 
in terms of the 
application of 
the military 
instrument, but I 
wasn’t an expert 
with respect 
to navigating 
issues through 
Whitehall”

MARK CARLETON-SMITH  ❮  INTERVIEW

period, he highlights that its 
men and women “are used to 
sustained operations”, serv-
ing overseas for up to six 
or nine months at a time.

“Therefore, suddenly having 
to turn their hand to a di� er-
ent sort of challenge – and 
one that was at home – didn’t 
feel so very di� erent from 
the experiences of Iraq or 
Afghanistan and having to 
commit oneself, body and soul, 
24/7, to the project,” he says. 

Indeed, the Army was 
“very pleased to be as en-
gaged as we were” given that 
so much of the challenge in 
the response to the pandemic 
covered areas – around com-
mand and control structures, 
logistics, and crisis manage-
ment – that form the founda-
tions of how the military works. 

“We have learned a lot 
from that experience,” says 
Carleton-Smith of the de-

ployment on the home front. 
“I think we’ve been able to 
demonstrate the full breadth 
and value of our people at a 
moment of peak national crisis.”

The Army’s support to the 
civilian departments of state is 
organised through the UK Stra-
tegic Joint Command, the stand-
ing headquarters that deals with 
military assistance to civilian au-
thorities. It has a series of liaison 
o�  cers across the UK who act as 
the fi rst port of call for the civil-
ian agencies and help them with 
their requests for support. Then, 
once a refi ned requirement 
is submitted, the Ministry of 
Defence works with the Army’s 
land operations command to 
identify the right bits to help.

The coronavirus was, in Car-
leton-Smith’s words, a “strategic 
shock” to government, and the 
Army was also able to loan some 
of its own civil servants to other 
departments in a range of roles. 

Last April, he says, the 
Army thought the pandemic 
was going to cause “major 
disruption for anything be-
tween 12 and 18 months”.

“That was our fi rst stab at 
how long we thought this was 
going to a� ect us, and we’ve 
been on that rolling assump-
tion ever since,” he says. 

“That was an important 
horizon, because when one takes 
oneself back to April last year, 
I think there was an expecta-
tion that this would pass, and 
we would all be back to normal, 

certainly by September. And 
here we are, over a year later 
[when we spoke in late June] 
with a very signifi cant por-
tion of the country doubled-
jabbed, but very signifi cant 
disruption still in signifi cant 
parts of our national enter-
prise. We are now coming up 
to that 18-month point, and 
we’re not through this yet.” 

However, he highlights that 
the Army has not “missed a 
step” in terms of meeting its 
own operational requirements. 
It has been lending support to 
Estonia in the Baltics and the 
UN mission in Mali, as well as 
winding down the UK’s residual 
contribution in Afghanistan.

“We’ve managed all that, 
really without breaking stride, 
which I think is testament 
to the resilience of our own 
training pipeline,” he says.

This has been achieved with 
the assistance of the Army’s 
aforementioned band of civil 
servants, who work closely with 
the force’s military personnel 
as part of what Carleton-Smith 
calls “a unique workforce”.

“We have people perform-
ing all sorts of roles all over the 
world – from more conventional 
civil service roles like fi nance, 
HR, policy and project delivery, 
to others like security guards, 
fi re o�  cers, vehicle technicians, 
teachers and instructors, which 
you wouldn’t immediately 
jump to when thinking about 
your traditional civil servant.” 

In May 2018, CSW spoke to 
Carleton-Smith’s predecessor 
General Sir Nick Carter, who is 
now chief of the defence sta� , 
about the relationship between 
civil servants and soldiers. 
Carter was discussing the devel-
opment of the Army Advanced 
Development Programme – a 
two-year training scheme that 
has been specifi cally designed 
to bring the two sides of the 
Army workforce – military and 
civilian – closer together.

The scheme was devel-
oped for two reasons, accord-
ing to Carter – to ensure the 
Army had the skills to “run 
the business” and to improve 
its o� er to civil servants.

