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The tendency to overlook implementation issues is not surprising, given how difficult, and unglamorous, it is to figure out the nuts and bolts of real programs – and how much more enticing it is for politicians and policy analysts to bandy about big ideas. The implementation of policy is less visible and less dramatic than the framing of policy – and, often, frankly, more arcane. The neglect of implementation issues is more than a simple intellectual mistake: it may be a rational response to the fact that our political system confers more rewards for the shrewd deployment of symbols and generalised arguments than it does for detailed realistic analysis and forecasting.


Theodore Marmor





A man who neglects what is actually done for what should be done learns the way to self-destruction rather than self-preservation.


Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince
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INTRODUCTION







Even in the scarcest times, public money may always be found to be employed foolishly.


Alessandro Manzoni, The Betrothed





It is always sensible to make the most of what you have. This simple principle is honoured by most of the world’s major religions. It is the basis of economics, the study of matching scarce resources with competing and potentially limitless wants. And it should be the foundation stone for governments, which spend other people’s money rather than their own.


Yet our governments do not make the most of what they have. They often spend precious taxpayers’ money wastefully and even stupidly. They hire as civil servants some of the brightest people in the country and then employ them in ways that stifle their creativity and inhibit them from taking personal responsibility for what they do at work. And they often change the ministers who are the temporary political heads of government departments with such bewildering speed that it is all but impossible for those ministers, even the highly talented ones, to obtain a sufficient grasp of what they are doing before being moved on.


One of the central features of our government is how much money it spends. Currently this is around £673 billion per year. Such a number defies our sense of scale but it amounts to nearly £11,000 each year for every single person in the UK. There is a further £18,000 per person of accumulated national debt. The national finances are unsustainable and public spending is now being curtailed in many areas, although total government spending will still be higher at the end of the current spending period in 2015 – at around £744 billion – than at the beginning; in effect, it is the rate of growth that is being slowed. The money pays for schools and teachers; for hospitals, doctors, nurses and prescription drugs to treat patients; for pensions; for welfare benefits for those who don’t have a job; for building and maintaining our roads; for tax collectors to keep the money coming in; for social workers to help people in difficulty; for police officers to catch criminals, courts to prosecute them and prisons to incarcerate them; for our armed forces and their equipment, from frigates and helicopters to missiles and body armour; for collecting the rubbish; for public libraries; for meals on wheels; for firefighters and ambulance drivers; for the planning system; and much, much more, including the huge interest payments on our debts.


In this book we examine a wide variety of cases where many hundreds of millions of pounds of taxpayers’ money – and in some cases many billions – were spent on projects and programmes that went wrong and, in particular, those cases where individual members of the public suffered as a result. By doing this we hope to learn more about why things go wrong and how they should be done instead. Our study draws deeply on the work of Britain’s public spending watchdog, the National Audit Office – often known simply as the NAO – and also the Public Accounts Committee, through which the NAO reports to Parliament. We also make use of the work of other commentators and other parliamentary select committees. The Public Accounts Committee or PAC, as it is commonly called, was set up by William Gladstone in 1861 after agitation by the Treasury, which had failed for years to get a proper handle on inflated bills for running the Royal Navy. The main work of the committee was to examine the accounts of government departments and then report to Parliament. In the last 150 years there have been numerous changes to the system of auditing and scrutinising public money, most notably the replacement of the Treasury’s internal Exchequer and Audit Department in 1983 by the National Audit Office. Over the last thirty years, the NAO has established a reputation as one of the leading supreme audit institutions in the world. Better resourced and more independent than its predecessor, it is now the auditor for all central government departments and agencies, as well as a wide range of other public bodies. In addition to auditing the financial accounts, the NAO also produces a wide range of value-for-money studies, reporting to Parliament independently on how wisely the government is spending public money. It is mainly these value-for-money studies that interest us.


Using the NAO’s value-for-money report as the basis for its inquiry, the Public Accounts Committee holds public hearings in the House of Commons – always chaired by an MP from the main opposition party – where it takes evidence from officials who are responsible for particular areas of spending. Unlike most select committees, the PAC does not normally take evidence from ministers. Instead, the chief witness is usually the most senior civil servant in the relevant government department, the Permanent Secretary. This very senior official, who will be familiar to many readers as Sir Humphrey Appleby from the television series Yes Minister, is also known as the Accounting Officer for the department. He or she is legally responsible for the stewardship of public money and is expected to be able to account to Parliament for its use and to ensure that money is only spent for the purposes which Parliament has intended. Upon appointment, an Accounting Officer is issued by HM Treasury with a little-known but exceptionally important Whitehall ‘bible’ called ‘Managing Public Money’. This guidance document sets out the responsibilities and duties of accounting officers in considerable detail. It provides the central reference point for their actions and the basis for discerning whether or not any proposed expenditure is right and proper. If the Accounting Officer believes that a proposal would involve spending public money improperly, he or she can refuse to support the expenditure unless the minister issues a formal ‘Direction’. The mere threat of asking for a Direction is often enough to dissuade a minister from a particular course of action. If a minister insists on going ahead and issues a Direction to an Accounting Officer, the matter will then be formally drawn to the attention of the NAO and the Accounting Officer will be exonerated from any subsequent blame. At PAC hearings, MPs question the Permanent Secretary and other witnesses on the NAO’s value-for-money report and then the committee produces a separate report containing its own conclusions and recommendations.


There is a particular focus on the big beasts of public spending – the National Health Service, the Department for Work and Pensions, the Ministry of Defence, HM Revenue and Customs, the Department for Education, the Ministry of Justice – although useful lessons can be drawn from what goes on in the smallest organisations and so many other bodies attract the committee’s attention; indeed, the NAO’s value-for-money studies may cover any area where public money is spent. The work of the NAO and the PAC is therefore a lexicon of the public sector, covering everything from agricultural payments and animal health to Arts Council funding and accommodation for asylum seekers; from battleship helicopters and cigarette smuggling to coal miners’ compensation, the disposal of nuclear waste and European Union finances; from fishery protection and further education to the sale of gold reserves and gritting the highways; from hospital-acquired infection to Jobcentres and the operations of the armed forces in Kosovo; from the Land Registry and the magistrates’ courts to the Millennium Dome, the national programme for IT in the health service and the London 2012 Olympics; a wide range of individual Private Finance Initiative projects; pension regulation; prisoners’ food; queue relocation in Dunstable (really!); transport for the Royal Family; Sure Start children’s centres; urban development corporations; VAT carousel fraud; the BBC World Service; the refurbishment of Wembley stadium; youth offending; and much more. As a result, in addition to hearing from permanent secretaries, the PAC also takes evidence from a whole array of other senior officials and managers, from hospital chief executives and doctors to veterinary surgeons and highway engineers, from sports administrators and trading standards officers to the heads of regulatory bodies covering energy, water and telecoms, university vice-chancellors, senior military officers, the head of HM Revenue and Customs, the head of the Prison Service, the director general of the BBC, the chief executive of the NHS, and many others.


Consequently the PAC is an excellent place from which to observe the British government’s spending habits. Nearly all government activity involves spending public money – and thus nearly all government activity is subject to the committee’s scrutiny. Despite its name of ‘Accounts’ Committee, the PAC only rarely looks at the financial accounts of government bodies, holding occasional hearings into fraud or irregularity. This work would have occupied most of the committee’s time in years gone by – and the PAC should almost certainly devote more time to this than it now does, since these documents can be illuminating as well as entertaining. For example, when HM Revenue and Customs hived off its prosecutions division into a separate body, the financial accounts of the new Revenue and Customs Prosecutions Office showed that the first act of the new chief operating officer hired to run the organisation was to award £100,000 worth of HR consultancy to his wife; when a consignment of satellite phones were stolen in Iraq, the financial accounts showed that the Foreign Office continued paying for the stolen phones even as they were being used to run up a £600,000 bill on betting lines and sex chat lines; and when the administration of the Home Office collapsed and the NAO pressed the auditor’s nuclear button by ‘disclaiming’ the accounts – meaning the NAO literally had ‘no information’ with which to form an opinion – it followed an earlier warning from the NAO to the Home Office that the gross transaction value of debits and credits on its accounting system was, at £26.5 trillion, almost 2,000 times higher than the Home Office’s gross expenditure for 2004–05 and approximately one and a half times higher than the estimated gross domestic product of the entire planet. ‘This suggests something has gone seriously awry,’ the NAO noted dryly in a memo to the Home Office’s audit committee.


