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			The Rotten State of Britain
How Gordon Brown Lost a Decade and Cost a Fortune
By Eamonn Butler

			After more than a dozen years in power the record of New Labour needs to be examined. In 1997, they promised new ideas and a business-like government. But what have they delivered, and what is the state we are in? This is the first controversial complete review of life in Britain. Based on nine years of detailed research and written in an accessible, drily witty style, it shows how the Brown-Blair government took office, their policies actually worked out, and what we should do to put things right.

			Dr Eamonn Butler is Director of the Adam Smith Institute, one of Britain’s oldest think-tanks, which is ranked as a world leader on economic and social policy issues. He frequently writes for the national media and divides his time between Cambridge, London and Scotland. 

		

	
		
			1
STILL IN A ROTTEN STATE

			Things could only get better

			Things, they said, could only get better. History and progress would push aside the Tory sleaze-bags. A People’s Government, in tune with how ordinary people lived, would oust the elitist clique that cared only for its fatcat supporters in business and the media. Decision would replace dithering. Cool would supplant conservatism. A society broken down by the pursuit of profit would be rebuilt. The social infrastructure would be repaired. Community and opportunity would be restored through personal responsibility and accountability – a new ‘Third Way’ between Thatcherism and Socialism. Vision and enterprise would regenerate Britain’s debt-ridden economy. Britain would again be able to hold its head up high before the world.

			Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive. But to be New Labour was very heaven. The Party’s all-night election rave in the Royal Festival Hall underlined the coolness and inevitability of it all. The young crowd danced and sang to New Labour’s campaign song: no dreary anthem like ‘The Red Flag’, but the upbeat, ecstasy-inspired D:Ream club hit ‘Things Can Only Get Better’.

			The revellers had much to celebrate. New Labour had ended eighteen years of Conservative rule with their largest-ever election win. At 5.11am the People’s Prime Minister, Tony Blair, swept in to tell them ‘We’ve Done It! The British people have put their trust in us. A new dawn has broken… [it just had – hence the timing] ...we shall make this country as proud of us as we are of them.’

			The warning signs 

			Next day I, and hundreds of others, stood in Whitehall to await the new prime minister’s arrival. Party workers lined Downing Street, three deep. The plan was that they should all wave New Labour flags. But some spin doctor realized that would look too triumphant. They were hastily issued with Union Jacks, to give the impression of a spontaneous throng of ordinary British people who were enthusiastically welcoming the new order.

			Throughout the election, the Blair family’s campaign vehicle was a Ford Galaxy. It was not just a car, but a new kind of car, a people carrier. It summed up what New Labour was about – new, democratic, for the People. So it was a disappointment when the Blairs arrived in a mundane, bullet-proof official Jaguar, flanked by motorcycle outriders. They swept through the gates of Downing Street, which would not look out of place outside the imperial palace of St. Petersburg, and were lost from view.

			Perhaps we should have suspected then that, safely wrapped up in the trappings of office, the new order would not actually make things better. But what few of us ever imagined, on that dawn, was that it would actually make them worse.

			What they wanted to change

			Indeed, that possibility certainly did not occur to Will Hutton, the leftist editor, writer, think-tanker, broadcaster and critic. In 1995, he caught the mood of the times with his book The State We’re In. It shredded the record of Margaret Thatcher and John Major, and called for a new government and a stronger constitution to keep the excesses of such out-of-touch rulers in check.

			The book became the gospel of the chattering classes. And yet Hutton’s critique of the Conservative years makes hilarious reading today. Every evil he complains of so passionately is still with us today, despite more than a decade of his dreamt-of government and the expenditure of an extra trillion pounds worth of taxpayers’ money.

			Britain in 1995, he says, is a proud nation living in a tarnished country. Its industry is stagnating, unemployment is rising, its prestige is rock bottom, and it has become isolated in Europe and the world, in thrall to America.

			Its political system is sick. A weak and divided opposition allowed the government to grow arrogant and over-bearing. Decision-making has become centralized. Parliament is sidelined: it does not even discuss important issues. The judges’ independence has been undermined. The civil service is politicized, and public money is used to promote private or party purposes (as when the Cabinet Secretary, Robin Butler, released public funds to help the Chancellor, Norman Lamont, evict the embarrassing tenant Miss Whiplash from his rented-out flat).

			Patronage, continued Hutton, has replaced accountability, with ministers controlling thousands of lucrative quango jobs and public appointments. Public services are hidebound by targets: even the police care more about meeting their targets than helping the community.

			Meanwhile, our industrial research and development is lagging behind the rest of the world; investment has fallen; a weakened UK economy is now at the mercy of the forces of globalization and international competition. Pensions have been slashed in value. People and the government are deep in debt; families are suffering negative equity, stress and despair.

