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The Hain Diaries: Editor’s Note





The Hain Diaries are a selection of extracts from notes and digital recordings made by Peter Hain throughout his twelve years serving in government.


They are not intended to be a detailed, day-by-day account of the internal machinations of the New Labour government. Peter was not a prolific diarist in the way that Alan Clark, Tony Benn, Chris Mullin or Alastair Campbell were. Rather, this is a collection of candid and thoughtful reflections, offering a unique insight into the ups and downs of ministerial life, informed and enhanced by Peter’s experiences of life before and outside politics.


This insight comes from a figure who achieved senior office and was directly involved in some of the most sensitive issues, from Iraq to Europe, but who was not in either of the Blair or Brown ‘camps’ and is thus able to offer a non-sectarian perspective of New Labour in power. To this extent, I hope these diaries will complement Peter’s memoir Outside In (published by Biteback in 2012).


The overriding and unifying theme that emerges from the plurality of extracts is the challenge of problem-solving and deal-making. Peter’s career in government was marked by daily struggles to reconcile rival interests and individuals in bold attempts to make progress on historically sensitive political problems: whether striving to protect and uphold human rights and national self-determination as Foreign Minister; negotiating complex devolution settlements as Secretary of State for Wales and later for Northern Ireland; or upholding Britain’s national interests while achieving agreement in Europe.


Peter’s successes and failures, documented in this collection, and the lessons learned from them, make fascinating reading for anybody interested in a genuinely personal account of the workings of government.


 


Matthew Ward
















1. Secretary of State for Wales and leader of the House of Commons





Wales has been home to Peter Hain since he was elected MP for Neath in the spring of 1991. At first glance this former mining constituency deep in the south Welsh valleys might not seem an obvious place for a Kenyan-born South African living in London to have launched his parliamentary career. But that would be to misunderstand Peter and the country he adopted as his own.


It is no coincidence that a wandering exile should have felt solidarity with a country that has suffered more than its fair share of privations. The idea of Wales as an outpost of conservative provincialism is an English cliché, as reflective of England’s own insecurities as it is unimaginative and inaccurate. Since the eighteenth century, when Welsh radicals looked westward to the United States after centuries of oppression from their English landlords, exclusion and struggle has bred a determined cosmopolitanism. Brave trade unionists volunteered to fight fascism in Spain in the 1930s and lasting coalitions were forged in 1984–5 between striking miners and metropolitan progressives like Peter in resistance to Margaret Thatcher’s right-wing thuggery.


It was fitting, therefore, that Peter’s first job in the Labour government was in the pre-devolution Welsh Office. Peter served first as a Welsh Minister from 1997 to 1999 and then, after spells in the Foreign Office and Department of Energy, as Secretary of State for Wales.


The first diary extract documents the sudden and dramatic 1998 resignation of Ron Davies from his position as Secretary of State for Wales. We then pick up the story with Peter’s promotion to the Cabinet in 2002 and the battles Peter fought to consolidate the devolution settlement.


In 2003, Peter was appointed leader of the House Commons, continuing to hold the Welsh job. This in itself was unusual: holding two Cabinet jobs had few precedents. The battles Peter fought as Commons leader were similar in many ways to those he fought in Wales; namely to modernise and open up the political system. Peter was always respectful but never sentimental about the ancient processes and institutions of British political life. Where he saw an absurdity he would seek reform, often under heavy criticism by reactionary elements from across the political spectrum.


But, the majority of this chapter is focused on Wales. Even when Peter was appointed to other senior jobs in the Cabinet, he remained Secretary of State for Wales and, for over twenty years, his politics have been rooted in his experiences of life in this beautiful sweep of land in the west of the British Isles.




***





27 October 1998:


Ron Davies’s resignation


My first experience of government was from May 1997 as a junior minister in the Welsh Office, under secretary of state Ron Davies. Under Ron’s leadership we drove forward the first stages of devolution, which I was to continue and expand later on in my career in government. So Ron was very successful, but then, in October 1998, completely out of the blue, he resigned from government, impacting upon my career profoundly.


27 October 1998 was the second most surreal day of my life. The first one was twenty-three years beforehand on 25 October 1975, when I had been charged with a bank theft I hadn’t committed, knew nothing about and had been set up by the South African security services BOSS.


I had come into work early that day, expecting to talk to Ron Davies and do my normal ministerial business in the Welsh Office in Whitehall. But that was not how the day was to pan out.


The story really started the previous day. I had arrived in the Welsh Office in Cardiff for an early meeting on devolution, Our week always began with an 8.30 Monday morning meeting in his room, and we were driving through the legislation, having won the referendum the previous year. I hadn’t seen him for a while and had said to him at the devolution meeting that it would be really good to get together that evening in a way that he normally wanted to do, which was to have a curry and usually some wine and beer and just chat around the subjects we were concerned with. We usually met Ron in the Strangers’ Bar in the House of Commons around seven o’clock when he clocked off for the day, having worked flat-out from very early in the morning. Then we would go out for something to eat if the whip would allow.


Anyway, we’d arranged to do that. He then came into my room in the Cathays Park Welsh Office in Cardiff around mid-morning saying that he had been given a lousy speech, written by civil servants, that he planned to deliver to a business audience at lunchtime and he wanted me to just take him through it as the minister responsible for mostly dealing with Welsh business. He scribbled a few notes down and we again confirmed that we would see each other that evening. I arranged with my private secretary Judith Cole to talk to his private office and she confirmed the commitment.


I then took a train up to London, going through red boxes on the way as we normally did, while Ron was driving himself up to his flat in Battersea as usual. I later discovered that his regular drives up were a cause of serious concern to his officials because he was often out of contact and they were suspicious that he had some ulterior motives, but I was aware of none of this at the time. That Monday evening, I bumped into Nick Ainger, Ron Davies’s private parliamentary secretary and MP for Pembroke, and he said, ‘Where’s Ron? I haven’t heard from him and we were due to get together.’


I hadn’t realised that Nick was going to be roped in on the evening, but that was fairly normal and I was very content with it because they were normally very productive discussions about strategy, politics and tactics – and a laugh as well. Ron was very good company on those occasions.


Then I heard from my private secretary, who had been in touch with Ron’s private secretary, that he’d been delayed and was going to pull out of the whole evening, and so thought nothing much more of it. Nick was concerned, though, because there was a vote that night and he didn’t know how Ron had suddenly got off the whip, although it was much easier for Cabinet ministers to do that than for junior ministers such as myself.


I thought nothing more of the matter until the following morning, early – as I arrived at the Welsh Office, Gwydyr House in Whitehall – probably about 7.40 a.m. Often it was possible to call in on Ron’s office on the first floor and just have an informal chat with him. These were often the most productive moments of the day because he would be reading the papers before the bustle and pressure of the ministerial diary really started.


So I put my head round the door and there was no sign of him, which was astonishing. I then asked his private office and his principal private secretary June Milligan, a very able civil servant, what was going on. She explained to me, looking very worried and flustered, that his car had been stolen. My immediate thought was how terrible that must be for Ron. It is one of the things about ministerial life that the normal hiccoughs of everyday life have a magnified impact when trying to balance all the extra responsibilities of working in government. She also indicated that a red box may have gone missing, which worried me because that can have serious consequences.


I then asked Judith to keep in touch with his office to check how things were going, which she did intermittently as the morning wore on, but there was no real news. Then, at about 11.30, she told me that Alastair Campbell was sitting outside Ron’s door in his private office. I was absolutely amazed because the Prime Minister’s press secretary would not normally come into a Cabinet minister’s office. If there was any discussion it would probably have taken place in No. 10. But, meanwhile, my day as always was busy, with meetings and other pressures, and I went through these and forgot about the situation.


Then the phone rang at around about one o’clock and it was Anji Hunter, Tony Blair’s ‘gatekeeper’, who asked me if I would come straight over to Downing Street. As it happened, I had no lunchtime commitments and was free to do so, but she was uninformative on the phone about the reason. It sounded urgent and she said that she had been trying to reach me, which was odd because Downing Street can contact anyone, any time, and she could always have paged me. Anyway, I rushed over to No. 10.


I was met by Lance Price, deputy press secretary to Alastair Campbell and former BBC political correspondent, whom I’d known beforehand. He said bluntly, ‘Peter, the reason you are here is Ron Davies has resigned.’ You could have knocked me over; I was absolutely flabbergasted and said, ‘You must be joking.’ All sorts of questions raced through my mind and I couldn’t think what possible explanation there might be. Ron was so committed to the devolution project in Wales, the thought that he had suddenly resigned out of the blue was just completely fantastic to me. Lance replied, ‘Because of a homosexual encounter on Clapham Common’, which, again, to me was just astonishing.


I couldn’t even begin to fathom what I was being told, for two main reasons. Ron had devoted his recent political life to devolution, struggling against opposition from within the Labour Party and from traditionalists who opposed the setting up of a National Assembly as well as battling through the referendum campaign. Why would he throw it all in? I could not understand. Equally inexplicable, however, was the thought that he had had a homosexual encounter, because those of us who knew Ron well, or thought we did, always thought of him as ‘unreconstructed’ in his attitude towards women, which was very old-fashioned. He would often leer at women in a very aggressive fashion; although in terms of policies he was almost feminist – keen that women were appointed to positions in the Welsh Office, for example. If anything, I, and others, had wondered if he might be having extra-marital affairs with women.


I was told that Alun Michael had been appointed his successor as Secretary of State for Wales and that I had been considered for the job myself. I then spent some time hanging around in No. 10 occupying Anji Hunter’s office and sitting at her desk. I had been asked whether I could be put up to do evening TV interviews explaining what the government’s situation was with Ron having resigned and Alun having taken over, because they thought it was best for me to do it rather than Alun.


With this time to spare, I decided to call Rhodri Morgan. I phoned the House of Commons switchboard number because I didn’t have his direct line and found him picking up the phone, also in astonishment and turmoil himself. I had been a good friend and admirer of Rhodri’s. We had done a lot of close work in the Labour Party together, in teams Ron usually led, visiting by-elections in the run-up to the general election as one of the crack teams sent in the years before 1997, always delivering and working hard. He was amazed by what had happened and said he couldn’t believe it. I suggested that he should try to speak to Tony as soon as possible because it was really very important.


I was immediately thinking about the next step. Ron having resigned as secretary of state, there was no way that he could stay on as the Labour Party’s candidate for the First Secretary of the National Assembly for Wales in an election due to happen the following May. Rhodri, who had stood against Ron for the leadership in the summer in a bruising campaign, to me was the obvious candidate to do that job now. So I suggested that he speak to Tony Blair before the die had been cast, because there was no possibility of him receiving the support of the party leadership and the party structures for that job. Rhodri understood the point I was making and resolved to call Tony immediately. I called a few other people, but I was very conscious that my calls might be being monitored because I didn’t know the set-up in Downing Street. Anyway, I just thought it was important.


Then, late in the afternoon, Alastair Campbell came in, having done the regular four o’clock lobby briefing on the day’s events, including, of course, the staggering news of Ron Davies’s extraordinary resignation, which was becoming the top item of the day. In my discussions with Alastair I said I thought Rhodri should be favoured as the Labour candidate for the new First Secretary. Alastair, having sought my advice because he was genuinely exploring options, said, ‘I don’t think that’s going to be acceptable; we can’t have him in that post.’


So I said, ‘Well, in that case I’m sorry about that because I think it would be the right decision and he would be good at it. In the circumstances, given Ron would have been by far the preferable candidate, what are you going to do?’


He said, ‘Well, what do you think?’


And I replied that Alun Michael seemed like the next most obvious choice, because he was the new Secretary of State for Wales. Alastair wondered whether he would really want to do it, having not been entirely focused on Wales in his previous positions.


I called a number of other people, including my trusted agent in Neath, Howard Davies, to tell them what was going on, but swearing them to secrecy about these calls. Then it was resolved Alun Michael would be put up to do the interviews rather than me, so I went back over to the Welsh Office, still in a state of turmoil and shock. It was sad because Ron Davies and I had worked very hard together over many years both in opposition and government. But I was also beginning to think through what the consequences would be.


That evening I bumped into Nick Ainger in the House of Commons and we both stared at each other in total amazement and discussed the strange events of the previous day. I also saw Jon Owen Jones, who, by this stage, had joined us on the ministerial team, taking Win Griffiths’s post in the Welsh Office. Jon was very interesting because we all discussed how impossible it was to conceive of Ron as being gay or bisexual. It was just completely inexplicable in terms of his daily behaviour and we thought we knew him well. Jon said that, as a former whip, you usually knew everything about everybody, but he had also been flabbergasted by the news.


So my next task was to get together with Alun Michael and get to know him better. In opposition, our relationship hadn’t been that easy. He had been in battles with the Tribune Group in the early ’90s, when I was secretary of the group. He was very vigorous in opposing me and supporting the line of Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and Peter Mandelson. We had, however, known each other well following our experiences during the Neath by-election, when he’d been my campaign manager and had actually done a terrific job, albeit in a rather uptight and unapproachable way. Having won the election, he then helped me to get into the swing of Parliament, helping me get an identity pass, persuading the serjeant-at-arms to find a locker for me and assisting with various housekeeping tasks that a lot of MPs didn’t have support with when they first arrived at the House. So I was always quite indebted to him despite our political disagreements.


The problem was that when we did have political disagreements, he took them personally, whereas I just saw disagreement with colleagues as a normal element of political life. Our first major fallout came a few days after I got into the Commons when he asked me to come to a ‘Labour Friends of Israel’ event. I said I didn’t want to because I had been a longstanding supporter of the Palestinian cause and there was nothing the Israelis were doing in 1991 that made me at all inclined to become their friend. We also both knew an old anti-apartheid leader in Wales, Hanif Bhamjee, whom Alun was close to but I found to be very difficult (as most other people did), although I had respect for him nonetheless. While he had sacrificed a great deal for the cause, Hanif was insatiably jealous of the fact that his supremacy as the Welsh anti-apartheid figure had been invaded by me, inadvertently in my case, simply because of my record.


Anyway, the day after Ron’s resignation, we had an early morning meeting in the secretary of state’s office with Alun sitting in Ron’s old chair. The whole ministerial team was there and we were joined by Gareth Williams, the Home Office Minister, who was very helpful and influential and always a source of excellent advice and good judgement, particularly on taking the Devolution Bill through. Alun asked what we should do about the First Secretary position, which was elected by the party, and I said, ‘If Rhodri isn’t going to be supported then I think there’s only one person who can do it and that’s you. You are the natural successor because you are now the Secretary of State for Wales which was always Ron Davies’s position.’ Alun said he’d think about it, though it was obvious to me that Jon Owen Jones was less keen.


I think, probably, I was the first person directly to suggest this to Alun, though it may have been passing through his mind beforehand. Regardless, he was clearly unsure at that point what to do. The following week he told me, having had a few chats about matters, that he had decided to go for the job and asked me to manage his campaign in the ensuing election. I immediately agreed because I thought that it was important to give him all the support that I could, especially since he had supported me in the by-election. A number of my friends, including my closest friend and supporter, my Neath agent Howard Davies, were subsequently very critical of me for so readily agreeing. I just didn’t see that there was an alternative. I thought Alun was in an impossibly difficult situation. I had no illusions about the obstacles in front of us – facing Rhodri, in particular, who was an enormously popular figure in Wales – especially against the background of the notorious Clapham Common walk and Ron’s resignation. Alun and I were subsequently to have a very good working relationship throughout the period, during which I gave him my full support. There were some tensions as there always are in any team and I was not uncritical of the way he approached the job, but, despite this, we proceeded to move forward.




***





October 2002:


Joining the Cabinet


Estelle Morris, Secretary of State for Education, was an old political colleague. Her father Charles had worked for the Post Office Workers’ Union and had been a sponsored Post Office Workers’ Union Member of Parliament in the 1960s and ’70s. Estelle had also become a union-supported MP when she was elected in 1992, a year after me. So we kept in close touch and always got on very well.


When she was promoted to Secretary of State for Education after the general election in 2001, I was a little surprised, because, although she had done a really good job as the number two Minister of Education, I never really saw her as being someone who would assume Cabinet responsibility very easily. Some ministers are better at certain jobs and others are better at others. She got into real trouble after a fiasco over marking exams and problems with A level results in the summer of 2002. She seemed to have become increasingly accident-prone, with the press turning on her in a way that they are inclined to do when they smell the blood of a wounded minister. In the early autumn of 2002, there were a lot of stories about whether she was committing yet another mistake in government and so on – a lot of them overblown.


In late October, when I was Europe Minister, I was having a bite to eat with the education correspondent of The Observer, Martin Bright, and we were talking about Estelle and how unfairly she had been treated. I said what a decent person she was and how expert she was in education policy, when suddenly my pager went off and it was my political assistant Phil Taylor saying that Estelle Morris had resigned, and I, immediately, as you do on these occasions, began to think what the consequences would be. Both Martin Bright and I agreed that it was a shame for her personally, and I know he felt a little guilty because his paper had been the first to blow the whole story of the marking – effectively, the resignation was the end product of that. So, I talked to my private secretary Sarah Lyons – because James Morrison, my senior private secretary, had been away on holiday – and said that I was a little concerned that this may trigger a switch. Unlike the situation in May when Stephen Byers had resigned, they were all very worried in my private office about my possible switch.


I came in the next morning after a night of speculation that I might be in the frame if there were a mini reshuffle. Since I had been through this process once before, when I was switched unexpectedly from Foreign Minister to Energy Minister in January 2001, I knew that once you started a reshuffle then there were all sorts of unexpected consequences. The private office remained in a very nervy state and then a call came through at nine o’clock from Downing Street enquiring as to my whereabouts, which seemed to me to be a pretty sure signal that I was going to be involved. At ten o’clock an arrangement was made for me to go to see the Prime Minister at 11.15 a.m. via the Cabinet Office in Whitehall, which meant that you didn’t have to walk up past the waiting press to the front door of No. 10. So I made my way there with some in my private office in tears, because we had been a very good team together as, indeed, had been the case with all my private offices. I was shown into Sally Morgan’s office. She was, by then, Tony Blair’s government relations director, having taken over from Anji Hunter, and she suggested that I just wait there. I could hear a certain amount of to-ing and fro-ing. I could hear Jack Straw and John Reid talking through the wall in the Cabinet Room and the Prime Minister’s office, which were immediately next door.


I was stuck in the room reading the papers with the minutes ticking by when Guto Harri, the Welsh political correspondent for the BBC, called me on my mobile to say that he had heard I was going to be promoted. I didn’t admit to him that I was actually in Downing Street. He said that he had heard that I was definitely going to be in the Cabinet but wasn’t sure which job. I decided to turn on Sky TV because it was getting a little boring after about half an hour of hanging around. I saw pretty soon that Charles Clarke had been promoted to Secretary of State for Education, leaving the chairmanship of the Labour Party vacant, and, since this is one of the jobs I’d been tipped for, it seemed to me a possibility. A few minutes later, I saw the Sky News political editor Adam Boulton outside Downing Street, announcing that John Reid had gone to be party chair, vacating the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland job. It immediately clicked that there was only one person who could go to do that job – Paul Murphy, the current Secretary of State for Wales, since he’d been a number two in Northern Ireland under Mo Mowlam and was widely believed to be the key backroom negotiator that stitched together the Good Friday peace agreement. So, I would take over as secretary for Wales, I thought. Then my phone rang again while still sitting in Sally Morgan’s office and it was Guto Harri saying, ‘Congratulations, Secretary of State for Wales.’


