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To our beautiful daughter Freya, 
who made all of this seem so simple.




INTRODUCTION
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To get the attention of a large animal, be it an elephant or a bureaucracy, it helps to know what part of it feels pain. Be very sure, though, that you want its full attention.

Kelvin Throop

 
This book is all about people’s experiences with the official world. When I say ‘official’, I am referring not only to the  whole beige panoply of councils, departments and ministries of state; but also to petty bureaucrats, jobsworths and a motley selection of twittering imbeciles from many kinds of different organisations. From car parking contractors to online auction sites, from public to private organisations, they all have their own counter-intuitive rules, regulations and ‘red tape’ to inflict on the rest of us.

In the following chapters you will find a number of encounters between this official world and ordinary members of the public, with the occasional internal bout between warring departments thrown in for good measure. No matter who’s pitted against who, almost all of the anecdotes have a common thread - the trouble truly starts when the procedure not only gets in the way of the result, it actually becomes more important.

Almost everyone has a story about a difficult form, a nonsensical government department, an unhelpful call centre or an encounter with a power-hungry jobsworth intent on ruining their day.

For example, you may have been patiently making your way up a telephone queuing system, only to have your call dropped unceremoniously after 35 minutes. That is 35 minutes of low-fidelity tape loop, über-perky announcements and bland reassurances - against all the evidence provided - of the importance of your call. But it’s also over half an hour you can never reclaim, 35 minutes of frustration and niggling  discontent that there is no operator ready to take your call, that there is probably no representative busy with another customer. Perhaps there is nobody in the call centre at all - an abandoned floor of an empty building recharged with melancholy and resentment each day by a thousand people alternately sighing and belching obscenities from afar into their telephone handsets.

Or maybe you have been required to fill in a dozen pages of invasive paperwork, only to be told that it was ‘the wrong form’. Sensing your difficulty with this pointless monomania, staff then treat you like a buffoon and issue you leaflets on how to fill in further leaflets.

The stories in this book highlight particular cases where twisted lines of communications and the odd obstructive member of front-line staff have conspired to make something that should be simple, very complicated indeed. But the bureaucratic system, with its undue emphasis on procedure and rules encourages silliness all the way up the chain of command.

As a ready example, who thought that it was acceptable to produce official paperwork for the attention of the recently bereaved that is so complex and twisted that one, four-page form has 24 pages of separate explanatory notes which, in turn, are accompanied by 14 pages of extra notes that provide further explanation of the explanatory notes? Why was the unit which presided over this mean-spirited enterprise simply  not taken outside and shot through the lungs with high-velocity HB pencils?

Who decided that it was a great idea to play their disgruntled customers Eine Kleine Nachtmusik arranged for the accordion and spoons as hold muzak, and should they, indeed, be nailed to the back of a heavy door with croquet hoops as soon as a suitable supplier is found?

While compiling this collection of stories, I received a particularly concerned email from what would seem to be a particularly concerned civil servant.

‘I am a civil servant (not the kind depicted in Spooks or the Whitehall variety),’ begins the email, with a flourish of irrelevance. ‘All I have to say is that the vast majority of civil servants are just that… public servants, and happy to be that. What really screws everything up is the bone-headed intervention of management; the kind of corporate wankers and politicians who by some miracle of evolution have been deigned to be worthy to govern over us and be the public face of so many hard-working people who do all the shit that Joe Public takes for granted.’

All fair points from our correspondent, ‘Golden Brown’, who concluded, ‘Do us a favour and clarify who are the bad guys, ’cos it sure isn’t the people on the front line. I understand (and fully support) any grievance with the bureaucratic assholes in charge, but don’t taint the rest of us with the same brush. We work damned hard and do our best for wages on the poverty line’.

First things first: while I would agree that many front-line staff in the civil service do not exactly earn a king’s ransom, ‘poverty line’ is rather over-egging the pudding. There’s room for improvement for sure, but nobody behind the desk at the Department for Work and Pensions is cold half the week because they can’t afford to switch the heating on at home.

Also, with regard to the suggestion that the reputation of front-line staff remained completely unmauled during the making of this book: I have been sent a couple of quite staggering tales of arrogance at the customer-facing end - and some of these are dealt with in the first chapter, Jobsworths on the Front Line. So, sorry about that Golden Brown, but I feel that the worst of your colleagues are giving the honourable and decent majority a bad name which could, in itself, be regarded as just as damaging and obstructive to the smooth operation of services.