			The promise of reform

			That was 1995. If it sounds familiar, it should – because every point is even more true of our economy and society today.

			I derive no pleasure from this. Colleagues and I at the Adam Smith Institute were willing to give New Labour the benefit of the doubt. ‘We were elected as New Labour and we will govern as New Labour,’ said Blair. Perhaps they really had accepted the merits of markets, enterprise, localism, and public service reform.

			And indeed there were some promising signs. The new government declared that it would not raise income tax rates. Interest-rate decisions were made less political by handing them over to the Bank of England. There was to be ‘prudence’ in the public finances. And there was much talk of change in the public services. It really did seem like a radical, reforming administration.

			But the illusion did not last long. The new ministers looked and sounded exactly like the old ones as they announced policies and reacted to events on television. The neat suits, the tidy hair, the reassuring language… It felt like George Orwell’s Animal Farm, where the porcine revolutionaries become indistinguishable from the humans they replaced.

			Worse, perhaps. When Conservative ministers spoke at public meetings, like the ones that we and other think tanks regularly arrange, they usually had at most one political adviser in tow. They were confident enough to take questions and debate. The new ministers all came with a complete retinue of civil servants and spin-doctors. They would announce some new initiative, and leave. It looked very much as if the pigs were now warmly wrapped up in the comforts of the farmhouse, no longer part of the common herd.

			The turning point came just a year later, on 27 July 1998, when Frank Field, the Minister of State for welfare reform, was reshuffled into oblivion. Blair had asked the veteran anti-poverty campaigner to ‘think the unthinkable’ on welfare reform. He did: he wanted an attack on benefit fraud, tighter controls on incapacity benefit, and the end of the perverse incentives that he thought created a dependent, work-shy underclass. But his proposals were by then far too radical for an administration that had already settled comfortably into power and did not want to frighten its own left wing.

			Since then, things have unravelled spectacularly. Despite raising more than an extra £1,200,000,000,000 from taxpayers since 1997, the government has cured very few of those ills that Will Hutton promised they would. Things have not got better. Most things have got very much worse.

			Lions led by poodles

			I’m not sure that anyone would describe Britain today as a ‘proud nation’, as Will Hutton did back in 1995. It’s hard to take pride in a country that has been steadily slipping down the league tables of economic performance and up the league tables of crime. It’s hard to take pride in public services that focus more on administrative targets than on serving the public. It’s hard to share any respect for politicians who simply lie to us and sell public honours for party donations.

			In fact, it’s hard to be proud of Britain at all when its leaders are so weak and venal. The political process no longer attracts independent people who want to improve society. Politicians are now a self-sustaining professional class. Few of them have any experience of the real world outside politics, trade unions, journalism or public relations. The political process breeds identikit state administrators, rather than anyone with any real flair or contact with the public. Who these days can even name more than two members of the Cabinet?

			Britain’s standing in the world

			It’s no wonder that Britain’s standing in the world is so feeble, and so much more so than in 1995. Even our European Union ‘partners’ seem to wish we would just go away. The government promised we would be ‘at the heart of Europe’ and signed us up to the Social Chapter and other costly regulation to prove the point. In return, we didn’t even get a chance to air our views on the hugely wasteful Common Agricultural Policy. A cosy deal between France and Germany in 2003 secured its future for another decade, before we even got to the table.

			The Arab and Islamic worlds, meanwhile, hate us with a vengeance. Britain may have been quite right to unseat Saddam, who had gassed 40,000 Kurdish people and pledged to destroy Israel as well as the rest of us. But it was all rushed through to fit George Bush’s timetable: the decision was expedited on the basis of ‘dodgy’ out-of-date intelligence dossiers, ‘sexed up’ by government spin doctors; and Parliament was given only seven hours to discuss the matter. (They spent a hundred times longer discussing foxhunting.) It made Britain look like America’s poodle, rather than a principled world leader.

			Even the Commonwealth regards us as an embarrassing elderly relative. The government says nothing about the awful situation in Zimbabwe, for instance, because they know it would be counter-productive among the other African nations, who regard us as racist colonialists. Britain’s leadership role has collapsed.

			A sick political system

			The rot, as Hutton put it, starts from the top. From Magna Carta in 1215, our rights and liberties have been built up over the centuries. Trial by jury, habeas corpus, the presumption of innocence – all these and more grew up to restrain our leaders and prevent them from harassing us. Yet within a decade, almost all these protections have been diluted or discarded. Our leaders are no longer restrained by the rule of law at all.