I was in a situation where I had not been formally offered the job yet, but I was hearing about it from broadcasters. There had obviously been a briefing by Alastair Campbell or one of his team as to what was going on and that was the way that you find out what your job is in government. So, when I went in to see Tony it was not a surprise when he offered me the job. However, I had meanwhile resolved to press Tony on keeping my job as the British government representative to the Convention on the Future of Europe. It was a job that was just coming to the boil after the last six months of key negotiating work and, since keeping me in that job was one of the reasons why Tony had rung in the summer to say that he wasn’t going to consider putting me into the Cabinet, I reckoned that I could press this reasoning with some conviction and success. And it immediately turned out that that was the case – I sat down, he congratulated me and then he said he wanted to keep me on the Convention on the Future of Europe. I think he may have been uncertain as to whether or not I would agree to do this, not that you have much choice with the Prime Minister in those circumstances, but he seemed very pleased and relieved that I was delighted to keep it on, not just because it was such a crucial job, but because it was also very interesting and key historically. Whatever job I might do as Secretary of State for Wales was not going to rank with that importance since, after devolution, pretty much all powers had been transferred to the National Assembly and to the First Minister in the Welsh Assembly government.


So, I was delighted that I was to keep the convention job, as was my team and the whole of the European Department of the Foreign Office, who had been pressing this very strongly. Jack Straw was also pleased this was happening and told me immediately, since he was still lurking around No. 10.




***





October 2002:


Appointed to Cabinet as Secretary of State for Wales


I was pleased to be back in the Wales Office as it was a very interesting time. I had left there in July 1999, when I had been promoted to the Foreign Office. Going back as secretary of state was really exciting. But there was a disjunction between my private office and the Europe Convention role, which I was still occupying. I went straight back there after my meeting with Tony Blair and started to tidy up and also to draft a press statement that I would issue as secretary of state, with the help of Alan Cummins, the chief press officer for the Wales Office, who called to say hello and issue congratulations. The statement talked about my vision and objective of building a world-class Wales, a phrase I used frequently from day one. My Europe Office was really upset and there were lots of tears as if there had been a bereavement; we were very close, as private offices often are. You develop a personal attachment because you are seeing these people the whole time – often seeing your private secretary more than your spouse, close relatives or friends – and this was often a really productive relationship.


While I was sad to leave, however, I was excited about being appointed to the Cabinet. I had enjoyed doing the Europe job enormously and it had been a very interesting experience at a very crucial time for British policy towards Europe. I was at least keeping the convention, which meant there was going to remain a tie, and it was decided pretty quickly that Sarah Lyons, the number two private secretary who had focused on the convention, would have to remain attached to me. There was no way that that job could be done properly otherwise, as there was no expertise, resource or facility in the Wales Office for supporting my work as a government representative and there was a whole Foreign Office team in the European department across Whitehall serving me, as well as a very big team reporting indirectly to Jack Straw. I needed Sarah to maintain that liaison. She was obviously concerned about having to move to the Wales Office, because it was a very small office without the Foreign Office’s resources, but, at the same time, she understood that this was what we both needed her to do.


A time was fixed around lunchtime for my first visit to the Wales Office as secretary of state, where I would be greeted by the press. I arrived with my statue of Nye Bevan that I had taken from the old Welsh Office to the Foreign Office, then to Energy at the DTI, and then back to the Foreign Office as Europe Minister. I issued my press statement holding the small statue of Nye Bevan next to me, sending a signal that his was the kind of politics with which I identified and it was going to be the stamp under my secretary of stateship of the Wales Office. There was a fair degree of excitement in the office; some of the people I knew very well, having worked with them previously. It was good to see the private secretary Simon Morris, for instance, whose first day had been the day that Ron Davies had resigned in October 1998 – so he’d come into the job amidst great trauma and had then gone through the whole Alun Michael leadership challenge experience. However, everybody was also sad to lose Paul Murphy, to whom they had become very close and worked with very well.


As I settled into the Wales Office, it suddenly dawned on me that I was in charge of a government department, albeit a small one, which was something I had been looking forward to. I was also a little apprehensive, however, as to how I was going to balance my responsibilities as a Cabinet member with the increasingly demanding schedules of meetings in Brussels on the European Convention. This is something that greatly troubled Simon Morris and the other Wales Office staff and they didn’t know how it could be done. It was very apparent to me, though, that the Prime Minister saw the convention as being a key strategic priority for his government; it had to be right up there alongside the Secretary of State for Wales responsibilities, which often meant there were hard choices to be made over allocating time, and mostly it ended up with me going to Brussels. However, I never missed any key secretary of state responsibilities, including answering questions in the House, debates and visits to the National Assembly for Wales, or any absolutely crucial events, including the Wales Labour Party conference, which it was important I attended.




***





October 2002:


Promotion; first Cabinet meeting


My appointment as Secretary of State for Wales was widely welcomed by the political class in Wales and the media in particular, both at Westminster and the Welsh lobby in Cardiff. Rhodri Morgan was especially welcoming, viewing me as a really passionate devolutionist. I think they saw me, as did the Wales Office staff, as bringing a high profile to a job that had not previously enjoyed one, because I had a wealth of experience behind me with something different to add value to Wales. It was exciting for me because I loved doing work in Wales and providing political leadership. What made this easier was that, generally, I was enjoying a really good rapport with people, although obviously, like any other politician, my presence excited some opposition and the usual jealousy and envy from colleagues in the party. There were, for instance, some rumblings in the parliamentary group of Welsh Labour MPs, where my support was not universal, but, on the other hand (much like Paul Murphy), I had no really implacable enemies like Ron Davies and Alun Michael had had. I had taken strong stands on a number of issues such as supporting devolution, and was then involved in the Alun Michael and Rhodri Morgan leadership fracas, so there were conflicting feelings. But, by and large, coming back to Wales was a really nice experience and Howard Davies, my agent in Neath, was really pleased.


The constituency party were absolutely thrilled because a Secretary of State for Wales was frankly far more important for them than anything else that I’d done. Even though, as a Cabinet job – like Scotland, also with devolved powers – it was a fairly junior one, people underestimated the work that was still with us at the Wales Office. We had responsibility for all the primary legislation and for negotiating with Whitehall and other Cabinet ministers across the whole government. This was not the case for Scotland, since many more powers had been devolved to the Scottish Parliament. It was a demanding job, but one without any clear policy responsibilities or executive responsibilities in terms of implementation. It was nothing like the job it used to be before devolution.


Going to the Cabinet for the first time was obviously a memorable experience. I was welcomed very warmly by Tony Blair and got a ‘hear, hear’ from the rest of the Cabinet, which every new Cabinet minister gets. I was shown very strictly, in a little diagram given to me, exactly where I would sit, and it was right down at the bottom of the table, right at the end, signifying my position in the Cabinet ministerial pecking order: at the bottom. I was opposite Nick Brown, who was in the Cabinet, although he didn’t have a job of Cabinet rank, but sat in meetings as part of some sort of deal. He worked at the Department for Work and Pensions, sitting down with the Lords whip Bruce Grocott. It was a very interesting time to come to the Cabinet at this point in government because Iraq was beginning to boil up and we were about to get involved in a firefighters’ strike. Europe issues were bubbling away and there were big problems in public service delivery. Under Tony, Cabinet meetings had gained a reputation for being dull and fairly short – not the traditional mechanisms for building collective responsibility. If that was the case earlier in his government, then it certainly wasn’t the case by the winter of 2002. When I joined, virtually every Cabinet meeting I attended was very interesting. With Iraq on the agenda, the firefighters’ dispute and so on – and the role played by the different Cabinet members – it was quite fascinating to observe.




***





Autumn/winter 2003:


Reflections on Cabinet meetings


Tony Blair presided over Cabinet meetings with an easy informality. Everybody was on first-name terms and he genuinely seemed to listen, despite distractions at times, to everybody’s contributions. The different positions and characters around the table were quite intriguing. Gordon Brown, who sat right opposite Tony, always had his head down staring intently at piles of papers in front of him, leafing through them. He would occasionally speak, but not very often. When he did, it would be very fast and rather dourly. When he gave, for example, his pre-Budget briefing, it would be delivered with machine-gun velocity, so you had to scribble down some of the key points frantically, and, often, his economic analysis would be highly formidable, but delivered at a similarly fast pace. He also seemed curiously semi-detached from the Cabinet. The rest of the Cabinet had quite a good feel about it. People were pretty comfortable with each other and got on reasonably well; all from a similar generation in the party. Although Gordon was of the same generation, he nevertheless seemed rather aloof and lonely, albeit a powerful brooding presence.


Of the others: David Blunkett spoke periodically but not too frequently, and always with quite a lot of authority; Alan Milburn clearly saw himself as Tony Blair’s successor and his acolytes had made that plain. Since he was one of the original Blairites, it made a lot of sense from their point of view. He was quite authoritative and, I thought, quite impressive, speaking outside his health brief frequently and doing so with quite a lot of weight. He was a surprise to me in that respect.


Many people didn’t say anything. For example, Gareth Williams, leader of the Lords, used to give his weekly report on business in the Lords, but didn’t really say much during the discussions. The one who struck me as being very authoritative was Alistair Darling, who often made concise but insightful political observations on issues outside his brief. Patricia Hewitt tended to speak quite a lot and I thought she irritated Tony. She often spoke well but at length and you had the feeling that she was speaking because she felt she needed to, rather than when she really had something to say – a rule I adopted for myself and one that was observed by most members of the Cabinet. Charles Clarke was also quite good. He would come in occasionally outside his brief as well, but usually with good points, as did John Reid, who was party chairman for most of my early time in the Cabinet and therefore had quite a rolling brief.


One of the most interesting figures was Clare Short, an old friend of mine. She would butt in whenever she fancied and Tony treated her with a kind of benign politeness and tolerance – and actually deferred to her quite a lot, even if she was often abrupt to the point of rudeness. She often spoke in a very ballsy sort of way – courageously, I thought, and impressively – but it was very evident, certainly down my end of the table through people’s body language and raised eyebrows, that she irritated a fair slice of the Cabinet. Some would look to the ceiling when she spoke, as if to say, ‘Oh, here we go again.’ I felt it was a bit unfair, but she had got herself into that position because she was often so publicly vocal in criticising this or that.


One of the difficult things about being in the team was that you just had to come to terms with the fact that you are part of a collective. You can speak independently, as I often did, but you need to maintain some sense of respect and say the kind of things inside the Cabinet that you are prepared to say outside. In my first intervention, which was about a month into my membership of the Cabinet, I started off by saying that people had told me Cabinet meetings were boring, to which Tony sort of feigned shock horror and said, ‘Who told you that?’ Everybody collapsed in laughing and I said, ‘Of course, they were very far from the truth.’ But afterwards, when we broke, a number of people came up to me and said that the meetings used to be boring, but they had changed a lot in the last year or so.




***





Cabinet atmosphere


Cabinet meetings were very useful occasions to do a bit of networking and negotiating. People tended to arrive early and the meetings very rarely started on time. They would be on a Thursday morning and, because parliament had started sitting earlier, were moved to ten o’clock in the morning. So I’d tended to go over five to ten minutes early and nobble various Cabinet ministers and colleagues I needed to talk to, doing some business for the Wales Office and sometimes on the European Convention as well.


John Prescott’s role in the Cabinet was distinct. He would often sum up at the end of important debates, backing Tony Blair and basically laying it on the line, as he did on Iraq, for example. During my early months in the Cabinet, he would report periodically on the firefighters’ dispute and the difficulties he faced there. He was a prickly customer who I had always got on with reasonably well, although I think he was still a bit suspicious of me as not being exactly horny-handed enough. Nevertheless, we were from the same part of the party politically and he had been very grateful for the fact that I did some background work on the firefighters’ dispute through my union contacts. There were not really any issues that we were not able to work together on, although he was very difficult on devolution. He was pretty hostile to the devolution settlement, despite being a big advocate of regional government for England – something that I supported him on.


Other members of the Cabinet who tended to have gravitas in meetings included Geoff Hoon, who, despite speaking in slightly clipped terms on defence matters (Iraq especially), did so with quite a lot of authority. Jack Straw was also interesting because I had worked very closely with him in the Foreign Office and there was always a foreign policy item on the agenda. There were only usually about three items on the agenda: business in the House, current affairs and foreign policy. Jack would always have a speaking slot and would report on current issues, mainly Iraq in this period. He would often come at issues from an academic point of view; indeed, he was a self-confessed ‘anorak’ for historic facts and possessed an amazing memory for sometimes nerdy detail. The authority he commanded around the table was laced with these eccentricities, which were received with some amusement by his colleagues.




***





22 July 2004:



Cabinet – Wales; crime; economy


Everyone was in good spirits in the Cabinet meeting on 22 July 2004 because it was the last one before we were off on our summer holidays for the parliamentary recess. It was as if the cloud that had settled over the Iraq crisis had lifted, even though the problems had not gone away. Although the last before the recess, it was a very important one because I had ended up having to present a paper on devolution in Wales called ‘Better Government in Wales’, which was about taking forward the whole party and government policy following the Richard Commission report. I had put a paper to the Policy Devolution Committee, chaired by Charlie Falconer (the Secretary of State for Constitutional Affairs), with whom I had worked closely on this whole matter, and normally it would have been settled at that level. But, after meeting with some scepticism in the government – even opposition, particularly from John Prescott – I had to put the proposals to the Cabinet. The Richard Commission on Welsh devolution had reported at the end of March and proposed what amounted to the Scottish model, with varying powers, including taxation, introduced over a period and running up to 2011 when it would come into full effect. The Richard Commission had been set up under the chairmanship of Lord Ivor Richard – a Labour peer and former United Nations ambassador, former Member of Parliament and former leader of the Lords in Tony Blair’s Cabinet, prior to falling out with him in spectacular fashion. So, inevitably the report inspired hostility from Labour luminaries both in Wales and in London.


I was faced with a difficult challenge of how to manage this whole problem of wanting to progress towards getting the Assembly more powers, as it had done under my secretary of stateship in a number of key areas over the previous year. I wanted to get control over student finance, fees and admissions, and see the fire service devolved to Assembly level, as well as the children’s and family court advisory service under the new children’s rights legislation. These were three major pieces of devolution under the Transfer of Function Orders, provided for under the 1998 act and the settlement that followed the 1997 referendum in Wales. The Liberal Democrats had insisted, as the price for going into coalition with Rhodri Morgan between 2000 and 2003, that Lord Richard’s commission be established, an all-party independent commission of the ‘great and the good’ to look at whether the powers of the Assembly should be strengthened. Now we had its report to consider after a very careful process of preparation in a difficult series of discussions with colleagues in the Welsh group of Labour MPs who were deeply hostile to any more powers going down to the Assembly. I had arranged a meeting with all the Welsh Labour ministers, Paul Murphy (Secretary of State for Northern Ireland and my immediate predecessor), my deputy Don Touhig, Kim Howells, David Hanson, Tony Blair’s private parliamentary secretary, and Alun Michael, who had been the secretary of state prior to the Assembly being set up and then its First Secretary. They were all, again, very opposed to supporting any major advances in power. Nick Ainger and Don Touhig had arranged a dinner in the Churchill restaurant in the Commons, which I thought was to ambush me because they all saw me as being more progressive on devolution than they were. While this was true, I was also determined not to be isolated; I had to sustain relations with them so that they couldn’t cause any problems in the future that might become unmanageable.


Having had the Richard report and digested it, I was in the middle of a consultation in the Welsh Labour Party over the summer, I had got together a position I thought was deliverable, which Rhodri would accept and which had required a lot of careful negotiation and detailed management with the trade unions, the National Executive of Welsh Labour, and the joint policy commission – its policy forum. The other side of the coin was to try and get both the governing parties in Westminster and Cardiff Bay in the same position, which was crucial if you were to take it forward on a united basis. The result of these discussions and negotiations was a paper I submitted to the Cabinet’s Policy Devolution Committee. I was pretty confident of it going through, with Paul Murphy backing it, as well as Charlie Falconer and other Cabinet members including David Blunkett – who had been tipped off as to what I was doing and had volunteered a pretty supportive response.


I had done quite a lot of work talking to people and negotiating, saying that I was in a position where we couldn’t simply refuse to move forward at all because that would leave us very badly exposed. Paul Murphy understood, realising that, if he had still been in the job of Secretary of State for Wales, he would have had to be managing it much as I was. The basic approach I had worked out, and got Rhodri’s agreement on, was that we would have a general election manifesto commitment to take forward extra powers for the Assembly and then introduce the White Paper after the general election. I had initially wanted a Green Paper, but Rhodri felt that it might signal a long-grass job; that we weren’t serious about legislating. Therefore, I came up with the idea of a consultative White Paper with several options for increased powers and this would follow a vote in both Houses of Parliament immediately after a general election, in which we agreed to draft parliamentary legislation at Westminster in a much more permissive way (as Richard had recommended in paragraph 13.2). Proposed by Lord Ted Rowlands, Labour’s representative on the commission, this would grant the Assembly wider secondary legislative powers. The Assembly government would have almost complete autonomy over how a piece of Westminster legislation on health or education, for example, was applied and implemented in Wales, or whether it was implemented at all. In the case of student finance, for instance, it could frame its own regulations and determine its own policy as it wished, rather than having to operate within the parameters set down in primary legislation in Westminster. We had actually done this with the National Health Service reform of healthcare professions in an act of 2002, but the general practice had been for Westminster primary legislation to be extremely narrowly drawn and therefore the Assembly’s powers were accordingly narrowly circumscribed.


We would have a vote immediately after the general election in which we would signal an intention to the rest of Whitehall that Westminster legislation should be drafted in that way. We would then follow with a White Paper that would contain two main options and maybe a third. I favoured the option of granting primary legislative powers to the Assembly, but within the existing devolved functions of policy. I was very anxious that we didn’t open up the nightmare that the Scots had been going through – where they had had to reduce the number of MPs and therefore the number of parliamentary constituencies – with the whole Boundary Commission saga. If MPs started losing their seats, I knew my Welsh colleagues simply would not vote with the government. I thought that this could be avoided by sticking to the existing settlement and not setting up a separate justice system like Scotland’s, for example. Under the 1998 settlement, health, education, environment and agriculture were devolved, but a separate legal and judicial system was not established. Police powers and Home Office functions would remain in Whitehall.


The first two options would be variants of this proposal. One would begin the devolution of primary legislative powers with a ‘post-legislative’ referendum. I had thought carefully about this because if you had a ‘pre-legislative’ referendum then you might get to the situation where nobody ever wanted to go for the referendum and you wouldn’t take forward the settlement with any legislation. Furthermore, in the context of Tony Blair’s change of mind on a referendum on the European Constitutional Treaty, the consistency was that, if you were setting up a new body, you would need a pre-legislative referendum, but, if you had an existing body like the Welsh Assembly and you wanted to extend its powers, it would make sense to have a ‘post-legislative’ referendum. This way, people would be able to make a decision on whether they approved of the legislation being available in statute, to be activated via a referendum, rather than whether they liked the idea of giving the Assembly the full law-making powers the legislation provided for. The same logic applied to the European Constitutional Treaty where we were modifying an existing series of constitutional treaties, so there was no need for a ‘pre-legislative’ referendum as the Tories and the Eurosceptics were demanding.


The second option was Rhodri’s favourite one: an inordinately complicated reform that would involve not just drafting future Westminster legislation in a way that it could move forward after the general election to ‘framework’ legislation of more permissive powers, but also giving the Assembly, through its secondary legislative powers, the opportunity to amend existing primary legislation in those fields that had been devolved retrospectively. Under this proposal, if the Assembly wanted to amend an existing Westminster Act then, under Rhodri’s proposal, it would be able to do so through its existing order-making secondary legislative powers. To my mind, this amounted to primary legislative powers by the back door. Sir Geoffrey Bowman, who I had got to know quite well as leader of the Commons, agreed with me on this. Welsh Assembly officials and Wales Office officials also agreed that this was ‘primary powers by another name’.