However, the main thrust of the PAC’s work is now to take evidence on the value-for-money reports published by the NAO. These are not actually about the financial accounts but consist of detailed examinations of specific spending programmes within the relevant department in order to weigh up how efficiently, effectively and economically the government has used public money to achieve its aims. None of this is about the policies the government should be pursuing. Rather, it is an ongoing study of what the actual government is spending now to achieve its policies and whether it is delivering value for money. In some ways it is profoundly non-political; indeed, the NAO is statutorily prohibited from questioning the merits of government policy. Accordingly, and following the example of the NAO, the PAC does not ask questions about government policy – which is a matter for government, other parliamentary select committees, the official opposition, other competing political parties, think tanks and so on – but rather a different set of questions, about how wisely the government has used public money to achieve its aims, whatever those aims are. Thus the committee would not consider whether the government should spend more on roads rather than railways, or whether a limited pot of money should be put into pre-schooling for children aged three to five years old rather than into adult education, but rather how the government spent the money it allocated to those policies and, in particular, how well it was spent. Did the government achieve its stated aims? Was the expenditure effective? Could the same aims have been achieved more quickly or using less money? In short, did the government deliver value for money? The PAC’s examination is not about the government’s policies per se but about how the government implements them.


Sir Michael Barber once observed that the ‘How?’ question is relatively neglected in the writing of history and politics – a history textbook would say of some medieval king that ‘he gathered an army and hastened north’ without pausing to consider just how difficult that was to do. And most of the conversation in politics is about how things should be, rather than the mechanics of getting there. Should Britain have more nuclear power stations? Should we increase foreign aid? Should we spend more money on improving the road network? Should students pay university tuition fees? Should Britain send troops into a foreign country? Should abortion be more or less freely available? Should taxpayers support adult education? Should pensions be increased in line with earnings? Should healthcare be free at the point of use? And if so, should taxpayers still pay for the removal of a tattoo? And indeed, should government be spending more of our money, or less? Such questions are quite rightly at the heart of politics.


Yet so much of the business of government is not like this. Much of the work of government consists in spending money on things which have already been decided. On one estimate, over 95 per cent of current expenditure is already determined by past commitments. This is one of the chief differences between politics and government: the hard toil of making sure that benefits are paid correctly and on time using computer systems that work – or that hospitals are always cleaned properly, or that, when it snows, there are enough gritting lorries in the right place so that the roads remain passable – is a very different arena from the wordsmithing that takes place in television and radio studios, at party conferences or standing next to a battle bus during an election campaign. The former Governor of New York, Mario Cuomo, summed up this difference neatly when he said: ‘You campaign in poetry. You govern in prose.’ And it is in the prose of government where things go wrong. It is here one finds what the journalist Andrew Marr has called ‘the seven-eighths of the iceberg that doesn’t gleam brightly but tends to sink the ship’. It is not just in cleaning hospitals – or paying benefits, or gritting roads – where problems arise. Even a casual glance at the newspapers shows that a vast amount of taxpayers’ money is not well spent. In just one single issue of one newspaper there were the following stories: a nuclear submarine suffered £5 million worth of damage after it crashed into rocks on the seabed because trainee commanders covered vital charts with tracing paper; a new computer system installed as part of a Department for Transport efficiency drive incurred extra costs of £112 million instead of planned savings of £120 million, while causing unrest among staff when it took to issuing messages in German and denying them annual leave to which they were entitled; hundreds of thousands of immigrants were excluded from official statistics by a counting system which is so unreliable that it is not even possible to know the true population of Britain; and more than 8,000 patients died in hospital after contracting superbugs such as MRSA and Clostridium difficile. And that was just one day’s headlines. In recent years we have seen a renegotiation of the NHS dental contract which left large numbers of people without a dentist; a new system for marking school tests where up to three quarters of the marking was wrong; a pension regulatory body which had no objectives; an urban regeneration project which had no budget; a military radio communications project where no one was in charge; a computer system for the probation service which had seven programme directors in seven years, five of whom knew nothing about project management; and much more.


In large areas of public administration, especially when the government decides to embark on anything new, it is quite normal for things not to turn out as planned. We don’t mean the cases where a government makes a promise and then breaks its word; we mean those many cases where the government had a plan, and then tried to implement that plan, but failed to deliver it even remotely adequately, resulting in enormous costs in terms of taxpayers’ money, time and inconvenience to the public. Given the track record, one might expect the quality of government spending and the quality of management in government to be the subject of national attention. And so they are, temporarily at least, when individual citizens are directly affected, but what generally happens is that each time something goes wrong there is a brief stir of interest from parliamentarians and the media – or even a ‘major row’ where someone’s head may be on the block, often based on evidence of failure from an authoritative source such as the NAO – and then life carries on until the next time, when similar problems are exposed again elsewhere in government. We seem to be very bad at learning from our mistakes.


In their book, Implementation – which examined a federally funded economic stimulus programme in California which failed to deliver its objectives – the authors Jeffrey L. Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky deliberately chose case material in which dramatic elements were ruled out, where there was no great conflict, where everyone agreed, where essential funds were available at the right time. The problems that subsequently afflicted the programme were of a prosaic and everyday character: agreements had to be maintained after they were reached; approvals and clearances had to be obtained from a variety of participants. As Pressman and Wildavsky noted, these ‘perfectly ordinary circumstances’ proved to be serious obstacles to implementation and, furthermore, the failure to recognise this fact also inhibited the possibility of learning from failure. The central message of these writers is that to make the ordinary happen is far from easy. Indeed, as they put it, ‘implementation, under the best of circumstances, is exceedingly difficult’. Kate Jenkins, a former senior Whitehall official who helped create the Next Steps programme, which led to the setting up of executive agencies in the 1990s, emphasised this point while giving evidence to the Public Administration Committee, a sister select committee of the PAC. As she put it:




The public, the group we ought to be thinking about all the time, have two problems. One is they are promised things that are not delivered by organisations that in large measure cannot deliver many of those things. Secondly, the core functions of government, the absolute basics, are constantly failed … People spend a great deal of time talking about things that are at the margin, or, indeed, a great deal of time in indulging in elaborate programmes of change, reorganisation and restructuring, when what is needed is to get the basic task done properly.





One former PAC member, Stella Creasy MP, was no less emphatic when she told the Commons: ‘Governments should not just start projects or policies – the public expect them to be able to finish them too. Essentially, implementation is as important as ideology in politics.’


We examine a range of examples in this book where things turn out badly. Sometimes the problems creep up slowly, sometimes a particular cherished policy objective is allowed to trump common sense, sometimes the apparent ineptitude is quite staggering. There is usually an explanation somewhere: the lack of enough people with the right experience, a key person moved on at the wrong time, a batch of computer testing that didn’t quite happen in order to save time, a sudden change in government priorities or plans or legislation. But why don’t people learn the lessons of past failure? It is not as if anyone actually wants these repeated failures. The short timescale given to ministers anxious to make a quick impact doesn’t help, nor does the fact that the recruiting process for civil servants puts a premium on pure brain power rather than the ability to get things done. When the veteran Whitehall watcher David Hencke, in a highly perceptive article in The Guardian entitled ‘Blair doesn’t do boring’, criticised the former Prime Minister’s fondness for announcing grandiose projects with the associated headlines, he was also offering a critique of the entire system. The truth is that many politicians, senior civil servants and the media are less interested in knowing about and learning from past mistakes than in getting on with the next policy initiative, the next project or the next story.