This programme has contin-
ued under Carleton-Smith, with 
more than 30 people having 
completed their training and 
a further cohort due to fi nish 
shortly. “We are pleased to have 
had a mix of military and civil 
servants working alongside 
each other and successfully 
graduating from the pro-
gramme. In this time, members 
of the development programme 
have undertaken projects in 
support of key transformational 
programmes and are thereby 
developing the skills the Army 
needs to run its business at 
the highest level,” he says.

“The mixed cohorts of 
military and civil servants 
have driven change by work-
ing collaboratively and bring-
ing a diversity of thought and 
initiative to some very complex 
projects.” His team has been 
running the application process 
for this year’s intake, who will 
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take up the 
programme at 
the end of August.

The scheme is of 
increasing importance as the 
government’s fl agship Integrat-
ed Review of security, defence, 
development and foreign policy 
called for a closer working 
relationship between military 
o�  cers and civil servants. 

The Defence in a Com-
petitive Age paper, which set 
out the military response to 
the review, highlighted the 
creation of the Secretary of 
State’s O�  ce for Net Assess-
ment and Challenge that will 
bring together the best of the 
civil service, armed forces, 
academia and business, and 
challenge accepted wisdom 
and ways of doing things.

Carleton-Smith says that 
the challenges presented by 
the Integrated Review – “how 
do we better use the workforce 
types available to us? And how 
do we ensure that our various 
contributions are recognised 
and valued?” – illustrate pos-
sible changes. “Our organisa-
tion will need to constantly 
transform and evolve to react to 
the threats faced by our country 
and so there will always be ben-

efi t in testing 
and adjusting the 
way we work together.

“There is no rigid 
model for us to adhere to, 
but we must recognise and 
respect the relative contribu-
tions involved. This is about 
bringing to bear the right skills 
when and where we need them, 
using the collective expertise 
and innovation of our nation 
in order to meet the threats 
and challenges of the future.”

In particular, he says “it 
is imperative that we nurture 
the military–civil servant 
relationship”, adding: “The 
jobs can be very di� erent but 
the importance of the rela-
tionship between these two 
workforces remains crucial in 
ensuring the Army delivers 
in the most e� ective way.”

Carleton-Smith has himself 
had a very diverse career. His 
frontline operational roles, in-
cluding serving as commander 
of the SAS special forces unit, 

have 
been inter-
spersed with stints 
in the Ministry of Defence 
and the Army’s head o�  ce.

“That juxtaposition has 
given me a very rich tapestry of 
experience and exposure with 
my civil service colleagues, 
that I’ve really enjoyed,” he 
says. “And I’ve learned from 
civil service colleagues. 

“I’m a subject matter expert 
in terms of the application of 
the military instrument, but I 
wasn’t an expert with respect 
to navigating issues through 
Whitehall or managing the 
wider interdependencies 
that defence is reliant on. My 
civil service colleagues were, 
and I’ve learned as much 
from them in the balance of 

my career as I have from my 
other military colleagues.” 

In particular, he recalls work-
ing closely with civil servants 
as the MoD’s deputy director 
of policy planning in 2005, 
after returning from Afghani-
stan. “I learned very early that 
we were going to be much 
stronger together, and that has 
proved to be the case,” he says.

He acknowledges that 
his shift to that Whitehall job 
“couldn’t have been more stark”. 
“I’d spent two and a half years 
in Iraq and Afghanistan com-
manding the SAS – at the height 
of the insurgency in Iraq, and 
just as we were beginning to 
prepare the ground in Afghani-

MARK CARLETON-SMITH  ❮  INTERVIEW
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“I had lived a very 
robust, unsparing, 
expeditionary 
existence for 
a long time, so 
to suddenly 
fi nd myself 
parachuted into 
the fourth fl oor 
of the Ministry 
of Defence was 
not the easiest 
transition”stan for the extension of the 

NATO mission down into the 
southwest, and very specifi -
cally into Helmand for the UK. 

“I had lived a very robust, 
unsparing, expeditionary 
existence for a long time, so 
to suddenly fi nd myself para-
chuted into the fourth fl oor of 
the Ministry of Defence – but 
not into the operations directo-
rate that was actually dealing 
with war on two fronts, but into 
a much more rarefi ed intel-
lectual atmosphere associated 
with policy defi nition in its 
widest sense – was not the easi-
est transition to make. I had to 
decompress from one particu-
lar atmosphere, and culture 
and experience, and I had to 
grow another set of intellectual 
muscles in order to contribute 
to the policy planning team.” 