When Rhodri came up to explain his favoured plan to Welsh Labour MPs, to the extent that anybody could understand it, most agreed that it was pretty incoherent and, indeed, Rhodri himself was still seeing if it could fly. But my parliamentary colleagues immediately saw through it and I thought his ambition, though an understandable one to avoid another referendum through this particular device, would not carry in the end. Nevertheless, I was happy that we at least had a consensus that there would be two options and Rhodri had his opportunity to argue for his option.


In addition, the White Paper would commit us to legislate on ending the corporate status of the Assembly, under which – in local government fashion – the government of the Assembly was the same as the rest of the Assembly, so that you didn’t have a distinction, as you do in most legislatures, between the government and the backbenchers. By changing this, the legislature would be more effective at holding the government to account, scrutinising it and passing the legislation that it wanted to. There was a widespread consensus that the corporate body status that Ron Davies had accepted as a price for keeping the local government lobby on board in the run-up to the 1997 referendum – all part of a deal done in the Welsh Labour Party in the 1990s – simply didn’t wash any more and, in retrospect, we should never have done it.


There was also a wide consensus that the electoral system needed to be changed so that a candidate couldn’t stand both in the constituency section for the Assembly and in the regional list section. There was a lot of anger in the Welsh Labour Party and this was a point that I had argued to the Richard Commission in my evidence, as they then conceded. What was indefensible was the situation whereby you could get defeated in the constituency section and then get elected under the regional list system and set up a rival constituency office in the constituency against, and in competition with, a member who had defeated you. In the case of the Clwyd West constituency in north Wales, the three Tory, Plaid and Liberal Democrat candidates who got elected on the list had all been defeated by the Labour candidate in the constituency section and were effectively competing for the job next time round. We agreed, therefore, that we would change this; people would have to choose whether they stood in constituencies or whether they went for the list system.


So this was the policy and I had done a lot of preparation among colleagues on the backbenches, in Wales and in the Cabinet to try and get acceptance of it. When I went to the Policy Devolution Committee in the week prior to Cabinet on 22 July, I felt confident that I would be successful. I sat next to Andrew Smith and he said, ‘I guess this will only be five minutes, will it?’ He was right to assume that the meeting should go smoothly, with Charlie Falconer backing it and with Paul Murphy and Alistair Darling’s deputies backing it in their absence. Therefore, when John Prescott breezed in and announced that he was not prepared to accept it, launching a tirade about how it was opening up the whole question of devolution right across the English regions and in Scotland, I was shocked and angry. I had actually taken care to meet John on a number of occasions very early on in this consultative process when he had been at his bombastic best. He had a style of arguing that was really aggressive and he tended to shout and launch off in various directions. He was obsessed with the fact that the English regions had got an inferior settlement and he kept saying that he didn’t know why Ron Davies had settled for a second-best settlement for Wales. I had met him in his room a month or so earlier in the House of Commons – his ministerial room there – and then I’d seen him at Silverstone on the margins of the British Grand Prix, which we were both attending on a Sunday in mid-July. I thought that I had got him thinking on a much more rational basis, perhaps even squaring him to support what I wanted to do. But he was clearly still opposed and it felt like we had a lot of work ahead of us to get an agreement.


I spoke to John after the meeting and it was clear that the only way I was going to get this through was to take it to the full Cabinet and get backing for his own proposal to look again at regional English government powers. He was really irked by the fact that some of the powers of the Welsh Assembly were not being given to the English regions – on transport, for instance. He would accept a Cabinet decision to move forward on Wales, provided he got that kind of acknowledgement. I spoke to him privately before the Cabinet meeting and he seemed to have settled down a bit. He said that he hadn’t understood the dilemma I was in politically, and he appreciated that I had to be seen to have made progress. He was clear, nevertheless, that he had to make his point.


Meanwhile, I had to make extra efforts to speak to allies in the Cabinet like Tessa Jowell, Charles Clarke, John Reid, and, of course, Charlie Falconer, who chaired this particular Policy Committee and who couldn’t understand John’s point of view. I also went to talk to Tony Blair the day before the Cabinet meeting to fill him in on the situation. I had previously spoken to him about what I was going to do and had been given his support for my whole approach. When I told him that John was objecting, he said that we would just have to argue the case. He didn’t really mind what was happening in Wales, frankly. He had bigger things on his mind, but he didn’t want a row.


The Wales Office was really quite shocked and worried by the recent events – being forced to take this to Cabinet was completely unprecedented. Tony Blair had cheerfully reminded me in our brief discussion that this was the final Cabinet meeting before the summer and it seemed he was more interested in his bucket and spade than in this issue becoming a huge controversy. Anyway, I was determined to get this done so I circulated a Cabinet discussion paper titled ‘Better Government in Wales’. It described the approach I was taking forward to try and provide some background information for my Cabinet colleagues.


The discussion at the Cabinet actually went very well. I introduced my proposal by saying that I had consulted with Cabinet colleagues, in particular: my predecessor Paul Murphy; Alistair Darling with his Scottish interests; Charlie Falconer with responsibility for constitutional affairs; the Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott; and backbench MPs. After much deliberation and negotiation, I had decided that this was the best position I thought could be taken forward. I also mentioned that I had gone to great lengths to consult Cabinet colleagues through the Policy Devolution Committee, which had first been notified in April 2002 about the Richard Commission procedure. I said that I had put a number of papers to the commission subsequently, and that it been very tough, having to conciliate everyone’s interests, just to get to this position. I explained how we had organised a final joint policy commission of the Welsh Labour Party in Cardiff and had consulted with the Welsh policy forum and the Welsh joint policy commission on a preliminary basis earlier.


I then tried to be more aggressive in defending my proposal against some of John’s criticisms, arguing that it didn’t really open up the Welsh devolution settlement because we were only considering giving the Assembly more power to carry out its existing functions; under my plan there was not the possibility of going all the way to a Scottish model. Rhodri Morgan had made clear that he didn’t want tax-varying powers, for example. I had also ruled out additional Assembly members, which was something that the Richard Commission had wanted. In short, I had gone a long way to make this as acceptable as possible to as many people as possible.


As on most occasions when I was given a slot at the Cabinet, I didn’t speak for a very long time because I always took the view that people’s attention spans are pretty limited. I stressed that it was also necessary for me to address concerns different people had and not to come across as single-minded. After all, this was a political process and I needed to be negotiating and bargaining, even at this late stage, because getting something was better than nothing. Therefore, I said that John had been particularly anxious about the English regional dimension and that I was sensitive and sympathetic to his concerns. I said, however, that we needed to move forward and that I needed to have the Cabinet’s backing because it would give me the leverage to see this through to the end. I concluded that saying and doing nothing was not an option; the Welsh Labour conference was coming up on 11 September and we needed to go in a united position, rather than squabbling over devolution in the run-up to a general election. Most people in Wales were really concerned about jobs, health, education, crime and all the other issues that affected daily lives. They needed us to sort this out effectively and efficiently.


John Prescott came in straight after me and, contrary to his suggestion earlier that day that he would give me a fair wind, he started lashing out at the whole idea, emphasising the English regional issue, saying that we were moving closer to a Scots model and stressing that he didn’t like the proportional representation proposals of the Richard Commission or the powers of tax variation. He ignored the fact that I hadn’t proposed either of these. As was often on these occasions, he was pretty incoherent, but you got the drift of what he was saying: he didn’t much like it. Everybody sat and listened to him in silence. But then Paul Murphy came straight in and said that he thought that what I was proposing was the right thing. I had tipped him off that John was being difficult and I had taken a lot of care to work closely with Paul and my deputy Don Touhig, who was his very close friend and a fellow devolution sceptic. Paul backed me and said that what I was proposing was in sync with the Welsh constituency parties, Welsh MPs and, he thought, most Assembly members too. He told the meeting that he thought I ought to be backed. Then David Blunkett supported me as well, which I had taken some care to help prepare the ground for. I had supported David on a number of issues in committees and at Cabinet over the previous six to nine months, including the very controversial issue of identity cards, and he had always been very friendly to me. I think this was quid pro quo time. Gordon Brown came in and was also supportive; although not in any fulsome sense like David had been. He did raise, however, a very interesting issue that potentially had very far-reaching repercussions, which he had canvassed with me in a private meeting some weeks before. He was concerned about the whole question of the devolved administrations – Scotland, Wales, the English regions and Northern Ireland – having what he called ‘spending without responsibility’; representation without taxation. His point was that this meant that the legislative bodies concerned were not accountable to their voters. They could just keep on demanding more money from us at Westminster but not actually in the end have to answer to voters at an election themselves, or be held to account. Indeed, one of the reasons that we had been reluctant to devolve tax-varying powers was because we knew that people were averse to extra increases in income tax. So Gordon made a very persuasive case, thinking a number of stages ahead of everyone else as he so often did on these occasions.


John Reid said that the crucial thing was that we avoided confrontation over this matter and not let it run out of control. Therefore, he supported what I was doing, again perhaps as some repayment for the support I had given him on a number of occasions at Downing Street’s request when he was involved in battles with Gordon. Charlie Falconer then very generously offered his support, saying that I had done ‘a fantastic job’, that he was fully behind me and that I had taken a sensible approach. Alistair Darling also supported me, saying that it was important that we didn’t open up the whole constitutional settlement, but that he was happy about the way forward because Scotland wasn’t affected.


There had been something of a last-minute manoeuvre by Hilary Armstrong, the Chief Whip, that I had got wind of the night before, when speaking to John Prescott. She wanted an early morning meeting before the Cabinet with John and me, having had the chance to look over the paper. I had not consulted with her over the proposals, which was probably a mistake, but I had simply assumed that she would go along with it in party management terms. However, she was not a friend in political terms, though we got on quite amicably in professional terms; I suspected that she saw it as an opportunity to knife me in the back. At any rate, she hadn’t appreciated all the work that I’d done beforehand and so, when I went to this pre-Cabinet meeting at nine o’clock (the Cabinet due to start at 9.30) in a little upstairs attic room above Downing Street, which it turned out was Margaret Thatcher’s old flat, John Prescott and I waited for her and she never turned up. In the meantime, I had had a discussion with John and he didn’t know what she wanted so, in the end, we went down to the Cabinet meeting. Then in the five- or ten-minute period before Cabinet meetings actually started, I took the opportunity to buttonhole Hilary. I asked her why she hadn’t turned up and she claimed that she didn’t know where we were and that she had been looking around for us. Whether or not that was true, I said to her that Tony had backed me and that Paul Murphy and Charlie Falconer had too. She was somewhat taken aback by the realisation that I had actually got serious backing for what I was doing. She had completely got the wrong end of the stick about the mood of the Welsh Labour backbenchers, not for the first or last time, convinced there had been a great deal of dissent over my proposals. In fact, everyone was right behind this particular policy, so she didn’t have much ground to stand on.


Tony then summed up by saying that this was a process of management and needed to be managed very carefully. He offered his own and the Cabinet’s support for what I was doing and he said that it was very important that we didn’t open up a lengthy debate on primary powers before the general election. He didn’t see any real appetite for another referendum but he was concerned that this be taken forward on a consensual basis, which he thought I was doing very effectively. He also said, on a more general note, that he had initially been sceptical about devolution before it had been implemented but now he had seen how it had lanced the boil of nationalism, he was much more supportive. There was something of an irony that Tony was the most radical reformer of the constitutional settlement in the UK for over a century, and yet, only now, seven years after implementing it, was he enthusiastic about devolution.


So I was pleased when I came away from the Cabinet. Tessa Jowell gave me a squeeze on the arm and congratulated me, as did other colleagues. Charlie Falconer said that he thought John’s tirades often escalated out of control and seemed more extreme than they were intended to be. Indeed, John was absolutely fine; he wasn’t at all resentful. He just accepted the way it had gone, as if his main objective had been to simply get his point on record. When I rang up the Wales Office, Simon Morris was extremely relieved about it. In the end, it turned out quite favourably for me, and John had probably done me a favour. The Cabinet was forced to choose and they sided with me, and I thought Tony was quite pleased about that.


At the same Cabinet meeting on 22 July 2004, at which my paper on Welsh devolution was being considered, we also saw presentations from Home Secretary David Blunkett on crime. He pointed out that the British Crime Survey, which had been using the same methodology for twenty years, showed crime 5 per cent down in the past year and 30 per cent down since we came to power in 1997. Burglary was 42 per cent down and vehicle crime 40 per cent down. There was only an issue in the media and in political debate about the contrast with recorded crime, which the Tories were relying on and didn’t show such a favourable record. David pointed out that the methodology had been altered, unlike the British Crime Survey, by the Association of Chief Police Officers in 2001 and that crime was being recorded and information on it being collected as had never been done before. Low-level crime such as antisocial behaviour, for example, in which there had never traditionally been prosecutions, or domestic and sexual violence, was now much more detectable. In addition, David made a very logical but not necessarily totally obvious point that if you recruited more police officers, as we had done since we had come to power, then more crime was recorded. Even with this being the case, recorded crime was only up by 0.6 per cent. To prove this point, David pointed out when police numbers fell by 1,000 under Michael Howard as Home Secretary – under the Tories, recorded crime fell as well.


Gordon Brown followed with a state of play on the economy – always very interesting presentations, but delivered in a rather staccato style, with his head bent over the notes in front of him. It was often very difficult for colleagues to digest or take everything in. He said the economy was in good shape with output rising. There was a problem, however, with petrol having forgone the planned rise in fuel duty due in the autumn. There was a £750 million loss to the Treasury which was set to rise in future years. This was because oil prices had gone up massively after the Iraq War and other world events. Petrol prices accordingly had jumped on the forecourts and there were the beginnings of rumblings and discontent. We were very wary of not wanting a repeat of the fuel protests of the autumn of 2000, which had seen a really serious rocking of confidence in the government. Gordon also said that council tax would be a huge problem and this is something he had said to me when we had had a discussion about it, because he was really worried about council tax. I found this quite interesting because I had warned Tony Blair in a private note two years before that council tax was a massive problem and I had mentioned it in the Cabinet. But we had not really got a grip on it early enough.




***





Autumn 2002:


Iraq; firefighters’ dispute


From the time I went into the Cabinet at the end of October 2002, Iraq was high on the agenda.


The meeting on 7 November was typical of this, when we had a report from Jack Straw on the United Nations Security Council resolution negotiations. Tony and the Cabinet had been determined to get the Americans under George Bush to accept going down the United Nations route, which they were not keen on. Sometime later, Bush’s position was described to me as resigned to making a pit-stop in the United Nations on his way into Iraq, but not being particularly happy about it. Bush knew, though, that he had to do so in order to keep the alliance with Blair and Britain. Jack said that he thought we would probably get a Security Council resolution and that maybe we would get it that week. Tony himself entered into the discussion on the French position, which had been reported widely in the media as being quite difficult and problematic. Tony said that a bit of churning with the French was no bad thing because, in our determination to take them on, it was revealed how serious we were about getting a Security Council resolution. Our relationship with France was based on mutual respect; we were not going to be bullied by Chirac who was throwing his weight around. Clare Short asked what Britain’s line was on a Security Council resolution, saying, of course, that we had to get one together. This was a pertinent point, but, as was the case with most of her interventions at Cabinet meetings, she never really argued a consistent case against what we were doing. Her questions were incisive, but that was all.


John Prescott also gave a report on the firefighters’ dispute, pointing out the frustration of the negotiating machinery on the employer’s side where, as he put it, they had a vested interest in the existing system of the pay review mechanism which was a very unwieldy negotiating team on which they had a huge number of people. That didn’t make it easy to produce an agreement or negotiate the fine points. It was clearly a very difficult issue and Gordon Brown pointed out that it was very important that public sector pay was kept down, because if the fire dispute produced an outcome which was seen to be a government defeat on public sector pay, this could open the floodgates to other claims and he was concerned about the state of public spending. He pointed out that the reserve was overspent and that we really needed to keep the firefighters’ settlement within sensible bounds. Gordon’s basic point was that John had to stay firm because reform was necessary. Any settlement that was reached had to be seen to be paying for itself; it must be a good deal for the tax payer. As on many occasions in Cabinet, Gordon was often the toughest on this sort of question, which was a very different impression than many in the trade union movement had of him. But there was no question that on the basic macroeconomic issues he was absolutely right on this point.




***





8 November 2002:



Political Cabinet – My first one


The first political Cabinet I attended took place on 8 November 2002. political Cabinets tended to happen three or four times a year depending on the state of play and the government’s reputation. It began with a presentation from Philip Gould who started by pointing out that the public’s perception of the direction in which the country was heading had changed markedly since the 1997 election and that we were no longer in as strong a position. He said that at our lead range was of the order of eight to twelve points rather than the fifteen to twenty that we had enjoyed in the run-up to the ’97 election and for most of the first term of our government. The concerns that people had were different than they had been. There was much more concern about global security and about the national pension situation. Although there was a mood of quiet personal optimism because of the strong economy, the national mood was profoundly pessimistic. This was to be a recurring theme of our dilemma on engaging with the electorate. It indicated a rather worrying lack of trust in politics and politicians; a potent social force against which the government had to struggle.


Tony Blair opened up the discussion in the Cabinet with three main themes. As was often the case, he was very crisp, focused and interesting. He pointed out that the Tories had started getting their act together and that the media were desperate for a credible opposition in Parliament. He added that public service delivery and antisocial behaviour were some of our key problems to tackle. On the former, Tony emphasised the importance of the public seeing the case for reform and that we were stoically struggling to reform the public services, because if they didn’t see that then we would lose the middle ground argument again, which was a consistent theme throughout Tony’s politics. On the latter case, it was essential to be seen to guarantee the rights and civil liberties of the accused, charged and convicted while ensuring proper protection for citizens.


Tony also made some important points on the economy, stressing that we must favour more high-tech and highly skilled industries. Although this was not an original observation, it was absolutely right and worth reminding colleagues of. Tony’s third theme had a more global outlook. He wanted to press for a global partnership based on justice and freedom so that we could engage not just on the security issues but also on Africa and the Middle East, which he saw as important in the fight against terrorism. John Prescott came in afterwards, which I later found out was normal on these occasions, and said that in respect of public sector reform the worry among service providers and users, was that there was a two-tier system emerging and that we were no longer perceived as a reforming government, but one that was entrenching a two-tier system. As was apparent on subsequent occasions and in regular interventions by John Prescott, he would often make points of a similar nature, without then following them through on to what his policy alternative might be.


Many other senior members of the Cabinet then followed with various comments and interjections. David Blunkett revealed that one fifth of children in Hackney in east London, one of the capital’s most deprived boroughs, were now going to private schools and that we really did need to get on top of the education agenda. Gordon Brown made an interesting observation about the whole public service reform debate and our policy on it. He said people are not clear about our view of the role of markets and that we have got to provide much more clarity on this. This, I thought, was a coded way of saying that he was not happy about where the debates on Foundation Hospitals and other aspects of public sector reform were going, though he was guarded on what his own alternative would be. Alan Milburn, as usual in these interventions, was very bold and impressive in his ability to talk across a range of policy areas with clarity, coherence and persuasiveness. Something I had not particularly anticipated, he was one of those in the Cabinet who was clearly on Tony Blair’s agenda, but willing to speak outside his own brief with some authority and he said, the fact is that we have raised taxes and this is a very high-risk strategy for us. Suggesting a solution, unlike others who had implicitly criticised government policy, he said that we ought to seek to empower staff in the public services in the raising of standards. National control and driving up national standards by setting targets was not really good enough any more. We had to empower staff in the health service and elsewhere in order really to take the next leap forward. He made the observation that uniformity does not really tackle inequality, a direct response to Gordon’s point about markets.