The coalition government formed in 2010 took office brimming with ideas and proposing sweeping changes in many areas of national life, in the NHS, in schools, in welfare, in the criminal justice system and in local government. Control of most NHS budgets was to be devolved to GPs; more schools were to be turned into academies with full autonomy over their hiring practices and admissions; there would be a radical overhaul of the benefits system and the launch of a new ‘universal credit’ involving yet more dramatic changes to IT systems; local police authorities would be replaced by elected police commissioners; criminals would spend less time in prison and more time repaying their debt to society in the community; local councils were to be free from swathes of targets and would instead set their own priorities. Will these ideas be implemented successfully? The country is in a financial hole and there will be a very small audience for any suggestion that ‘reform’ requires more resources. On the contrary, it is to be done with less money, not more. Nick Boles, an MP and one of the thinkers behind recent Conservative policy, is explicit in his book, Which Way’s Up?, a survey of prospects for the coalition, that reducing the deficit must be used to drive radical reform. Boles points out that delivering successful reform while saving money is what successful private sector firms have done for years. Indeed, on the ‘burning platforms’ so beloved of management writers it is only in a full-blown crisis that people will accept the radical reforms that are required – because the alternatives are worse. But as we show in this book, reforms and changes of all kinds – always started with the very best of intentions – do have a frequent habit of going horribly wrong. What are the lessons from the failures of recent years? And will they be heeded? Might something get lost along the way? Are there pitfalls which should be really obvious but which might get missed in the headlong rush for change? Have ministers paid sufficient attention to why it is that things go wrong quite so often?


The format of the book is as follows. First, we look at examples of failure which illustrate the recurring problems facing any government seeking to make things happen on its watch. Most of the cases have been the subject of a detailed study by the NAO and the PAC and sometimes by others too, and we have also paid close attention to the work of the Public Administration Committee, whose reports are a treasure trove on many of the broader themes of government. We draw heavily on all these reports. Our chief focus is on cases where members of the public have suffered directly because of government failure: the student who started the university term with no money for food, rent or books because the Student Loans Company couldn’t process his loan on time; the pensioner wanting to do a computer course who discovered that money held by the government in a special account to pay for her training had been stolen before she could use it; the single mum who worked as a part-time cleaning lady who was worried sick by a tax credit demand from HM Revenue and Customs to ‘repay’ thousands of pounds she had never received; the families whose holidays were ruined because the Passport Office couldn’t issue passports in time; the nurseries and schools that couldn’t open at the start of term because background checks on new staff members were being done by an organisation in meltdown; the bizarre new system for selecting junior doctors which caused talented British medics to emigrate to Australia in a frantic search for work; the students who lost out because further education colleges planning to expand were suddenly told that money vouchsafed for their building works had also been promised elsewhere; and the Kafkaesque system for administering single farm payments which led some farmers to bankruptcy and even suicide. We also look at cases affecting all members of the public, such as the flawed national programme for IT in the NHS – the world’s largest civilian computer project – which was supposed to create electronic patient records for the whole country; the fiasco of the InterCity West Coast franchise competition, which has thrown the whole rail franchising system into turmoil; and the case of the foreign nationals who served prison terms for very serious crimes – including murder, rape, arson and kidnap – and who were then released into the community even though they were known to be failed asylum applicants without any legal basis to remain in this country at all.


After looking at specific cases we then examine the role of IT, which not only plays such a crucial role in most organisations but also figures prominently in many of the big failures we have examined. Is there something about the public sector which makes it uniquely inept in running computer projects? What it is about software engineering that makes it different from other kinds of engineering? Why can ambition make things worse? We explore the paradox that IT projects continue to go wrong even though, after decades of international experience of such failures, we now know why they go wrong and also how to stop them going wrong. We ask how it can be that – even with this knowledge readily available – senior managers responsible for commissioning IT projects will often ask for functions that are difficult or impossible to deliver, without the slightest notion that they are doing so.


We then look at the role of ministers, who are supposed to set the strategy and direction for government departments. New initiatives and reorganisations are standard fare for a new minister. Would things work better if ministers stopped interfering? They are surrounded by impatient and disillusioned voters and naturally want their plans to show quick results but will they be around to see them? The length of time ministers stay in one job makes it unlikely. Will new ministers always prefer form to substance? Is there an unavoidable tendency to want to turn the world upside down? Do ministers have the right experience and skills before they are appointed? Is it really true that quietly digging in for years never got anyone anywhere? The pressures of office, the need to be seen to be acting quickly, the glare of constant media scrutiny, the fear of being seen to drift, all these make it difficult to reach well-considered decisions for the long term. There is often a fundamental conflict between the constraints of managing large-scale organisations successfully and the timescales of elected ministers. Can the requirements of government co-exist with the needs of politics? Would the radical changes suggested by think tanks on both left and right make all the difference? Why haven’t such changes been made already?


Next, we look at the position of civil servants, whose job it is to help elected governments deliver their policies. How does Whitehall manage to take some of the most intellectually capable people in the whole country and yet produce such dramatic failures? Do we recruit the right people? Are civil servants up to the job? Do they have the right career formation and training? Civil servants are sometimes moved around to new jobs more quickly than ministers. Who is in charge? Why are there so few good managers? Why isn’t there enough of the right information in Whitehall? Why does no one seem to know how much things cost? Or is that now an outdated caricature? The risks and rewards for civil servants encourage behaviour that makes success more difficult. But could this change? And should it?


Then we look at efforts to improve things. What has changed already? People have talked about changing our system of governing the country for fifty years and there have been plenty of attempted reforms. Has each attempt been consciously thwarted by mandarins who prefer the old ways? Or are we in the middle of a quiet and largely unnoticed revolution that is changing the face of the civil service for ever?


Finally we look at human behaviour and what this may tell us about our predicament. It is a deep irony that even though the origins of economics lie in studying the behaviour of human beings, after the arrival of psychology – with its strange new rites and rhythms – economists quickly fled towards the respectability and internal logic of mathematics, becoming less interesting and less useful as a result. Yet while economics has now recovered some of its earliest insights about how humans actually behave, the question of what government and politics could glean from studying behaviour remains largely unanswered. Why is it that the same old problems crop up decade after decade, from a lack of financial skills to jaw-dropping ignorance about risk? Do we spend too much time on incessant proposals for reform and not enough on examining how we behave?


One big omission from our book is defence procurement, which would have made a book in itself. The NAO and the PAC do examine defence issues, which involve the spending of many billions of pounds of public money, and the dreadful procurement record of the Ministry of Defence amply supports Ernest Fitzgerald’s maxim that ‘there are only two phases of a weapons programme: “too early to tell’” and “‘too late to stop”’. However, we have avoided the subject here partly because the failings of defence procurement are covered elsewhere in such books as Lewis Page’s Lions, Donkeys and Dinosaurs, and also because we wanted to keep the focus on areas of public spending where failures by government have direct consequences on individual taxpayers, the consumers of public services. Sadly, this means passing swiftly over many amazing stories of the spectacular misuse of public money which the Ministry of Defence has generated over the years, including boots that melt in hot weather, body armour for troops which remains unused because the army don’t know where it is, helicopters that can’t fly in the rain, radios that won’t fit into battle tanks, military transport aircraft that can’t fly into war zones, naval frigates with no weapons and aircraft carriers with no fighter jets.


