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As more evidence of incompetence emerges, the government's reforms look too timid. The main problem remains chronic over-centralisation

David Simonds

BRITAIN'S civil service has often been lampooned, but the man in Whitehall who knew best did at least command a wary respect. Sir Humphrey Appleby, the wily permanent secretary at the top of the Department of Administrative Affairs, ran rings round James Hacker, the hapless politician in “Yes Minister”, the 1980s television sitcom. 

More and more, however, people are criticising civil servants for their incompetence rather than laughing at their cunning. Less than a year after John Reid, the home secretary, described the Home Office as “not fit for purpose”, more bungling has come to light. The records of hundreds of British nationals convicted abroad of serious offences have not been put on a police database used to vet people who want to work with children or vulnerable adults. Ministers say they were unaware of this until January 9th, although senior police had written to Tony McNulty, the police minister, in October about difficulties in dealing with foreign convictions. 

The Home Office's abysmal record is reflected across the wider public sector. The inadequacies of state schools were highlighted this week when it emerged that Ruth Kelly, a former education secretary, had decided to educate privately one of her children who has special needs. 

These and other reverses have caused a fit of introspection among both politicians and senior civil servants. If so many good intentions backed by so much extra money under Labour have failed so dismally, maybe the cause lies within government itself. But who is to blame? 

One camp puts the politicians in the dock. The charge: reckless driving of a civil service once renowned as a sleekly purring Rolls-Royce. Under Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair, ruling parties with big majorities have failed to respect the old convention that allowed civil servants to speak truth to ministers without fear or favour. As Whitehall has become meekly compliant with ministerial whims, “Yes, minister” has ceased to mean “No, minister”, and poorly designed and executed policies have proliferated.

That is the gist of criticisms levelled by Sir Christopher Foster, a former adviser to both Conservative and Labour governments. In his report “Why Are We So Badly Governed?”, he deplores the poor quality of government-policy statements such as white papers, which have become “incoherent, poorly argued and evidenced”. 

The prime minister's “sofa style” of government has also come in for stick for failing to heed the importance of what Whitehall old hands call “process”—formal consultation and record-taking. The review in 2004 of intelligence on weapons of mass destruction, headed by Lord Butler, a former head of the civil service, worried about “the informality and circumscribed character of the government's procedures which we saw in the context of policy-making towards Iraq”. 

In contrast, another camp blames Sir Humphrey. The civil service may once have been the fabled Roller but it has now become an old banger. According to a recent report from the Institute for Public Policy Research, Labour's favourite think-tank, “Whitehall is poor at reflecting on its purpose, strategic thinking, dealing with inadequate performance, managing change effectively, learning from mistakes or working across departments.”

Guy Lodge and Ben Rogers, the authors, argue that these inadequacies are rooted in the hallowed but now moth-eaten doctrine of ministerial responsibility. Under this convention, ministers are accountable to Parliament and civil servants to ministers. This allows each to hide behind the other (though permanent secretaries answer as accounting officers for their departments to a committee of MPs).

Re-tuning the engine

Neither camp is necessarily right. Gordon Brown, the chancellor and likely successor to Mr Blair as prime minister, and Sir Gus O'Donnell, the head of the civil service since 2005, seem to accept that there is room for improvement on both sides. Mr Brown, who called this week for “a new style of government”, is expected to adopt a more formal way of conducting affairs. Sir Gus has instigated “capability reviews” across Whitehall. Although these fall short of full independent scrutiny, they have highlighted a number of weaknesses, especially in the delivery of services. 

Neither of these approaches is ambitious, but there is a case for caution. For example, a bolder reform would draw a divide between policy, for which ministers would carry the can, and delivery, for which a more managerial cadre of civil servants would be accountable. This model has worked at the Bank of England since it was given operational control over interest rates to meet the government's inflation target. But Christopher Hood, professor of government at Oxford University, says that it would be hard to draw such a line more generally in the public services and that the deal would be likely to break down in mutual recrimination.

Sir Gus agrees that it would be difficult to separate out strategic objectives and implementation, pointing out that the “how” can often be quite political. He dismisses the idea of a lost golden age in the civil service, saying that it has got better and more professional, with, for example, qualified finance directors now in most departments. He says that the decision to conduct and to publish the capability reviews is an important step forward.

Arguably the most important change the civil service needs to make is to curb its itch to centralise. The top-down control of British public services is exceptional, according to Christopher Pollitt of Leuven University in Belgium. Between 2001 and 2005 he took part in a study of Britain, the Netherlands, Sweden and Finland, comparing areas of government such as the prison service. All four countries used indicators to manage performance but “what was startlingly different was the way they were used in Britain.” In the other three countries no one believed they could steer by indicators alone whereas in Britain “the regime was applied in a harsher, more mechanistic way.”

Labour does at least now pay lip-service to the need for more local discretion in public services. But handing back real power seems a lost cause. Britain may have lost an empire overseas, but politicians at Westminster and civil servants in Whitehall have rebuilt one at home and they will not let go.