Jack Straw said that we needed to provide much more ideological leadership to the country and to the Labour Party membership. This was a familiar theme of Jack’s in his private discussions as well. It was a concern which I shared, that there was a great deal of discontent in the party and that we were not really taking them along. Robin Cook came in and said that he thought that what was happening was that politics was being decoupled from the state and that we ought to be on the side of the citizen not the state. If we were associated with the state, said Robin, then we would not win the public over. He thought there was widespread alienation out there and that this was damaging us politically and again I agreed wholeheartedly. John Reid came in again, as he often did, speaking quite widely across the field arguing that if we did not reform public services, they would be left to successive governments as undefended fortresses rather like local government had been in the past, and at great cost. It was also pointed out on a more positive note that we had created 200,000 extra public sector jobs since 1997 which was a pretty good achievement, so although we had much work to do, we had success to build-upon.


The discussion then moved to antisocial orders. David Blunkett began by saying that there was a sense of social disintegration out there. This was compounded by a deep cynicism about politics which was seriously damaging to a progressive government like ours. And Tony reflected, again an oft-aired concern of his, that what we aspired to was a society without prejudice but with very firm rules, and social disintegration threatened this, or was perhaps a sign of our failure. These were core voter issues, Tony said, that we had to make sure that we were engaged with and were seen to be strong but also fair on law and order matters.


Gordon Brown gave a presentation over the economy and said we needed to change expectations. We were in an international synchronised downturn for the first time, as a government, which included Asia and the US. World trade had fallen by 13 per cent, which was a very significant fall compared with the early 1990s, and it was certain that there were more risks than ever. He also said that, actually, the British economy was holding up very well, by a combination of very buoyant consumer spending and public investment, but that these two couldn’t continue forever. But we couldn’t continue to drive the economy by consumer spending and continued public investment alone. We had to constrain increases in public spending in the future. He remained optimistic, however, that the fundamentals were right and that business investment would kick in in the future, although it was still falling at this stage. He thought that there was bound to be a public reaction when tax rises started to bite with the national insurance increase to fund extra NHS spending coming in the following April, in 2003. He pointed out that corporate tax revenues were down in the USA by 33 per cent and in Germany by 90 per cent, but that ours were down by nothing like that, although VAT receipts were down. In terms of recession, the pattern for Britain was usually first into the recession and last out, but Gordon pointed out that this was not the case now. We were in a much stronger position relative to other economies and that maintaining this stability and this success meant keeping a pretty tight grip on public spending. The 2006 spending round figures were shaping up well, but they were difficult to meet so we had to have fiscal discipline. This was a typical Presbyterian-type speech from Gordon, but pretty compelling and convincing nevertheless.




***





11 November 2002:


Economy


These economic themes that Gordon maintained and spoke to us about were continued at an Economic Affairs Cabinet Committee on 11 November 2002. This was the first of two meetings to focus on the economy and Gordon gave a presentation saying that the situation on world trade was worse internationally than in previous recessions. Stock market collapses had occurred right across the world.


Nevertheless we had created 210,000 jobs over the last year, half of them in public sector, and the economy had really strengthened since we came to power. Although corporate tax levels were down, our debt was the lowest of all industrial countries which put us in a much better position, coupled with the overall economic stability that we had achieved throughout our time in government. He said that the themes of his pre-Budget report due fairly shortly would be that world problems were the most dominant facing us, with national problems second. This was a complete reverse of the early 1990s during the previous recession, when British problems were more serious than those of other countries. Britain was doing better but there were nevertheless serious imbalances in the economy and we needed to iron these out in order to create a strong long-term economy. Most importantly, industrial performance had to improve and we couldn’t sustain our success on the back of strong consumer spending alone. Gordon added that on public sector pay there was no margin for manoeuvre and we had to keep tough targets for the spending review period for 2006. He was making the point because, throughout our government since 1999, we had delivered extraordinarily big increases in real terms in public spending of 7 or 8 per cent on top of inflation year after year which was unprecedented and not sustainable. From 2006 onwards there would have to be much more modest increases especially outside health and education. There would be real-term increases, but much more modest ones because otherwise the public sector would get out of line with the overall productivity of the economy.




***





Winter 2002:


Firefighters’ dispute


In late 2002 the fire dispute was a continual source of aggravation and concern. John Prescott was trying to resolve it and facing enormous difficulty. On the one hand the employers’ negotiating body of forty-nine people was very unwieldy, and really didn’t know how to negotiate collectively. On the other, there was a trade union that had been badly led, demanding a 50 per cent wage increase that they knew was not achievable. They had set the benchmark so high that really they were not in a position to seriously negotiate and were without a coherent strategy. I had learnt the hard way as part of the Post Office and Communication Workers’ negotiating team in my role as research officer, that you needed to be clear about what you’re aiming for while simultaneously formulating a realistic exit strategy; a back door out of any impasse. At the Cabinet meeting on 21 November 2002, which John chaired in Tony’s absence, he reported on the dispute and said that the employers were split five ways and that there was a basis for a settlement but that there was still a very great reluctance of behalf of the Fire Brigades Union to accept that they had to reform in order to get a larger than average settlement.


Bob Crow, the leader of the RMT Union (Rail, Maritime and Transport), was also causing difficulties. He and much of his union had a very militant posture, associating with the anti-Labour, anti-government hard left. John suspected that Crow and the fire brigade’s leadership were coming together to create a difficult situation for us and that he was asking the Attorney General’s advice on whether they could get a legal injunction to stop this. Compounding all of this was the question of whether Ken Livingstone and Bob Crow would strike some sort of deal which might end the London Underground dispute. So this was just one dispute, albeit a significant one, in a wider context of anxiety about our relationships with the unions. Gordon Brown responded very strongly to this, as he often did, saying that we simply could not concede to the Fire Brigades Union; that if they got a settlement which wasn’t self-funded through reform then public sector pay would be blown up, wrecking our whole economic trajectory.


Around this time I also did a number of media interviews in which I said that, in my experience as a former trade union negotiator, negotiation was the only way of ending a dispute. This caused some awkwardness among my trade union colleagues and friends in the trade union movement, because on the one hand they were lining up with the fire brigade workers, because of the natural instinct of solidarity that men and women like this had, but on the other hand, in private, they were contemptuous of the Fire Brigades Union’s strategy. Brendan Barber and John Monks, the TUC leaders, as well as other senior trade unionists, admitted to this and were rather exasperated by it.


I remember discussing things with Mike Smith on 24 November 2002 when he came to my home in Resolven in Neath, and then again a telephone call we had on 10 December in the middle of the negotiations, and it was clear that there was a lack of trust on both sides. John Prescott would report to us about his lack of confidence in the FBU leadership and particularly the general secretary, and yet Mike Smith would say that he distrusted John and that the FBU was actually much more up for a settlement than necessarily may have appeared the case in public. He also said that the process of the discussions with ACAS, the conciliation and arbitration service, were hitting all sorts of problems and that they were gearing up for strike action. At the Cabinet meeting on 28 November 2002, John Prescott again said that he had pretty well had to take over the negotiations in order to get some sort of sense, but admitted to having virtually no control over the situation. He pointed out that the soldiers who had been mobilised were getting a bit bored and that the army was a little concerned about its potential role in all of this.




***





October 2002–March 2003:


Iraq


When I joined the Cabinet in October 2002, I was one of the few ministers around the table who had real knowledge of the Iraq situation, having covered Iraq in Robin Cook’s Foreign Office between 1999 and 2001. I had dealt with the pariah state at first-hand and knew all the arguments and detail, as well as a lot of the intelligence. I had become increasingly hawkish about Iraq because I knew what a thoroughly untrustworthy and nasty customer Saddam Hussein was and how difficult it was therefore to deal with him through the United Nations.


The tension was already building up with months of negotiations and threats from Washington and London to Iraq to comply with the United Nations and allow the weapons inspectors to do their job. Indeed the situation had been escalating while I had been at the Foreign Office and saw some of the copies of the conversations between George Bush and Tony Blair.


I remember one conversation particularly vividly; a secret transcript which showed how decisive Tony was in shifting the US position. Tony was clearly highly influential in getting Bush to concede that United Nations acceptance and authority for any strategic moves on Iraq was essential. Similarly, Tony evidently had an absolutely pivotal role in getting a decent policy on the Middle East, to try and bring the Palestinians and the Israelis together through requiring the Israelis to negotiate over a future Palestinian state, which Ariel Sharon’s right-wing government had so far refused to do.


Iraq came up at virtually every Cabinet meeting I attended and I remember all the build-up and the question as to whether Security Council Resolution 1441 would be achieved. There was a lot of scepticism and our critics were saying that we would never get United Nations backing for it. Jack and Tony provided regular updates on the strategy for achieving it, but it was clear that it was always going to be difficult. Despite all the scepticism, opposition and criticism, it was unanimously passed, with Syria also voting for it; this was quite an extraordinary achievement for the diplomacy that Britain in particular had been engaged in. Sir Jeremy Greenstock, our ambassador to the United Nations and an outstanding Foreign Office diplomat who I got on with very well and became quite close to, was absolutely crucial in securing that kind of consensus.


So, having been in a position of people doubting that we would get a Security Council Resolution, we were now faced with having achieved one which gave authority for action against Iraq and permission for the weapons inspectors to go in, which Saddam Hussein finally relented to in the face of unanimous demand. Everybody around the Cabinet table breathed a sigh of relief, including those who had been persistently questioning the situation such as Clare Short.


Clare was interesting in that she never really repeated around the Cabinet table what she was voicing outside in the media; a quite belligerently critical posture towards American policy in the Middle East and also increasing doubts about our own position. She was, to be fair, very upfront in interrupting Tony Blair and questioning things, but she didn’t really ever put forward a consistent alternative. She did, however, make it clear that there had to be United Nations backing which was not a minority position; it was a unanimous position around the Cabinet table. Robin Cook would interject from time to time with questions and you could tell he was quite sceptical about it. He would say to me privately, when we were gathering before a Cabinet meeting for instance, that he was really worried about the situation so it was clear that he was unconvinced about the strategy. On the other hand, he didn’t want to undermine his successor as Foreign Secretary.


I thought all along that it would be impossible to get the second resolution because the French, the Russians and the Chinese were not going to authorise any subsequent military action. It was always clear that it was going to be very hard to get the second authorisation should that prove necessary, if the weapons inspectors were to be thwarted in their work for instance.


We would get reports on how Hans Blix and his United Nations inspection team was doing, but the kind of problems they were encountering in particular would somehow never seem to come out in public. The inspectors were spied on the whole time so it was very difficult for them to receive intelligence. I once asked about how they could be given intelligence, because when I was receiving intelligence briefings it seemed to me to be pretty obvious, having worked with the secret intelligence service on African matters especially in the Foreign Office, that there is a real sensitivity about the SIS’s gaining of intelligence. Protecting sources is absolutely vital; it was their number one maxim. As a government minister I think this went to the heart of the subsequent row that brewed up over the use of intelligence in making the case for war against Iraq.


The intelligence services operate in a twilight zone; a secret world where they don’t like this stuff being surfaced because it risks compromising their sources’ anonymity. They like to inform policy in the background and that is the professional stance that they adopt. On the other hand, it was quite clear from the briefings we were getting in the in Cabinet from Tony Blair, Geoff Hoon and Jack Straw that intelligence was absolutely crucial in determining the policy. This was to be at the heart of the tension that subsequently grew up with the suicide of the advisor David Kelly nine months later.


What was crystal clear was that Saddam Hussein was already moving a lot of his WMD in anticipation of UN inspectors coming in. The head of the SIS, Richard Dearlove, told me that this was going on and it was confirmed also by briefings and material that I saw via the Joint Intelligence Committee. Another key piece of intelligence which we were given was that there were lots of elements in the regime who were going to switch very quickly should there be a regime change. The assumption that the regime would stand and fight to the last drop of its blood and even its people’s blood was therefore not a valid one.


Something else that struck me as being very important was that the Iraqi Army wouldn’t fight to the end. Hussein’s army was not going to die in the ditch for him, in fact it would very quickly fold. This was proven to be absolutely right, because when action came the army didn’t fight to the end and the regime very quickly splintered and dissolved under the massive weight of American firepower. But at this stage, towards the early winter of 2002, we were involved in the Blix team of inspectors going in, seeking to put the pressure up. The threats were coming quite regularly from Washington with George Bush saying that Saddam must recognise that America would act. Donald Rumsfeld, the Defence Secretary, was making persistent gaffes. A number of his belligerent and insensitive statements were particularly unwelcome among the critics of our policy in the Labour Party and the country at large. Perhaps a majority of both the party and the country were not happy about the direction in which we were heading. They were convinced that this was a stitch-up and that we were going along on Washington’s coat-tails into war, regardless of how events developed.


In hindsight, it does seem that this indeed was the case. But it didn’t feel like that in Cabinet at the time. I believed that there was a serious effort to get the United Nations Security Council second resolution for authorising any action that might be necessary. Furthermore, and prior to any consideration of military intervention, I was sure that there was a commitment to support the efforts of the UN inspectors and that they were absolutely convinced that material would be found.


As it transpired, very little was found. This could be partly explained by the intelligence suggesting that Saddam had been dispersing his weapons of mass destruction. Indeed it was explained to me that biological and chemical deposits and material are easily shifted and can be stored in a secure tin in an unsuspecting hole in the ground, or garden shed. This was not some great big missile apparatus that stuck out like a sore thumb in the middle of the desert. The inspectors did find that Iraq possessed some weapons in contravention of its United Nations restrictions and they were promptly destroyed.


It must also be part of the account that the inspectors were operating under very difficult conditions, and were not fully able to conduct the kind of thorough investigations that were required in order for us to be certain that Iraq did not pose a threat. The investigators were not allowed to interview Iraqi scientists, except where they could be listened to by officials and the Iraqi scientists families were in fear of their lives if the scientists spilled any beans.


Anyway, all these kinds of tension were building up and this began to show within the Cabinet. It wasn’t just Clare Short’s media outbursts or the much more forensic and sober questioning and analysis that Robin Cook offered; others were beginning to express some doubt. Before Christmas Tony Blair promised a full Cabinet discussion on Iraq and this took place on the 16 January 2003. Tony outlined where we were going and the fact that the inspection team were meeting huge obstacles and were not receiving the cooperation demanded by Resolution 1441 from the Iraqi government. It was clear from what he was saying that we were nearing the crunch point. All along he was optimistic that we would get the second United Nations resolution authorising action and he consistently said this both in private and Cabinet meetings.


Despite my scepticism, I believed him and accepted I might be wrong. I thought the French were going to hold out until the last minute along with the Russians because of their own strategic and historical interest in Iraq’s economy and oil. They would obviously want to secure their interests in the process. Undoubtedly, however, there was a genuine element to their scepticism as well. They were of the view that action would not be in the long-term interests of the region or the world. I thought they would eventually authorise a second resolution anyway, and felt that it was crucial that this was achieved in order to make sure that the US was brought in under the international umbrella of United Nations rather than acting unilaterally, as they had done historically, but particularly so under the Bush regime. Tony often made this argument both within the Cabinet and in public too. He also made sure that he had regular contact and discussion with the Parliamentary Labour Party.


At a Cabinet meeting on 16 January, Tony outlined the situation, saying that the build-up of forces around the borders, because the Americans had sent forces out and we had started to do so as well, was already having an effect on the regime. It was a question of who was going to break first. The pressure on the regime in Baghdad was enormous and he said that an offer was being made to the Iraqi people which would say that if the regime agreed to change then sanctions would be lifted. But we were being equally clear that a democratic situation would be established in the aftermath of any action. He expressed some concerns over unexpected things happening, should we take action, such as oil wells being exploded or set alight.


I spoke, I think, if I’m right, for the first time in the Cabinet since I joined, apart from a political Cabinet meeting in the previous November, saying that I had been Robin Cook’s Middle East Minister and supported the policy. I thought that it was really important, however, to get a better understanding in the country of our position and we needed to use the regional press properly because it was clear that our argument was not getting across at the national level where there was huge scepticism in the national media and because of the spin around and the general public hostility to what we were doing. Underpinning this was an even more fervent hostility towards the Americans and George Bush in particular. It was very difficult to get a proper communication strategy. Within the regional media, I suggested, it would be much easier to get a serious debate going and to speak directly to the public. (I was influenced in this by my 2001 success as Energy Minister visiting coalfield communities and turning around public hostility on compensating sick miners largely through the regional media.)


The problem was that unless we illustrated that we had a united public and private position on this, then we would not get a United Nations Security Council Resolution because the French and Russians would not back us, and then on their coat-tails the Chinese, as well as the smaller countries who are non-permanent members of the Security Council, would oppose us too. There was a real dilemma that we would not get a Security Council Resolution unless the threat to act was real, but if we were too bellicose we wouldn’t get Saddam’s cooperation over the weapons inspectors. I said, finally, and I noticed Tony Blair very much nodding at this point, that I don’t think that we should have any illusions that, even if we got a second UN Resolution, there would still be massive opposition from critics to any subsequent military action we might take.




***





January 2003:


Cabinet


The first political Cabinet of 2003 on 24 January provided a good opportunity to take stock of where the government was and to assess where we were going. Tony Blair opened up, to say that we were in a tricky situation. Underneath the normally choppy political waves there lay much more dangerous currents. Iraq, crime and asylum were making things very difficult for us and this was despite being in a remarkably strong position for a mid-term government on the economy and public investment. We also had a big challenge to get the decision on the euro right, with the coming announcement of our economic assessment on the five tests we had set.


So it would be a very testing nine months, with public sector reform being extremely controversial in the party, on Foundation Hospitals and on student finance. He added, ‘But it’s vital that we take the difficult decisions, however tough that may be, so that we come out well later.’ The worst thing would be to appear to be slowing down now, because that would just store up problems which would come and bite us later on into the government. He added that Iraq was a genuine public concern that we could not brush aside. He appreciated people’s concerns and said that we were continuing to try and get the second United Nations resolution and to make sure that the weapons inspectors were able to do their job. He concluded by saying that the forthcoming tax rises in April were going to be an interesting test, with the Tories immediately going onto the offensive about the 1p on national insurance, which went for the first time past the almost £31,000 upper earnings limit to get every bit of income. It was effectively a 1p tax rise, therefore, although it was presented as a 1p NI increase.


Gordon followed by saying that the 1p NI rise was the biggest tax rise Labour had ever introduced in its history and would bring in £12 billion a year. There would also be a transfer from father to mother and it was far better that it was a pre-Budget runner because then the choice was clear to the public; between public investment and cuts that the Tories were proposing. He was concerned that 15 per cent of the extra money was going into extra pay within the public sector, which was not really in line with average earnings outside and this had to be dealt with. This was a usual refrain from Gordon during such discussions, but an interesting way of putting the argument; he often had very novel statistical analyses or dimensions to general arguments. Gordon then gave a presentation on the economy showing that employment was continuing to rise; manufacturing was hesitantly beginning to rise again, and 1.7 per cent growth in 2002 was higher than had been forecast. The first key message Gordon wanted put out was one of stability and prosperity for everybody versus Tory instability and plunging incomes for some. The second was of rising employment and social progress versus unemployment and social decay under the Tories, and the third was that although under Labour there will be a tax increase of £5,000 because of the national insurance rises, it was to pay for our vision of an improved and modernised health service, whereas the Tories planned 20 per cent cuts if they were in power. So he was very clear that there were competing visions and the choice will be between our Labour public investment and Tory public service cuts worth £100 billion, with further privatisation of public services. The attacks by the Tories would be on delivery versus non-delivery and we had to offer competing visions.