Another very substantial but necessary omission from the book is the Private Finance Initiative or PFI, originally developed in the mid-1990s under John Major’s Conservative government, then massively expanded when Gordon Brown was Chancellor of the Exchequer in the succeeding Labour administration, and now worth some £233 billion of cash payments to contractors spread over the next few decades. Private sector suppliers to government are nothing new, of course, but PFI is different because contractors supply an entire service, for example the designing, building and then running of a large acute hospital, which they finance with private loans. The government doesn’t pay anything up front but only starts paying the contractor – including, crucially, enough to repay the private loans – when the hospital is fully up and running with patients coming through the doors. PFI has been used for developing schools, hospitals, prisons, government buildings, roads, sewers and much more besides. It has been controversial, attracting many critics as well as supporters. At its height PFI became such a publicly financed bonanza that a leading City investment banker was moved to tell one of us: ‘I like PFI. It’s a good source of income. It’s good for the business. But as a taxpayer it really pisses me off.’ PFI has been a significant area of government expenditure and we would like to have included it here, together with its close cousin Public Private Partnership or PPP where, in the egregious example of London Underground, project managers spent £29 million on advice from just one law firm while only spending £6 million on consulting engineers assessing the condition of the rail track. However, to have examined PFI and PPP in any depth would have made for a different and much longer book. There are also some signs that such financing methods are fading from fashion as the long-term costs become more visible and the financial crunch further increases their pricing – although the temptation for governments to pay for projects with the equivalent of an expensive credit card is never far away. And in December 2012, the coalition government did set out plans for a new improved PFI – imaginatively called ‘PF2’ – which was said to be quicker and more transparent, avoiding the drawbacks of the original PFI schemes.


Some may think we are promoting a desiccated and managerial view of the world, empty of political conviction or passion. We don’t think so. On the contrary, one would have every reason to be very passionate or angry about the failures we describe. We are simply saying that whatever a government’s political convictions, and whatever its plans, they will work better if there is a budget, if there is someone in charge, if there are objectives, if everyone understands why projects are so often dragged down by failing IT, and that anyone who cares about making government work needs to care about these things. Governments need to perform well. Far too often they don’t. Politics does not place a sufficient premium on implementation in the way that governments need it to, and this has to change – even though it isn’t easy – because if governments can’t get better they won’t be able to meet the expectations of the people who pay the bills.


It is not all bad. And it is certainly true that the good parts rarely get attention. Sir Leigh Lewis, who was a Permanent Secretary in Whitehall for ten years – variously in the Benefits Agency, the Home Office and the Department for Work and Pensions – tells of one occasion when a departmental press office persuaded him, somewhat against his better judgement, to meet a journalist and discuss a project which the department had just delivered with considerable success. The journalist listened with increasing dismay as he heard the details and finally said: ‘You mean to tell me that this project was delivered on time?’ Lewis confirmed that it was. ‘And it was delivered on budget?’ ‘Yes, indeed it was,’ said Lewis. ‘And it is working exactly as it was supposed to do?’ Once again Lewis answered in the affirmative. ‘There’s no story there,’ said the journalist and left the building.


Indeed, in terms of international comparisons our governments stand reasonably well. When the Institute for Government conducted a comparative international review of the civil services in a range of developed countries it concluded that ‘Whitehall is firmly within the global government premier league’. Although Whitehall was consistently outscored by a group of Scandinavian, northern European and Commonwealth countries such as Australia, New Zealand and Canada, our system of government still came out as one of the better performers in the world. However, the capability reviews of Whitehall departments led by the Cabinet Office paint a much less flattering picture, with two thirds of government departments ‘less than well placed’ to deliver their goals. It is true that most of the time the rubbish bins are emptied and that when you turn on the tap clean water comes out. Not everything is failing, but far too much is. And those who use the public services have every right to expect better because it is their government and they are paying for it.
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CHILD SUPPORT AGENCY







It ranks among the worst public administration scandals in modern times. The facts almost beggar belief.


Edward Leigh MP, chairman, Public Accounts Committee





‘No father should be able to escape from his responsibility.’ It was these words from Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher that helped to fire the starting gun on one of the most notorious, expensive and error-prone government agencies ever to be created. In a speech on 18 July 1990 at the Savoy Hotel in central London – near the end of her premiership – she said:




Even though marriages may break down, parenthood is for life. Legislation cannot make irresponsible parents responsible. But it can and must ensure that absent parents pay maintenance for their children. It is not fair for them to expect other families to foot their bills too.





Mrs Thatcher recognised that the government had to do something to help the two in three children who, though entitled to receive maintenance, were not receiving anything. Simply, she said, absent parents had to be stopped from ‘just walking away from their duty to maintain their children’. The Prime Minister added: ‘We have decided that we must have a simpler system of maintenance, available to all. The present one is too inconsistent, too slow and too complicated.’


A new organisation would be set up called the Child Support Agency (CSA), which would have access to the information necessary to trace absent parents and make them accept their financial obligations. This was a major risk. The government was diving feet first into the vexed and emotionally charged world of broken relationships, while trying to hold to account errant parents who simply were not paying their fair share with regards to their offspring.


The government had signalled its intentions some months earlier, when Social Security Secretary Tony Newton highlighted in the House of Commons the very limited extent to which absent parents paid anything towards the costs of their children. In January 1990, Newton told MPs that only a quarter of single parents who were on benefits received any maintenance payments from an absent partner. The minister was blunt:




That is fairly widely regarded as unfair to the taxpayer. Just as important, it is clearly unfair to the children in the family and, not least, to the lone parent because maintenance income provides a good foundation on which to build for a lone parent seeking to move from claiming benefits to work.





Mr Newton’s plans did not arrive in a vacuum. The government was attempting to tackle the thorny social problem of absentee parents who had turned their backs on their child-rearing responsibilities. The issue had been moving into the centre of the political stage in Britain since the mid-1970s. The Divorce Act 1969 had made it easier to get a divorce by removing the concept of fault and replacing it with ‘irretrievable breakdown’ of marriage as the sole grounds for divorce, while the Family Reform Act 1987 took out most of the remaining differences between children of married parents and of those who were not. Critics said it was no coincidence that the number of lone parents had more than doubled during the 1970s and 1980s to 1.3 million by 1991, and that the number of absentee parents had risen correspondingly. Something had to be done.


By April 1990 it became clear that Newton favoured an agency modelled on approaches used in Australia and the USA for retrieving the correct amount of owed childcare maintenance. The American model, specifically one introduced in Wisconsin in the 1980s, was a state-wide formula for calculating child maintenance and collection by the immediate deduction of the relevant sum of wages from the absentee parent. The Australian model was similar, but it allowed the agency to collect payments through the tax system.


Mrs Thatcher’s speech in July gave the nascent project another boost. She said that in future the government would ‘move to assessing maintenance through a standard administrative formula which will take account of the parents’ ability to pay, of the cost of bringing up a child – and the right of that child to share in their parents’ rising living standards’. This formula would provide some certainty to separated parents when settling custody disputes, rather than the unpredictable, hit and miss nature of settlements agreed through the courts. ‘The whole process will be easier, more consistent and fairer,’ she said, ending on an optimistic note that she hoped the CSA would help ‘to give the lone parent back her morale and her confidence. Then she will be able the better to use and develop her own abilities for the benefit of her children and herself. She can then break out of the cycle of loneliness.’


The new agency brought together the hotchpotch of procedures which were then used to ensure that errant parents paid their fair share. Tony Newton set out the existing system’s weaknesses when he published a new White Paper – titled ‘Children Come First’ – detailing how the government would establish the Child Support Agency, on 29 October 1990. He told MPs in the House of Commons: ‘The present arrangements are by common consent deficient’, adding that they were clearly ‘fragmented, inconsistent, and too often subject to uncertainty and delay’. Even when a maintenance obligation had been established by the Department for Social Security (DSS), he said, ‘it can be difficult to enforce and the caring parent may face great additional difficulties and pressures in protecting the children’s rights’.


The figures were shocking. A study by the DSS found that only 39 per cent of lone parents had received any maintenance payments, and as few as 29 per cent were currently receiving payments. Of those not receiving payments, 20 per cent said that they did not want any money from their ex-partner and 28 per cent thought their former partner could not afford the payments. The DSS survey estimated that 49 per cent of those who were then paying nothing could actually pay something, while 69 per cent of those paying less than £10 a week to the single parent could afford to pay more. Just 30 per cent of single mothers and only 3 per cent of single fathers received regular maintenance for their children.