Having said that, this book is arranged according to grass-roots principles - that is, from the bottom up - in recognition of the fact that, like all systems of administration, modern bureaucracy works in a trickle-down manner and that the chief mark of the jobsworth is that they are on the bottom and have no one left to oppress but me and you. It works its way up the greasy pole of administration, unloading the blame as it goes.

I would have replied directly to our correspondent with these points but unfortunately, in a played-for or accidental  bureaucratic flourish, Golden Brown forgot to leave a functioning email address, and a long and thoughtful 500-word reply bounced off the Hotmail server like a foam ball off a Plexiglas shield. So, in the manner of a claimant seeking to resolve some arcane point of benefit law by shouting at the outside of a Jobcentre, this book should be considered as Golden Brown’s detailed reply - a 184-page book in response to a 172-word email. Once you have read this book, I hope you’ll agree that that is a fitting response to the red tape, officialdom and bureaucracy within these pages.




PROLOGUE

A tangled history of red tape
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In 1872, Thomas Baker, Barrister-at-Law of the Inner Temple, produced a slim volume of invective with the cumbersome title The Insidious Red Tape Form of Government in England. Together with a brief seven-page rant about a  completely unconnected subject, it amounted to 39 pages of rational and well-argued loathing of what Baker saw as the self-serving wing of the civil service.

‘What then is this mighty power?’ Baker asks rhetorically. ‘The system has, in one sense, been very aptly described as the art of spoiling paper; for the tons of thick foolscap wasted by its votaries in the effort to kill time are incalculable.’

Previously only known for penning a series of lengthy and sober legal texts, including ‘The Laws Relating to Burials in England and Wales’ (complete, according to the subtitle, with ‘notes, forms’ and, rather alarmingly, ‘practical instructions’), this pithy tirade was a little out of character, but was also, nevertheless, a fine example of what can happen to any one of us when faced with insurmountable obstacles like government departments and intractable bureaucracy. Apart from the slightly archaic turn of phrase, the anachronistic references to Victorian grandees long forgotten and Baker’s detailed examples of waste and extravagance in what seems now like Palaeolithic currency, the book could easily have been written last week.

Particularly if last week was, for instance, the last week of an election campaign. The strong - even shrill - libertarian opinions would not be out of place coming from the mouth of almost any 21st-century politician seeking easy votes in exchange for a popular promise. Baker’s fascination with the administrative stalemate, nepotism and corruption of his time still ring true today. Indeed, we hear so much about red  tape, how it is essential to cut it in government, local councils and the European Union, it may come as a surprise that a government body has already banned it outright.

Actually, that’s not quite true. The Stationery Office - set up by the Treasury in 1786 to bulk-buy office supplies for the Crown - did indeed abolish red tape in 1914, but they were far more concerned with tackling supply procurement problems than setting up an Edwardian Better Regulation Task Force. Taking a lead from legal clerks, who had been binding documents together with red ribbon since the 17th century, civil servants had long since tied official papers with red cloth tape. At the outbreak of the First World War the Stationery Office let it be known that there would be no more red tape, as the red dye was manufactured in enemy territory. The phrase lives on, however, along with all the irritation and anger that excessive bureaucracy causes.

If the term ‘red tape’ has a long legacy, the concept of bureaucracy is apparently timeless. The word has its roots in France and was first used in the mid-17th century by the French laissez-faire economist Jean Claude Marie Vincent de Gournay. Bureau, an office or a writing desk, is taken from the Latin word burrus, the green baize cloth used to cover those desks, while the Greek word kratos, meaning rule, gives us the -cracy element. If it was literally trans- lated, bureaucracy would mean government by green cloth - subtly different to rule by red tape.

De Gournay became the French Administrator of Commerce in 1751 and coined the term in response to the multitude of official regulations first put in place a hundred years earlier by Louis XIV’s Comptroller of Finance, Jean-Baptiste Colbert - regulations that, de Gournay believed, placed an intolerable strain on commerce.

The theme was picked up by author Friedrich Melchior, Baron von Grimm - an ex-pat German living in Paris who took it upon himself to write a series of occasionally trenchant letters to various sovereigns of German states during the latter half of the 18th century. In his letter of 15 July 1765 he writes, ‘The real spirit of the laws in France is that bureaucracy of which the late Monsieur de Gournay used to complain so greatly; here the offices, clerks, secretaries, inspectors and intendants are not appointed to benefit the public interest, indeed the public interest appears to have been established so that offices might exist.’