He also said that it was no longer good enough to just offer more and more, because there was such widespread disillusionment with politics and it was very much our problem as a government. We had to show that we were offering an entirely different vision. On Europe he said that the Treasury’s work on the euro would be the most detailed and rigorous ever seen, with eighteen different studies being considered. Whatever the decision on the euro would be, the big issue was about economic policy; the way we treated housing and business investment, for example. You couldn’t see the euro decision as being in isolation from getting the economics right, especially on the housing market and on the impact on business investment.


Others made interesting points as well, like Jack Straw who said that the real problem for Cabinet ministers was that we were terrifically busy in our bubbles, driving around in ministerial cars, and could easily get out of touch with the real world. We needed, he said, to be redefining our ideology and our way of communicating. David Blunkett said that we now had to create a sense of security and the absence of fear, in order to create a space for progressive politics to develop. People were worried, he said, about crime, asylum and terrorism, and they would not be sympathetic to our progressive agenda until they felt safe and secure. This was a point that he often made and that Tony Blair very much backed up, because although he was making a pretty elementary point, it was a very important one for a Labour government to remember too. Robin Cook made a number of points, one of them being that he thought our problem was that we had now become seen as the establishment and that we needed to find a way, like Margaret Thatcher had, of avoiding being perceived in this way and we weren’t doing very well that.


I came in saying that I thought David Blunkett’s points were excellent, as were those of the others (as I usually tended to do when making an intervention before I got on to my point). I said that I thought that our biggest enemy was the Tories, but the biggest immediate threat in election terms, especially in local elections, was in fact the Liberals. I also worried about the fact that people took for granted economic stability and low unemployment, low inflation, mortgage and interest rates and we weren’t necessarily getting much credit for it. We needed to get out of the debates which were gripping the political class and the ‘Westminster bubble’ and have our discussions out in the public arena. I followed on by saying that it was important that we didn’t fudge the decision on the euro; the second worst outcome of it being bad for the economy would be to fudge it and to be seen to be ducking the question (and I noticed that Tony Blair was nodding vigorously at this). I agreed with Alan Milburn’s point about having a much better narrative which conveyed a sense of purpose and projected our values and where we came from. I said that I thought we had lost the ability to talk to the party and to the trade unions and that I had really noticed this when I gave a speech in David Miliband’s constituency of South Shields and party members just didn’t realised what we had achieved. We had to find a way, as I had managed successfully on that occasion and on others, to explain those achievements in language which members understood and related to the values they held dear. I also said that we were no longer ‘New’ Labour because we were seen as the government, which was a similar point to the one that Robin had made. I said that the difference between new and old and the Third Way were difficult for people to understand. I made one final, slightly lighter point about the recent occasion of Jack Straw having to apologise for his son Will’s attack of the government’s student tuition fees rise, as president of the Oxford Union. I said that I had to often explain away the radical point of view of my dad Walter, when he wrote to The Guardian and The Tribune. I said to Jack that at least he could be held responsible for what his son did in some respects, but I had no control over my dad!


But all in all this was a pretty confident political Cabinet, although there was an underlying worry about Iraq, the euro and both the strength of our political position on the one hand, and the shallowness of our support on the other.




***





16/23 January and 6 March 2003:



Cabinet – Fire dispute; Iraq


New Year in 2003 started with the fire service dispute which continued to prove difficult to resolve. In the Cabinet meeting on 16 January John Prescott reported on progress and Gordon Brown made it clear that it was essential to achieve a low settlement and make sure that there wasn’t a trigger for any pay increase in the future. This was a concern he repeated at the following Cabinet meeting on 23 January. John Prescott reported on the difficulty of getting the union to ACAS and said that there was £100 million on the table of extra money as part of a new deal; if they continued to refuse, the government would have to take a much harder position. The difficulty was that the union had no clear leadership from either its general secretary or executive.


Tony Blair gave us a report on Iraq. He said that there was a build-up of military might around Saddam’s borders which will have an effect on the regime and that there was a tactical question of which figures in the regime might actually defect. We needed to lift sanctions in order to build up democratic government. We also needed to address the question of the aftermath of war and the reconstruction of the country. Finally, we needed to focus on the possibility that Saddam might do something unexpected.


Robin Cook came in and said that he thought that it was truly vital that we prioritise the Middle East and to achieve a peace process there. I spoke and agreed with him, saying that this was right and that our policy was the right one. The problem was one of communication, and we needed to engage regional papers, as a forum for debate and discussion. The national media was very unsympathetic to George Bush in particular, for whom the public had very little respect and trust.


I said that the issue with Bush for us was that we had (to continue to have a good relationship with him) to encourage him to engage with the United Nations. Unless Bush was seen to be respectable and respected, there would not be a willingness to act militarily and we would not get the second Security Council Resolution or achieve Saddam’s cooperation with weapons inspectors. The fact that we had large numbers of troops camped on his borders meant that he would already be reluctant to let inspectors in at all. What is more, I added, even with a second resolution justifying action, we should be prepared for the onslaught of those who saw this intervention as an extension of US imperialism and Bush’s neoconservative unilateralism and who would oppose us to the end. No one should be under any illusions, I continued, that a Security Council second resolution would necessarily give us the political cover we required.


We were set to have a Cabinet meeting on 23 January and Tony Blair said that he would report back fully at the following Cabinet on 30 January and update us. This update was remarkably comprehensive and demonstrated that the weapons inspectors were having a tough time and were expecting it to get much tougher. Robin Cook made carefully phrased arguments which put forward a sceptical position about war. It was true that between 1991 and 1998 sanctions had been successful in keeping Saddam in his cage. But I thought, as I was listening to the debate and recalling my time as the minister with a focus on Iraq between 1999 and 2001, that our policy of sanctions had been under attack precisely from the same critics, such as The Guardian, who were criticising the direction in which this government was heading on Iraq. The sanctions were criticised for bringing poverty and starvation to Iraqi innocents, while Saddam lived a bloated and extravagant existence in obscene palaces across Iraq. The price of keeping Saddam Hussein in his cage, rather than removing him completely, was to continue these sanctions which were so heavily criticised. In this sense, although Robin argued against military action with real conviction, he was guilty of bouts of selective amnesia. Iraq was a pariah; considered a genuine threat by neighbouring countries to their sovereignty. Saddam was rearming in order to reacquire his weapons of mass destruction capability. There was no panacea here; none of the options were without their costs.


John Prescott, reporting on the fire dispute on 30 January, said that he was planning to invoke the 1944 and 1947 provisions in new legislation which would enable the government to take action to end the disputes and to ensure that the fire service was maintained on public security grounds. He hoped that this might get strikes called off and negotiations promoted and strengthened. The threat of using legislation to crush trade union disputes was pretty unusual for a Labour government to contemplate and I was very unhappy about this. Indeed, when it was made public it rightly brought strong condemnation from the Trade Union Congress and other union leaders.


At the Cabinet meeting on 6 March John reported on progress and said that they were being offered 16 per cent over three years, which would put them significantly above what others were getting. This was partly financed by modernisation and reform, much of which was desperately needed and which I agreed with. He said that if this did not work, we could be in real trouble. We would need to use troops to prop up the fire service, which would require extra legal provisions.




***





17/20 March 2003:



Cabinet – Iraq


By March 2003 the diary was pretty well dominated by Iraq. We knew we were going to war but it seemed impossible to break the deadlock in the United Nations to get a second resolution giving Saddam a final ultimatum to disarm and to cooperate with the inspectors. The French, supported by the Russians and the Chinese, were refusing to budge and let us pass such a resolution which effectively gave practical authority to the UN resolution they had all agreed unanimously a few months before: Security Council Resolution 1441.


The train had been set in motion. Members like me were not at all ecstatic about this, but thought it inevitable. Tens of thousands of troops had congregated around Saddam’s borders, forcing him to comply with the weapons inspectors; but, paradoxically, their presence had antagonised or frightened Saddam into preventing the inspectors from doing their jobs. This wasn’t our fault; we were in a Catch-22 dilemma. It seemed obvious that Saddam was mounting a massive operation to keep anybody from seeing his weapons programme, which intelligence showed was formidable and could be activated in the future.


The UN’s inability to effectively deal with the problem was frustrating. But we couldn’t do nothing. We couldn’t sit there permanently with 80,000 troops to the south of Iraq, and you couldn’t allow a situation in which a veto by the French, supported by others in the United Nations, effectively dismembered the United Nations and destroyed its authority.


It was also disappointing that we couldn’t get more consensus in the Cabinet and the party. This was the sole intention of the Cabinet meeting on 17 March 2003, a special Monday Cabinet which was to get agreement on the policy and effectively give Cabinet authority for war. To garner support across the political spectrum, we had taken the very unusual step of tabling a parliamentary motion, getting parliamentary backing for what we were doing.


On no occasion on the eve of war had Parliament ever been consulted in this way. Wars had always been authorised, and the British Army deployed, by the decision of the Prime Minister acting through the royal prerogative; quite a powerful constitutional anachronism that invested in the Monarch, and through delegation the Prime Minister of the day, acting in the Sovereign’s name with supreme authority, the power to commit the British forces to war.


Nevertheless, we decided that it would be much better to consult Parliament and Jack Straw deserves great credit for arguing this case very strongly with an initially sceptical No. 10. We were always going to face a huge rebellion from our own ranks and were never absolutely certain that we would win the vote. There was a possibility that opponents of the government, on all sides of the House, might see an opportunity to defeat us, finding an excuse not to support us.


Therefore many of us were involved in individual meetings with friends and colleagues to try and persuade them of the need to act against Saddam. I spoke to members of the Welsh group consistently and regularly about it. Very gradually you could see opinion being swung in our favour, but it was extremely difficult nonetheless. The debate had also opened up enormous wounds; with ferocious opposition to the government from within our own ranks. Many of these MPs were normally loyal soldiers but now just felt completely opposed to our intentions. So many of my friends, family and colleagues stood resolutely opposed to the government and this uncomfortable period was to last for a long time afterwards.


Ominously Robin Cook’s chair was empty as he absented himself from the Cabinet discussion and made it clear that he was resigning. Claire Short had not been so explicit. She was agonising over her position, but it was a very difficult situation. She was not happy about where we had ended up, but she was arguing constantly for UN involvement and knew that we were trying to get it. She was eventually persuaded by Tony Blair to stay in the Cabinet. She wanted to see through the reconstruction of Iraq after the invasion, with her Department for International Development being absolutely critical. So she turned up at the Cabinet at the last moment and supported government policy.


There was a lot of pressure from constituencies on Labour MPs not to vote against the government. However, there was a noticeable shift of opinion in the position of constituency parties on the matter, because they realised that it was an absolutely decisive issue of confidence for the government. Whatever reservations they might have had, it was clear the whole fate of the government rested on the vote. Should we have been defeated then Tony would have had to resign and the whole government would have plunged into disarray. The stakes were very high.




***





1 May 2003:



Cabinet – Foundation Hospitals


The Cabinet meeting on 1 May 2003 was interesting because there was considerable concern about the dangers of the Commons vote on Foundation Hospitals the following week. This was a vote about our proposals to make hospitals much more independent and self-managing. I thought this was much more sensible, reflecting on the cooperative principle of people owning and running their own enterprises within the public sector framework. In my view it would devolve power much more to the local level, giving staff, management and local stakeholders increased and direct involvement in the hospital’s performance and its priorities. However, we were facing a really significant rebellion over our proposals from Labour MPs and also some opposition from a very narrow section of the Tories. The latter didn’t support us because they wanted full-scale privatisation and our bill didn’t go nearly fast or far enough for them.


It was known that I was going to be doing the Welsh media on this and I had a note from Alastair Campbell passed to me in Cabinet, saying that it is important that we used the next few days to focus on Foundation Hospitals because this was a rare opportunity to get the message across and strengthen our position. Our pitch, wrote Alastair, had to be framed around traditional Labour issues; tackling poverty and inequality with a high standard of public service. He said that the press would want to get me into a different position, especially in the context of the media frenzy around tensions between Gordon and Tony. I had to make the left’s argument for Foundation Hospitals and I thought it was a good and consistent one: the reforms meant decentralising power and greater democratic participation in the NHS.


However I was very critical of the way the whole thing had been launched, because there had been a discourse of quasi-privatisation and being tough on the unions within the health service. I think the public saw it as typical New Labour spin, from which we then had to retreat, finding ourselves in a position where the much more popular arguments I wanted to make were now centre stage. Sometimes I marvelled at the ability of Tony and his allies to kick themselves in the groin with their New Labour obsessions.


I spent a lot of time in April and early May 2003 campaigning in the local elections, my first as Secretary of State for Wales. Therefore I was spending quite a lot of time in Wales, although the party did take me into English constituencies as well. The campaign went really well. Rhodri Morgan and his colleagues had come up with an imaginative manifesto which would have been seen across the Severn Bridge as a rather Old Labour one, with free breakfast for primary school children to improve their concentration in class and free swimming for pensioners in the summer to try to encourage a much healthier lifestyle.


We did pretty well in the election campaign itself; there was a sense of unity and purpose which propelled us along. These were not just local elections, but were the first elections for the National Assembly for Wales; the first time it had been re-elected and quite a test for us. We improved our position and came out with thirty of the sixty seats. It was almost impossible for us to have done any better. We won back a lot of our key constituencies, including the Rhondda where Leighton Andrews ran an excellent campaign which I saw first-hand when I was campaigning there. We had lost some of these constituencies to the nationalists in the dismal atmosphere of 1999, on the back of big party divisions over the leadership clash between Alun Michael and Rhodri Morgan and other issues which had left our supporters feeling pretty disillusioned with us.


Focusing on traditional Labour areas was quite interesting. Normally we didn’t need to campaign in the Rhondda, Isllwyn or Llanelli, all of which we won back, and the Rhondda with an absolutely massive majority. I had never usually spent much time in such areas because they were regarded as safe seats so it was quite a novel experience to be focusing on these places rather than in places like the Vale of Glamorgan, Monmouth or the Pembrokeshire seats and the same for the north Wales marginal seats.


So the party was in good fettle and morale was high. There was a post-mortem on the election performance in the Cabinet the following week on 8 May and I reported on the Welsh result saying that it was the best across Britain and there were lessons to be learnt from that. I said that far from Iraq dominating the campaign, it came up as an issue, but the most negative response we got towards the government was on asylum and on council tax levels. Indeed, in places like the Rhonda there was huge support for what we were doing, as there was also in places like the Vale of Glamorgan and Preseli Pembrokeshire, where I campaigned with their candidates in Haverfordwest. Elsewhere, though, we got some quite negative reactions on Iraq off the streets.


The nationalists were in a really bad shape. I reported that their commitment to independence was leaving them badly divided and in a position of having no real credibility with the electorate. Furthermore, their leadership was weak: Dafydd Wigley, the previous Plaid Cymru leader, had been very effective and popular, but his successor Ieuan Wyn Jones was frankly a bit of a joke as leader. He was weak and virtually colourless with no real charisma or drive. Under his leadership they tried to profit from Iraq but didn’t really succeed in doing so.


This of course was at a time when the Iraq campaign was seen to be successful. The military campaign had gone well, Saddam had been toppled, though not yet found, and although there were some beginnings of resistance from terrorist groups it was not yet in the very unstable situation which was to develop in time for the local elections a year later. I also pointed out that ‘turned’ areas such as Neath Port Talbot had experienced a huge drive in postal votes. The turnout had been higher and the result for Labour was much better. Though I did say that I thought that the white, working-class voters were pretty alienated from the whole of the political establishment, ourselves included, and that the Liberal Democrats were targeting them quite successfully, which was going to make life very difficult for us. This was to prove quite prescient as a year later the Liberal Democrats did very well in many of our strongholds in England especially.


From my own personal point of view it was a really good campaign and not just was I received very well on the doorstep and in town centres, but a number of people praised the way that I had carried myself during interviews on television, especially over the Iraq situation. I was always at pains to recognise the opposition case and give it some respect, but nevertheless be very hard in support of the government’s policy and our commitment to ridding Iraq of weapons of mass destruction. So, from that point of view, I came out of the election in pretty good shape.




***





12 June 2003:


Reshuffle; wedding; Bevan tax saga


For me the story started running on Thursday 12 June. It was a week when I was out in Brussels negotiating the final clauses in the final stages of the draft constitution for the new European Treaty as the government’s representative on the Future of Europe Convention. It had been quite a gruelling couple of days and the previous weekend the press had been feverishly speculating about a Cabinet reshuffle. I had actually asked Sally Morgan about it a few days beforehand and she had said that she didn’t know whether the reshuffle would be on the Thursday; ‘it might be or it might not’, Tony was just incredibly busy. Clearly something was going on however and I wondered whether it might involve me. There had been reports that I could be promoted and various suggestions were made as to who might take which portfolio, though on these occasions you never know.


It is usually the people who don’t know anything that say everything. The people who know everything say nothing. So for the meanwhile I was in detailed negotiations over Europe and also trying to get on with Wales Office business.


It became evident from text messages from London that a reshuffle had started around about midday. The really startling news that Alan Milburn the Health Secretary had resigned came right out of the blue for everybody. I was amazed because he was very authoritative in the Cabinet, very close to Tony and positioning himself, I thought, for taking on Gordon Brown in the next leadership race. Indeed his special advisors had been briefing the newspapers to that effect quite consistently and he was not afraid to confront Gordon Brown, as he did on one or two occasions in the Cabinet. Then we got news of other moves and then finally around mid-afternoon Brussels time, my Foreign Office-seconded private secretary Sarah Lyons got a message that Tony wanted to speak to me about an hour later.


I eventually took the call, moved out from my convention seat and Tony came straight through and said that he wanted me to take on the leader of the Commons. I was quite surprised by this but delighted nonetheless. He added also that he wanted me to stay on as the Secretary of State for Wales. I was taken aback at this, though not surprised in a way. I immediately started asking him questions because he referred to setting up a new Department for Constitutional Affairs and said that the Wales Office, my office, would come underneath it and that he was making Charlie Falconer, the secretary of state, head of it. I asked him whether I’d still be doing Welsh questions, whether I’d still be taking Welsh legislation through the House of Commons. These were questions to which he did not have clear answers and hurriedly said, ‘Well, I suppose you will, I think you’d better speak to Andrew Turnbull the Cabinet secretary.’ So, ten minutes later, as Tony had promised, Andrew Turnbull came through with a much clearer picture.


The Wales Office would come under the Department for Constitutional Affairs along with the Scottish Office where Helen Liddell had gone to be replaced by Alistair Darling, who also stayed as Transport Secretary. Andrew made clear to me that I would head my own office and for the purposes of parliamentary and political business I would remain in charge. But, officially, the Wales Office staff would of course report through to the permanent secretary of the new Department for Constitutional Affairs.


Meanwhile, the news had started to leak out to the public that this was happening. Downing Street had been briefing and they made an absolutely spectacular bodge of it. There was a furore raging in Wales, among my backbench colleagues in the Welsh Labour parliamentary group, in the Welsh media and indeed public opinion generally, that the secretary of state’s post had been abolished. There was a perception that the Wales Office was just being summarily transferred into the Department for Constitutional Affairs under an unelected peer, Lord Falconer, and an English one at that: you can imagine the fuss that was created.


The Wales Office staff were in turmoil – they didn’t know what was going on. It was dreadfully handled.