The current situation was in the interests of neither parents nor children, placing ‘a large burden on those who pay tax, many of whom are themselves bringing up children on perhaps quite modest incomes’. Little wonder that the cost of income-related benefits for lone parents had doubled to £3 billion between 1981/82 and 1988/89. The new agency, Newton said, would remedy all this. The first words of the White Paper setting out the plans for the CSA were a form of mission statement for the new agency. It said simply: ‘Every child has a right to care from his or her parents.’


The work of the CSA comprised three main elements: the first was a new clear formula for the assessment of maintenance payments to be used by staff at the agency to calculate how much a parent owed. The aim was ‘to establish a single system available to all, giving consistent and predictable decisions with a realistic relationship to the costs of providing for the care of a child’.


The second element was the new-style agency itself, a form of ‘one stop shop’ for getting parents to pay for the welfare of their children, wherever they were. The CSA would administer the new system, as well as collect the payments and carry out ‘enforcement where necessary’. The third plank in the reforms were separate measures ‘to enhance the payment of maintenance as a foundation on which lone parents can build greater independence for themselves and their children’, through changes to the benefit rules which would help parents combine work with their responsibilities to care for their children.


The system would work like this: the CSA would calculate a maintenance bill which the absent parent would be expected to pay if he could afford to do so, based on income support rates and including the personal allowance of the parent with care. Once that bill was calculated, the CSA would work out how much the absent parent should keep from his net salary ‘for his own necessary expenses’. This ‘exempt income’ included the absent parent’s own ‘reasonable housing costs and the costs of any other children he is liable to support’, Mr Newton said. The amount to be paid in maintenance was then calculated by working out the basis for sharing the remaining income – what is left after the ‘necessary’ income – ‘equally with the children, up to a point at which the maintenance bill is met’. This complex calculation, Mr Newton explained, would ensure that ‘children will share in the standard of living of their parents’.


Not all parents had to use the services of the CSA, but they would have to follow its rules. Some were able to make their own arrangements ‘using if they wish the published formula’. If the parent with care were receiving income support she would be ‘obliged to use the agency’s services’. With some reservations, MPs from all parties backed the essential notion that absentee parents should accept financial responsibility for their children. Speaking in the Commons, Archy Kirkwood, a Liberal Democrat MP, said: ‘The concept behind the Bill – which is that parents should be responsible for their children’s maintenance – is entirely unexceptional.’ Joan Lestor, a Labour MP, added: ‘Nobody has objected to the principle, which is wherever possible, to make parents financially responsible for their children.’


The role of the CSA, which was to be run at arm’s length from the Department for Social Security, would advise people on how to make a claim for child maintenance. The agency – not the courts – would be the first port of call for a parent seeking maintenance for a child. It would also identify and trace liable people if their whereabouts were unknown, as well as finding information on the incomes and circumstances of the parents of the child for whom maintenance was claimed. The agency was also tasked with taking ‘appropriate enforcement action at an early date when payments are not made’.


In theory, it appeared to be a case of ‘so far, so good’. The CSA was enacted into law through the Child Support Act 1991 and finally started work on 5 April 1993. Its very presence was a highly public way for the government to underline the principle that biological parents were financially responsible for their children – regardless of whether they had ever lived together, and whether or not they were still together. The rights of the child to a decent upbringing were paramount. The work of the CSA was to be phased in over four years – by April 1997 it was intended to take over the role of the courts in setting child support maintenance.


It is hard to imagine another government agency having as big an impact on such a large proportion of the population as the CSA. Demographers estimated that around half of the children born since 1980 were likely to spend some time growing up in a family that did not comprise two biological parents. The net was being thrown very wide indeed. Not for nothing were the changes dubbed by MPs on a Commons committee ‘the most far-reaching social reforms to be made for forty years’.


But almost immediately the agency ran into a headwind of trouble. Billed as an organisation that would be the knight in shining armour for single mothers who had been abandoned by feckless fathers, one newspaper soon described it as ‘about as popular as the poll tax’. By the end of September – just six months after its launch – 527,000 ‘assessment forms’ had been sent out. Fathers were in open revolt. One MP referred to the CSA as the ‘CIA’. A report from an independent case examiner in September 1993 found that parents had been ‘grossly inconvenienced’ by the CSA. She upheld 98 per cent of complaints in 150 cases she examined. One problem was that the agency was given very little discretion in the way it ran its operations, such as what information it could disclose about parents and the way in which it determined the date from which maintenance was due.


The CSA was behind its targets virtually from day one. In August – only four months after it opened its doors – a ‘closing the gap’ initiative was started. A leak of a memo further damaged confidence. Sent from a divisional manager for Wales and Merseyside, it said that staff should focus on the cases where maintenance would be high – adding: ‘The name of the game is maximising the maintenance yield – don’t waste a lot of time on non-profitable stuff!’


In July 1994, the first major report into the agency’s first year found that it had fallen £112 million short of its £530 million collection target. The letters of complaint started to flood in. In the first year of its operation, complaints against the CSA totalled 28,000. High-profile court cases hit the headlines. There was no doubt that the CSA represented a rude awakening for some absent parents to be held to account for paying the living costs of their biological children. But the impression it was treating people unfairly was damaging. The government started to tinker. Alistair Burt, a social security minister, announced a series of changes which served to cut the amount of maintenance that some absent parents had to pay.


The changes failed to staunch the flow of complaints. MPs were soon asking, rhetorically: how did such an unpopular agency ever come into being? Most of the complaints came from absent parents, a group whom critics said the government had barely considered when plans for the CSA were being drawn up because it had far greater worries about helping lone parents. The criticisms covered both the operation of the CSA and the policies that it was implementing. The CSA’s regimented formula for calculating maintenance payments often did not fit with the somewhat chaotic lives of many of its clients: one size did not fit all. As newspaper articles pointed out, the formula ignored a whole range of other outgoings such as the cost of travelling to work, visiting children, having them to stay, or the costs of looking after stepchildren who were not subject to an agency order. ‘Successful’ divorce settlements with a clean break – perhaps when a father had given the mother some property in lieu of settlement payments – were not allowed for. Fathers felt victimised. Frank Field MP, the chairman of the social security select committee, said: ‘We unanimously support the principles behind the Child Support Act … But if the agency is to win public support it must be seen to be fair. And under the present formula it cannot be fair because the formula is flawed.’


The CSA’s own shoddy performance hardly helped matters. A report from the Chief Child Support Officer published in October 1994 found that at least four in ten maintenance payments ordered by the CSA were wrong. Only 37 per cent of cases were dealt with within forty days in the five months from April. By late August 1994, some 350,000 cases were judged to have been left outstanding for more than six months. By the end of the year the CSA’s first chief executive, Ros Hepplewhite, had left the organisation and the agency had hired another 700 staff.


Some of the settlements seemed baffling and smacked of rough justice. In one report, a businessman with a £300,000 home in Buckinghamshire was told by the CSA to pay only £23 a month for two teenage children from a previous marriage, despite an earlier court agreement that he should pay £300 a month. He told a newspaper he had simply ignored the CSA and continued to pay the higher figure, saying: ‘I have no idea how the CSA reached the figure. I submitted my accounts and told them how much I earned.’


Soon more legislation was on its way – the Child Support Bill, which built on a second White Paper titled ‘Improving Child Support’, was published in April 1995. It introduced a small element of discretion into the rigid formula which calculated how much money an absentee parent owed. A new right of appeal to the system was also introduced. This was expected to increase the sums paid out by £10 million a year in 1996/97, although it cost slightly more every year just to administer the change. In addition, the CSA would for the first time be allowed to use DNA testing to resolve paternity cases, further increasing the feeling of ‘Big Brother’ around the agency’s work.


The error rate failed to improve. A report from the National Audit Office in June 1995 suggested that half of all maintenance demands from the CSA were wrong. An estimated £525 million was owed to mothers and the problems were blamed on a rising number of parents refusing to pay. The CSA’s new chief executive, Ann Chant, admitted that much of it would never be repaid.


