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1
            Introduction

         

         
            Hi all,

            After what has been an incredibly busy period, we thought it would be nice to make the most of this lovely weather and have some socially distanced drinks in the garden this evening.

            Please join us from 6 p.m. and bring your own booze!

            Martin.1

         

         On 20 May 2020, at the height of the national lockdown – introduced by the Conservative government as part of its overall strategy for tackling the Covid pandemic – the above email was sent to all staff in No. 10, some 200 recipients, almost encouraging people to break the rules.

         Many people might have assumed that the sender of this ‘Partygate’a email was the Prime Minister’s diary secretary, his office manager or even some kind of head butler in No. 10.

         2In fact, the author and sender of the email was Martin Reynolds,b the principal private secretary to Prime Minister Boris Johnson. Reynolds was then a senior diplomat of director general rank on secondment to No. 10. A graduate of Cambridge University, a former UK ambassador to Libya and a Companion of the Order of St Michael and St George, he was the most senior civil servant in No. 10, and the private office which he headed represented a central plank of the machinery of UK government. Later, after the party had taken place with no journalists having picked up on this undoubtedly newsworthy story, Reynolds commented, ‘We seem to have got away with it.’2

         Reynolds’s decision to take on the mundane task of issuing an invitation to drinks may have been an idiosyncratic one, but this action could easily have clouded the public’s perception of the role of the principal private secretary in No. 10. The work of the Prime Minister’s principal private secretary is not to be their social secretary but rather to manage the essential hub of support across the whole range of government activity, including advising on the appropriateness of events which the Prime Minister should attend. The job of the principal private secretary is also to run the equally prosaically titled ‘private office’.

         But it is not at all surprising that the public at large do not understand the dated and often obscure language used in Westminster and Whitehall, which often appears to delight in obfuscation, especially where job titles are concerned. How can the person on the street be expected to understand the difference between a principal private secretary and a parliamentary private secretary (both of which are referred to as ‘PPS’), a permanent under-secretary of state 3or even a special adviser? What exactly do they each do? Certainly, some strange job titles exist elsewhere in many professions – deputy pro-vice-chancellor, suffragan bishop, house officer (in medicine), for example – but only Whitehall seems to revel and delight in obscurity, and the ministerial private office is a choice example. 

         Obscure language can be a barrier to understanding. What is private about the private office? And where is the office, if there is one – or is it virtual? If there is a principal private secretary, is there also a secondary or subordinate private secretary? Who appoints these people and how? How are they trained for the role and to whom are they accountable? Perhaps, most importantly, what do they actually do?

         Private office is, in fact, an essential part of our system of constitutional democracy and the civil service that supports ministers, who are accountable to Parliament. It is the interface between the elected politicians, the permanent apparatus of government and the civil servants in the government departments of state. Yet, despite its importance, private office is little known or understood – and little considered – by the media and by most academic studies. This book aims to fill that gap and seeks to shed a light on private office, what it does and how it has changed throughout history.

         How was it that, during Partygate, the most senior civil servant in No. 10, responsible for maintaining standards and the integrity of the office of the Prime Minister, ended up proposing a social event that would drive a coach and horses through the national guidance then applying to the activities of every citizen in the country? The 20 May party was not even a unique event. The subsequent report conducted by Sue Gray,c a senior civil servant in the Cabinet Office, 4identified sixteen such events that had taken place during the period of the Covid lockdown and that appeared to transgress the government’s own regulations. Why was the authority of private office apparently diluted to such an extent that there was no voice to question the legality, let alone the wisdom, of holding parties at the height of lockdown? Why was Reynolds – whose key responsibility was to advise the Prime Minister on issues of propriety and ethics – seemingly so lacking in fulfilling that duty? 

         The shortcomings in the leadership and management of the No. 10 private office in 2020 were, however, not so much a one-off aberration in standards but rather they reflected part of a longer-term trend. Indeed, some politicians have argued that the support functions for ministers are not fit for purpose and need to be less the preserve of the civil service. Some want a more muscular, or even a more politicised, private office. Such an approach inevitably risks bringing the civil service – an organisation founded on the principles of independence and non-party politicisation – into conflict with government. Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s principal private secretary – the head of his private office – appeared to be condoning, or even encouraging, rule-breaking. How had private office come to this?

         This book explains what the ministerial private office is, what it does on a day-to-day basis and why it is so significant. Covering 200 years of political history, it highlights how the private office has played a prominent, if hidden, role in governance. It explores the vital role that some private secretaries have had at key events in British history, including how they interacted with ministers and political advisers. That great observer of the British constitution, Lord Hennessy, famously characterised the unseen elements that support the British political system as the ‘hidden wiring’ – by 5which he meant those structures, systems and people within, in particular, the civil service that collectively make the connections and ensure things happen smoothly, even though they themselves are usually invisible.3 If the civil service, as a whole, represents the totality of the ‘hidden wiring’ in Hennessy’s analysis, the private office represents the central junction box through which much political power and energy flows. Every minister, from the Prime Minister downwards, has a private office, whose job it is to ensure that business is transacted smoothly and efficiently, and yet usually out of sight of the media and the glare of publicity.

         But, at times, the system has not always worked as seamlessly as it should. On occasion, the junction box has failed to make the right connections. This book traces the roots of the modern-day private office and its growth over the past two centuries, showing how it is now an established part of the hidden wiring and assessing the future of private office in the current political climate.

         The title ‘private secretary’ and the functions of that role can be traced back some two centuries, although the term ‘private office’ is more recent. Originally, private secretaries were the officials attached to ministers and responsible for the conduct of managing ministerial business and ensuring the prompt receipt and despatch of ministerial business and correspondence. However, the modern-day private office plays a far more complex role than in the past. The role has, like that of ministers and Prime Ministers, expanded relentlessly. Today’s private secretary to an energetic minister may well assist in the process of policy-making, help facilitate cross-Whitehall organisation, liaise with the royal households, get involved in crisis management and help handle the media and communications, all on top of managing the day-to-day transactions of government. They (or a deputy) may find themselves on call for 6twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. A private secretary will accompany their minister to every official meeting.

         Yet this role and the group of civil servants who work in private office have never been written about in detail. That is the gap which this book seeks to fill. Private secretaries are the characters who appear, sometimes only in passing, in biographies and memoirs; their roles have often been touched on but rarely in depth; and yet many ministers have testified as to how much they relied on them. Private secretaries have been, at times, some of the most powerful people in this country. Some have been colourful and controversial. Many have been brilliant minds and creative wordsmiths, well attuned to carrying out their political leaders’ wishes. Some have had close relationships with their ministers and have become immensely influential. In particular, those officials who have worked within the Prime Minister’s private office have contributed to, and helped to shape, history. These figures, while never household names – in modern times people such as Robert Armstrong, Robin Butler, Charles Powell, Kenneth Stowe, Alex Allan and Jeremy Heywood – were undoubtedly powerful and their role under-appreciated and under-chronicled. They were career civil servants and, for the most part, middle-class Oxbridge men in the traditional mould of the British administration. This is their story – warts and all. It is a history of a remarkable set of people who, while they may not have been well known, were close to, and even intimate with, the politicians who wielded power. At important junctures in our national story – such as wars, crises and moments of great political change – it has often been the private office that has been the central body responsible for keeping the show on the road, whatever it takes.

         Ministers and Prime Ministers have always had their favoured 7advisers. For example, in the late nineteenth century, Benjamin Disraeli, twice Prime Minister, was exceptionally close to his trusted private secretary Montagu Corry.d Disraeli famously described the relationship between minister and private secretary as second only to that between a man and his wife. By the time of the Second World War, the civil service had achieved a near monopoly in providing advice to ministers and Prime Ministers. Private offices were nearly always composed of only civil servants, albeit ones who had already formed close relationships with Prime Ministers, like Corry and John ‘Jock’ Colville,e who supported Winston Churchill during war and peace. While all Prime Ministers and ministers used informal sources of policy advice, including from Members of Parliament, there was, prior to 1964, no formalised process of special advisers providing political advice to ministers.

         However, by 1964 and the election of Harold Wilson’s Labour government, some voices had begun to question the dominance of the civil service, including within the ministerial private office. Labour intellectuals in the Fabian Society were sceptical about the establishment nature of the civil service, and some argued for a significant influx of political appointees and for the creation of more Continental-style ‘cabinets’ to support ministers, believing that breaking the monopoly of power that civil servants held in the private office would aid better decision-making. Wilson’s Labour Party, when in opposition in the early 1960s, had toyed with the idea of establishing such a Continental ‘cabinet’-type system alongside, or even in 8place of, private offices. Indeed, that had been the explicit aim of the Fabians in their influential 1964 pamphlet, The Administrators, which had argued that every Cabinet minister’s private office should contain up to four political advisers.4 In practice, Wilson was far less radical and appointed only five new special advisers across the whole of government. His most telling political appointee, however, was his new personal political secretary, Marcia Williams,f whose appointment, role and style were to create sharp tensions with the civil servants in Wilson’s private office, and with whom she often clashed, during his eight years at No. 10. Even getting agreement to Williams’s new title of ‘political secretary’ raised concerns within the civil service, not least from Wilson’s principal private secretary, Derek Mitchell.g 

         Some twenty years later, a charge of politicisation was again raised within Margaret Thatcher’s No. 10 private office. This time that charge was levelled against Charles Powellh (her foreign affairs private secretary) and Bernard Inghami (her chief press officer), both of whom heavily influenced Thatcher in her later years in power. Critics argued that they had effectively created a closed ‘cabinet’ of just two people – albeit both were career civil servants, not political appointees.

         Under Tony Blair’s New Labour government, elected in 1997, a different model emerged. For the first time, a new central post of chief of staff was created, working alongside the traditional civil service private office. Thatcher had dabbled unsuccessfully with the 9idea of such a new role, but under Blair the post was firmly established and ably filled by Jonathan Powellj over the whole decade of the Blair premiership. Powell’s role entailed a reshaping of the private office. A political appointee (albeit, in Powell’s case, a former civil servant) became a permanent feature at the centre of the No. 10 operation, capable of acting more politically than the traditional principal private secretary. That position, coupled with the dominance of Blair’s new press secretary, Alastair Campbell,k gave No. 10 a more powerful cross-Whitehall clout than under previous regimes, although Blair still remained frustrated by what he called the lack of delivery. All subsequent Prime Ministers retained the position of chief of staff, and it is now an established role, although it has been occupied by a range of people from different backgrounds, including, exceptionally under Johnson, by a serving Member of Parliament in the House of Commons. The retention of the chief of staff position by all Prime Ministers from both political parties represents a good example of the organic development of private office over the past quarter of a century. 