Among those he worked 
with are senior civil service 
fi gures like Gavin Barlow, 

now a direc-
tor in the Cabinet 

O�  ce; Dominic Wilson, 
now the director general for 
security policy in the MoD; 
and Damian Parmenter who 
went on to become director 
of the defence and security 
industrial strategy at the MoD.

“They certainly kept me 
sharp,” recalls Carleton-Smith. 
“And they were not predis-
posed to take military advice 
as self-evidently being either 
logical, or the single answer 
to the question. And it was 
frankly stimulating, rewarding 
and challenging to have those 
conversations with them.”

He says that the challenge 
of these di� erent roles “brought 
out the best in me” and is a 
strength of the MoD overall. 
So what would his advice be 
to colleagues – both military 
and civilian – who want to take 
advantage of this kind of per-
meability? “When I refl ect back 
on nearly 40 years in defence, 
the fi rst thing I’d say is that 
life is really all about making 
bold decisions, and I encour-
age them to make the most of 
the extraordinary breadth of 

variety that service with the 
Ministry of Defence does o� er.

“It’s all about developing 
and learning, and continuing 
to nurture that professional 
curiosity. I think you can really 
only do that by continuing to 
stretch yourself, and taking 
yourself very deliberately out 
of your comfort zone, and not 
limiting your horizons.”

This includes not limiting 
horizons within Whitehall. 
“We are paid in defence to 
be the subject matter expert, 
and those who are best at that 
are those who have thought 
deeply about our profession 
and our responsibilities and 
have studied it both in its 
breadth and its depth,” he says.

“But it is also those who can 
see defence in its wider context, 
across government and White-
hall. And I think that does speak 

to people who are prepared 
to pack their kit back up and 
expose themselves to the fresh 
challenges of working in other 
government departments – and 
then harnessing that experience 
and bringing it back and apply-
ing it again, inside defence.” 

He says that within gov-
ernment, the MoD is prob-
ably still seen as “somewhat 
insular, maybe overly hi-
erarchical and siloed, and 
speaking in hieroglyphics”. 

He concludes: “We need to 
break that down, and our best 
ambassadors are our youngest, 
brightest and best, who are tell-
ing the defence story among col-
leagues in other departments.” 

This, he hopes, will lead to 
an increased diversity of experi-
ence among o�  cials as they 
progress in their careers, with 
an increased ability to forge a 
consensus around an issue – 
what he deems the “litmus test” 
of success in Whitehall. “It is 
much more important, I think, 
the more senior you become, 
to be able to establish a con-
sensus around an issue, rather 
than be the only person in the 
room who’s actually right.”  

MARK CARLETON-SMITH  ❮  INTERVIEW
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The EU may have 
granted its former 
member state 
adequacy, but there 
will be many more 
issues to resolve 
in the coming 
years. Sam Trendall 
explores.

WHAT NEXT FOR 
THE UK’S DATA 
PROTECTION 
REGIME?

T
his will be welcome news to 
businesses, support contin-
ued cooperation between 
the UK and the EU, and help 
law enforcement authori-
ties keep people safe.”

This was how digital 
secretary Oliver Dowden 
greeted news at the end of 
June that the European Com-

mission had – “after more than a year” of 
discussions, the cabinet minister admitted 
– granted data adequacy status to the UK.

The decision, which allows data to 
fl ow between organisations in this coun-
try and the remaining 27 EU member 
states, ratifi es that the UK’s laws “ensure 
a level of protection for personal data… 
that is essentially equivalent” to the EU.

Although approval took longer than 
many had hoped – coming six months 
after the end of the Brexit transition period 
– it is perhaps no surprise that the UK 
received the green light in the end. A UK 
version of the EU General Data Protec-
tion Regulation has been signed into our 
domestic law, alongside the Data Protec-
tion Act, which o� ers similar assurances.

Jon Baines, senior data protection 
specialist at business law fi rm Mishcon 

de Reya, tells CSW that, for organisations 
moving data between the EU and the UK, 
the continued absence of an adequacy 
decision would have meant every transfer 
would have come with “a need for contrac-
tual arrangements… [and] every time you 
would have to add in a list of clauses”.