Civil servants seemed surprised by the level of hostility. Sir Michael Partridge, a senior civil servant at the DSS, said that his department had not anticipated ‘this level of non-cooperation and wilful obstruction of the agency. It is quite unprecedented in anything I have come across in public service.’ The agency was rivalling the poll tax for its levels of non-compliance. Robert Sheldon MP, who chaired the Public Accounts Committee, said: ‘This amounts to an object lesson on how not to set up an agency.’ Errors were even being made when staff had enough information to work out the correct level of maintenance. Hundreds of complaints were logged with the Data Protection Registrar. An editorial in the Daily Mirror in December 1995, prompted by another report from the PAC in which the MPs said they were ‘gravely concerned’ at the CSA’s failings, summed it up: ‘The Child Support Agency has been a total disaster … Nothing in recent history has roused such fury and led to so many complaints to MPs.’


In the twelve months to March 1996, the amount of unpaid maintenance owed to the CSA had jumped by 70 per cent to nearly £900 million. In February 1997 the agency’s ‘victims’ – the parents it was pursuing for payment – held a mass lobby of Parliament to protest. More than nine out of ten complaints to the Ombudsman against the CSA were being upheld. The agency opened its call centres from 7 a.m. to 9 p.m., six days a week, in a forlorn attempt to clear its backlog.


Yet the problems continued, passing seamlessly from the Conservative administration to the new Labour government. Faith Boardman replaced Ann Chant as chief executive of the unloved CSA in April 1997. That coincided with the news that the CSA would scrap its existing £600 million computer system, designed by America’s Electronic Data Systems, known as EDS, and try to find a new way forward. In July it emerged that staff at the CSA had made errors in 85 per cent of the maintenance bills of absent parents. One in six of the errors was worth over £1,000. An NAO report blamed a ‘legacy of error’.


By March 1998, 575,000 cases still had not been assessed. More than half of these people had waited for more than a year. Of the £1.1 billion owed by fathers, it was estimated that nearly 80 per cent or £869 million would never be repaid. The CSA’s Faith Boardman told MPs on the PAC that the agency simply did not have the resources to put the errors right. The committee said it was ‘appalled’. The CSA said that it wanted to ensure that 85 per cent of new cases were assessed correctly. The MPs replied: ‘This is an unacceptable standard of service in a modern society.’ They added: ‘The agency is failing the children and families the child support system was designed to protect.’ That same day The Guardian published an article by the father of a little girl who raged at the injustice of the agency’s work. It was headlined: ‘Kill the CSA now.’


Harriet Harman, the new Social Security Secretary, attempted to get to grips with the agency’s problems in July 1998 when she published proposals to force seven out of ten fathers to pay maintenance, and make three quarters of mothers better off. The plans were formally published by Ms Harman’s successor, Alistair Darling, in 1999, when he announced that the complicated formula would be replaced by a flat-rate levy. For the first time the government appeared to be getting to grips with the complexity of the system used to calculate maintenance. It noted: ‘With hindsight, we can see that the problem lies with the way that the child support system is designed. The complex rules do not fit either with the lives of separated families or with other systems that provide support for families.’ More than 100 pieces of information were needed to be collected together in one place to make a full assessment. Seven years after its introduction, the system was so complex that it was undeliverable. The CSA was now spending millions of pounds of public money on private debt collectors, yet parents were four times more likely to be overcharged than undercharged for owed maintenance money. Another study in 1999 from the NAO found that the CSA had demanded millions of pounds more than it should from errant fathers. David Davis MP, the PAC’s new chairman, warned that the legacy of error in current assessments could clog up the new system for years to come:




These errors are not notional accounting issues, they represent injustice. For every person who gains from an error there is a loser, and where the recipient of child support is on benefit the loser can often be the taxpayer. Unless this is addressed as a matter of urgency the Agency will be beset by problems for a generation.





The Child Support, Pensions and Social Security Act 2000 attempted to put right what the two previous Acts of Parliament had failed to do. It established a new child support scheme, based on a simple percentage of the non-resident parent’s net income. For one child, the rate was 15 per cent, for two children it was 20 per cent. Maintenance was cut if the absentee parent had a second family, or was on a low income, or shared overnight caring responsibilities for the child. Tougher penalties for non-payment were introduced. To sugar the pill, a new child maintenance premium was announced, worth £10 a week for parents with children. In September 2000 the government signed another multi-million deal with computer contractor EDS, which surprisingly had been given a chance to deliver another new IT system for the scheme.


The DSS said the new system would be introduced by the end of 2001. But the flow of cases coming through the CSA’s front door continued unabated. And there were still so many errors in maintenance assessments that in July 2003 the head of the NAO, Sir John Bourn, issued a black mark against the accounts for the ninth successive year. Bourn did this yet again in July 2004. By now, newspapers were so familiar with cock-ups at the CSA that this highly embarrassing news only merited a 51-word report in the Daily Telegraph.


The new EDS computer system had finally started work – albeit for new cases only – in March 2003. It launched under a cloud – costing £456 million, some £56 million over budget, and two years late. Older cases were due to be moved onto the new system when it was working properly. However, far from improving the situation, the new system actually exacerbated the problem markedly. The two systems were tasked with working alongside one another. By October 2004, the agency was estimated to be handling 1.2 million cases – 711,000 ‘old’ cases on the previous system, and 478,000 ‘new’ ones. A further 200,000 ‘old’ cases were dealt with on the new system. A damning review by MPs blamed the computer supplier, EDS. Doug Smith, the chief executive of the CSA, did not mince his words. ‘If you wanted a summary of how I feel, it is that I am seriously disappointed over the last eighteen months,’ he said. Mr Smith had hoped that the new IT system as well as the simpler policy changes would ‘herald a new future for the agency’. It didn’t.


The cause was the expensive new computer system. Mr Smith added:




At the heart of the issues on implementation of the policy have been the difficulties we have faced over eighteen months with the computer system – it is not possible to operate a large, complex business in today’s world without having a sophisticated level of computer support, both for the processing activity, the client contact activity, and the management information needed to run the business.





The MPs heard of the numbing experience of ‘clients’ or parents who had the misfortune of having regularly to phone staff at the hapless CSA. One single parent told them: ‘I rang twice a week for fourteen months, each phone call being maybe twenty minutes or half an hour … no one will ever ring you back, but you are always encouraged to ring back later which increases your phone bill again.’ She said that she was not entitled to any maintenance because her partner was a student. When she said that he also earned £30,000 a year, the CSA operator replied: ‘Actually, you are right – maybe you can apply for a variation.’ She added: ‘So I was lucky that I managed to speak to one person who knew, whereas I had spoken to ten people who had told me I wasn’t entitled to anything.’ The mother said that she never spoke to the same person for more than two or three weeks. One time the CSA triggered panic when it told her that her partner had refused to pay; but then the operator said: ‘Oh, actually, no, it’s a problem with the computer. He has paid and it’s here.’ This happened twice.


This mother’s experience was not an isolated example. Other case studies collected by the MPs included examples of poor communication, inaccurate information supplied to parents, inaccurate maintenance calculations, a failure to chase up payments and a lack of enforcement activity. The MPs reported: ‘The CSA continues to make up a considerable proportion of members’ mailbags and constituency case work.’ Citizens Advice reported that in just one year (2003/04) it had received 37,000 child support enquiries – more than 100 a day. Little wonder that the Independent Case Examiner – an independent watchdog set up in 1997 which reviews complaints from parents against the CSA – saw its caseload increase by 30 per cent in 2003/04 compared with the previous year. Half of the complaints were about the new system.


The CSA was set key ministerial targets for that year, to increase the proportion of applications resulting in maintenance calculations, achieve an accuracy rate of over 90 per cent and improve its arrears collection rate. It missed them all. The MPs on the work and pensions committee described this performance as ‘shocking’, ‘totally unacceptable’ and ‘nothing less than a severe breach of trust’. They added: ‘This failure means that millions of pounds owed to children from separated families has not been transferred and has detrimental implications for the government’s child poverty targets.’ The unmet targets were shifted onto the following year.