         Another shift that has taken place over recent years has been in the balance between the role of the civil service and the influence of special advisers. Whereas half a century ago, the first special advisers concentrated on policy advice, more recently they have become far more interventionist on political issues, organisational questions and even appointments. The influence of special advisers – while never formal members of private office – on ministers has increased and deepened, while that of the civil service has declined. Indeed, 10the influence of special advisers on ministers during Partygate was considerable but under-reported, with most of the media’s focus falling on the failings of the civil service. 

         Yet, despite these changes in culture and organisation, along with strictures from some ministers, the private office has survived and, for the most part, thrived. There was undoubtedly a body of opinion that sought to question the effectiveness of the traditional model of private office and to contrast it with the ‘cabinet’ model and its greater blend of administrators and political advisers working in a single unit. But no Prime Minister or minister has yet come up with a better model. Rather, they have sought to adapt it. There is no evidence that a ‘cabinet’ system is either more effective or more efficient than the private office. The traditional British model of the ministerial private office has existed broadly in its current format since the foundation of the modern system of Cabinet government at the end of the First World War. Many Prime Ministers sought to exert a greater level of scrutiny and control over the performance of government. This has led to periodic proposals for the establishment of a Prime Minister’s department, although its structure and powers have never been fully articulated and no such department has ever been created. Its purpose would have been to bring together the functions of No. 10 with those of the Cabinet Office,l responsible for oversight of departmental policies and delivery.

         When Edward Heath was Leader of the Opposition, before the 1970 general election, his advisers urged him to consider establishing such an office, but he rowed back from doing so. Margaret 11Thatcher and John Major did not see the need for such a body, preferring to keep No. 10 smaller and more focused. Tony Blair, both in the run-up to 1997 and once in office, considered the idea again but, like Heath, chose not to pursue it. Both Prime Ministers instead introduced structural changes at the centre to try to improve policymaking and delivery. 

         In the early 1970s, Heath created the Central Policy Review Staff (CPRS), based in Cabinet Office, to build capacity at the centre for longer-term strategic thinking. Wilson built on this model by establishing the Policy Unit at No. 10 to provide the Prime Minister with dedicated political capacity to concentrate on policy-making in priority areas. That unit has survived to this day, unlike the CPRS. Blair, during his second term, became frustrated by the lack of oversight of what he called the ‘delivery’ of the government’s policies. That led him to establish the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit (PMDU) in No. 10, headed initially by an expert adviser, Michael Barber. Blair’s view was that having a specific function focused on delivery of a more limited number of targets and with regular scrutiny and oversight by the Prime Minister made for a more effective premiership. Yet, while some of these initiatives over the past half-century or more could be said to reflect a frustration with the role of the traditional private office, it has survived in essentially its original form.

         Which brings us back to the problems of the private office under Boris Johnson. The fundamental difference under Johnson’s government was that the hidden wiring had become exposed, frayed and subject to extensive scrutiny, not least in the media. The ‘good chaps theory of government’, whereby things would be done and processes strictly followed as a result of the quality and integrity of people entrusted with power and its use within the organisation, no 12longer seemed to apply.5 The constitution and long-standing conventions came under pressure soon after Johnson became Prime Minister in July 2019. The following month Parliament was prorogued illegally – as the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom subsequently declared.6 The event undoubtedly also put the monarch in a difficult position. There is no evidence that the private office even warned the Prime Minister against this course of action. Later, Johnson’s combative special adviser Dominic Cummingsm sought, during the Covid lockdowns, to stretch the boundaries of credulity to the limit – arguing that a car journey to Barnard Castle in County Durham, allegedly to test his eyesight, was legitimate. Yet again, there appeared to have been no brake on the Prime Minister to rein in his and his adviser’s potentially law-breaking tendencies. A number of public appointments were made which evaded ‘due process’ and showed the profound influence that some special advisers had begun to have, without clear oversight by the private office. When the first special advisers were appointed in 1964, their prime focus was on supporting policy-making. They had no role in public appointments, unlike nowadays.

         Throughout all of these events, Johnson’s private office and his special advisers were responsible for the overall operation for No. 10 and for advising Johnson on what he could or could not do. There is little evidence that they sought to counsel against such activities or that if they sought to do so and failed, they raised the issue higher up, for example with the Cabinet Secretary. While some of the most egregious examples may have been at No. 10, similar failings occurred in other ministerial private offices across Whitehall. In short, the system of checks and balances had failed to work. 13

         LITERATURE ON THE PRIVATE OFFICE

         The private office is one part of the mechanisms that help operate the unwritten constitution of the United Kingdom. It is a vital element in the ‘hidden wiring’ of government.7 Surprisingly, though, in the existing academic literature, there has been no comprehensive study of the history of private office or the changing shape of that body, despite its importance. The subject has often featured in historical literature but usually only in passing, and it has rarely received detailed scrutiny. Biographies and histories are often written from the perspective of the politician or their political party and not the bureaucracy supporting ministers. While many politicians’ memoirs pay generous tribute to the work of their private secretaries, few have focused on the tasks and characters of the private secretaries involved.

         The diplomat Nicholas Henderson was an exception. Although not a politician, he wrote a book in 1984 on the Foreign Secretary’s private office (which he subsequently updated in 2001). This volume, while of interest, was more a study of the Foreign Secretaries whom Henderson had observed and the ways in which they operated and engaged with their private offices.8 He had served as private secretary to both Anthony Eden and Ernest Bevin, so had first-hand experience of the workings of the private office and powerful Foreign Secretaries. Henderson’s book remains a useful memoir and source of anecdotes about how the private secretaries in the Foreign Office operated, but it is far from a systematic analysis of their work across Whitehall. There have been a small number of other academic studies of the private office. For example, Rod Rhodes devoted a chapter to what he describes as ‘The Departmental Court’ in his book Everyday Life in British Government.9 Based on interviews with serving 14and former private secretaries, Rhodes documents the roles of, and relationships between, private secretaries, ministers and special advisers. His book provides a valuable addition to Henderson’s. It is also more recent and covers three domestic departments.n

         There have been a number of other studies of the role of the No. 10 private office and how it has changed over time. In 1988, George Jones wrote a chapter entitled ‘The Prime Minister’s Aides’ in Anthony King’s The British Prime Minister.10 Jones describes the work of all Downing Street staff and not just the private office. Of the principal private secretaries, he says they can be categorised on a continuum:

         
            At one extreme are the ‘smoothers’, who regard their role as to pour oil on the system, to facilitate and expedite the flow of business. At the other extreme are those who see their role as being not just to smooth the passage of business for others, but to make their own contribution, injecting their own observations into the flow of business.11

         

         As will be seen, in the No. 10 private office (as well as in other private offices) and among both principal private secretaries and private secretaries, there have been many examples of what Jones called ‘smoothers’, as well as what might be termed ‘interventionists’. Other books and articles have also analysed aspects of the inner workings of the Prime Minister’s office and its staff.12 On the role of the private office, as a training ground for high office in the civil service, Kevin Theakston initially provided the best analysis of the background of 15senior mandarins, including their service in No. 10, the Treasury and private office.13 More recently, Andrew Blick and George Jones have also explored the role of the private office in the wider context of the development of prime ministerial power.14 Dennis Kavanagh and Anthony Seldon, in The Powers Behind the Prime Minister, also carried out more detailed analysis and looked at the operation of No. 10 from 1970 until the arrival of the New Labour government in 1997. Their book includes a valuable appendix on the staff of all the Prime Ministers from 1945 to 1999.15 However, with the exception of that volume published in 1999, other studies of No. 10 have tended to focus on more political issues or the role of political advisers and accounts of the political power struggle between, for example, the Blair and Brown camps, as opposed to studying how administrative power operated and how the private office functioned.16 More recently, Seldon has written, or co-written, histories of the Blair, Brown, Cameron, May and Johnson premierships, but, again, they are more studies of politicians, policies and events and not of the systems of governance and administration that supported them.17 The private office gets only a passing mention, rather than being a central theme in these volumes. 

         An exception to this is a book by Jonathan Powell, who served as chief of staff to Blair throughout his decade as Prime Minister. The New Machiavelli (which is partly a memoir of Powell’s time at No. 10) contains many references to the organisation and operation of No. 10, including the way in which he, as a special adviser, worked effectively alongside the permanent civil servants within the No. 10 private office.18 The book also provided Powell’s justification for the new post of ‘chief of staff to the Prime Minister’, which was introduced with his arrival in No. 10 and which has existed ever since. The chief of staff, a political appointee, now works closely alongside 16the No. 10 private office. The most senior civil servant within private office during Powell’s time was Jeremy Heywood,o who was to remain in or close to No. 10 for around a quarter of a century. Powell paid particular tribute to Heywood, calling him ‘an outstanding civil servant for whom the word “Stakhanovite” might have been invented’.19 Andrew Holt and Warren Dockter’s more recent work focused mainly on the foreign affairs private secretaries at No. 10.20 However, in the final chapter of their collection, Anthony Seldon analyses the background and the different styles of principal private secretaries in No. 10.21

         There have also been attempts to explain the specific role played by the private secretary. For example, in 1980, Gerald Kaufmanp wrote How to Be a Minister, a light-hearted yet valuable study of the way in which the power around ministers operates.22 While it is often more in the tone and style of the Yes Minister television series, it offers a helpful perspective on the way in which ministers operated in the second Wilson government and on the systems surrounding them, including the private office and the private secretaries.q Kaufman commented that, for a minister, the private secretary

         
            is in charge of your personal domain, ready to anticipate and pander to your every whim and also to keep a sharp eye on you in case you show signs of getting out of line … Your Private Secretary, or one his assistants, will accompany you to all your 17engagements except Cabinet Committees, take a note of all your meetings, listen in to all your telephone conversations, travel with you at home and abroad. He will get to know you better than anyone except your close relatives.23 

         

         A more recent book, in the style of Kaufman, is How to Be a Minister: A 21st-Century Guide by John Hutton and Leigh Lewis.24 This is a guide to being a Cabinet minister, which touches on how a minister can make the best use of their private office. Hutton and Lewis worked together as Secretary of State and Permanent Secretary in the same department.r They state authoritatively that ‘to be a successful minister you need to have a good private office. It is as basic as that.’25 They go on to explain recruitment to private office, the pivotal role of the principal private secretary (‘the most important person in the private office’) and the skills that are required to fulfil the role.26 Hutton and Lewis also emphasise:

         
            Private secretaries are not there to be your cheerleaders. And they are not part of your party political support team either, however close you might get to them as colleagues. Private offices can provide something much more important than support. The best private offices should be able to provide engaged objectivity, a sound source of additional advice and pointers to you so that you [as a minister] can make the right decisions.27

         

         Of course, Hutton and Lewis’s book, like Powell’s and Kaufman’s, was written by insiders and they are therefore all partially witness accounts. Such accounts can bring great insight and expertise to 18the question of what happens within the private office. However, they may also, at times, be less detached in scrutinising their subject matter. 