The lines were not clear and, for a government that is supposed to be excellent at communicating, it was just yet another example that we were not. If, as it later transpired, this had been planned over a period of time, then these sorts of things should have been thought about. It was further evidence of Tony Blair’s team, and perhaps the PM himself, not really thinking about Wales. They did not understand Wales. Contrary to Scotland where the secretary of state’s role was pretty minimal because all primary legislation had gone to the Scottish Parliament, my role as Secretary of State for Wales would remain absolutely crucial. None of the legislation affecting Wales, primary legislation that is, could go through without my involvement in taking it through, together with my deputy. The Wales Office staff was absolutely vital as a bridge between the Assembly in Cardiff Bay and Whitehall.


So, there was a fundamental lack of political understanding that led to a really awful couple of days, coming alongside a general impression in the London media that this whole thing had been done on the back of an envelope. Indeed, the abolition of the Lord Chancellor’s post, establishing a Supreme Court, and an independent judicial commission to appoint judges instead of being chosen by a Cabinet Minister appointed by the Prime Minister – despite being very good reforms – were rushed out without sufficient consultation or explanation. I was continually on the defensive, having to explain the situation that I had been crystal clear on from the moment the Prime Minister called me, that I was secretary of state and that the Wales Office was continuing. What I didn’t say publicly was that his answers to me were very vague and he obviously hadn’t thought through all the detail even if his Cabinet secretary Andrew Turnbull clearly had.


This was all happening just at the time when Elizabeth and I had planned our wedding, on Saturday 14 June. It was to be a lovely day; we had decided to go down to the Towers Hotel in Neath where the reception was being held and stay the weekend at the invitation of its head Clive Hopkins, a visionary local businessman who established a really excellent centre: restaurant, function centre and now a hotel wing. The Neath registry office wedding went very well. We both recited the same Celtic vow to each other, doing alternate lines. It was a beautiful and moving affair. Then we went on to a reception held outside in sunny weather which was really terrific. I didn’t know in advance, but all the tables had been planned by my mum and my sister Sally to be named after different leaders in the South African freedom struggle. The top table was named Nelson Mandela and we went right through Walter Sisulu and, of course, rather movingly for our family, John Harris, who had been executed in 1964. He was a very close friend of my mum and dad’s and his son David, who I had known well as a young radical in the Labour Party, was attending the wedding. Nelson Mandela sent a card and there were many other South Africans there. The deputy South African High Commissioner George Johannes and his wife came, for instance, as did Hugh Lewin, a surprise visitor and an old friend from Pretoria, now living in Johannesburg. He had been imprisoned for seven years and it was absolutely delightful to see him again.


Elizabeth and I decided to break with convention and make speeches after the first course. She spoke first and did an excellent and very humorous speech. She said what it was like to get married to a Cabinet minister, having to go and get the ring herself in case anybody spotted me and also the precautions we had to take in registering our forthcoming marriage. We had been consulting with the Neath registrar in strict privacy as she was an old friend of my agent Howard Davies. We decided to register in Wandsworth registry office, describing myself as an author because the notice had to go up for fifteen days and be displayed publicly, and we hoped that it wouldn’t click with people who I was. We had spent some fifteen days of nervousness in February waiting to see whether the news broke as we hadn’t managed to tell any relatives or friends.


Anyway it went very well, and the atmosphere was terrific. Later, Roy Noble, who was masterful as Master of Ceremonies, doing a very humorous job indeed, brought in a lot of different people, Hugh Lewin among others. Nelson Mandela sent a message of apology through George Johannes saying, with typical mischief: ‘Maybe I can come next time!’ Jake, my youngest son, stood up voluntarily and made a lovely little speech to say how proud he was of his dad and how he welcomed Elizabeth whom he called ‘Queen Liz’. It was a beautiful and moving and made me so proud of him. My elder son Sam quietly, as was his way, videoed the entire proceedings while his own eighteen-month-old son Harry scooted about between and under tables.


It was a really relaxed and enjoyable occasion and everybody had fantastic fun, capped by a performance from the Welsh comedian/entertainer Max Boyce, a constituent of mine from up the valley in Glynneath, who delivered one of his rasping performances that took the mick out of everybody, not least me.


The problems caused by the reshuffle continued to rumble on over the following weeks. I had to do a reply to an opposition censure debate on the reshuffle in robust terms on the Tuesday and was settling into my new dual role which was fraught with difficulties. The speech that I did went down very well, although it was necessarily extremely confrontational because we had to knock them back hard and I was a bit concerned about conflict with my new role as leader of the House, which was a more consensual role because you had to speak on behalf on the whole House and be seen to be doing so. I was concerned that it might compromise me. Anyway, I was all the time getting lots of plaudits from people who were delighted at my new appointment, including from across the media and from friends, party members and members of the public who were pouring in messages.


Meanwhile we had also been planning the Aneurin Bevan lecture, the second annual such lecture, sponsored by the Bevan Foundation for the following Friday 20 June. It had been months in planning and my two special advisors, Andrew Bold and Phil Taylor, had been working on it. I wanted to say something about the need to press forward on Labour’s historic role to bring about greater equality because gaps between rich and poor had been opening up as those at the top had spectacular rises, even though we had done more for those at the bottom than any other government before us, with the minimum wage and tax credits that lifted their basic income up to a manageable and liveable amount. Nevertheless there was still a big equality gap. I was determined to say something about this and had wanted to suggest how the tax system might be adjusted at the top, with the very rich paying more.


We had worked on a paragraph and an argument about the upper earnings limit on national insurance contributions, which had always seemed to me to be illogical, being lifted. Those earning way above this cut-off point were effectively paying the same as middle-income earners. We decided to drop this because there was no time to consult or clear the speech with anybody in No. 10 or Treasury.


Then what you can see as a series of misjudgements occurred. Phil Taylor decided in a fairly rushed way the previous day, having done most of the work on it, to proceed with fairly low-key modest arguments, namely that poverty levels had fallen relatively slowly in the last few years and that incomes at the very top of the scale had increased, thereby increasing the income level at which relative poverty starts and the gap between rich and poor. We now needed a genuine, honest debate about how we reduced this inequality. Equally we faced a situation where the top rate of tax, the 40 per cent band, now caught far too many middle-income employees, including teachers and police officers. This presented us with hard choices. How can we ensure that hardworking, middle-income families and the low-paid get a better deal except by those at the very top of the pay scale contributing more? Yet at the same time how do we reward initiative, risk-taking and enterprise, all of which are crucial to generating wealth and economic success?


Asking those questions seemed to us a fairly modest way of entering a sensible debate about a real problem. But Phil briefed the Daily Mirror which hyped it up enormously. They put it on their front page and used all sorts of new tax tables for the higher earners at 50 per cent, 60 per cent and so on. I woke up on Friday morning 20 June in a hotel in north Wales where I was on a ministerial visit to find the BBC and all the broadcasters leading with the piece, suggesting that I was demanding higher rates of tax and that I was on a collision course with the Prime Minister and the Chancellor. Very soon there were reactions from No. 10 and the Treasury distancing themselves and saying they didn’t know anything about it. All hell broke loose.


I got a call from Alastair Campbell around about quarter past seven in the morning. He said that it seemed to have gone rather ‘neuralgic’ and I explained to him exactly what I had said. He seemed pretty grumpy that he hadn’t known about it, but I reminded him that at my specific request Phil had told No. 10 the night before about what was going on. Alastair suggested I went on the Today programme to try and knock it down. I did this immediately, pushing John Humphrys back, a legend at adversarial interviews, just saying that all I wanted to have was a sensible debate about these matters. I insisted that I was not interested in a return to the old days of tax-and-spend and punitively high tax rates, lines Alastair had suggested and with which I agreed.


Throughout the morning there was a frenzy taking place. Me, my press officer Alan Cummins, and my special advisor Phil Taylor were being endlessly badgered by the media; all our mobiles were going bananas. Phil was heading back to London with calls from virtually all the media, from No. 10 and so on. Sally Morgan came through from No. 10 saying that Tony was very upset about it all and would probably be phoning me, which within a short time he did.


So sitting in this hotel in north Wales on my way to Wylfa nuclear power station for a ministerial visit there was pandemonium breaking out. The spin-doctors were no longer the ministers or their press officers. In my view, they were the journalists. The whole of the broadcast media in particular were determined that this was a Labour government split story; that I was advocating high rates of tax of up to 60 per cent for those on high incomes when I had never specified any such thing.


Tony Blair came through to me from Greece where he was attending a European Council meeting at Thessaloniki. He was due to receive a report from Giscard on the convention, but the lobby journalists with him had switched their focus, as they tended to on these occasions, to what was going on back home. He was obviously concerned about it and basically said that I really had to try and close it down in some way, which I agreed with.


At this stage it was obvious that it wasn’t going to be possible for me to go ahead and make a speech, even with the most gently drafted paragraph, of the kind I’d intended. I needed to withdraw it and Tony urged me to be careful about what I said that evening. He was clear that we ought not to get into a position where we appeared to be advocating high tax rates – although he subsequently told me that he did have sympathy with the point that I was making. What I hadn’t known was that Gordon Brown had been on the phone to him in a very sort of hectoring tone demanding that I be slapped down and that my, albeit gentle question, be retracted. What Tony didn’t want, I realised later, was a row between him and the Chancellor which clearly would not have been a good idea.


Very shortly after Gordon Brown himself came through, rather belligerent but not in a nasty fashion. He just said that this was playing to the Tory agenda, because they were making a lot of the fact that middle-income people were getting into the 40 per cent tax bracket, as I had identified and that my comments had given them an opening. Frankly, it seemed to me that the Tories had an opening because we had left one for them, and it was an issue which at some point would have to be addressed. It was, however, a fair point to make that this could not just be done off the cuff in a speech which had neither been thought through nor cleared with the Chancellor or the Prime Minister. What is more, you could not allow it to take off as a story, which it certainly did from the moment the Daily Mirror ran it on its front page and the broadcasters went manic about it.


What I then did, in between travelling further into north Wales and Anglesey (the north-western-most tip of Wales), was to formulate a strategy, field more phone calls and do a number of interviews for BBC, ITV and Sky who turned up with cameras at the power station. But I did it in terms which were on my own agenda and were very tightly controlled. I refused to get into what might or might not have happened earlier that morning between myself and No. 10 or the Treasury and just focused on fair taxes under Labour or unfair taxes under the Tories. This was the line that I stuck to.


Meanwhile the speech had gone over to No. 10 and the Treasury and sections of it were being filleted out which Phil Taylor was liaising over, and a new beginning stuck in which I basically referred to the events of the day and the way the news had gone, saying that there was not any intention to raise taxes, as was clear in the manifesto. The first draft of this, proposed by No. 10, was frankly unacceptable. I refused to endorse it and told Phil that I would not say what they wanted me to say, whatever the instructions were. In these circumstances there are obviously people operating under the general authority of the Prime Minister, but with their own agendas, sometimes just misjudging the detail of the situation. At any rate I did have an introductory section crafted which I cleared over the phone travelling back to Cardiff to deliver the Aneurin Bevan lecture.


I arrived in plenty of time on a sunny evening. There was a whole pack of journalists waiting there, with around six outside-broadcast TV teams. Ironically, the first Aneurin Bevan lecture had been given by Gordon Brown the year before, and to a reasonably sized audience but with no press interest at all. But given the way the news and politics of the day had gone this was a quite different occasion. I began with a bit of gentle humour poking fun at the media and welcoming them to the lecture. I joked that I was sure they would turn up in similar numbers for future lectures. I then delivered what was a long and very serious lecture on our achievements as a government in the context of Bevan’s views and values and it went down pretty well. I didn’t do any further interviews and didn’t take any questions because I knew that those would immediately come from the journalists in the audience about some issue of process that was fascinating to them, but rather dry for everybody else. They wouldn’t actually bring up any of the issues of substance that I was trying to address.


The day had been quite shaky. It proved my maxim, which I had continuously been saying through my time in government when people congratulated me, that you can never predict your fortunes in politics; one day you’re up, the next day you’re down, and I certainly felt going to bed that night that I was really down. I had done a lot of work to get myself into the position I was in, and now it seemed to be really damaged. On the other hand there was enormous public support for what I had said and the questions I had raised. There was also considerable public antagonism over the way I had been ‘slapped down’, and anger at what people saw as the suppression of a legitimate debate.


The mainstream media ran with the line that Blair and Brown had suppressed my proposals. This was not, however, exactly true. The story had initially been over-spun and over-hyped by the media, who turned it into a mega political story and controversy. It wasn’t just the right-wing tabloids like the Daily Mail who played this game – those papers who would use any opportunity to attack the government – but also the BBC and many quality newspapers too. I remember only the Financial Times in its coverage on the following morning after the lecture played it straight, even going so far as to publish a rather supportive editorial. To be fair, The Independent and The Guardian also had quite sympathetic editorials as well. But the truth was that it was impossible to discuss tax issues so publicly and so candidly and I suppose I should have known that.


So the following week’s Cabinet meeting was not very comfortable. Before it Tony had just asked me to pop into his room and said that what he intended to do was just to say to people that we had to find a way of having sensible discussions but not in the fashion that I had trailed. He promised he was not going to have a go at me. He basically said that everybody around the Cabinet table had been in this position before, where you suddenly got blown out of the water in the frenzied media climate in which we operated. As I later put it, even the most message-cautious minister could unwittingly get in that position. Jack Straw, for example, pretty well continuously said something controversial or media-worthy, as he did from time to time over Iraq, both attributably and off the record. A bit of a discussion continued and John Reid made a point, actually turning to me, and said that ‘at least Peter, unlike other notable Cabinet ministers’, referring of course to Gordon Brown, Clare Short and Robin Cook, ‘wasn’t briefing against the government and attacking it from the outside’. He was making the point that we needed to have a proper strategic discussion inside the Cabinet which we only very seldom did have.


Despite the rational and reasonable comments made in Cabinet, when you get into the top levels of politics, as I had found myself, there is also a fair amount of envy among other Cabinet colleagues, who wouldn’t necessarily openly say it but you knew it was there. Some of them were angry about the tax thing; others saw it as a piece of political positioning designed to make me – quite fancifully – a potential successor for leader after Tony Blair. Indeed there been some loose chatter in the Westminster bubble by journalists about this in the preceding months, reflected in the Saturday morning coverage in the tabloids, especially The Sun and the Daily Mail, the latter of which was absolutely appalling. It was probably the worst day’s coverage I had since the ‘Hain the Pain’ days of the ‘Stop the Tour’ campaign in the early 1970s. I had been the focus of hysterical attacks in that frenzied period, only to be restored to respectability on Mandela’s release from prison. There was an irony to this fickleness which made me smile, despite the awful coverage of that day.


The whole debate seemed to rumble on. I had quite a number of phone calls from backbench colleagues like Richard Burden who said they were really pleased with what I had said and when I got into the Commons lobby, which was always a useful way of touching base, when we were voting on Monday evening, a number congratulated me. The trouble was that they were people who tended to be on the backbenches and not very favourably disposed towards Tony and the New Labour government. So that kind of support, although obviously nice in one way, was not very significant. I knew from the reaction in the Labour Party, not just in the Neath Labour Party but right across the board, including the trade unions, that many were really pleased with what I said and wished it had been said before. But because it was seen as a bit of political positioning, this failed to come over in the media coverage and was not appreciated by the higher echelons of the party.


Jack Straw was especially very angry with me, despite us having worked very amicably when I was Europe Minister in the Foreign Office. By coincidence I had a meeting, among others, to discuss strategic foreign policy in Jack’s room. I arrived a bit early and he asked me to pop in and he had a go at me about the speech and said that it was really unhelpful and so on and so forth. I stood my ground, admitting that it had been a bit of a cock-up, but I had also known from Foreign Office sources who were very friendly towards me, who had been out in the European Council meeting in Greece at the time, that Jack and his special advisor Ed Owen were overheard having a serious confab about how what I was doing was blatant political positioning and that I had to be ‘watched’. So I knew there was some of that going on.


My relations with Gordon Brown were also damaged by this episode. His people had viciously briefed against me, some of it no doubt over-spun by journalists, but some of it was clearly attributable to his ‘friends’. Ironically the day before I had seen Gordon at the Cabinet meeting and thanked him for the pager message that he and his wife Sarah had sent Elizabeth and I on our wedding day, which was actually the only such message that I’d got on the day. He’d joked that he’d read that I’d turned my pager off and that they were worried I hadn’t got it. In fact somebody else had been looking after my pager and I wasn’t allowed it until later on. I had for my period as Europe Minister worked quite hard at keeping open lines of communication with Gordon. Phil Taylor had similarly worked hard with Gordon’s special advisors on the same basis since I had been in the Cabinet. There had indeed been tensions with Gordon going back to the early 1990s, when he tried to suppress a Tribune pamphlet that I had co-written with Roger Berry MP on economic policy. Gordon was then the shadow Chancellor and did in fact get me kicked out of secretaryship of the Tribune Group in a putsch mounted by the Blairites and the Brownites. More recently, however, we got on well, but this was clearly a set-back and he was not really a very easy person to get on with. You were either for him or you are against him. He was a formidable and ferociously strong-willed politician of very high intellect and his own style of argument and was not really willing to have proper discussion or debate. He put a point with great conviction and often very persuasively, but did not really accept that there was another point of view. He was the opposite of Tony in this way; he was fundamentally insecure about his dealings with his colleagues.


In the subsequent weeks I just tried to let the whole thing settle down as much as I could. And in fact within a month it had virtually disappeared, as Tony Blair had said to me it probably would do. People continued to mention it privately but thankfully it went away as a story at least.




***





Cabinet colleagues post-Bevan


The interesting thing about the whole tax business and the Bevan lecture and the huge impact that it made, was that I had clearly struck a chord with the public and this is what made it especially uncomfortable for the government. I had all sorts of messages of support from all sorts of different people, including the richer people who might have been expected to contribute a bit more. On the following Sunday at the gym in Neath, where I had gone to have a swim after the workout, I spoke to an attendant who was working part-time, alongside his other job as a teacher. He stopped me and said that he really agreed with me. He said that he had only just gone into the 40 per cent bracket, and he did not understand how, on just under £35,000 a year, he should be doing that. I had an instinctive feeling that this was a real issue out there and this was confirmed by a poll run by the Daily Telegraph which put specifically to those interviewed, the series of questions which I had asked. An overwhelmingly large number, something like two to one, agreed with me that those on high incomes should contribute more and that too many people were entering the 40 per cent tax level. Middle-income earners as well as those at the bottom deserved a fairer break.


The most interesting reaction from Cabinet colleagues came from David Blunkett who stopped me and asked how I was feeling after it all. I said that I was pretty bruised and upset about it but he encouraged me not to worry. He said there was a real problem about being unable to have a proper political debate and we were trapped by it as a government. On the one hand you can’t really have open debate about such a sensitive issue, but on the other hand there is a clear mood out there that there ought to be something more put in front of people on such crucial issues. People want discussion and ideas, rather than the slanging match that you get on the Today programme and the inevitable spin journalism and confrontational debate that follows. He also made a point of coming to Elizabeth and my wedding reception party, which I held in the Wales Office. He came to it and made a very public show doing so. As it happened no other Cabinet minister did, even though many had agreed to come, including Gordon Brown.


Patricia Hewitt was pretty uptight about my comments, saying that it was really unhelpful. I didn’t mind that because I think frank discussion among colleagues is a good thing and I have always accepted that I might be the subject of criticism or might be wrong. In respect of Cabinet colleagues generally, I was obviously still finding my way into the Cabinet. But even after nine months, I already had a much greater profile than the rest of the Cabinet underneath the top four or five. This was obviously a source of jealousy and put me in an unusual position in which on lots of key issues like Iraq, Afghanistan, Europe or the firefighters’ dispute, I was trusted by No. 10 to put across a very clear message and to engage in the debate on behalf of the government in a way that a lot of other Cabinet ministers were not. On the other hand, many of these figures were senior to me. So although relations were very cordial and I always made a point, and have always done so throughout my political career, of never being grumpy with colleagues, I was aware with some of them more than others that there was a certain reservation.