The main problem was the expensive EDS computers, which had been brought in to cope with the caseload. The MPs found that ‘it would be difficult to find a situation further from straightforward than that which has applied’ to the new system. The MPs suggested that if the computer system were not fully operational by 1 December 2004 – eighteen months after it was introduced – it should be junked. They were bemused about why the IT had gone so wrong:




It would appear however from all the evidence that has become available since that the department wholly failed to comprehend the scale of the business transformation that was required to achieve a successful outcome of the proposed reform before any new IT considerations came into play.





They blamed the department for using the discredited Private Finance Initiative method of procurement to




shift the risk of development of the new system away from itself entirely onto the shoulders of the contractor. Priority appears to have been given to avoiding culpability instead of establishing an effective partnership to achieve the extent of change needed to turn a decentralised, paper-based business model into a centralised system, working in an entirely new screen-based environment with all communications based on phones, not paper.





The government had failed to grasp – ‘incredibly’, the MPs said – that EDS could have simply walked away and pulled out of the deal, leaving the department high and dry. It was to be the last time that huge IT projects would be let under the PFI rules in this way. In future, such ambitious contracts would be broken up into bite-sized chunks. The CSA, for its part, was withholding payments to EDS. Ministers admitted that the agency had retained £12.1 million due to be paid to EDS, because of performance problems between 3 March 2003 and 19 September 2004.


The CSA’s Doug Smith admitted to MPs later that he had not attempted to make a specific calculation of the amount of CSA staff time which had been lost as a result of IT problems, at which MPs were aghast. But Mr Smith also had some news. During a question and answer session on 17 November 2004, he told the Commons work and pensions select committee that he was quitting. DWP Secretary Alan Johnson, who was sitting alongside Mr Smith, said: ‘Doug has decided that now is the time to stand aside and allow a new chief executive to tackle the challenges ahead.’ Mr Smith had overseen a truly dreadful performance. Since March 2003, only 61,000 absent parents had made payments out of 478,000 applications for support. The CSA had reached a ‘natural break-point’, Mr Johnson explained, and it was a good time for him to go, having exceeded the four-year time limit for civil servants in the same senior position. Mr Johnson was playing his own game of hard ball – he was even said to be considering the ‘nuclear option’ of scrapping the system.


By the end of 2004, there was a backlog building up in the system. Some applications were disappearing altogether. Michelle Counley, of the National Association for Child Support Action, said: ‘There are many cases where we have complaints from parents with care, where applications are simply lost. They go months and months before the parent with care is told “Actually we don’t have your application here” and she has to start the whole process again.’ EDS blamed the IT problems on management, staff culture and a lack of training. Government consultants found that officials in charge had simply not acted on warnings and were acting at the edge of what was achievable. The CSA had the opportunity at this point to terminate the contract and start all over again. It chose, however, to stick with EDS and try to learn from its mistakes.


In April 2005, the CSA’s new chief executive, Stephen Geraghty, commissioned a major review of the agency’s problems, leading to a new ‘operational improvement plan’ which started in February 2006. Costing another £120 million, it was targeted at the huge tail of legacy cases. An estimated 500 defects in the computer system would be fixed. Yet by October of that year, one in four applications received by the agency since 2003 was still waiting to be cleared and the backlog was an eye-watering 250,000 cases – 36,000 of which were simply classed as being ‘stuck in the system’.


The agency was now described in newspapers as ‘broken-backed’, after it emerged that the amount of uncollected maintenance had crossed the £1 billion mark. The backlog of parents waiting for a maintenance assessment increased by a fifth in just six months. Four in ten of all applications for child support on the new computer system were waiting for an assessment. That is not to say that the CSA had been a complete failure. The agency was in some cases securing regular payments from absentee parents. An estimated 100,000 children had been lifted out of poverty by receiving the correct amount of maintenance. Yet that modest success had to be set against the cost of what was going wrong. The NAO estimated in 2006 that one third of ‘non-resident’ parents were not paying maintenance. Some £3.5 billion of maintenance had not been collected by the agency, 60 per cent of which was now considered to be ‘uncollectible’. Of the £3.5 billion figure, £2 billion was owed to parents who were looking after children, and £1.5 billion was owed to the government. The CSA had by now worked out how to prioritise absentee parents who owed the most, and was targeting them with enforcement action. Half of the debtors owed less than £1,000. One parent owed £50,000.


The agency’s record at collecting money was woeful. In 2004/05 the agency’s enforcement teams recovered £8 million in direct payments. But getting back this money cost the agency far more – £12 million. Private debt collectors were hired to collect more of the outstanding cash which was owed. This also cost money, of course – the debt collectors were allowed to keep 20p of every pound they collected, although the very fact of using debt collectors prompted 10 per cent of absentee parents to pay up straightaway. But there were still too few parents paying their fair share, with a virulent non-compliance culture among absentee parents and a caseload that swamped the agency. By 2007, 19,000 cases were being dealt with by the agency’s enforcement teams – a fraction of the 127,000 completely ‘non-compliant’ cases.


The vultures were circling over the body of the CSA. In September 2005, veteran Labour MP Frank Field said the agency was now ‘in meltdown’. Mr Field, a former welfare reform minister, told Prime Minister Tony Blair in a September 2005 letter that EDS’s new IT system, introduced in 2003, had merely added to the CSA’s ‘general level of chaos we inherited. Indeed in practically all respects the CSA now performs worse than it did a year after the 1997 election.’ He suggested that the CSA should be scrapped and its work carried out by the Inland Revenue. Mr Field’s intervention prompted a debate about the CSA’s future. The PAC’s chairman, Edward Leigh MP, said: ‘I don’t think it [the CSA] can be salvaged. I think we’re going to have to go back to the drawing board, although it is difficult to think of an alternative system.’ Hannah Lownsbrough, a researcher at centre-left think tank Demos, added: ‘It’s no longer looking like an agency which absent parents take seriously. I’ve dealt with parents waiting months for payments who are in real despair.’ Kate Green, the chief executive of the Child Poverty Action Group, accused the government of failing to overhaul the agency and instead merely tinkering with it. She said: ‘The CSA is a total shambles and the system is failing the very people who are in most need.’ Mr Blair’s response came two months later in November 2005, when he conceded that the CSA was ‘not properly suited’ to its job. The following February, Work and Pensions Secretary John Hutton performed the last rites for the CSA, saying that it was ‘not fit for purpose’.


In June 2006, the NAO pronounced on the CSA’s IT systems. The EDS contract had been signed in 2000 and then amended in 2002 following a series of disputes about technical delays and faults, increasing the overall value of the contract to £456 million. The cost had now risen to £539 million and was expected to rise to £800 million by 2010. It said the agency was ‘continuing to fail many parents and children in a big way’. It was costing 70p to collect every £1 in maintenance. An astonishing £3.5 billion of maintenance had not been collected and this would ‘continue to rise’. The DWP had ‘ignored ample warnings’. A further 300,000 cases were waiting to be cleared, while 36,000 cases were still ‘stuck’ in the system. Applications were taking nine months to clear. Paul Cannon, the director who wrote the NAO’s report, said: ‘The government has already stated that it is not fit for purpose. It is a pretty stark fact that that judgement is correct.’ An editorial in the Birmingham Post the next day described the shambolic CSA as ‘one of the most loathed institutions in Britain’.


Another PAC report, in July 2007, set out the CSA’s failure in clear terms: ‘Since it was established in 1993, the Child Support Agency has consistently underperformed.’ The MPs concluded gloomily: ‘A significant consequence is that anyone considering not paying maintenance knows that they have a good chance of avoiding detection or serious penalty.’ The CSA was working in possibly the most contested and difficult areas of public policy. Yet by virtually any measure it had been a failure. Edward Leigh was withering in his condemnation. ‘The reform of the Child Support Agency has been one of the greatest public administration disasters of recent times,’ he said. ‘The agency threw huge sums of money at a new IT system which was intended to underpin the reforms.’ The problem, he said, was that ‘the Department for Work and Pensions never really knew what it was doing in dealing with the contractors EDS and the system was a turkey from day one’.