         Beyond the literature on private office itself, there is a wealth of sources on wider political history and political science which refer to the power and influence of the Prime Minister, the Prime Minister’s office and the development of the civil service. The two most detailed volumes are both by Peter Hennessy. Whitehall, first published in 1989, focused on the role of Whitehall departments and the Cabinet Office, but has a substantial section on the operation of the centre of government and the part played by private office.28 The Prime Minister: The Office and its Holders Since 1945 carries out an examination of the operation of the office of each Prime Minister from Attlee to Blair, including references to the working of, and officials within, the No. 10 private office.29 In addition, there is the wider context of the history of the civil service and reform.30

         SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

         This book has relied on a range of sources, not just the above literature, and is based on research conducted over the past decade. These include files from the National Archives (TNA), the traditional repository for much research material. However, those files and others from similar archives, such as the Margaret Thatcher Foundation (MTF), offer relatively limited access to the past for any study of the private office or of private secretaries in the period covered here. There are three reasons for that. First, there is no single archive holding for private offices, since their records were not 19habitually kept as a whole or even in part. The traces of their work and that of private secretaries can be found in files at TNA, and to a lesser extent the MTF, but they are disparate and incomplete. Second, many TNA records for the period beyond the thirty-year rule covered in this book, namely after 1990, remain closed. Third, even if full papers were filed at TNA for private offices since 1964, the nature of government papers would mean that their activities, and especially those of private secretaries, would probably not be captured. That is because the purpose of private office is not to dominate decision-making but to enable its processes and actions. Moreover, and critically, government records do not chronicle the personal interactions and human relationships that have existed between ministers and private secretaries and that have been vital to the function of government.

         Consequently, I sought to get first-hand testimonies on the role and work of private office, drawing on thirty-six original interviews (the full list is contained in the bibliography) and associated correspondence with former private secretaries and other officials and ministerial advisers of the past fifty years. Those testimonies included interviews with all the four living Prime Ministers (John Major, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and David Cameron) covering the main period I studied. I am very grateful to them and their offices for the time they devoted to helping me. Major and Brown, of course, came to No. 10 with many years of ministerial service and knowledge of the working of private offices, whereas Blair and Cameron became Prime Minister with no prior ministerial experience.s

         20I also interviewed eight principal private secretaries to the Prime Minister, from Robert Armstrong,t who served in No. 10 from 1970 but had far wider private office experience going back to the 1950s, up to Simon Case,u the current Cabinet Secretary, who was one of David Cameron’s principal private secretaries. I interviewed many other private secretaries and officials who had worked at No. 10 and elsewhere in a range of Whitehall private offices, and who regularly interacted with the No. 10 private office. I spoke to five other former Cabinet Secretaries. In order to gather evidence from the private offices on the handling of specific events, I interviewed David Omandv (the Falklands), Richard Mottramw and Charles Powell (Westland), Jeremy Heywood (Black Wednesday and many other events of the past two decades), Jonathan Powell and Alex Allanx (the transition to New Labour in 1997), James Bowler (the Brown–Cameron transition in 2010) and Caroline Slococky (on being the first female private secretary in No. 10). I consulted advisers who had worked at No. 10 such as Bernard Donoughue,z who served from 1974 to 1979 in the No. 10 Policy Unit under Wilson and Callaghan, and 21David Lipsey,aa who worked for Callaghan from 1976 to 1979. I also interviewed people who worked in the communications function in government, notably Joe Hainesbb and Alastair Campbell. The choice of officials to interview was mainly based on the level of engagement that they had had with private offices in their careers. I sent them questions in advance, held face-to-face (or occasionally telephone) interviews and followed up with further questions via correspondence, as necessary. Only one former adviser – the late Marcia Williams (Baroness Falkender) – refused to be interviewed. 

         A combination of these interviews and correspondence plus research in official papers and other historical sources has enabled me in this book to faithfully portray the operation of the private office and how private secretaries worked and behaved over the past half-century. Inevitably, oral history has some shortcomings, because individuals’ memories may be partial and/or fragmentary. In addition, some participants in past events or during crises may recall what they wished they had done rather than precisely what they had done. That said, oral history is a vital component of contemporary history, and the triangulation of different memoirs collectively can usually be held to clarify exactly what happened at any time.

         My research methodology has therefore had three distinct elements. First, this is a work of political history drawing on the traditional tools of such historical research as described above, using archival material and the rich vein of primary and secondary sources written by politicians and others of the era, together with the perspectives of modern political historians and commentators.

         Second, the methodology is informed by my career, my 22perspective and, also perhaps, my prejudices. I worked for over twenty years in the senior civil service from 1993 to 2015. During that time, for almost four years, I was a principal private secretary to three different Cabinet ministers in two different departments.cc I ran the private office of those Cabinet ministers and managed junior ministerial offices. Those duties gave me direct experience and understanding of the role of the principal private secretary as well as the relationships between ministers and their private offices. I witnessed first-hand how the machinery worked at many critical moments, including the transition following the general election of 1997. I saw how the institution helped to support, or hinder, the political process. Following my service in private office, I worked at No. 10 when Tony Blair was Prime Minister and then for the office of the Deputy Prime Minister. 

         Third, I used the documentary and archival evidence to help create a narrative of what happened in private office during some critical moments of history over the past fifty years. I analysed specific events when the private office played a prominent role to illustrate the operation of that body at such times. Two case studies show the private office as policy-makers (at the time of Britain’s accession to the European Community in 1972 and during the negotiations with the International Monetary Fund in 1976). One case study shows the operation of private offices during a military conflict (the Falklands War in 1982), while another shows the private offices of two different departments effectively at war with each other (during the Westland affair in 1986). More recently, a series of events showed private office in response to crises (during the New Labour era from 2000 23to 2003) and a final brief study shows how private office responded, at short notice, during the financial crash of 2008. These case studies were not meant to be comprehensive in coverage but rather to show how private secretaries acted and functioned in response to different historical circumstances. They have helped to build up a strong evidence base of how decisions were taken and the influence of the private office at such critical times. To tell this narrative, my research had to go beyond the official records at the National Archives and elsewhere. While private secretaries often record the outcome of a meeting, or note the discussions and positions taken, they very rarely discuss their role, or that of the private office, in these events. Hence the need to rest on original oral testimony. 

         Chapter 1 introduces and explains the structure of the private office, as well as the roles and responsibilities of its members. These include the principal private secretary who, in any government department, acts as the key channel of communication between the Secretary of State (the political head of a government department) and the Permanent Secretary (the administrative head of a Whitehall department). Chapter 1 also dissects the tasks performed by the private office and explains how those tasks have changed over time, including, for example, as a result of the growth of new technology. It categorises the twelve essential functions of the private office in a more systematic way than has ever been done before. The work of private office has increased over the period studied and the functions are now far more complex and interdependent than they were in 1964. Chapter 2 then examines the changing make-up of private offices, including the background of the principal private secretaries in No. 10.

         Chapters 3 to 10 present a history of the private office from its origins in the seventeenth century up until the present day, including case studies that illustrate when the private office played a major role in British 24governance. These chapters follow a broadly chronological approach to show how the role of the private office has and has not changed during that period, and the factors that underlay such changes.

         I start before the office of the Prime Minister even existed. Chapter 3 begins with an analysis of the origins of the concept of private secretaries – or ‘clerks’, as they were then termed – in the seventeenth century up until the fall of Chamberlain at the start of the Second World War. This was the period that saw the emergence of the first people who could be classed as ‘private secretaries’, albeit ones who were then political adherents of the ministers for whom they worked, many of whom later became politicians themselves. In the mid-nineteenth century, the Northcote–Trevelyan report laid out the principles of recruitment on merit to the civil service. However, many Prime Ministers during the late nineteenth century continued to recruit personal supporters. It was only at the end of the First World War that, with the establishment of the Cabinet Office and the greater formality of Cabinet government, the private office became independent. That moment was marked because private secretaries at No. 10 emerged as independent of their Prime Minister, as exhibited by the fact that when there were changes of Prime Minister, the private office remained to manage the support of the incoming premier. This was a fundamental change in terms of the party political neutrality of private secretaries.

         Chapter 4 shows how private office operated in the war years up until 1964. Churchill’s key private secretaries – not least Jock Colville – became extremely powerful in terms of both the personal support they offered the Prime Minister and their influence on policy development.

         Chapter 5 then examines in depth private office during the first Wilson premiership, a turbulent period of political flux and of 25relative economic decline. The chapter describes the private office which Labour inherited and charts how Wilson developed his own and brought in the first formal special advisers to enhance the political capacity of his government, especially on economic policy and, later, on communications.31 Chapter 6 assesses how private office changed when Wilson lost the 1970 general election and Edward Heath proceeded to reinstate a far more traditional form of private office, relying more on established civil servants. Wilson’s chief press officer was replaced by a civil service press officer and Heath’s new political secretary, Douglas Hurd,dd with a diplomatic background, assimilated well into the atmosphere at No. 10. That was in contrast to his predecessor, Marcia Williams, who did not fit with the ‘good chaps theory of government’ as described by Peter Hennessy, whereby politicians and their advisers were expected to ‘behave themselves’ and abide by and adhere to ‘unwritten rules’.32 Private office evolved again with a return of the Wilson entourage in 1974 and the expansion of special advisers in No. 10 and elsewhere. The No. 10 Policy Unit, established in 1974, worked alongside the private office. Chapters 5 and 6 also highlight the role of the private office in providing stability in the period between 1964 and 1979, when there were five different political administrations and four changes of government all within fifteen years. The general election in which the private office played its most significant role was that of February 1974. As principal private secretary at No. 10, Robert Armstrong was central to facilitating the transition between Heath as Prime Minister and Wilson’s return to Downing Street.

         Chapters 7 and 8 cover the years of Conservative rule from 1979 to 1997, which were dominated by Margaret Thatcher. She had strong 26views about the ways in which she managed her office and, according to some of the civil servants who worked for her, the private office was at its most effective in terms of organisation and efficiency when Thatcher was in power and at her most decisive. Chapter 7 examines how the No. 10 private office developed during the later Thatcher years and how, for much of that time, it came to be identified with two people, neither of whom was its head, namely Charles Powell and Bernard Ingham. Powell was the Prime Minister’s private secretary for foreign affairs from 1984 to 1991 and became one of the most powerful officials in Britain, operating with the full authority of the Prime Minister. Ingham, another career civil servant (although not part of Thatcher’s private office), was her chief press secretary and managed all No. 10 relations with the media. By contrast, Chapter 8 shows how, under John Major’s seven-year premiership, the private office reverted to a far more traditional role. 