“It would have added signifi cant 
costs in terms of time,” he says.

Indeed, a November 2020 report from 
the New Economics Foundation and UCL 
European Institute – to which Baines 
contributed – estimated that the collective 
cost to the UK economy of failing to obtain 
adequacy would be as much as £1.6bn.

The decision means that data can 
now fl ow in both directions, in the 
certainty that the legal protection it 
receives in this country matches and 
complies with that of any EU nation.

But not covered by the adequacy 
decisions is the processing and transfer 
of information for the purposes of im-
migration control or enforcement. 

This is because, in those cases, the UK 
Data Protection Act e� ectively provides an 
exemption that means personal data does 
not enjoy the same rights and protections 
as when it is being used for other business, 
public service, or law enforcement purposes. 

The commission’s decision to 
exclude immigration data from the 
adequacy framework – which marked 
a divergence from the draft decision 
the commission published earlier this 
year – came in light of a successful legal 
challenge to the act’s immigration exemp-
tion, which the Court of Appeal recently 
ruled is incompatible with UK law.

“The commission will reassess the need 
for this exclusion once the situation has been 
remedied under UK law,” it said in a state-
ment when granting the adequacy decision.

‘IT IS NOT JUST WHAT THE LAWS 
LOOK LIKE ON THE PAGE’
Outside of this exception, general per-
sonal data and law-enforcement data is 
now free to move between public bodies 
and businesses throughout the EU and 
those in the bloc’s one former member.

But, even with this approval now granted, 
there are important caveats to bear in mind.

Most obviously, there is a “sun-
set clause”, stipulating that the deci-
sion applies for only four years, before 
it requires review and renewal.

Even during those 48 months, 
European legislators will be keep-
ing a close eye on the UK.

“
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“It is not just what the laws look like on 
the page – they will look at enforcement. 
The right to the protection of personal 
data is seen by the EU as a fundamen-
tal right, and they will look at whether 
the UK has respect for this. And they 
will look at it in the round,” says Baines, 
who is not a lawyer himself, but rather 
a specialist adviser, as well as a former 
public-sector data protection o¡cer.

Beyond how existing law is interpreted 
and enforced by the Information Commis-
sioner’s O¡ce, there is also the issue of 
how the UK chooses to interact with other 
countries, and the boundaries it sets for 
data transfers with the rest of the world.

The UK became the 13th addition 
to the list of countries or territories that 
have been, at least in part, been granted 
EU adequacy. It joins Andorra, Argentina, 

Canada, the Faroe Islands, Guernsey, 
Israel, the Isle of Man, Japan, Jer-

sey, New Zealand, Switzerland 
and Uruguay. South Korea 

is in the process of 
obtaining adequacy.

Among those 
not on the list are 

Australia, India, 
Brazil, Russia, 

China, the 
whole of 
Africa and, 
perhaps 
most 
notably, 
the US.

While the UK govern-
ment has often trumpeted the 

UK’s newfound ability to set its 
own laws, untethered from the frame-

work of European legislation, the impor-
tance of maintaining adequacy is such 
that making any significant variance 
from the EU data protection mechanisms 
could be a very tricky move to pull o�.

The respective relationships with 
the US will be an area that is watched 
particularly closely; between 2016 and 
July last year, data transfers between 
EU countries and the US were covered 
by the Privacy Shield agreement, which 
enabled US processors to self-certify their 
compliance with European data law.

But that arrangement has now been 
struck down by the Court of Justice of the 
EU, which found that Privacy Shield, and 
the wider US data-protection regime, do 
not provide protections for citizens’ data 
su¡cient to comply with European law.

Unless and until a replacement frame-
work is agreed, for both the UK and the 

EU, the US remains a third-party country 
which, like another 150-plus nations around 
the world, is not considered to have ad-
equate protections for personal data.

But now, for the first time, the UK 
has the ability – in theory, at least – to 
take a more permissive approach 
to transatlantic data transfers.

“Where it gets interesting is whether 
there will be a divergence between the UK 
and the EU,” Baines says. “It is possible 
that the UK could take a bold decision 
on the US to make data transfers easier. 
But that would almost certainly present 
a risk for the EU adequacy decision.”