In all, £91 million had been spent on external consultants – but records existed to explain where only a third of that sum went. Edward Leigh added: ‘It is hard to think of a body in which the public has less confidence.’ In 2005/06, he said, 55,000 complaints were lodged about the CSA. In that same year, 423,000 phone calls to the CSA – 9 per cent of the total – were abandoned while a parent waited to speak to an operator. Leigh concluded: ‘It took thirteen years of failure for the department to reach the conclusion that the agency was not fit for purpose. During this time, thousands of children suffered, as thousands of absent parents have neglected their duties.’


In July 2007, MPs on the PAC claimed that the failure to reform the CSA properly had cost nearly £1 billion; their report was described in one newspaper as ‘one of the most damning Commons reports ever written’. The report set out a legacy of failure, overseen by seven different ministers since 1997. The bill for outstanding maintenance was £3.5 billion – 60 per cent of which was deemed to be ‘uncollectible’ – and parents faced a long wait for any money. Overall the cost of trying to reform the CSA had been £850 million. Around 2,500 parents owed more than £50,000 to the agency. Edward Leigh sounded a warning note about the plans to replace the CSA, suggesting that merely swapping brass plates on buildings might not be enough. He said: ‘It is by no means clear how this will benefit citizens or regain the confidence of those the agency was intended to help. The government must keep an iron grip on this organisation to ensure that the lessons have been learned from the CSA debacle.’


By now the CSA had already been junked. A year earlier, in July 2006, Sir David Henshaw, a former chief executive of Liverpool City Council, was asked to carry out a thorough-going review. He concluded there had to be a fundamental change in the way that child support was administered and recommended a clean break. At the same time, John Hutton, the Work and Pensions Secretary, said the CSA would be replaced with a smaller, more focused organisation. This ‘son of CSA’ – the Child Maintenance and Enforcement Commission – would be much tougher with fathers who were failing to pay their fair share. ‘I will come down like a ton of bricks on dads who think they can use the changes as an excuse not to pay up,’ he said. Debt collectors and bailiffs would be allowed to track down absent fathers using credit checks, while fathers who were dodging their responsibilities were liable for community sentences and curfews imposed by civil courts.


The old CSA had been doomed from the start. In a foreword to the White Paper preparing the way for the commission, Hutton wrote:







Despite the best efforts of its staff, the performance of the Child Support Agency has been and remains unacceptable. However, the problems go much wider and deeper than the Child Support Agency itself. The history of child maintenance in the UK is a case study of well-intentioned policy designs that were incapable of being administered on the ground. The current system often works against parents – obstructing them from carrying out their parental responsibilities instead of supporting them to achieve the best outcomes for their children. And not enough children get the maintenance they need. The system needs root and branch reform.





The new commission would allow parents to come to their own private arrangements about looking after their children – and would not overturn them, as the CSA had done. This was vital. In the comparable system in Australia – which had formed the basis for the CSA when Mrs Thatcher helped to devise it – more than half of the cases were settled privately. By allowing parents to settle their own terms, agency staff would have more time to deal with non-compliant parents. The new commission would also allow the latest tax year information to be used as the basis for calculating child maintenance, as was happening in other countries.


Peter Hain, now the Work and Pensions Secretary, promised MPs in July 2007 that the commission would ‘mark a clean break with the past’, adding: ‘Never again will the system be frustrated by relying on non-resident parents to provide information on their earnings.’ It was intended to be a ‘tough and effective maintenance regime’, provide a ‘cost-effective and professional service that gets money flowing between parents in the most efficient way for the taxpayer’ and be ‘simple and transparent’. The commission came into existence on 24 July 2008, as a result of the Child Maintenance and Other Payments Act 2008. Its objective was to ‘maximise the number of effective child maintenance arrangements in place for children who live apart from one or both of their parents’. Yet it inherited many of the old problems of the CSA. An assessment by the NAO of the agency’s ‘operational improvement plan’, published in 2009, found that 350 of 500 defects on the new IT system had been remedied. Yet the remaining 150 defects had generated over 1,000 other problems, 400 of which had no apparent solution. An MPs’ report in February 2010 found that the commission was experiencing around 3,000 IT incidents a week, 70 per cent of which were caused by about sixty of the problems.


The computer problems led to tens of thousands of cases being ‘managed clerically, outside the IT system’. There were 19,000 of these cases in March 2006. Three years later in March 2009 the figure had more than trebled to 60,000. By September 2010 the figure was forecast to be 108,000. The MPs reported that they were concerned about this ‘exponential rise’. The cost of managing each clerical case was £967 – more than three times that of a computer case. Still, finally complaints were falling, from 61,000 in 2005/06 to 27,800 in 2008/09, and the number of children receiving maintenance payments was rising, from 623,000 in March 2006 to 797,000 by September 2009.


The commission’s head, Stephen Geraghty, had spent some time mulling over what was going wrong. He decided that two computer systems from 1993 and 2003 were the wrong sort, because of a misunderstanding about the nature of the CSA. ‘We are effectively … a bank – we take money in, we give money out – so a banking system [is needed],’ he told MPs. One system – an off the shelf one used by the National Bank of China – was on order, he said. This of course meant more change. From 2011, the commission was suggesting, there would be a further period of transition, as the clients on the old and current schemes were moved onto the new one. Most of the clerical cases – which sat outside the IT – were due to have been moved across by the end of 2012. The MPs called for six-monthly progress reports, concerned at the prospect of the CSA being able to manage three systems at once, given its track record. ‘The transitional period will post a formidable administrative headache,’ they warned.


The collection of owed money remained problematic. The commission hired more debt collection agencies to collect £357 million in 63,500 cases. Yet by September 2009, a paltry £26 million had been collected, out of a hoped-for £113 million. The agencies were paid £3.5 million for their work. Mr Geraghty described this as ‘disappointing’, and said that the process was being taken back in-house. There were other powers that the commission were yet to try out. The Child Maintenance and Other Payments Act 2008 and the Welfare Reform Act 2009 included powers to ban parents from driving, and to seize goods. Some money could even be recoverable from the 3,000 ‘non-resident’ parents who die each year owing around £14 million. Yet MPs on the work and pensions committee detected a whiff of history repeating itself. ‘We are concerned that the new statutory scheme, and its reliance on private arrangements, will see a return to the pre-1993 situation regarding child maintenance,’ they said. The MPs feared that a reliance on more parents making their own arrangements ‘may recreate the problems associated with the child maintenance system before the Child Support Act 1991 came into force’.


And still there was more upheaval to come. The new coalition government came to the conclusion – at least, initially – that the Child Maintenance and Enforcement Commission should be turned into an executive agency with closer ministerial oversight. The change – which was part of the coalition’s ‘bonfire of the quangos’ – was to increase accountability. The government said:




For too long unelected officials have been taking decisions which affect the public and spending billions of public money. We believe there should be a clear presumption that functions carried out by the state should be accountable through democratically elected structures, unless there is a compelling reason for them being carried out by an independent body.





Ministers were to have more direct control and responsibility for child support policy and delivery, as well as for ongoing and future reform. Eventually, it was decided that instead of trying to turn the Child Maintenance and Enforcement Commission into an executive agency it would simply be abolished entirely. Staff would be integrated with the Department for Work and Pensions. The commission’s statutory powers would transfer directly to the Secretary of State. Rather than leaving the issue of child maintenance at arm’s length, accountability and decision-making responsibility for holding errant parents to account was being taken back into direct ministerial control. It was as though the previous seventeen years’ experience – which had cost billions of pounds while causing misery to thousands of taxpayers – had never happened.
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