If there is one thing that can be gleaned from these remarks from analytical minds over a period of 250 years, it is that bureaucracy is enduring and that our relationship with it has not changed for a very long time. Indeed, the concept of a bureaucracy pre-dates all of these writers by thousands of years, having first come to pre-eminence in the world’s first nation - ancient Egypt, where enormous royal projects like the Pyramids of the Third and Fourth Dynasties required sophisticated tax collection and administrative effort as far  back as 2500 BC. But what we think of as modern bureaucracy was invented by the Chinese - specifically the short-lived Qin Dynasty that ruled between 221 and 206 BC and effectively united China. As a method of control, it must have been a success - Qin Shi Huangdi, the first Emperor of the Dynasty, was sufficiently in command of his realm to order the construction of a life-size, 8,000-strong, terracotta army to accompany him in his mausoleum and into the afterlife. Shi Huangdi’s tomb complex, complete with a scale replica of the universe that incorporated gems and pearls set in ceilings representing the cosmos and free-flowing mercury for the sea, is believed to have taken 700,000 workers 38 years to complete. The lavish dedication and ornament are testament to his power in this world, power that came not only from military might, but administrative organisation. In his lifetime, Shi Huangdi was responsible for the construction of 6,000 miles of road and 1,000 miles of canal.

The Qin bureaucracy was developed by subsequent dynasties, particularly the Later Han from AD 25 to 220, into a system capable of running the largest country of its time with a population equivalent to 21st-century Britain. Indeed, the greatest surprise is that, having invented bureaucracy, it still took the Chinese another thousand years to invent gunpowder. Perhaps the discovery was in the hands of an executive sub-committee.

Around the same time as the Chinese were experimenting  with blowing one another up, another great bureaucratic civilisation, the Byzantine Empire were perfecting the dark arts of administration. By the 8th century, what was originally the Eastern arm of the Roman Empire was administered by thousands of officials in its capital, Constantinople - present-day Istanbul. Officials at the time differentiated themselves from the lower classes by wearing more elaborate dress - including conspicuously enormous hats. There is even a mosaic in the Chora Church in Istanbul from around 1320 that depicts a traditional devout subject - Joseph of Nazareth and the Virgin Mary - in a traditional Byzantine administrative context, that of putting their names down on the census. The official in charge of proceedings - Quirinius the Roman Governor of Syria - appears to not so much wearing a hat, as a large modernist sculpture on his head.

Administration and the church go hand in hand elsewhere - not least because of the link between clerics and clerks. In medieval times most bookkeeping and writing was performed by members of the clergy as they were among the few groups literate enough for the work, hence the term ‘clerical work’. Notwithstanding the ancient Chinese, Byzantine and Egyptian empires and dynasties, churches pre-date most governments as power structures. The most powerful of these, the Roman Curia - usually known as the Vatican State - has existed since 1588 and acts as the governmental and administrative arm of the Holy See; in effect it  is the Pope’s civil service and cabinet rolled into one.

The Vatican has many distinctions that mark it out as rather a modern and efficient state. On the face of it - as befits its internationalist status and global influence - its telecommunications, postal and banking systems are second to none; when in Rome, in fact, you should do as the Romans do and post all your international correspondence via the Vatican Post - it will probably reach its destination several days before packages posted in Italy’s postboxes. And nearly everyone will get on well with the Vatican’s phone system, where there are no automated announcements, labyrinthine menus to negotiate or canned music to pacify you. Your call really is important to the Vatican and even if the Pope’s kicked the Pontiff’s Pail, your call will still be answered by a nun within 30 seconds. Godspeed and all that, but then again, there is something a little backward - medieval, if you insist - about a country that provides hole in the wall cash machines that can display instructions in Latin, a nation where very little structural change has occurred for 400 years - a city which almost celebrates how little it ever changes. Indeed, in 1979 there was a perception that it was running into financial difficulties and that some of those difficulties were down to the ancient Roman curia, whose complex procedures were described by those who were unfortunate to run into them as ‘Byzantine’. The new Pope, John Paul II, called a meeting of the Sacred College of Cardinals to discuss church business - the first  time the Sacred College had met in four centuries. It was no coincidence that the last time the College of Cardinals had been summoned was just before the curia was set up. John Paul was trying to redistribute administrative duties back to the Cardinals. After all, at around 109 acres in size and with only about 558 citizens, it’s reasonable to assume that there isn’t a lot of administration to be done with regards to the Vatican State itself.