He adds: “For all third-party countries 
around the world, the government has said 

that we going to 
look at our own 
adequacy assess-
ments. And each 
of those is going to 
be scrutinised by 
the EU. While we 
have some freedom 
to set our own data 
laws and apply our 
own data regime, 
none of this is 
going to happen 
in a vacuum.”

Since Brexit 
was formalised 

earlier this year, there have not yet been 
any significant changes in the UK’s 
data-protection landscape. But there has 
been a shift in the tone adopted by poli-
ticians when discussing the matter.

“There have been a number of de-
velopments from the government in 
terms of policy aspirations which use 
the type of language that suggests that 
the UK wants to be ‘innovative’ in how 
data is used and wants to promote the 
data economy,” Baines says. “It is pos-
sible that there might be some pushing 
of the boundaries which might just give 
European legislators pause for thought.”

“There is so much politicking going 
on,” he adds. “It wouldn’t surprise me 
to hear [in the next few years] that the 
commission is concerned by develop-
ments in the UK – then there will prob-
ably be a little bit of rowing back, and 
then there will be an announcement then 
another [counter] announcement.”

After five years of Brexit, parties on both 
sides should, at least, be quite used to that. 

“The right to the protection 
of personal data is seen by 
the EU as a fundamental 
right, and they will look 
at whether the UK has 
respect for this. And they 
will look at it in the round.”
Jon Baines, Mishcon 
de Reya 
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EXPLORING GERMANY’S 
SYSTEM  OF POLITICAL 
CIVIL SERVANTS
The federal government in Germany has 
developed a third way between the models 
of the UK and US civil services, with political 
control over only the top jobs. Werner 
Jann sheds light on this hybrid system

W
hile the United States changes its top civil 
service leaders with every new president 
(see the recent CSW article by Lorenzo 
Castellani), and the UK, at least in theory, 
sticks to a model of apolitical civil servants 
who can serve any government, Germany 

has developed a system of “political civil servants”, 
which places it somewhere between the US and the UK. 

This model is neither very well known nor well 
understood outside Germany, but the institution of 
political civil servants, and a tradition of political retire-
ment for civil servants in Germany, dates back to the 
middle of the 19th century – around the same time as the 
Northcote-Trevelyan reforms in the UK. During this pe-
riod in Prussia, the “lifetime principle” for civil servants 
was introduced. This meant that o�cials could no longer 
be dismissed unless they committed a civil o�ence, and 
this raised the question of how to constrain their power 
– and how to secure a degree of harmony between the 
monarch and top civil servants. Therefore, in 1849 (when 
quite a few civil servants had shown sympathies with the 
failed 1848 revolution) a new ordinance was introduced 
in Prussia that set out a number of leading positions 
within the administration that could be temporarily 
retired by the king at any time. In the following decades, 
this concept of political civil servants was introduced 
in most German länder, or states, and from 1871 on, in 
the new German empire. And it is still in place today.

According to section 54 of the German law on 
federal public servants, civil servants in the two high-
est hierarchical ranks in federal ministries – admin-
istrative state secretaries (the o�cial administrative 
heads of ministries, like permanent secretaries in the 

Politics’ Home The Federal Chancellery building in Berlin

28-29 CSW308 Germany civil service.indd   28 27/07/2021   18:20:35



  |  July/August 2021  |  29civilserviceworld.com

GERMAN CIVIL SERVICE  ❮  FEATURE

UK) and directors general (heads of directorates) – are 
defined as political civil servants. Most of them are 
career civil servants, but they serve at the request of 
their ministers and can be retired at any time without 
any reason given, while they keep their earned pen-
sion rights. They can also be recalled at any time. The 
basic idea is that ministers should be able to choose 
civil servants they trust as the most important o�cials 
and advisers in their departments and if this trust – for 
whatever reason – no longer holds, to replace them.