It was interesting how you developed relations with people who perhaps you wouldn’t have got along with before, like me and Charles Clarke. We would often see each other informally and discuss how to take the party forward. Charles was anti-Gordon Brown to the point of recklessness sometimes. He was a person who basically said it straight and I respected him for that. If he disagreed with you he told you so; he didn’t bear grudges or conspire behind your back, he simply told you what he thought straight up. In this sense, he and I were quite alike. However we were also very different as he had a reputation for being quite a bruiser as well and didn’t suffer fools gladly in his role as party chairman. He rubbed a lot of trade union leaders up the wrong way, sometimes being gratuitously offensive to them when he didn’t need to be. This is a reputation that he carried with him in Parliament and elsewhere. On the other hand he was a very astute politician and he had a formidable capacity to absorb policy briefs and take the big decisions and wasn’t afraid of doing so.


I worked particularly closely with Charles when he was appointed Education Secretary around the time that I had been promoted to the Cabinet, because of the issues over student finance and university fees. I supported his approach of reforming the system to allow universities to charge higher fees in the form of interest-bearing repayable loans. Specifically there was an argument between Charles and Gordon Brown, Gordon favoured a straight graduate tax, with Charles favouring a similar method of collection as a graduate tax, but only of the amount that the student had incurred in the fees that they were actually responsible for. Gordon’s approach was basically to charge graduates a small, extra bit of tax, which, however, might end up being greater than the total fees owed, and I supported Charles’s approach. He also voluntarily offered to devolve student finance to the National Assembly for Wales which I was very keen on and it was something that eventually happened after a certain amount of controversy with my backbench Labour MP colleagues who didn’t much like the idea of extra powers being transferred. They were worried about the implications of a different system operating in Wales from England.


So, as well as being opinionated and driven, Charles was also a great team player in Cabinet. He would intervene in debates sparingly, but tellingly. He also tended to operate in a consensual way with fellow members of the Cabinet, involving them in particularly difficult decisions such as student finance. He phoned me several times, as he did other Cabinet colleagues, to test the waters as to whether he would have support for his approach over Gordon Brown’s one and in fact did succeed in beating off Gordon’s position, which was pretty unusual on a fiscal issue like that.


One of the most interesting people I found when I joined the Cabinet was Alan Milburn, somebody whom I hadn’t expected to be as impressed with. I wasn’t in any way offside with him, but he was seen to be a much more closet Blairite than I would ever be, and was seen as being a very much on-message figure for virtually anything No. 10 ever wanted saying. But he quite impressed me with his interventions in Cabinet meetings and the way that he covered the field speaking beyond his brief quite authoritatively and thoughtfully. Alan didn’t just say things in meetings for the sake of it; he provided really valuable insights. His resignation in the reshuffle in June 2003 came as a great shock to me. He saw himself as a potential successor to Tony and was prepared to challenge Gordon for the office. I rather doubted his prospects actually, because he didn’t have the kind of base in the party and the unions which he would have needed and which Gordon had. But, nevertheless, his resignation came out of the blue. After all, only a month before, he was colluding in the publication of stories about him standing up to Gordon. You would only ever challenge someone as senior as Gordon, and risk alienating them, if it was part of a long-term strategy.


He said that he was leaving for family reasons; to spend more time with his younger children up in the north of England where he represented the seat of Darlington. It was a tremendous shock to No. 10 and I’m sure, though I’ve never really discussed it much with him, to Tony Blair. Having lost Peter Mandelson, perhaps his closest confidant in the early days of government, it must have come as quite a blow. Stephen Byers was another trusted colleague who, with Alan Milburn, had been at a party in his Durham constituency only a matter of weeks before Milburn’s resignation to celebrate Tony Blair’s twenty years as an MP, and there weren’t many Cabinet colleagues invited to those kind of events. However, without all three of those most ardent Blairites, the Cabinet was more unified than at any other point in the first six years of Tony’s premiership. There were no serious factions in it other than Gordon Brown’s one man faction, with some of his acolytes from time to time marshalled in his support. Generally I thought it was quite a happy Cabinet.


Charlie Falconer had joined the Cabinet as Lord Chancellor in a controversial way, his job being effectively proposed for abolition, and him installed as the newly appointed Secretary of State for Constitutional Affairs in a brand new department. I had always got on well with him. He was very sharp and open, enjoying Tony’s close confidence. Indeed, he was extremely useful to Tony Blair as a kind of broker and had the ability to smooth things over.


I also got on well with David Blunkett, although I didn’t entirely approve of his running of the Home Office. Frankly, I thought he was far too noisy and publicity-seeking, always coming up with some new initiative, which you didn’t really want with the Home Office. The problem with running the Home Office was actually avoiding publicity and not generating stories, so I think he went about it all the wrong way. He always spoke quite seriously and forcefully, though, when arguing his position. John Reid was another authoritative figure in Cabinet. He had not been in the Cabinet at the beginning of our term of office in 1997 but joined a few years later. First he was Secretary of State for Scotland, then Northern Ireland, then party chairman, then in rapid fashion went from being leader of the Commons and then Health Secretary. He always had something interesting and intelligent to say. He was a tough personality who wasn’t easy to get close to and I don’t think he fully trusted me anyway; seeing me as somebody who was too independently minded frankly. He was a bit of a Stalinist in his own way, having previously been in the Communist Party, and continuing to run his own politics in a pretty machine-like fashion. I found when I took over as leader of the Commons that he had been trying to reverse a lot of Robin Cook’s modernising changes, including on the sitting hours. My instinctual support was for Robin Cook’s stance. Certainly a lot of people, including officials, said how much better they thought the Commons would react to my style than John Reid’s tendency to take no prisoners. He was a very effective operator nevertheless.


I got increasingly close to Gareth Williams, the leader of the Lords, who could be incredibly funny in Cabinet. He didn’t say very much, but would give his little Lords report at the beginning of coming business, usually with a fair amount of wit and humour. He could turn an ordinary phrase into something acerbic but amusing. There were also newcomers like Valerie Amos, who had joined when Clare Short resigned and who I had known as Africa Minister. So there were quite a few Cabinet colleagues who I knew quite well, had worked with and I felt quite comfortable with.


I tended to say things only very sparingly and when I did I noticed that people were listening, particularly Tony who listened more to me, I thought, than to some other Cabinet colleagues’ contributions, particularly those who spoke too often like Tessa Jowell. Hilary Armstrong was of course the colleague that I worked with most closely as leader of the Commons in her role as Chief Whip and she was very much in the mould of Jack Straw and John Reid, as a more old-style, machine-like politician who didn’t approve of the modernisation of the Commons and would have gladly reversed it. Whips tended to be opposed to modernisation of the kind that Robin Cook had won Commons approval for because it gave them less control. Letting people off in the evening gives you less control over when people are around to vote, for instance. We got on but there was always a certain underlying tension because I knew she was coming at the thing from a different standpoint. But I was absolutely determined not to end up with the kind of frosty relationship that she and Robin Cook had, where neither trusted each other and neither approved of the way each other operated, which made things really quite impossible at times. I made it clear to my private secretary and other officials that I did not want that to happen. If there were to be arguments then I wanted them to be face to face between Hillary and I. Although you sometimes had to operate quite politically and sometimes press ahead with things on a fait accompli basis to secure your objectives, I didn’t want to do that on a regular basis, I wanted to work in consultation with her if possible.


Geoff Hoon played a prominent role in Cabinet throughout the entire period of the build-up to the war in Iraq and then in the aftermath. He was always very authoritative but spoke rarely outside his brief. When he did, however, he had interesting things to say. Alistair Darling was perhaps one of the most underrated members of the Cabinet because his public profile was not high and frankly as a communicator he could be pretty boring. But he was very astute indeed and his interventions were always worth listening to and often original and insightful. Patricia Hewitt spoke quite a lot and again interestingly, although I think she spoke too often, rather like Tessa, but she was usually authoritative; somebody whom I had known for many years, since we were prospective parliamentary candidates together in the early 1980s. I worked closely with her when she was Neil Kinnock’s press officer when he was opposition leader and we always got on together pretty well. In government, we worked together on the Energy White Paper where in fact, with Margaret Beckett, I was responsible for changing the policy that she was originally advocating to keep the door wide open to nuclear power. We reversed that position in a Cabinet Committee but it was done without rancour. I insisted that there should be no briefing to any journalist about it, because often when you got disagreements in Cabinet the special advisors for either side would tend to brief on it. I said to Phil Taylor, my special advisor: ‘I don’t want any of it appearing anywhere near the newspapers. This is not about one-upmanship on Patricia, between myself and Margaret and Patricia. This is actually about getting an end result,’ as indeed we did. It was quite interesting that very few of the arguments surfaced and when they did, they did so in a pretty harmless sort of way and certainly not from my end, but quite possibly from the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs. Perhaps, more likely, they were made public by the many environmental pressure groups and activists that were in and around the policy swirl surrounding the Energy White Paper Cabinet Committee. These groups were well-informed and knew what was going on, knew what I was trying to do and some of them were actually giving me some private help. But I told them I didn’t want anything surfacing either and that meant you could actually have an argument and in fact triumph over, if that’s the right word, the sitting secretary of state responsible for policy and get a line changed without harming relationships. Patricia expressed afterwards how appreciative she had been about the way that we’d worked, as was John Prescott who chaired the Cabinet Committee. John congratulated us all on a difficult issue having been resolved without the kind of public leaking and the rancour that had unhappily been a feature of the government on far too many occasions – invariably between Blairites and Brownites.


Two other particularly notable figures in the Cabinet were Margaret Beckett and John Prescott. Margaret Beckett was a long survivor; serving in a junior position in the Callaghan government in the late 1970s. She was a tough operator and very shrewd, with a good grasp of a brief and impressive political instincts. In our personal dealings she was always straight with me and I was very grateful to have her as a colleague. She tended to speak reasonably sparingly in Cabinet and when she did interject, it was purposeful and insightful, adding something valuable to the discussion.


John Prescott presided over the Cabinet as Tony Blair’s kind of night watchman. He was a very difficult person; even when you found yourself in agreement with him and enjoying a good relationship, he could still be surly to the point of rudeness. He would sit in Cabinet with his eyes switching and twitching about in what might have appeared to be a rather shifty manner. Actually, however, it wasn’t that at all; it was more the result of a curious, and somewhat ironic, insecurity. His whole manner suggested a real chip on his shoulder, a hangover, I suspect, from his background as a working-class ship worker and waiter. It was in this job that he probably developed a real feeling of antagonism to those in authority around him.


He was incredibly loyal to Tony Blair and a pretty good Cabinet enforcer on Iraq and other areas. He would sum up after difficult discussions, often urging the importance of unity on the matter and how important it was that Tony was backed. He was also very opposed to people who leaked and briefed. On one occasion when he started an argument with me over my comments on our railways being ‘the worst in Europe’, which had blown up into a national news story, he did concede that at least I wasn’t one of those ministers who leaked and briefed and caused trouble for the government. He also said that when I had something to say, especially when it was controversial and caused a bit of a rumpus, it was always out in the open and I was always straight about it.


Nevertheless, he was pretty distrustful of almost everyone and it was very difficult to engage in a proper discussion and argument with him. Despite this, he deserved credit as a tireless and honourable supporter and defender of Tony Blair. I always thought of John as being constantly on the point of a heart attack. He would often have a rage boiling up inside him which would explode almost instantly and unexpectedly. I was pretty sure he had a strong constitution too, because otherwise he surely couldn’t have taken stress and strain to which he subjected himself.




***





10 June 2003:



Cabinet – Philip Gould; government strategy


There was an interesting presentation on 10 June 2003 by Philip Gould, Tony Blair’s pollster over many years, who said that 64 per cent of the public thought that the country was going in the wrong direction and only 28 per cent thought it was in the right direction. That gap was narrowing though, and was sweetened anyway by the report that 68 per cent thought the economy was stronger. Concern about the National Health Service was stronger but there was more support for us over education and Europe. Labour were up from thirty to thirty-two, the Tories on twenty-three. The Tories were losing women and young voters to the Lib Dems, but they were also recovering hidden Tories. Nonetheless, we agreed that they needed to be in a much improved situation in order to pose a serious threat. The problem for us though, was turnout. If the turnout was low then, regardless of the present polling information, we would suffer much more than Tories, who may have stood to benefit from low turnout. Disengagement for us then was a major concern, because as well as the reduced turnout, it resulted in a shift to the Lib Dems. The Tories were consolidating their position and making the most of this, Philip said. The Lib Dems were perceived as better listeners than us, although on the major issues, from the economy to health and education, we would still comfortably beat them.


Tony said that the Tories would take advantage of the difficulties we had over asylum and crime, and then bang on about Europe. We were also vulnerable on our proposed increase on stamp duty. Hilary Armstrong, Chief Whip, said that around fifty Labour MPs didn’t want us to go through with it and she thought others were seriously disaffected and alienated from ministers. Certainly we had endured a difficult mood in the parliamentary party and in my own contribution I agreed with Jack Straw who had said that it was more serious than Philip was necessarily suggesting. The party was in a bad way and we shouldn’t pick fights. I did, however, suggest that differential voting could be influenced by postal voting, which would help us dodge the problems low turnout might present. I always tried in contributions like this to suggest something practical.


Patricia Hewitt was also someone who would offer practical solutions to problems we were discussing. She had a similar thought on the differential turnout; that we needed to learn some lessons from the Welsh vote, where when postal votes were introduced turnout went up. She also said that we had to carefully manage our policy on tuition fees. Interestingly, she also said that there were too many people on middle incomes paying 40 per cent tax rate and that council tax was an issue that was going to really hit us hard in future elections. This is something that I had been banging on about for a while. I had also been emphasising the importance of targeting the middle ground; I said that we needed to prioritise a green agenda for renewable energy, for instance. I expressed my agreement for an argument that Geoff Mulgan, Tony Blair’s policy advisor, had apparently made in a document that had been leaked that morning; that we needed to be working on a programme for tackling climate change in the long term.


There was a concern about a new phenomenon where Iain Duncan Smith, the Tory leader, had been written off as incompetent and useless, but rather than improving our standing, it seemed to depress support more generally because of the widespread voter disillusionment. No longer were there strong and clear loyalties to political parties; instead there was a kind of social fragmentation which had serious consequences for our ability to mobilise popular support. Politically engaged people were becoming ‘free agents or cynical dissenters’. Out of this, the extremes of the Tory right and Labour ultra-left were increasingly finding common ground in their opposition to centre-ground politics.


Since 2001 we had been working to repair our tarnished image. We had tried to put out a clear message, but this was no longer the case because our supporters had been taken for granted. We had to stop banging on about the Tory Party’s dreadful record in government, and focus on stability and enterprise.


There was then a discussion about department spending. Gordon Brown said that it was important that all secretaries of state in spending departments looked ahead, because from the next spending round to be negotiated in 2004, for 2006 onwards, there was going to be no real-term increases in some departments and instead of four real-terms’ growth in spending, there was going to be 2.5 per cent real-term increases. Gordon said that it was very important, therefore, for people, from 2006 onwards, to select priorities and to get real value for money. Tony Blair followed him saying that it was important that we realised the position we were in. It would be easy to duck choices for short-term political gain but this would create problems in the long term.


Gordon, backed by Alistair Darling and some others, had been sceptical about charging students extra tuition fees. The issue was over how we funded higher education and the tuition fees option was a chance to get a real change in the balance between the citizen and the state, with citizens taking more responsibility within a state-funded system. Some 10 per cent of our universities were world class, 70 per cent were medium and 20 per cent were really bad. We needed to make sure that our universities became world-class in much greater numbers. Jack Straw made an interesting comment which reflected on the argument that was raging around tuition fees between the Blairites and Brownites. He said that decision-making at the top of the government was ‘dysfunctional’ and really needed to be sorted out.




***





May 2003:


A couple of weeks later, on 22 May, in Cabinet, we had a discussion about how we were handling the debate and decision about the euro. We had been committed to an economic assessment within two years of taking power in 2001, something that Tony Blair had insisted upon and that Gordon Brown had been preparing for with his eighteen-document detailed analysis, which my Cabinet colleagues and I had to wade through. But this was, by way of a preliminary discussion, to prepare us for the more intensive consultation over the decision to be taken and announced on 9 June.


Tony started off by saying that he wanted the Cabinet properly consulted on this as had been the case already. He stated that there were no Eurosceptics in the Cabinet, and that this was not about Eurosceptics versus pro-Europeans anyway. The central issue was whether it was a sensible time for us to go in. He was in favour in principle of going in and had always made that clear. He had always emphasised the importance of us providing a clear direction to the country after 9 June as to where we were going. There was also a bigger argument about the future direction of the European Union and we had to put the euro decision in that context. Particularly important, therefore, was the nature of the new constitutional treaty, being drawn up in the convention where I was representing the government. Tony said, as he always had done, that the case which we were going to put on the euro had to be situated in the context of Europe modernising and reforming and becoming more economically competitive.


Gordon came in immediately after Tony and said that what was important was that we made the case for Europe and for joining the euro in the context of its benefits. He said there were big advantages of joining. Transaction costs would be eliminated, exchange rates would be stable and for trade there would be huge advantages as the Treasury studies would show. He said it was important that there was convergence over interest rates and that there was long-term price stability. Gordon said that fundamentally our decision should be determined by whether the economy was sufficiently flexible to join the euro successfully and to gain advantages from doing so. We had to be sufficiently flexible in order to relinquish our powers to alter interest rates and exchange rates; if we were then we would make a success of it.


The only way we would reap the benefits of interest rate and exchange rate stability provided by the single currency, was by becoming more flexible as an economy. We had to be able to cope with the shocks and adjustments wherever they might come from; perhaps through labour market flexibility, greater competitiveness, flexibility in the housing market and in investments and so on. Gordon said that pre-2003 the European Union had focused internally, establishing the internal market and the rules for it to engender greater competition. But post-2003, the European Union needed to think globally and not in terms of creating a super-state with its own economy, trying to be sheltered from the rest of the world, but recognising that there was a hugely competitive global economy out there, with globalisation tearing up traditional boundaries. Whether we turned ourselves into a European trade bloc or not, we couldn’t insulate ourselves from China, India, the Americas and indeed Asia more generally, which was actually more competitive than the European Union.


There was quite a long discussion with different people making different points. I came in and said that we had to make the whole case for Europe. Some people who were saying that we weren’t going to have a referendum on the European Constitution actually thought that meant we were not having the referendum on the euro. I was struck in my experience as Europe Minister, and carrying on as a representative at the convention, how much ignorance there was out there in the public debate. Really the case for the euro had to be strong on its own economic merits, but it was going to come down to whether we were for or against Europe. I also said – endorsing a point Patricia Hewitt had made – that we needed to be clear about the costs of staying out and not just the costs of going in. It was critical that from 9 June onwards we had a route map towards joining the euro and in particular it was crucial that the decision announced made clear that we were publishing a draft Referendum Bill.


The process of Cabinet decision-making in late May and early June leading to Gordon Brown announcing the outcome of the economic assessment and the five tests was actually a very positive one.




***





June 2003:


Euro announcement


On 17 May 2003 I received the confidential eighteen-document pack from the Treasury; assessing the economic arguments on whether or not to join the euro. Each one provided a very interesting, detailed analysis with an average of 200 pages per document. They were, however, full of economic jargon with words like ‘hysteresis’, which I had never come across before and nor had anybody else. Apparently it meant that if an economy had a shock, then unemployment did not necessarily return to its original equilibrium level. This struck me as a pretty obvious point.