         Chapter 9 then examines the period from 1997 to 2010 – the New Labour years and beyond. It begins by analysing the approach of the 1997 general election and the way in which New Labour prepared for government. It considers how the private offices prepared for transition and change while, at the same time, supporting the Major administration during a period when it was widely expected to lose the forthcoming general election. This chapter also shows how the Blair government grew in confidence and competence and how private office itself evolved and connected with the wider network of support and advice on which Blair and his advisers tended to rely. The chapter also analyses the continued rise of special advisers in British politics and their influence on the functions of the private office, including the roles and powers of two No. 10 special advisers, Jonathan Powell and Alastair Campbell. Powell’s new role as chief of staff bridged the civil service and political worlds and meant that a political appointee 27became formally a part of the private office, while Campbell was Blair’s all-powerful chief press secretary and official spokesman. The Cabinet Secretary was concerned about their likely powers. Gordon Brown, and subsequently David Cameron, despite initial protestations that they wished to reduce the size of the No. 10 machine, both sought to strengthen the centre to enforce their policies and their influence across Whitehall. In practice, Brown’s premiership became dominated by the economic crisis of 2008–09, and he became ever more reliant on his private office, led by Jeremy Heywood, whom Brown persuaded to return to the role he had left in 2003.

         Chapter 10 begins with reflections from the incoming Prime Minister David Cameron in May 2010 about what he took from his experience as a special adviser and observing the workings of No. 10 prior to his entering Downing Street, including what he and his advisers learned from private office in the New Labour years. It then examines how, under Cameron’s premiership, with Nick Clegg as his deputy, there was a large increase in the total number of special advisers working for the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister. The process of decision-making became a much more contested area than under New Labour, with new forms of governance emerging for managing interministerial coalition discussions, including via a process known as the ‘quad’.ee Finally, with the Brexit referendum of June 2016 and the fall of Cameron, the nature of British politics changed and the process for ‘getting Brexit done’ came to dominate all aspects of politics, including the role of private offices. Theresa May’s chief of staff Gavin Barwellff has related how, throughout the three years of May’s premiership, that policy area 28became his sole focus. Finally, with the Johnson premiership, many of the most basic principles of good governance – including those of the private office and No. 10 – began to fall apart. There was no process to flag up these failings and, seemingly, no one to caution the Prime Minister and other senior ministers about what they were doing. Chapter 10 concludes with some wider thoughts on the role and effectiveness of private offices, as well as some reflections about the context in which private offices now operate. 

         This book tells the history and story of private office, from its origins in the seventeenth century to the far more complex and yet still relatively small and intimate body that it has become. There is a central, and essential, role in the civil service for such an impartial body to support all ministers and, in particular, the Prime Minister, working with and alongside political advisers. The case for a more politicised private office has not been made and, indeed, it would be a constitutional upheaval with enormous implications were it ever to happen. That said, the failings of private office that have been witnessed over recent years need to be addressed urgently. The private office needs to change with the times. Its integrity needs to be restored and restated. Private secretaries should not be cheerleaders for their ministers, still less should they be routinely in the public eye. The role and powers of special advisers need to be more clearly and closely defined. They have a responsibility to remain in the background, away from the public eye, but to resume their function as an essential and central part of the hidden wiring of our constitution. That is a challenge for Prime Ministers, ministers and private secretaries themselves to seek to achieve in future.
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            The junction box of government: What is private office and what does it do?

         

         In 1880, Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli reflected on his relationship with his private secretary Montagu Corry, highlighting that

         
            the relations between a minister and his secretary are, or at least should be, among the finest that can subsist between two individuals. Except the married state, there is none in which so great a confidence is involved, in which more forbearance ought to be exercised, or more sympathy ought to exist.1

         

         In the 1970s, Labour politician and former Foreign Secretary Anthony Crosland commented, ‘I think of Private Office as family,’ meaning that ‘with them he could show himself: he didn’t mind if they knew he was vulnerable, though there was still a great deal of privacy and reserve about him’.2 More recently, Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s close adviser Dominic Cummings said, ‘Trust private office – they’re the only reliable thing between you and disaster.’3 So, what precisely is the private office which made such an impression on completely different people from across the political spectrum 150 years apart?

         A private office is the group of officials that works in support of 30the leader or leadership team of any major organisation. Private offices exist in a range of organisations, including the military, the church, universities, royal households, banking and in business. While the precise term may not be used, private offices are common across a varied range of bodies, providing the function that manages the interface between the leadership of the organisation, or its executive body, and the wider organisation. Within government, the Permanent Secretary (the most senior civil servant in any government department) will have a private office, as will the heads of non-ministerial departments (such as His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs) and holders of specific senior posts (such as the chief medical officer). Increasingly, other senior officials, including many directors general, have private offices. However, the most wellknown and most consequential of private offices are those of government ministers and it is these private offices – their functions, characteristics and the people who work within them – that are the subject of this book.

         What exactly does the ministerial private office do? What tasks take place within a ministerial office and what responsibilities must be fulfilled – in any private office – for the minister and the department to be able to operate effectively? For while principal private secretaries and private secretaries appear regularly in the political history of Britain, often via walk-on parts in biographies and memoirs, their actual roles have rarely been set out and dissected. One commentator has rightly written that the private office ‘has not attracted much attention’ in literature.4 And yet a more recent study by the Institute for Government, based on its many interviews with former ministers from 2015 to 2019, together with a book by its former director, Peter Riddell, underlines how critical the private office is in the life of a minister.5 31

         For many people, their only knowledge about private office comes from the BBC comedy programmes Yes Minister and Yes, Prime Minister from the 1980s. David Cameron, in paying tribute in the House of Commons to his principal private secretary Chris Martin,a who died from cancer in 2015, said:

         
            Everyone in this House and many people watching at home will know from Yes, Prime Minister the central role that Bernard, the Prime Minister’s principal private secretary, plays in the life of the Prime Minister and of No. 10 Downing Street. This morning, my Bernard, my principal private secretary, Chris Martin, died of cancer. Chris Martin was only forty-two. He was one of the most loyal, hard-working, dedicated public servants that I have ever come across. I have no idea what his politics were, but he would go to the ends of the earth and back again for his Prime Minister, for No. 10 and for the team he worked for … [The wider No. 10 family is] a bit like a family and we feel we have lost someone between a father and brother to all of us.6

         

         Cameron’s tribute captured well and movingly much of the essence of the best private secretaries (including their party political neutrality), and probably conveyed more than any dry academic study could do.

         Private office exists to manage the flow of information to and from ministers. This chapter analyses how it does that, the specific tasks it performs on a day-to-day basis and how advice and support to ministers are managed, all within the wider context of the civil service’s commitment to party political independence and supporting the government of the day, and specifically within the private 32office context – where close proximity to political power may heighten the chance of politicisation. That risk has been mitigated, to some extent, by the introduction of special advisers into the system of government, one of the most significant alterations to the private office over the past fifty-plus years. However, while special advisers and other factors – including the rise of new technology and modern communications – have changed private secretaries’ methods of operating, it is nevertheless still possible to discern twelve common and discrete functions of the private office. 

         The private office is the body of civil servants which supports a minister and includes a principal private secretary and a team of private secretaries. It is central to the operation of the British political system. Private secretaries’ perspectives and their recollections are therefore valuable to historians. They have been, at times, both participants and witnesses, and sometimes the only witnesses, to events. Their evidence can help explain how decisions were made and why. Yet the private office has received surprisingly little detailed historical analysis, even though many ministers have often testified to the contribution of their private secretaries and how much they trusted them.

         The private office matters because, in any department and especially in No. 10, it is the central point through which all governmental work is transacted. The only business that would not be carried out through private office would be personal or entirely political material, although even some of that would be within the private office traffic. For all aspects of official work, it remains the ever-present element in the life of a government minister. The private secretary can be both a player in their own right and a witness of the politician at close quarters, especially when a minister is under pressure or in the media limelight. Although the private secretary’s authority stems only from the minister’s, they can wield considerable influence. The 33private office is one of the main instruments for ensuring that the political wishes of the government and its ministers are carried out. In practice, how that is done is often up to the individual minister. They must choose how to use their private office and the level of trust and authority that they invest in their individual private secretaries.

         There is no commonly accepted definition of the term ‘private office’. The phrase is imprecise and may be interpreted in different ways and in different contexts. In other organisations (business, local government, the military, the church or foreign administrative systems), the concept of the private office does not always exist or, if it does exist, it may go under a different name and operate in a different way. In several other walks of life in which a senior figure has a supporting aide or cadet, the junior partner would usually aspire to the job of the principal for whom they were working. For example, in business, a chief executive officer might often have an up-and-coming executive member of staff as the head of their private office. In the armed forces, the Chief of the General Staff and the chiefs of each service all appoint young officers, destined for rapid promotion, to support and possibly emulate them. However, nowadays such a career aspiration would be very unlikely to happen in the British civil service, in the sense that civil servants are required to be politically impartial, and their career progression would not therefore lead into a career in politics. It is rare, but not unknown, for officials to quit the civil service in order to enter politics. In the post-Second World War era, only one person (Andrew Lansley) has been both a principal private secretary and then a Cabinet minister later in life. Such is the level of separation between politicians and officials in Britain.b

         34The term private office is not clearly and authoritatively defined as it relates to its modern-day function within the public administration in government departments. Even that ubiquitous encyclopaedia of the present day, Wikipedia, only refers its readers to a useful guide to private office written by a former senior civil servant.7 The website politics.co.uk gives the following definition:

         
            All Ministers, of whatever rank, have a Private Office of four or more civil servants assigned to him or her on appointment. The lead figure in the Private Office is the Private Secretary who works closely with the Minister in discharging all his or her functions. The Private Office is responsible for the Minister’s diary and work programme, including the content of the famous red boxes.8

         

         The private office is almost always situated physically next to, or very close to, the minister’s office, and it is usually housed in a room or open-plan area adjacent to the minister’s office. The words private office themselves conjure up the notion of something both secretive and bureaucratic, while the term private secretary may imply the idea of a supportive staff member with a primary loyalty to their minister. The definition used in this book is that the ministerial private office is the co-ordinating body within government that provides the immediate support system to the Prime Minister and all Cabinet ministers, as well as to each departmental junior minister.