Alongside the federal chancellor, there are currently 
15 federal ministers and 35 parliamentary state secretar-
ies, so all in all 50 ministerial positions in the federal 
government, and about 160 political civil servants 
– less than 1% of all 22,000 civil servants in all federal 
ministries. All other civil servants – the heads of sub-
directorates, heads of divisions and all lower 
hierarchical ranks – are career civil servants 
in tenure positions. But this does not mean 
that they do not fulfil politicised functions in 
policymaking or have no party a�liation.

One important and defining feature of 
the German system is that all civil servants, 
from the lowest to the highest level, can be members 
of political parties, and very often are. Allowing party 
membership (even for soldiers) is one of the many les-
sons the founding fathers of the federal republic drew 
from the experiences of the downfall of the Weimar Re-
public and the rise of Nazi Germany, which was strongly 
supported from inside the civil service. A famous 
liberal constitutional lawyer already in 1930 character-
ised the apolitical civil servant as the “living lie of the 
authoritarian state” (lebenslüge des obrigkeitsstaates).

As a result, Germans prefer their civil servants 
not to hide behind a false veil of political disinterest. 
This does not mean that all civil servants are mem-
bers of a political party, but that being a member is 
legitimate. For many civil servants – but certainly 
not for all – their political preference is therefore well 
known. This political orientation does not impede 
their role as civil servants; indeed, their loyalty to 
serve all democratically elected leaders is taken for 
granted. In practice, the party political activities of 
civil servants are much less restrained than in many 
other countries. Highly visible activities for left or 
right-wing radical parties are, however, forbidden.

Empirical studies examining the career background 
of the political civil servants in federal ministries have 
repeatedly shown that many of them gain profes-
sional experience in civil service positions close to 
politics, such as personal assistant to a minister or 
head of a minister’s o�ce in the federal chancellery, or 
as party sta� in parliament while being on leave from 
their position in the ministry. All those positions are 
not only suitable to acquire political knowledge, they 
may also reflect a civil servant’s party political attach-
ment. Thus, it does not come as a surprise that many 
higher civil servants in Germany are party members. 
A recent biographical study found that 46% of all state 
secretaries between 1949 and 2013 belonged to their 
minister’s party, 13% to another government party, 
and the remaining 40% were nonpartisan at the time 
of appointment,. Recent studies show that about 60% 

of state secretaries are members of political parties. 
The percentage is much lower at lower positions, 
but there is no data about the entire civil service.

Promotion to the top positions in federal ministries 
thus depends both on professional competence and 
on party political attachment and loyalty. Political civil 
servants are mostly, but not necessarily, members of the 
same political party as the minister and most of them 
are replaced after a change in government. But between 
elections it is not unusual for political civil servants to 
be sent into early retirement when their relationships 
with ministers go sour. The share of top o�cials who 
are party members or have clear party political loyal-
ties is high, even among heads of sub-directorates 
and divisions, which are not part of the political civil 
servant group, and there is no doubt that party mem-

bership is relevant 
for top administra-
tive careers in the 
German govern-
ment. But while top 
civil servants may 
depend on politi-

cal support for their careers, this relationship cuts both 
ways. Ministers are as much, or perhaps even more, 
dependent on the support, loyalty, professionalism and 
expertise of top civil servants. The result is that, among 
others things, there is not a class of special advisers, 
separate from the civil service in Germany, as in Britain.

In sum, in German ministries (also at the regional 
länder level) the institution of political civil serv-
ants is key. While Prussian public administration 
was a key factor in the development of the idea of 
a merit-based bureaucracy, the political relevance 
of top civil servants has, nevertheless, been ac-
knowledged since the middle of the 19th century. 

Political civil servants, therefore, act as linkages 
between the professional bureaucracy and the politi-
cal leadership, helping to create mutual understand-
ing, trust and softening misunderstandings and 
suspicion between both spheres. The typical blame 
games between politicians and civil servants, or even 
“a government of strangers” (a well-known descrip-
tion of the US system), are therefore rather unusual 
in Germany. The relationship between politics and 
administration, between elected politicians and ap-
pointed civil servants, is never without tensions and 
conflicts. But the German politicised civil service, 
both in functional and party political terms, seems to 
have led to fewer conflicts, misunderstandings and 
blame games than in other democratic countries. 

Top civil servants in Germany need both pro-
fessional expertise and political craft. They do not 
pretend to be apolitical, and both politicians and 
the German public usually know where their top 
o�cials come from and what they stand for. 