At the same time as the new Pope was rearranging the bureaucracy of the Vatican, two things were happening in the UK that had important long-term consequences for all of us. First, Margaret Thatcher came to power and completely changed the bureaucratic landscape with her instinctive loathing of the civil service, local councils and public administration of all kinds. Part of her answer was to expand the role of quasi-autonomous non-governmental organisations - better known as quangos. Quangos were made up of political appointees, rather than elected officials or career civil servants and are, therefore a new kind of bureaucracy, an unaccountable, unelected bureaucracy - one open to criticisms of cronyism and which, because of the way it opens up the executive wing of government to people who may have conflicting interests or axes to grind, affords opportunities for abuse.

Secondly, as we shall see in Chapter 1, a new form of commercial bureaucracy took off with the introduction of the BS 5750 kite mark, the British standard for quality management. Ironically, given her hatred of red tape, Thatcher was a keen advocate of the BS 5750 - seeing it as the British equivalent of the Japanese Miracle - and her Department for Trade and Industry ruthlessly pimped it to the world, despite concerns from business leaders and managers about the extra bureaucracy involved and what many saw as its low value. In essence, the BS 5750 was merely an exercise in validating your processes simply by writing them down. Unfortunately, for such a simple process, it became a self-perpetuating system, where companies who had qualified for it insisted on dealing only with other kite-marked firms. It gave life to thousands of consultant businesses - so-called certification bodies feeding off a system more akin to a pyramid scheme than a philosophy of management. In one celebrated case, Oxford City Council actually insisted that Morris dancers had to be registered for what has been termed ‘son of BS 5750’, the International Standards Organisation’s ISO 9000, in order to take part in a local festival promoted by the council. Because it was an official body, the council could not hire any person or firm, including a group of Morris dancers, unless they were ISO 9000 certified.

Margaret Thatcher’s government, who sold the International Standards Organisation (ISO) the BS 5750 and added silliness to the official list of British exports, is therefore directly responsible for the growth of unimaginative, by-the-book, jargon-laden business consultancy that adds little value and  makes business less efficient. Unwittingly, as she severed each head from bureaucracy in the public sector, the hydra grew stronger in her beloved, previously efficient private sector. In that way, at least, all those election eve promises, rants and raves about red tape and Better Regulation Task Forces are utterly pointless. All good intentions come to nought. Bureaucracy will never die. Red tape is here to stay.




CHAPTER 1

Jobsworths on the front-line

Tales of tax, VAT, the Jobcentre and an army of bureaucrats who only obey orders
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In a side street, not far from the burning Palace of Justice, yet out of the way, stood a man sharply distinguished from the crowd, flailing his hands in the air and moaning over and over again: ‘The files are burning! All the files.’ ‘Better files than people!’ I told him, but that did not interest him; all he could  think of was the files. ... He was inconsolable. I found him comical, even in this situation. But I was also annoyed. ‘They’ve been shooting down people!’ I said angrily, ‘and you’re carrying on about files!’ He looked at me as if I weren’t there and wailed repeatedly: ‘The files are burning! All the files!’  The Torch in my Ear, Elias Canetti Translated from the German by Joachim Neugroschel.


 
Laurence Peter, co-author of the ground-breaking 1969 study of hierarchies, The Peter Principle, observed that employers and managers that are competent assess employees according to their results - in other words, their output is what is important. Incompetent bosses, however, take more notice of inputs and how their employees respond to the job’s rules, procedures and policies.

Despite being written almost 40 years ago, it clearly explains the success of what we think of as a modern phenomenon - the jobsworth. A similar, but trans-Atlantic term for members of an organisation who blindly obey orders, no matter what the consequences are, is sheepwalkers, but jobsworth is better in that it is an utterly British concept.

So how did the jobsworth become such a British institution? Although the word - a contraction of ‘it’s more than my job’s worth - is relatively modern, having been popularised by the BBC television programme That’s Life during the 1980s, the tradition goes to the very root of the same obedient  British soul that makes us expert at forming queues and taking orders from anyone in authority, regardless of the actual uniform they are wearing. The same innate character traits could perhaps even explain the success of 1950s seaside prisoner camps like Butlins - it’s all there, the discipline of having a day of activities laid out for you, the oppressive, chain-link fences and observation towers and a battalion of redcoats. Like the army, but with lilos.
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