         In British government, the private office is rooted in the independence of the civil service. In 1854, the Northcote–Trevelyan report (a document of only twenty-three pages) was the foundation of establishing an impartial administrative system to support ministers.9 Such independent and impartial civil servants have, at least since the First World War, been the predominant members of every ministerial and 35prime ministerial private office. Traditionally, the private office was composed almost exclusively of career civil servants. The modern private office nowadays often contains a richer mix of civil servants, depending on the department, including some with frontline delivery experience (for example, from the Prison Service in the Ministry of Justice, or from Jobcentres in the Department for Work and Pensions). However, the important point to stress is that it is not a party political body and does not routinely contain political appointees.c However, it has to work closely with political players, including special advisers and some other political advisers on communications. One of the key challenges therefore for a private office is to ensure a good working relationship with the party political elements of a minister’s work – including their duties in Parliament – while protecting the impartiality of civil servants and the integrity of the civil service. In that sense, the private office is fundamentally different from the Continental cabinet system which includes both non-party political officials and political advisers within a single unit.10

         While all ministers have a designated private secretary, the key person supporting a Cabinet minister is referred to as the principal private secretary. In No. 10, the holder of that post is one of the most important officials in Whitehall. Peter Hennessy, in The Hidden Wiring, cites the analysis of Ken Stowe,d principal private secretary to three Prime Ministers in the 1970s, who explained that the holder of that post (together with the Cabinet Secretary and the monarch’s private secretary) can find themselves at the centre of three ‘interlocking circles’, namely command of a political party, 36command of a majority in the House of Commons and command of the executive.11 It is particularly in those circumstances when there is a prime ministerial transition, and not just after electoral defeat, that Stowe’s three circles and the No. 10 principal private secretary play important roles in assuring a smooth transfer of prime ministerial power and thus assume such constitutional significance.e The principal private secretary of a Cabinet minister is also their main confidant. Andrew Cahnf served as both a principal private secretary in the UK civil service and as a ‘chef de cabinet’ in the European Commission. He described the role as follows: 

         
            The principal private secretary probably finds himself as the one person in the department who the minister can trust almost absolutely and who knows things that nobody else knows. He or she is discreet and loyal. Of course, the private secretary has a dual loyalty both to the minister and to the civil service as well as the Crown. But the primary loyalty is to the minister. That is who you spend most of your time supporting. The other loyalties may constrain that first loyalty.12

         

         Yet, while each private office is different and responds to the needs and personal styles of the relevant minister and department, they all carry out certain essential and universal functions. Understanding the workings of private office therefore helps to unravel the nature and working of British government. The private office may be considered akin to a ‘junction box’ of government, which transmits 37each minister’s wishes to ensure that the government machine is well co-ordinated, smoothly managed and as efficient as possible. 

         The private office and its role will be shaped by the Prime Minister and ministers of the time. However, from my consideration of the history of private office, there has always existed what may be termed a ‘pendulum effect’ whereby, under different Prime Ministers, the No. 10 private office has become more or less political – and even, at times, politicised. This can then be reflected in the ways in which the whole government operates. This is not to imply that the private secretaries have themselves become party political, but rather that the style and approach of the Prime Minister has become more political. Changes of Prime Minister have accentuated or diminished the level of politicisation within the office of the Prime Minister. This pendulum effect has been a feature of post-war history. The introduction of special advisers, for example, was an explicit desire by Wilson to have greater political input to his government and policy advice, without necessarily compromising the civil servants.13

         THE OPERATION OF UK GOVERNMENT AND THE MAKING OF PUBLIC POLICY

         While Cabinet government and the notion of collective responsibility predated the Cabinet system, the processes of making government policy and assuring the cross-government agreement to policies became far more formalised from 1916 onwards. But what exactly is ‘policy’, what do we mean by the ‘policy-making process’ and how does the work of the private office fit within that overall framework?

         In government, ‘policy’ and ‘policy-making’ have always been widely used but often imprecisely defined terms. In opposition, politicians seek to articulate their policies to appeal to the public and so 38win power. In government, ministers and departments are constantly developing, refreshing and changing policies in response to events, emerging evidence, examples of best practice or even media demands. Ministers may clash or argue about policies in general or the more specific aspects of them. Prime Ministers may impose their will and demand changes in policies from departments or they may seek more conciliatory approaches and look to agree compromises. Policy as a concept may never have been perfectly defined, although Herbert Morrison’s, no doubt apocryphal, statement that ‘socialism is what a Labour government does’ is a useful indication of where certain politicians may be coming from in terms of what policy means to them.

         Within departments of state, the Secretary of State sets the strategic direction of policy, and their civil servants are responsible for supporting the process, including, for example, by drafting White Papers or helping to shape major policy announcements. In No. 10, the Policy Unit, established in 1974, nowadays also helps the Prime Minister set and co-ordinate the overall shape and direction of government policy and advises on individual policies, working with ministers and government departments. Departments also have an important role in the policy process. As the closest advisers to ministers, private secretaries will always have a responsibility for ensuring that the business of policy-making within government is transacted smoothly and efficiently, and they will also work with departmental officials and those in No. 10 on how to achieve this. The more interventionist private secretaries, as will be seen, have sought, on occasion, to become personally more involved in helping shape and make policy on behalf of their minister.14

         All government ministers are bound by the Ministerial Code, which sets out the ‘standards of conduct expected of ministers and how they discharge their duties’.15 This code was originally a secret 39Cabinet document known as Questions of Procedure for Ministers until John Major renamed it and made it public in 1991.16 Since then, it has been updated regularly by Prime Ministers and the most recent version dates from December 2022.17 However, in terms of the tasks of the private office, the current code has only two specific references to private secretaries. Both refer to the taking of notes of meetings. Paragraph 8.14 states that ‘a private secretary or official should be present for all discussions relating to Government business’.18 Paragraph 10.5 states that ‘when holding meetings overseas with Ministers and/or officials from overseas governments, or where official business is likely to be discussed, Ministers should always ensure that a private secretary or Embassy official is present’.19 However, while those are the only two explicit points that mention the role of the private office, there are many more ministerial duties and responsibilities identified in the code which, in practice, fall to the private office to deliver. Civil servants themselves, in turn, are bound by the Civil Service Code, which dates from 1996.

         HOW BIG IS PRIVATE OFFICE?

         Most private offices of Secretaries of State now have over a dozen staff, whereas fifty years ago they were, on average, half that size. The sizes of the private offices of middle-ranking ministers (those at Minister of State level) and of more junior ministers (those at parliamentary under-secretary of state level) have also swollen. For example, when Robin Butlerg was private secretary to the Financial 40Secretary to the Treasury (a Minister of State-level post) in the run-up to the 1964 general election, he had a staff of two and a half posts – himself, a junior private secretary plus a shared typist.20 Almost half a century later, in 2010, the equivalent Treasury private office (of the Financial Secretary to the Treasury) had a team of five members. The average junior minister’s private office in the 1980s would normally have had two members of staff (the private secretary and one other assistant, sometimes shared between offices). Now even the smallest private offices tend to have three or four members of staff, again representing a rough doubling in size. This pattern of growth has been replicated across nearly all Whitehall departments. 

         In 2010, there were a total of seventeen departmental ministerial private offices in government departments headed by a Cabinet minister.h On average, those Cabinet ministers’ private offices had 8.9 staff members, ranging from five in the Department for Culture, Media and Sport to twelve the Home Office and the Ministry of Justice.21i In all junior ministerial offices, the average size of private office was 4.9 members of staff, ranging from two to seven people.j By comparison, in 1964, the average size of ministerial private offices was much smaller. Insofar as valid comparisons can be made, 41they ranged from about two members of staff in a junior minister’s office up to six in a Cabinet minister’s office.22k 

         Some, but not all, of the increase in the seniority and numbers of private office staff may be accounted for by changes in workload, the speed of transaction of business and the greater focus on communications. On the positive side, the volume of work may be managed more smoothly and efficiently, and ministers may feel better supported. As a result, some private secretaries may not be required to work the excessively long hours that many used to (although they would certainly be expected to be available on the phone at most times). A potential downside could be that more decision-making, or even the development of independent policy advice to ministers, may become handled by the private office rather than managed within the department. If this happens, it is a failing of the private office and of the minister if they have encouraged such independent thinking. As one observer of private office has commented, ‘Sometimes, encouraged by their ministers, [some private secretaries] start acting as alternate policy advisers, commenting freely on the merits of [civil servants’] work … Something has gone badly wrong if a minister prefers to hear the advice of his private secretary to that of the responsible official.’23

         Over the past half-century, the idea of establishing more of a Continental cabinet-type system in place of, or even alongside, private office has emerged at a number of points. It was the explicit aim of the Fabians in their 1964 pamphlet, The Administrators, as will be discussed in Chapter 5.24 The charge levelled against Charles Powell and Bernard Ingham during their dominance of the Thatcher administration, as discussed in Chapter 7, was that they had effectively created a cabinet of just two people. Most recently, at the start of 42the coalition government of David Cameron, some of his ministers, such as Francis Maude,l argued strongly for the partial replacement of the private office by the establishment of ‘extended ministerial offices’ (EMOs). This short-lived initiative was a further attempt to establish what would have been akin to a UK cabinet system for ministerial support on the European model.25 In the event, only five EMOs were established before Theresa May abolished them all in July 2016.26 One former Conservative minister even went so far as to describe them as ‘bonkers’, because EMOs would create ‘a second structure of mini experts within your own private office’ which would isolate ministers from their departments.27 (Nevertheless, there has been a trend in some departments to appoint ‘policy advisers’ within private offices. Such advisers provide specific policy support to ministers and work within the private office, often on fixed-term contracts. However, they are not special advisers but civil servants and so are subject to civil service impartiality rules.) 

         WHAT DOES THE PRIVATE OFFICE DO?

         The private office has been ever-present in the lives of ministers, and private secretaries have helped to ensure that the multi-faceted business of government has been managed as efficiently as possible. A private secretary will attend practically every official meeting that their minister attends. Collectively, they are and always have been the junction boxes of Whitehall, making connections and ensuring the business flows effectively.

         Just as every Prime Minister is different, so too do different private 43offices have their own distinctive characteristics. To a large extent, these are inevitably shaped by the departmental Secretary of State, their political priorities, the departmental workload and the ways in which they have chosen to engage across Whitehall, together with how they communicate and use the media. However, the nature of private office has also, at times, been determined by the personality and style of individual private secretaries. To take what was perhaps the most striking example, and as discussed in Chapter 7, Charles Powell defined the way in which the No. 10 private office operated in the later Thatcher years because of his personal relationship with her and his force of personality. He did so even though he was not the principal private secretary. 

         There have been few codified cross-Whitehall guidelines for the workings of private office, other than the two specific references contained within the Ministerial Code. Only in the early part of the new millennium did the civil service even produce a cross-government handbook on ways of working with ministers, including a chapter on the role of private office.28 Yet despite this lack of codified guidance, there have always been a number of essential functions carried out by the private office. Taken together, these comprise the overall role and purpose of the private office.

         By way of comparison, the political historian Peter Hennessy explained how the functions of the Prime Minister were first codified by the Cabinet Office in the late 1940s, and he has subsequently updated this list on several occasions.29 Hennessy identified six broad functions of the premiership and, within those categories, catalogued the discrete activities that fall to the Prime Minister to manage.30 When he last updated this list, during the period of the coalition government, there were no fewer than eight broad categories and forty-seven separate functions, up from twelve tasks in 441947.31 It is also possible to catalogue the functions of the private office, using a framework similar to that used by Hennessy, when he sought to answer the question ‘What is a Prime Minister for?’ This chapter seeks to answer the related question ‘What is the private office for?’