Prof Dr Werner Jann is the senior professor emeritus 
for political science, administration and organisation 
at the faculty for economics and social sciences 
at Potsdam University. For more information 
see his and Sylvia Veit’s contribution in a new 
handbook on Public Administration in Germany.

“Germans prefer their 
civil servants not to 
hide behind a false veil 
of political disinterest”
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LESSONS FOR  
THE GOVERNMENT 
CONSULTING HUB
The government has confirmed that it plans to go ahead 
with the creation of a central consultancy hub. How should 
it work? Iain Greenwood explores the issues

T
he government has set out plans to 
set up a consulting hub, e�ectively 
an internal consultancy for govern-
ment, as part of e�orts to cut depart-
ments’ use of external consultants – 

which Cabinet O�ce minister Lord Agnew 
has said has infantilised the civil service.

This is not the first time that the 
government has aimed to control con-
sultancy costs, and there are lessons 

from what has gone before that need to 
be considered for a successful internal 
consultancy to survive and thrive.

The first thing to consider is to be clear 
about what the key aim is for running this 
function. Is it for cost savings, public sec-
tor e�ciency or to boost the skills of civil 

servants? It is important to be clear here, 
as this will influence the final model used.

Added to this, the government needs to 
look at whether there is an existing organi-
sation that is being run that could be used 
as a model, or developed into an internal 
consultancy. Examples that should be con-
sidered before starting afresh could include 
the Infrastructure and Projects Authority 
and the Government Commercial Organi-

sation (includ-
ing the complex 
transaction team).

It is also impor-
tant to consider 
what skills are 
really required 
to run this or-

ganisation. What is the optimum mix 
of internal and external sta�? The ideal 
scenario, in line with Lord Agnew and 
Cabinet O�ce permanent secretary Alex 
Chisholm’s aims, will be for civil servants 
to make up most of the team. However, 
this is never as straightforward as it seems 

and there is likely to be a degree of reli-
ance on external support. This needs to 
be identified at the beginning with a ratio 
agreed (and stuck to) where possible.

It is also important to consider size 
and scalability. The government will need 
to find the balance between starting out 
too small, and thus not being able to build 
a positive reputation quickly enough 
and to meet the needs of programmes, 
which may lead to it fizzling out. Simi-
larly, trying to grow too quickly without 
the right people and processes could lead 
to non-delivery. If this happens, it would 
likely lead to management consultancies 
being brought in to turn things around, 
ultimately defeating the object. In short, 
they don’t want run before they can walk.

And, once they can walk, what is the 
optimum amount of time for consult-
ants to stay in this organisation? To 
ensure that burnout and elitism does 
not take over, and there is a breadth of 
fresh ideas, consultants should rotate out 
around every two years. This will also 
assist with greater knowledge transfer.

But government will also need to con-
sider attraction and retention more broadly. 
Once these civil servants have been in the 
hub for a period of time it will become a 
hunting ground for management consultan-
cies (who can o�er much higher salaries). 
The government will need to consider 
how they make themselves more attractive 
than the Big Four or other management 
consultancies to retain them, which could 
be a problem within renewed pay restraint. 
So what can the government do to retain 
these individuals in the longer term?

This is just one of a number of ques-
tions around incentives. How will this 
organisation gain buy-in? Many organisa-
tions, particularly in certain areas of central 
government, do not like paying for ser-
vices. Another question concerns working 
practices of civil servants working the hub. 
Traditional management consultants work 
all hours to deliver for the customer not just 
to do a good job, but also to win more busi-
ness – and often those leading teams have 
financial incentives. How can the Treasury 
incentivise the civil servants to deliver at 
the same pace with similar outcomes?

Decisions on each of these is-
sues are critical to creating and suc-
cessfully running a consulting hub or 
internal consultancy, and should not 
be taken without clear analysis. 

Iain Greenwood is a former civil 
servant, where his roles included 
working on assurance on Cabinet 
O�ce consultancy cost controls.

“The government will need to find the 
balance between starting out too small, 
and not being able to meet the needs 
of programmes, or growing too quickly, 
which could lead to non-delivery”
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