Also, there was no way I could absorb all of them over a weekend, which was the only time I had to study them, having come in from Brussels representing the government on the Future of Europe Convention. So I looked at the very helpful executive summaries in the front and when I needed to consult the actual text of the documents themselves I did so. Basically they showed a whole convergence scenario of the British economy compared with what it had been in 1997 when we came to power and the original five-test framework for the euro was set by Gordon. They covered labour-market flexibility; the euro and the cost of capital; the pound–euro equilibrium rate; effects on the City; trade; the housing market; prices; modelling statistics and modelling transition; fiscal stabilisation; the euro and business; the United States single currency and the exchange rate.


The documents established the framework for debate and did so very clearly and effectively. I thought it demonstrated Gordon’s intellectual brilliance and his politically strategic way of thinking. He had an extraordinary capacity to anticipate things and think things through inside out and upside down, in a way that us mere mortals often could not.


It was quite clear the way the debate was going. There was not going to be emphatic support for the euro from either the parliamentary party or the public at large by the time Gordon stood up in the House of Commons on 9 June, which was the target date the Cabinet had agreed following a recommendation from him and from Tony Blair. I was not unhappy about this; I didn’t think it was politically wise to try to join then and the studies showed that the country was not yet in the right position economically. We were getting there, however, and convergence between the UK and European economies was happening. We were getting closer in terms of business cycles, interest rates. It was a question of continuing on that trend.


Cabinet members then had a series of individual meetings at No. 10 with Tony and Gordon. Mine was on 20 May and in preparation I drew up a little checklist noting that labour-market flexibility had increased since 1997, which was central to meeting the five tests. In terms of the impact on the city and the cost of capital and prices, entering the monetary union was neutral. In terms of trade it would be a significant benefit to enter the euro. But there were other areas, notably housing and regional flexibility, where convergence of the standard required had yet to be achieved.


The meeting turned out to be a fairly relaxed affair in Tony’s office, he on his usual sofa, Gordon on a chair. I was grouped with Helen Liddell, the Scottish Secretary, and Paul Murphy, the Northern Ireland Secretary with whom I had worked a great deal. Helen immediately launched out on an attempt to show that she was an economics expert, transparently parading her credentials for a future Cabinet post. She spoke very authoritatively and had clearly got to grips with the subject in great detail, but seemed to miss the real point.


When I spoke I said that I thought the key issue we had to address was how we developed a political strategy of getting from where we were as a result of these studies and the final economic assessment, to where we wanted to be, which was to join the euro. First of all I stressed that it was absolutely vital that we made it crystal clear we were on the road to the euro, in order to maintain political credibility with the pro-euro business community, the pro-euro section of British public opinion and above all the rest of the European Union. We could not announce that we were going to simply postpone the decision because people might never believe us. Secondly, I said that we therefore had to keep the option open of joining in this Parliament, which meant essentially next year, given that a general election was likely the following year in 2005. Thirdly, I argued that it was important that members of the Cabinet should be free to argue the case, for which we needed a core script. Although the five tests provided an effective framework for a decision based on economics rather than political dogma, this meant that we were to some extent trapped by it. My concern was that we couldn’t actually argue the case very effectively, as I had discovered when I was Europe Minister. Every time you attempted to argue the case you got into difficulty.


So I suggested that we have a Referendum Bill in the next Queen’s speech, as the clearest and most transparent signal of our intention to join. It should, however, be associated with a commencement order that would allow us to set a date at a later level with a short parliamentary debate. I had always been concerned about the prospect of getting a referendum through the Commons and above all the Lords, without significant filibustering, and a subsequent impact on other parliamentary business. It seemed to me that the advantage of getting it in early would be two-fold: to provide the political signal to the outside world that we wanted to send, as well as allowing us to get a bit of business done in the meantime, enabling us to call a referendum without a lengthy struggle in Parliament.


The final point I made was that we needed to argue that, although we wanted to see significant reforms of the European economy, this could only really be done if we were at the heart of the EU. If we were constantly on the fringes, not in the end making our mind up as to whether we really wanted to be in the middle of Europe or not, then we didn’t have the influence that we needed to make sure that the necessary reforms and the modernisation of Europe’s economy were driven through to create full employment and make the rest of Europe as competitive as we were. We simply couldn’t argue that case as effectively from on the edge than in the middle.


The meeting was actually quite interesting and Gordon and Tony were very relaxed. Gordon scribbled away in his own inimitable style and Tony seemed generally pleased with the way it had gone. I thought the Cabinet collective consultation was altogether a useful exercise.


On Saturday 31 May I flew back into Heathrow from Brussels where I had been attending one of the last meetings of the Convention on the Future of Europe, to find a copy of Gordon’s economic assessment in my red box. It was another thick document, similar in size to the eighteen economic studies we had digested in the weeks before. It basically said what we had all expected: ‘Yes, but not yet, to the euro.’


It showed conclusively that we had been making significant progress in all five of the economic tests that he had set: on jobs, investment, economic flexibility, convergence and the impact on the financial services. In the financial sector, one of the five tests was already met: being in or out of the euro was not a problem for the City and it was likely to benefit by being in, as an internationally competitive centre for world financial dealings. Convergence was significantly improved on a number of fronts compared with 1997 when we first set up the five-test framework and very significantly, I noted, convergence was greater in Britain than some of the countries which had actually joined the euro in 1999, locking their interest and the currency rates. Because the convergence had increased since 1997 we were therefore well on the way towards bringing our economy into line with the rest of the European Union.


The most significant problem and outstanding factor preventing full convergence, to the extent that it was ever possible for any country to converge with another, was the housing market. Our housing market remained the significant and outstanding difference with the rest of Europe. It was really the only big barrier as far as I could see. In terms of growth and stability in employment it showed that joining the single currency would create big opportunities, although the failure to reform the European Central Bank and the stability and growth pact had meant that it was less likely to improve stability. Flaws in both the European Bank and the basis for operating the stability and growth pact would make it less likely that we could achieve full stability.


However I wondered in studying it, in light of the fact that others in the European monetary union were not fully convergent either, whether this would continue to be an excuse for us not to join. After all, if we had greater convergence than some of them, perhaps we were continuing to set our standards too high. It was also obvious that it would be immensely better to be in the euro in respect of trade. The studies showed that trade had shot up in the eurozone and that potentially there was a 50 per cent increase in trade possible if we joined the euro over the coming decades. It was conclusive too, on both the quantity and quality of foreign direct investment, something especially important to Wales. The assessment confirmed what our studies had shown that our share of foreign direct investment had fallen in Europe compared with other European countries from 28 per cent, prior to the currencies locking their rates in 1999, to just 16 per cent in 2001 and 6 per cent in 2002; a dramatic fall. So this was a very big problem for us if we put off joining the euro.


The resounding message that came out of Gordon’s assessment was the importance of flexibility. If you lost the flexibility to determine interest rates particular to the British economy and to influence the currency relative to other currencies particular to British interests, then you lost an important element of your overall economic flexibility and ability to adjust. If this happened while gaining the economic stability that came with joining the world’s largest modern single currency and the stability it brought, then you needed to find other forms of flexibility and strengthen those. Our focus had to be on encouraging flexibility in the job market, product markets and capital markets. We had been making much greater progress than ever before since 1997, but we still had further to go.


So, save for the lack of sustainable convergence, with the housing market appearing to be the dominant non-convergence factor, we were basically on track for meeting the five tests that Gordon had identified. The assessment also showed that there were 1.37 euros to the pound, which is equivalent in old currency terms to 2.68 deutschmarks, which many felt would be near the right rate at which to join. In this area therefore, we were pretty well there because the pound had fallen against the euro over the last couple of months.


On 3 June I met Gordon and Tony again in the Prime Minister’s office at No. 10, this time just with Paul Murphy, the Northern Ireland Secretary. I decided to type out a note for myself and handed it out to them when I came in. They seemed quite pleased to have it, though perhaps they were just humouring me. I thought it significant that on all the four tests that had not been met, the common missing dimension was the lack of sustainable convergence. That could seem like a suspiciously useful excuse not to join, but also on the other hand a very useful common denominator about judging whether you were in a position to join. I asked Gordon and Tony that if others in the EMU were not fully convergent with our very high standards, did it not raise the question as to why we cannot be equally as flexible. We were after all more convergent than many if not most in terms of the five economic tests. I asked too if we could not always find a reason why we were not fully convergent, especially since the evidence, cited in the studies on the economic assessment, were open to interpretation. There was a very interesting sentence, I noted, on page 135 of the assessment that ‘we were not confident about achieving sustainable convergence at this point’. I questioned whether we could ever be fully confident on these terms. The point I was making was that Britain had always set higher hurdles than everybody else in Europe, and we could continue to find reasons to set higher hurdles forever.


I also made a point which I had discussed previously with Charles Clarke, the Education Secretary, somebody in the Cabinet with whom I had a particular affinity, that the economic assessment lacked a proper analysis of the costs of staying out of the euro. A study was needed of the short-term implications, but also in the medium term, not being in the euro could impact on trade, direct investment and jobs and we needed more detail about this. When I challenged Gordon Brown on this he accepted the point I was making, but said that the difficulty with being explicit about that was that you then hyped up the case for staying out for the moment and it could have an impact on market confidence in the government’s policies. I conceded his point, but I wasn’t really very convinced by it.


I then said that I thought we needed a core message: ‘We are getting there, but are not there quite yet.’ This, I suggested, could be elucidated by reference to list of key objectives explained in simple terms. The assessment was full of economic jargon and detail, so we needed some clear and concise headline messages to make our position clear to the public. The danger was that confusion would lead to opposition and it was imperative that we avoided that situation. In short, we needed to articulate our argument for joining the euro in a comprehensible and accessible way.


After all, indecision and postponement were positively dangerous for our economy. The head of Unilever, a very important corporation located in London, had warned me that a lot of companies would start shifting their headquarters out of Britain if the government continued to be evasive as to whether and when we would join the euro. Ambivalence of this sort would also have disastrous political consequences for our relationships with our European partners who would doubt Tony’s ability and ambition to change the historic trajectory of British governments and join the euro. In the meeting, therefore, I argued again for a Referendum Bill before the next election and for giving members of the Cabinet freedom to make the case for joining. A clear and effective government script needed to be formulated so that the campaign could be built up pending the five tests being met in the future.


This was actually another very informal meeting in which I thought Gordon was listening very carefully to what I had to say. In particular he said that he wanted me to consider a Welsh dimension to taking this process forward, including the setting up of a euro preparations committee in Wales modelled on the standing committee that they had organised from the Treasury at UK level. Tony said very little, just sitting there, listening. Largely, though, he seemed quite happy about the outcome. I guess for them it was an interesting exercise but also one that was becoming a bit, if not tedious, then simply hard-going. As we arrived, Geoff Hoon, Alan Milburn and Tessa Jowell were just leaving and I knew that Charles Clarke and Patricia Hewitt were going in after us, so it was pretty intensive for Tony and Gordon.


To attend the Cabinet meeting on Thursday 5 June, I had to fly back on an RAF plane from Brussels where I had been attending the Convention on the Future of Europe. It was quite hectic, but worked out perfectly. I climbed on the plane and arrived well in time to attend. It was marvellous having access to the RAF plane and made the convention work possible. I could just drive straight onto the tarmac at Brussels, climb in, and within a few minutes were taking off. When I landed at Northolt I got straight into my car next to the runway and shot back into London.


We took some time to gossip outside the Cabinet room, as tended to be the case, being quite a good opportunity to do some business with our colleagues. Tony opened up by saying that he thought there was a consensus following the individual discussions with the rest of the Cabinet and he thought it had been a very valuable exercise. He thought we needed to be in a position to be able to go for a referendum the next year, 2004, if the five tests were met. He added that in order to do this we had to put in place the necessary reforms which the economic assessment recommended over the coming year. First of all, we needed to change the basis of the inflation index from the existing one to bring it into line with the rest of Europe. Secondly, we had to achieve measures for greater economic flexibility and, thirdly, we had to introduce changes in the housing market, especially encouraging long-term mortgage rates. Fourthly, it was important that we make the product and capital market changes that the economic assessment had recommended. Fifthly, we had to promote greater regional flexibility especially in terms of pay in the public sector and, sixthly, promoting reform in the stability and growth pact and the European Central Bank to achieve much better operation of the euro within the eurozone countries. He added to this the importance of using the convention and the subsequent intergovernmental conference to create a favourable context for Britain’s relationship with Europe and to encourage popular support for our strategy.


Tony concluded by saying that we should resolve to join next year and that there should be a draft Referendum Bill published that autumn, a ‘paving bill’ for the government to put in place the necessary reforms in the system of government and public sector. The need for a paving bill was emphasised by Gordon. But Tony was emphatic that this should not risk our economic stability and we would never win a referendum unless the economic conditions are right. He finally added that if he and Gordon could get through the press conference they planned to hold together the day after the economic assessment was announced, then everybody will be able to get through it. This was met with a great deal of mirth around the table.


Gordon then followed saying that he agreed fully with Tony and that the statement would include an account of the costs of not joining the euro. He said that we should be compatible with, rather than identical to, other business cycles in Europe, which I thought was an important point because the five tests could be interpreted as demanding almost total conformity with other European economies. He said flexibility would have to be sufficient and that this provided us with a good basis for proceeding onwards. He flagged up the lack of flexibility of the UK housing market as a key issue, it having led to enormous volatility because of the impact the market had on interest rate changes. This was not something specifically to do with the euro but was actually a fault line in the British economy at large. Indeed, flexibility in general was the key message.


Encouragingly, Gordon was actually very upbeat about the whole process and was enthusiastic about the suggestion of a debate in July. It was the most positive pro-euro analysis that I had ever heard from Gordon, and it created an optimistic mood in the Cabinet and the chemistry of the meeting itself was extremely buoyant.


David Blunkett came straight in after Gordon and said that he had become more pro-euro as a result of reading the economic assessments and the associated studies. He was known to be very sceptical about the euro but actually said that he found the whole exercise had converted him to a much more pro-euro position which I thought was interesting. However, he was very concerned that ‘Yes to the euro’ might be interpreted by people as being a vote for greater immigration. David said that we needed to have a very clear argument about this, because it was a card that Eurosceptics would surely play.


He added that it was important to have answers as to why we were not convergent yet and clear arguments that the public could understand for why we wanted to join. He suggested that the referendum could perhaps coincide with the European elections next year. I jumped in and said, as others did, that this would not be possible since the Electoral Commission had said you can’t hold a referendum on the same day as the other elections. Tony Blair seemed unhappy about this, and others mumbled, John Prescott in particular, about why on earth should we be taking our orders from the Electoral Commission. As it happened, I agreed with the Electoral Commission: I think we wanted any decision on a referendum to be about that and that alone so people did not have an excuse to vote ‘No’ for other reasons.


The rest of the discussion was pretty positive and extremely consensual, with people making all sorts of strong points. Then came my turn and I said that I thought that the force of the argument will really startle people; on the condition that from the Monday that Gordon stood up and made his statement, there was a constant, consistent and positive message coming out of government. The various courtiers involved in No. 10 and the Treasury, as I put it, must not overly brief on either side, because that would create exactly the kind of disenchantment and cynicism that had dogged us for the last few years. There were some significant eyebrows raised around the Cabinet when I made this point and lots of nods. I also said that it was really important that we had a positive result out of the European Convention and that I was trying my best to achieve this. The next point I made was that we needed to limit the possibility of long, arduous debates mucking up the rest of the government’s business programme. It would therefore need to be subject to pre-legislative scrutiny by being submitted early and published in draft form.


I then repeated the point that I had made in the meetings with Tony and Gordon, that the costs of not going in should be emphasised. This was a point that Margaret Beckett had made, another member of the Cabinet mentioned in the media as being sceptical. On this occasion, I thought, she appeared perfectly positive about joining and about the strategy for doing so. I added that we needed to have a very immediate and candid dialogue with the trade union movement over proposals for regional flexibility, in particular regional pay bargaining, because it had the potential for pulling the trade union movement even more against the euro than it had recently shown signs of being.


I mentioned that my ministerial driver, Mick Smith, a good friend, said he thought that all this focus on Europe and Iraq meant that we weren’t interested in domestic issues any more. I said it was very important that we actually made the case for Europe in domestic terms and that in the end it would be a question of trust and that we ought to argue that we were willing to take the risk because we thought it was in the national interest. I said that in the end it would come down to trust; whether people felt that we had made the best decision in an extremely complicated situation. I referred back to some polling that had been presented to me when I had been Europe Minister by Philip Gould (although I did not mention him by name), that suggested we had reason to worry about our credibility with the electorate. However, I suggested that the public would actually be really impressed by the principled course that Tony and Gordon were taking; pursuing what they believed to be in Britain’s national interest, despite visceral anti-euro sentiment throughout much of the country. I concluded that it was very important for the government to take charge of the euro campaign, from the moment that Gordon stood up in the Commons and made his statement. Britain in Europe, as well as other pro-euro groups, was certainly active in the field, but frankly they were not of the calibre needed to really run the kind of campaign like this. We needed to be prepared to take on the Tories directly because they had shown much greater confidence on European issues in recent months, especially around the proposed new European Constitution, sidelining their own deep divisions. This was something we could not ignore.


There were a few others speaking after me, most notably Jack Straw, again seen as a sceptic on the euro, but he was very positive indeed. I noted him down as saying that we were almost there, but not quite, which should be our message. This, he thought, was a very positive gloss on the decision rather than a negative one which was equally possible. He said that he was full praise for the skill and advocacy I had brought to the Foreign Office team and the Convention on the Future of Europe and that it was very important to get a result from that. This provoked vigorous nods from Tony Blair, I noticed. Jack drew some historical analogies, including the 1975 referendum campaign, which were quite interesting.


John Prescott came in with a very strong and upbeat summary; a typical Prescott performance. He said that we would not be able to win if the party was split and that it was absolutely vital to have unity in the leadership, which was not the case in the 1975 referendum. The whole Cabinet had to stand together and fight for a ‘Yes’ vote on the euro. He ended up saying that the best thing about this whole exercise of Cabinet consultation is that ‘you two have got together’ pointing to Tony Blair and Gordon Brown, which provoked a lot of laughter around the table.


Tony then summed up saying that we had to see the way forward as being linked to our economic interests; the phrase he used was ‘entrenching stability’ through joining the euro. We had to emphasise our argument that joining would actually strengthen stabilisation; the more flexible you are the less fiscal change you need. He was especially concerned over the argument about fiscal flexibility; that joining could possibly lead to an increase in taxes because the less control over our monetary policy we had, the more flexibility we would need over fiscal policy. Tony said that our response had to be that the more flexible we were in labour, product and capital markets, the less fiscal flexibility we needed.


He said that, politically, it was absolutely vital to keep driving forward and keep momentum. It was the right thing to do for Britain to join the euro to entrench stability and to achieve full employment. He said we had to be in a position where we were able to do it next year, if we decided we wanted to. The way he phrased it was; it would be desirable to go for a euro referendum next year, but we were not bound to do so and yet we had to be in a political position to achieve that if we wished.


So all in all it was a very heartening and encouraging as well as fascinating discussion on the euro and I came away from it feeling that at last we had a clear strategy to carry forward. If presented properly by Gordon, we had the potential to be in a really good position to win. For the very first time, because of Gordon’s expert economic framework and the five-tests assessment, we would be in a position to take the whole argument by storm and begin to really confront the great bulk of Eurosceptic opinion in the country.
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