         Recognising that there may be differences of emphasis within some departments, and certainly there have been such variants at No. 10 under different premierships, there are, nevertheless, three broad categories and twelve distinct functions that characterise the work of the private office. As with the activities of the Prime Minister, these have grown over time. First, there are those functions which might be termed transactional tasks carried out by the private office, or, in other words, those tasks which are essential in order to ensure the efficient day-to-day management of departmental and government business. Second, there are those functions which are about relationship management within the department and across Whitehall more widely, and the role which the private office may play to support the minister and so ensure that their work has greater impact. Finally, there are those functions which fall within the field of personal support to, and the handling of sensitive issues for, the minister. These functions will often depend on the strength of the personal relationship that has developed between the minister and the private secretary, including how long they have worked together.

         THE FUNCTIONS OF PRIVATE OFFICE 

         TRANSACTIONAL FUNCTIONS

         1. Managing departmental governmental business efficiently

         Managing the essential business of government is, and has always 45been, the central and most vital function of every private office. It involves managing the smooth day-to-day running of the minister’s work and the efficient co-ordination of all their departmental activities. The function includes ensuring the provision of clear advice on ministerial views about critical issues and tasks, such as the strategic direction of a department; overseeing the communication of the Secretary of State’s views and wishes to the department (in consultation with the Permanent Secretary – or with the Cabinet Secretary in the case of No. 10); and handling specific policy issues. Traditionally, every private office has managed business by presenting a range of papers, usually daily, in the minister’s red box. Private secretaries prepare these ministerial red boxes at the end of most days for the minister’s attention and then, usually the next day, will report back the minister’s views to the department and to the individual authors of papers. The private secretary will put the papers in the box in the order which they believe they should be read, prioritising and annotating them as needed and identifying which have to be read by the next morning, as a bare minimum. Papers are usually flagged as ‘urgent’, ‘routine’, or ‘for information’. (Some private offices now sometimes seek only very short papers – typically 150–200 words – so as to secure faster ministerial approval, especially if sent electronically.)

         Alistair Darling served in five different Cabinet posts between 1997 and 2010.m Of the red boxes, he said, ‘It is very often the piece of paper at the bottom of the box, which does not seem important at the time, that can come back to haunt you. In my experience, it is worth ministers reading everything that is put in front of them.’32 46A private secretary will often attach personal notes to much of the material in the red box. Such covering ‘box notes’, many of which are preserved in the National Archives and elsewhere, can become the stuff of history. The more confident a private secretary, and the closer their relationship with their minister, the more direct and frank the box notes tend to be. Ministerial red boxes and the process of handling papers in this way dates back well over a century. The most famous red box was that used by the Chancellor of the Exchequer on Budget days and manufactured for William Gladstone when he delivered his first Budget in 1853. Within No. 10, there has always also been a further box which is blue with a red stripe around it which is used for the highest security papers and those on intelligence matters. This secure box was nicknamed ‘old stripey’ by Harold Wilson when he was Prime Minister. 

         The private office of the Secretary of State is responsible for ensuring that Cabinet ministers attend meetings of Cabinet (and get permission to be absent when necessary), as well as the attendance of junior ministers at Cabinet committees and other cross-departmental meetings. The role also includes managing external engagements with a wide range of stakeholders and with the other parts of government, No. 10, the Deputy Prime Minister’s office and the royal households.

         Most formal ministerial business handled by the private office has always taken the form of what are called submissions. A submission is a document produced by a civil servant and sent to a minister for information, action or decision. Submissions can cover a whole range of issues and may be short, related to a specific departmental issue on which the minister’s views are sought, or more wide-ranging. More often, submissions will be more complex and involve input from different sections of the department and may 47also reflect the views of other departments. For example, any submission involving possible increases to public expenditure would need to reflect the views of the Treasury. A submission with implications for other parts of the United Kingdom would need to consider the likely views of the appropriate devolved administrations. Departments have often produced guidance for civil servants to explain how to write a submission, and private offices used to lay on training sessions for their officials on working with ministers and ministerial preferences for submissions and briefings.33n

         Today, with far more ministerial business conducted by email, text, WhatsApp messages or by mobile phone, there is a risk that the ‘paper trail’ or audit trail may become less robust or comprehensive than it used to be. Nevertheless, many ministers still prefer paper copies. Even David Cameron, the youngest and one of the most technologically aware Prime Ministers, who conducted much business by email or mobile phone, still preferred to see hard copies of documents. ‘There was a collision of the paper and digital worlds that hasn’t quite been resolved … I insisted on seeing everything in paper in my box so that there was a single record of my views.’34 So Cameron, while technologically ‘savvy’, wanted to rely on a hard copy of advice. Boris Johnson, when he was Prime Minister, was not so punctilious.

         Ministers will often gain a reputation for how efficient they are at ‘doing their red boxes’. Some ministers were renowned for their effectiveness at managing and completing the box. Harold Wilson and Margaret Thatcher were two such Prime Ministers. Other ministers’ performances have been more variable. The Labour minister 48Tony Crosland would only ever take one red box per evening and, as a result, his private office had to extract all non-essential papers and cram it full of the essential ones. Occasionally, a minister would refuse to take any red boxes at all and insist on doing all the work while in the office. Such ministers could be the bane of a private secretary’s life, in that one member of the private office always had to arrive very early or stay very late at the office while the box work was completed. Ken Clarke,o who entered the Cabinet in 1986, was usually assiduous in doing his red boxes overnight. Occasionally, however, he would visit Ronnie Scott’s Jazz Club in Soho and the red box would come back unopened the next morning.35 Thatcher, with her ability to survive on as little as four hours’ sleep a night, was usually able and willing to turn around material very quickly at any time. It was her determination to read a relatively unimportant government paper at 3 a.m. that, just possibly, even saved her life during the Brighton bombing in 1984 (see Chapter 7).36 

         One of the key questions about private office concerns the influence that private secretaries have over shaping ministerial responses to submissions, by amplifying the points made or seeking to reinterpret or even reject them on behalf of their minister. Private secretaries will routinely enforce their ministers’ preferred formats and written style, but some private secretaries have gone further and, by a variety of ways, have been able to influence the development of government policy. Robert Armstrong, for example, as principal private secretary to Heath, undoubtedly influenced the overall policy of the UK government in relation to joining the 49European Community (as will be seen in Chapter 5). Similarly, in the early 1990s, Jeremy Heywood helped shape the government’s macro-economic policy in his role as principal private secretary to Chancellors of the Exchequer Norman Lamont and Ken Clarke, especially in terms of policy on the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (see Chapter 8). How much of a free hand a minister gives their private secretary to respond on their own initiative, without reference back, has always depended on the relationship and degree of trust between minister and private secretary. Sometimes, especially in junior ministers’ offices, the private secretary’s role may be limited to writing ‘Do you agree?’ on a submission and then putting it in the minister’s box. However, where any private secretary is more confident, understands the subject matter and has the authority of the minister to do so, they may well suggest a different course of action than that proposed by officials, particularly when they feel confident that they can predict the minister’s view. 

         A core task of the private secretary has always been to keep a true record of all official meetings and to agree the actions decided. Such meetings may well be generated from reading a submission on which the minister asks for a meeting. Every official ministerial meeting will be recorded by the private secretary present. There is a convention that the private secretary of the more senior minister present should take the minutes and produce the record of the meeting. No. 10 meetings are always recorded by the relevant No. 10 private secretary. However, there can sometimes be some ‘behind-the-scenes negotiations’ between the respective private offices, to confirm exactly what was agreed and by whom, before the final and agreed note of the meeting is published. It is rare for an official meeting not to have a private secretary present and that would only happen, exceptionally, if the issue were so sensitive that the Prime Minister or minister agreed that 50it should not be recorded. Action points of meetings are then circulated, ideally by the end of the day on which the meeting takes place. A key private secretary skill has always been to be able to produce, often at very short notice, a succinct note of any meeting, including action points, which the minister has attended. In recent times, there have been some criticisms of the lack of robust recording of certain decisions such as during the Iraq War of 2003, when the charge of decision-making by a ‘sofa government’ was made (see Chapter 9). These are rare exceptions. Only if meetings are genuinely personal or wholly political between ministers would there be no private secretary (or possibly only a special adviser) present.

         For some political meetings, a private secretary may well attend but not take an active part or fully minute the meeting. However, in such circumstances, it has always been the responsibility of a private secretary attending to provide a note of any meeting, the governmental decisions taken and the government actions agreed. Any political actions are for the special advisers present to pursue, as appropriate. If a private secretary has not attended for whatever reason, any actions which emerged from the meeting should be captured in writing and then pursued. This may involve the private secretary specifically asking their minister if there are any departmental points that should be pursued. Occasionally, there can be potentially embarrassing moments when a minister or a Prime Minister fails to make the points they had planned to do in a meeting or even says nothing at all. And, of course, ministers are not infallible. In the words of the famous aphorism, even Homer sometimes nods. If so, the private office can often rectify that problem. For example, Margaret Thatcher – usually an efficient and alert minister – had occasional lapses of concentration, as detailed by Jonathan Powell, the brother of Thatcher’s private secretary: 51

         
            On one memorable occasion, at a meeting with FitzGerald [the Irish Prime Minister] after a particularly long and tiresome [European Community] meeting, Thatcher fell asleep soon after sitting down with him. FitzGerald looked at … Charles Powell, Thatcher’s foreign policy aide, to ask what they should do. Charles suggested that FitzGerald carry on making all the points he intended to make and Charles would dutifully note them down. They could then wake her up to agree the joint press statement.37

         

         All private offices of Cabinet ministers must also be available, at short notice, to discuss issues with the No. 10 private office. For events such as preparation for the weekly session of Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs), which nearly always focus on topical issues, it is essential. Departmental parliamentary teams also typically sit within or very close to the private office and play a significant role in parliamentary matters, particularly in legislation and select committee matters. The private office is the link between the Prime Minister’s office and the relevant department. Until 1997, PMQs took place for fifteen minutes twice a week on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons when the House of Commons was sitting. This brief encounter consumed much of the time of the No. 10 private secretary for parliamentary affairs for the day leading up to PMQs, as well as the time of those private offices and departmental staff whose policies or activities were in the news. In May 1997, Tony Blair changed PMQs to a thirty-minute session once a week every Wednesday at 12 noon when Parliament was sitting. Despite initial criticism of that move, it has survived in that same format ever since.

         Private office must therefore be familiar with, and well briefed on, at least in general terms, all the main items of business of the department, not just those that may come up in PMQs. One of the 52private secretaries needs to be available at any time of day (or night) if required. No. 10 will often judge how effective a private office is by how effective their private secretaries are, especially when contacted out of hours.38

         Efficient working and, if necessary, long hours have always been the hallmarks of the best private secretaries. Over the past half-century, working hours have increased. In the Wilson era of the 1960s, many private secretaries, even at No. 10, could often get home by 7.30 p.m. during the weekdays and sometimes not be disturbed at the weekend.39 However, that was partly because Wilson’s then principal private secretary Michael Halls took it upon himself to work such long hours and found it very difficult to delegate to other private secretaries (see Chapter 5). By the time of Thatcher’s premiership, the pressure was more demanding. Robin Butler recalled that, when he was her principal private secretary, ‘the hours were horrendously long: I was never home before 10 p.m., and sometimes did not finish until 3 a.m., 4 a.m. or even 5 a.m. I always then went home. I would be back in for 8 a.m. and she would be fine.’40 Private secretaries have always had to be efficient in their ways of working, but the job, especially at No. 10, cannot be done without such long hours. For example, David Cameron observed private office first when he was a special adviser to Chancellor Norman Lamont and again when he became Prime Minister. Of Jeremy Heywood, who had been principal private secretary to Lamont and in charge at No. 10 when Cameron became Prime Minister, he commented that:

         
            [Jeremy Heywood] was outstanding. He had this enormous capacity for hard work. I have never seen anyone work so hard. Jeremy was at his desk when I arrived first thing in the morning and still at his desk when I left last thing at night. If I had forgotten 53some papers and turned up in the middle of the night, he would probably still have been there. He just never seemed to sleep.41

         

         2. Managing the minister’s diary

         It has always been the case, and certainly since the modern private office was introduced during David Lloyd George’s premiership, as part of a drive for greater administrative efficiency during the First World War, that effective management of a minister’s diary has been essential for making the best use of their time. This function will usually be managed by one member of the private office, the diary secretary, although the principal private secretary will also wish to be kept abreast of key meetings and to review the forward diary of events on a regular basis. The diary secretary manages internal and external appointments and will also liaise with the minister’s parliamentary and constituency secretaries. The diary secretary has also, at many times in history, often acted as a ‘gatekeeper’ to the minister and can therefore become an influential figure in the department, in their own right, by managing access to the minister. Some diary secretaries have earned a fearsome reputation and develop strong personal relationships with their minister, staying a long time in the post. (Few, though, have taken that personal relationship to quite the extremes that John Prescott’s diary secretary did when, as Deputy Prime Minister in 2006, he admitted that he had had a two-year affair, which was well publicised in the media, with Tracey Temple.) It is hard to overstate the importance of diary management and the diary secretary to a minister. It is the diary secretary who ensures that the minister will be in the right place at the right time with the right briefing. Mistakes in this area and the associated reputational damage are very visible. There are many ‘war stories’ among private offices about a minister being sent to a Cabinet committee meeting 54at 9.30 a.m. only to find that the meeting started at 9 a.m.; or about the senior Cabinet minister who arrived at a black tie dinner in a lounge suit; or about the trade minister who arrived at the start of an overseas tour to find that the embassy had only realised that he was to be accompanied by his wife as they walked off the aeroplane to be greeted by the ambassador. A recent study by the Institute for Government of the role and work of private office has simply served to underline how much importance many ministers attach to efficient diary management.42

         The order in which ministers prioritise their work depends on their individual style and preferences, their appetite for work and the balances that they choose to make between the administrative, political and media-related roles as well as their personal lives. Nevertheless, a rough order of priority for a typical Cabinet minister has usually been as follows:

         
	Attending meetings of Cabinet (an essential task) and of key Cabinet committees. All Cabinet ministers want to attend meetings of Cabinet. In Heath’s day, there were often two Cabinet meetings a week, and in Callaghan’s time (such as during the International Monetary Fund crisis throughout the autumn of 1976), they regularly lasted well over three hours. Therefore, the meetings and preparations for them were then a larger part of the ministerial week’s work than they are today. Nowadays, the Cabinet tends to meet weekly and meetings are more routine, rarely lasting much beyond an hour. Absences from Cabinet meetings have always been acceptable, but only with the agreement of No. 10, as set out in the Ministerial Code.p Deputies have never been allowed 55to attend full meetings of the Cabinet.43 The Cabinet agenda has always been sent in advance to all private offices by the Cabinet Secretary, although it is usually brief and with little detail. It is then the job of the private office to ensure briefing on all the issues, particularly if the department has a locus of responsibility for any item under Cabinet discussion. The private office would always wish to ensure that there was briefing and possible lines to take (the departmental shorthand for their position on any issue of the day that may be raised) should their minister wish to intervene during the Cabinet meeting.

            	Attending meetings with the sovereign or meetings with other members of the royal family. For Cabinet ministers, this includes meetings of the Privy Council. Only the staunchest republican minister would choose to alienate the palace by not accepting a royal request. Meetings of the Privy Council take place monthly and are usually completed quickly (not least because they always take place standing up).q Ministers may also be invited to banquets for state visits and, again, the majority of ministers would wish to attend such events.

            	Working on major political and departmental speeches on policy and strategy – including visits and the accompanying communications activities. Most ministers (particularly those who seek a high profile in the media and to be noticed) will prioritise speeches and ensure enough time is freed up by the private office for preparation and full briefing. Speeches are the mechanism by which many ministers, including the Prime Minister, try to shape the political agenda, and they will often use a speech to make a major new announcement and seek media coverage. 56Speechwriting can be one of the most frustrating or rewarding aspects of a private secretary’s life. Many departments now have a dedicated speechwriter or speechwriting teams, who will work closely with the special advisers and officials from the relevant policy team. Some private secretaries have been naturally gifted writers and communicators who, through long association with their minister, know how to craft phrases which their minister will favour and wish to use. Charles Powell, for example, knew exactly which words to offer Thatcher and had what one of his contemporaries called a ‘golden pen’.44


            	Working on core departmental policy priorities and interministerial meetings on such issues.

            	Attending less important Cabinet committee meetings. These meetings can cover anything from legislation to home affairs or even crisis management – the domain of the COBRA committee meeting, which can be convened at any time and in the light of any major crisis. Depending on the nature of the subject matter, these meetings might be delegated to a junior minister, although it is the job of the private office to assess the importance of such meetings and to ensure that a junior minister or, where acceptable, a departmental official should attend.

            	Working on correspondence and, in particular, constituency correspondence. This does not merely mean letters received from a minister’s constituents but rather any item of correspondence received by a Member of Parliament and forwarded to the relevant departmental minister for their comments and reply. Managing the correspondence function well and on time is a key role of private office but one which rarely reaches the public eye. So, while this may often have been seen as a less-than-urgent task, it has always been one to which ministers pay great attention. Ministers 57tend to have a favoured style to use with their constituents and will want to ensure that the private office knows that and that their department provides sufficient resources to any letter of a constituency nature.

         

3. Supporting the minister in their parliamentary work 

         Parliament has always mattered to ministers for three main reasons. First, because it is and has always been the forum where Members of Parliament are democratically held accountable and, at critical points – such as the 1940 Norway debate, the 1956 Suez crisis or the 1982 Falklands War – it can become the central focus of political attention. Second, because Parliament is the place in which the executive (i.e. a government minister) has to defend its policies. Third, Parliament is one of the places where a minister’s reputation and political capital are judged by their performance at the despatch box.

         The parliamentary function of the private office involves overseeing the minister’s role in all parliamentary business, including the handling of legislation, ministerial participation in debates, written and oral parliamentary questions, appearances before, and the provision of information to, parliamentary select committees and more besides. The main prime ministerial parliamentary event has been and remains the weekly session of PMQs. Similarly, the key parliamentary event which every departmental private office manages has been the regular (usually monthly) day when the department is ‘first for questions’ (FFQs) in the House of Commons.45r In this process, every department has to face around fifteen oral questions in the House of Commons and be prepared for any challenges that 58may be raised. Secretaries of State and junior ministers have to be well prepared for this, and they all know that their performances at FFQs will reflect well, or badly, on them and their private offices. In addition, ministers may have to make speeches associated with taking laws through the parliamentary process, providing speakers on government days (those days which are allocated for government business in the House of Commons) and responding to opposition debates. Since 1997, there has been a steady increase in the number of urgent questions (UQs, previously known as private notice questions) that the Speaker may accept if they consider that an important topical issue in the day’s news requires an immediate government response or a debate.46 If the Speaker agrees to this, a statement is required at short notice (three or four hours). The private office would be heavily involved in this process and could even draft the whole statement to ensure speed and to provide a first draft that fits the minister’s style.47 

         Parliamentary work also entails additional private office tasks, such as checking that the minister has not, inadvertently, said anything inaccurate. If so, a letter of correction has to be provided to Parliament so that the official parliamentary record (Hansard) can record accurately what the minister has said, along with responding to any commitments that they have made to fellow MPs. A private secretary will wait to receive the first draft from the Hansard reporter to ensure that their minister’s words are correctly recorded. One of the minister’s private secretaries will always sit in the officials’ box in the chamber of the House of Commons (or Lords) and be responsible for the two-way traffic of notes between the minister and their official during a debate or a speech. There is a certain political theatre involved when the notes are passed back and forth between the minister and the private secretary (via the parliamentary private 59secretary or a parliamentary messenger), all during the course of a debate or when answering a parliamentary question. At times a minister may even say something like ‘the answer to the Hon. Member’s question evades me for the moment, but I feel sure that inspiration will arrive shortly’. The overseas visitor watching from the gallery of the House of Commons will have no idea that the minister is simply ‘buying time’ to await a message from their private secretary to give them some plausible-sounding words to say in response to the question. (However, this process has recently tended to be overtaken by sending messages via mobile phones which, since 2011, have been allowed to be used in the chambers of the Houses of Commons and Lords, subject to certain rules.)

         4. Crisis management

         This function which, by definition, is hard to predict or define, involves the private office responding to all manner of crises, usually at very short notice and at speed, often working outside normal office hours and, on occasion, well beyond the normal remit of the departmental brief. The number of crises that seem to take place at the weekend can appear disproportionate to the unprepared private secretary.s From the human health implications of animal diseases to volcanic eruptions and their effects on air traffic movements; from a mass prisoner escape or a terrorist attack to a financial crisis; such events are unexpected and require agile, confident responses, and often in the context of limited information about what is happening on the ground.

         During many such events, the management of the crisis and its aftermath will be conducted between the private office of the 60responsible department and that of No. 10, which may have equally limited information. The Permanent Secretary of each affected department will also take a close interest and might even choose to attend every meeting. At such moments, the private office can again best be considered as the essential junction box, making (or sometimes failing to make) the right connections and ensuring that the flow of work is properly managed, even though the private office would not be the place in which all the work was done. A private secretary will often have to contact external organisations, some of which they may well never have dealt with before and which may have no previous experience of dealing with government departments or ministers. All the time, the private office must seek to protect the minister’s and departmental interests. 

         Crisis management is time consuming and can be stressful. For example, during the critical stages of the banking crash of 2008, the private offices of No. 10 and the Chancellor of the Exchequer worked throughout the night to put together the respective financial packages. During many crises, the private office has often had to become knowledgeable, and in short order, on subjects which may have been completely unknown beforehand. In 1995, when I was principal private secretary to the Secretary of State for Education and Employment, I had no knowledge of the animal disease BSE (which suddenly broke out unexpectedly), but I had to find out about it rapidly to support my Secretary of State, who had been a former agriculture minister and knew far more about the subject than I or my then department did. As one former principal private secretary told me, ‘The instinct of the principal private secretary, at time of crises, should be to march towards the sound of gunfire. That is quite a good metaphor for the role.’48 61

         RELATIONSHIP FUNCTIONS

         5. Providing advice and challenge, if required, to the department

         All ministers may, at some point, be wary of departmental opinion and may seek clarification of recommendations they have received. Some ministers may wish to challenge such departmental advice on a more regular basis. For example, Ken Clarke for the Conservatives and David Blunkett for the Labour Party were always quick to challenge any submission which referred to ‘the departmental line’, as if that was something separate from ministerial or government policy. The No. 10 private office will certainly look to departmental private offices for quick interpretations or elaboration of material it has received, as well as to challenge the robustness of the departmental arguments. The private office has always therefore had to provide both advice and challenge on behalf of their minister, balanced with representing the department, as appropriate, to the minister or to No. 10. So, private secretaries have often had to be able to face different directions at the same time.

         As part of their work, the private secretary needs to be able to summarise, interpret and sometimes amplify or even tone down departmental advice, although they would rarely do the latter. Charles Powell did admit that, at one time, he held back submissions to Thatcher from her Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe, because Howe’s views would have only served to irritate her. He even excluded Howe from relevant meetings.49t A minister may wish to challenge or amend so-called departmental lines to make them more consistent with their political views. Ministers of all parties 62can develop reputations for challenging conventional policies and seeking to change departmental lines. As Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher certainly did so, though she appears to have been far less willing to intervene in that way as Education Secretary in Heath’s government. Other Labour ministers, such as Richard Crossman, were consistently frustrated by the departmental advice they received and challenged many of the conventional civil service briefings with which they were provided. David Blunkett, for example, was irritated to have been told in an early briefing on becoming Home Secretary in 2001 what ‘Home Office policy was’.50 He expressed his deep frustration and pointed out that there was no such thing as an independent Home Office line. The only policy was that of the government of the day and/or the policies of the Home Secretary.51 Those private secretaries who have felt that they understand their minister’s mind, style and prejudices may well have been emboldened to challenge departmental advice, on behalf of the minister, but such an approach is never risk free. Some departmental officials may resent their advice being ignored or downplayed. Yet it can often fall to the private secretary to handle some of the trickiest situations quickly and perhaps personally to revise a speech or letter on behalf of the minister, rather than to commission something from within the department. 

         A few notable private secretaries have developed a skill in interpreting their minister’s or their Prime Minister’s views better than their departments. For example, Jock Colville for Winston Churchill, Tim Blighu for Harold Macmillan or David Dowler for Roy Jenkins. Robert Armstrong developed a very close relationship with Edward Heath, including leading negotiations on his behalf 63on Europe and other matters. Charles Powell’s relationship with Margaret Thatcher allowed him to act in a way which, at times, implied that he, rather than the Foreign Secretary, was in charge of foreign policy. Jeremy Heywood wrote many of the speeches and statements made by Norman Lamont and some officials in No. 10 and the Treasury saw him as the real power behind the Chancellor.52 However, and importantly, Armstrong, in retirement, stressed the critical point that a private secretary alone has no power and no authority whatsoever: ‘In yourself, you are nothing. You are a representative of the Prime Minister or your minister. You should never allow yourself to nurture yourself. As a private secretary, you are only of any interest precisely because you are a representative of the minister or of the Prime Minister.’53 Many private secretaries have sought to represent their minister. The skill has always been to do so without being susceptible to the charge of politicisation. 

         6. Acting as an ‘early warning system’

         A private secretary is the eyes and ears of a minister and can often provide an ‘early warning system’ about forthcoming risks or potential emerging tensions. Such foresight can certainly help diffuse or lessen a crisis when one happens. A No. 10 private secretary needs to be able to spot when a department is underperforming or not being wholly open with the centre. If there are differences of approach over a particular policy, or if problems are looming, it is the job of the private secretary to try to smooth things over in advance of them escalating, including by liaising with relevant senior officials and the departmental Permanent Secretary as necessary. Such policy differences may sometimes emerge via the process of seeking collective ministerial agreement to policies through the so-called write-round process, whereby decisions made at Cabinet committee 64level are then confirmed or amended following an exchange of letters between relevant departments.v In general, such differences do not emerge from the formal processes of government but, rather, may reflect political or policy tensions between ministers.

         Throughout history there have often been tensions between No. 10, departments and the Treasury over economic policy. There have also, at many times, been policy differences within ministerial teams, such as happened in 1997 in the Department of Social Security when the Secretary of State (Harriet Harman) and her deputy (Frank Field) had fundamentally contrasting approaches to the issue of welfare reform. There were also, inevitably, policy divisions during the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition. Paradoxically, though, the very existence of the coalition, by definition, required greater consultation and there were more administrative negotiations, which the civil service and ministerial private offices were well placed to provide. Many Prime Ministers have often relied on their private secretaries to spot problems in advance and to broker deals with the key officials and advisers. Both Blair and Cameron, as Prime Minister, relied heavily on their principal private secretaries to do this.54 Jeremy Heywood was the master of spotting departmental failings and then helping to broker often innovative solutions.55

         7. Advising on communications issues

         The importance of effective communications and engagement with the media has grown enormously since the 1960s. More recently, with the growth and development of the 24-hour news cycle and 65the rise of social media, communications have become an everpresent element of ministerial and private office life. For most ministers, speeches were always an essential part of their armoury, dating back to at least Victorian times. The great political orators (from William Gladstone and David Lloyd George, through Winston Churchill and up to Aneurin Bevan) made speeches both as rhetoric but also to advance their thinking on key policy issues. Nowadays, politicians will make speeches at a range of venues, such as at conferences, to trade associations, trade unions, think tanks, universities and learned societies. However, unlike fifty years ago, ministers today would be most interested in how the speech was communicated, how it was presented in the media and what coverage it received. This is a vital part of the role and life of private office, working alongside communications officials and special advisers. In the 1960s, if necessary, a private secretary would routinely liaise with the departmental head of information, who would manage most media contacts. Some thirty years later, and because of the influence of New Labour’s approach, understanding communications became a major task for every private office and it has remained so, especially nowadays in the era of social media. The rise of communications was something that defined New Labour and this aspect is explored further in Chapter 9. Joe Haines, Harold Wilson’s press secretary, recalled that when he arrived at No. 10, the No. 10 principal private secretary did not allow him sufficient access to the Prime Minister, and he often had to bypass the private office in order to get direct contact with Wilson.56 It is inconceivable that such a situation would happen now. 

         An essential skill of the private secretary is therefore to have, or to develop quickly, good news judgement and a keen eye for the communications angle of departmental business. Depending on 66the personalities involved, there may also be a need for the private office to smooth the workings of the relationships between ministers, the press office and special advisers. Many special advisers focus specifically on the media and therefore the private office must be attuned to their mode of operation on behalf of the minister. Of the two special advisers allowed now to every minister, one will often focus solely on media relations. Private secretaries have often helped develop lines quickly for the press office to use (or ‘knocking copy’, as Charles Powell used to call it), and often have to work with the press office and special advisers to communicate with the media.

         8. Making space for the minister’s role as a constituency MP

         Most ministers are also members of the House of Commons. So, just as all ministers have concentrated on their parliamentary work, nearly all members of the House of Commons have always taken a strong interest in their constituency and constituency matters, not only the formal official process of constituents’ correspondence. Most ministers who are MPs may wish to spend time regularly in their constituency, attending events which may have no relevance to departmental business. Increasingly, therefore, the private office has had to ensure sufficient time is reserved for their minister’s role in their political party and to maintain effective relationships with those working in the constituency. The private office must judge the various tasks of the minister, and to balance them, in order to ensure that constituency work is not seen as secondary to the departmental role. Inevitably, MPs will tend to see much of their work through the lens of their constituents and their constituency parties. Many ministers will judge their private offices by how well they ensure enough time is allocated for constituency business. That, in turn, may well affect the way in which they ask their department to 67oversee particular issues and to handle items of correspondence. Private offices have always sought to handle such concerns sensitively and increasingly so in recent years, given the enhanced level of scrutiny of MPs’ constituency activities.

         PERSONAL SUPPORT FUNCTIONS

         9. Advising on issues of propriety

         Most ministers are usually assiduous in following the rule book, although, as the parliamentary expenses scandal of 2009 showed, as well as some well-publicised more recent examples, there is always the potential for MPs and ministers to transgress or even to exploit the rules.57 However, it is important to stress that many of these issues are not clear-cut and some minor transgressions can be or can appear to be inadvertent. For example, in terms of using government cars, any minister can use a government car when on departmental business – but not when on party political business. That sounds straightforward. However, often a minister may take a red box in their car en route to a party political event and claim that they are ‘working all the time on government business’. The private secretary is usually the first port of call for a minister to use in ensuring due propriety, and to advise if they think the minister may have overstepped the mark. Cases such as use of ministerial cars are very hard to call. Occasionally, ministers have been known to ask for a red box specifically in order to get a government car to take them to a party event. A senior Cabinet minister once deliberately made himself late for a trip to the USA, for which he had been booked on a standard transatlantic flight, so that, in order to catch up on time, he had to be transferred onto the far quicker Concorde flight, a plane on which he had never previously flown. It is the role of a private secretary to ensure their minister is fully aware of the 68Ministerial Code, and the private office would always raise such cases with their Permanent Secretary, as soon as possible, if there were any doubts. However, many new ministers may be unaware of the code on arrival in office so, ‘for new ministers not used to government it is essential reading, not least because breaking any of the rules can lead to an early departure’.58

         Prime Ministers are not immune from such scrutiny, and it is the job of the No. 10 private office to advise the Prime Minister if their integrity is questioned in any way. The whole Johnson premiership underlined that. The Ministerial Code was predicated on the fact that the final arbiter in the case of potential transgression of the code by any minister would be the Prime Minister. In fact, the first paragraph of the code states: ‘Ministers of the Crown are expected to maintain high standards of behaviour and to behave in a way that upholds the highest standards of propriety.’
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