			They argued that our liberties must be curbed if we are to combat terrorism. That our rights get in the way of efficient government. That the law got in the way of doing what the public really wanted. But now that political populism has replaced Britain’s liberal principles, there is nothing to protect us from the self-serving actions of our leaders. And this power elite has shown every willingness to harass, bully, spy on, arrest, and imprison us without trial whenever they deem it appropriate.

			Decisions are now made by the Prime Minister and a large coterie of unelected, political advisers within Downing Street. The Cabinet no longer makes executive decisions, but has degenerated into a weekly chat about political presentation. Parliament is sidelined too, since around 120 ministers, whips, and other appointees owe their salaries, pensions, and careers to the Prime Minister’s patronage. And Downing Street pushes so much legislation through Parliament that MPs do not have enough time to read it, never mind debate it.

			The civil service too is now completely politicized, stuffed fuller than it ever was with political appointees. It now takes its orders from party officials rather than elected ministers. It no longer announces public information objectively, but now spins the news to make the ruling party look good, and leaks it selectively to help the government’s media supporters and punish its critics. MPs now discover what’s going on from the Sunday papers, rather than from their order papers.

			Patronage and sleaze

			We were promised an end to Tory sleaze. But New Labour sleaze has proved far worse. Cherie Blair was perfectly willing to ignore the rules against profiting from office and cash in with world tours promoting her books on Downing Street life. The Blairs were delighted to sponge free holidays in the Mediterranean yachts or palatial Caribbean homes of the rich and famous.

			Indeed, as its membership plummeted, the Labour Party became increasingly obsessed with cultivating wealthy people. Honours and appointments were exchanged for million-pound donations. Public policy was adjusted to suit the convenience of large donors. Financial support, both private and party, was accepted from people like Geoffrey Robinson and Richard Desmond, whose business affairs were under official investigation at the time.

			Party donations have been booked as loans to keep them secret from the public standards watchdogs. Ministers took loans, donations, and even free homes without declaring them. MPs abuse public money to buy, furnish, and profit from second homes, and to put family members on the payroll. They harassed and vilified the officials who were appointed to investigate such abuses. The list goes on. It is hardly the promised ‘end of sleaze’.

			The decline of justice

			But it is the end of justice. Even the legal system has been subverted to serve the ruling party’s interests. Ministers once respected judges, but now they openly criticize them for being ‘weak’ or for rulings they disagree with.

			Police and public officials can fine us on the spot, without the involvement of any courts. The protection of trial by jury has been abandoned in many cases, on grounds of ‘efficiency’. We can now be tried twice for the same offence. In some cases, we have to prove our innocence, rather than prosecutors having to prove our guilt. Our assets can be seized even if it is merely suspected, not proved, that we got them illegally.

			The police now arrest, caution and prosecute people solely to meet targets, rather than to keep the peace. They can now arrest us for any offence, however minor. And when they do, we can be held for four weeks without charge – though the government wants the power to hold us for seven weeks.

			Meanwhile, the anti-terrorism legislation is used by local authorities to spy on whether we are using our recycling bins correctly and by the police to pick up harmless critics of the government. With the authorities being prepared to abuse the law in such ways, and with no trustworthy legal process to protect us, it is plain that justice in Britain now exists only in name.

			The surveillance state

			No part of our human activity escapes the watchful eye of the surveillance state. Britain has a quarter of the world’s CCTV cameras, the largest number of any country. They don’t cut crime, but they are another tool that the police and officials can use to fine us for minor offences. Cameras to police London’s road congestion charge, or in the growing numbers of average speed control areas, photograph every car going past. Our movements are no longer private.

			Meanwhile, we are all on the database. If you’re arrested for even a minor offence, or indeed by mistake, your DNA will be taken and added to the database along with over five million other people’s. Soon you will have to pay for an ID card that will be linked to a database with information on all of us.

			The worrying thing is that this information will be accessible to countless junior public officials – as our medical records and other personal details already are. The state has robbed us of any right to privacy. Not that our data is secure anyway: the state manages to lose files containing millions of our names, dates of birth, and bank account details on a fairly regular basis.

			The nanny state

			The authorities say they need this information to protect us. So anyone who comes within sight of a child – even just parents helping out on school trips – must now be checked by the Criminal Records Bureau. So they don’t bother.

			Meanwhile, to protect our safety, village Christmas party organizers have to put nut warnings on their mince pies, can’t serve you a glass of wine without a permit, or let you sing carols without an entertainment licence.

			Nothing is off the nanny state’s agenda. From smoking to drinking to eating chocolate oranges, they tell us how to live – and make us do so if we show reluctance. And they employ entire professions of five-a-day officers (to make us eat more fruit), walking officers (to make us take more exercise), real nappy officers (to encourage recycling), and quangos and tsars to defend us from every imagined vice to which human flesh might succumb.

			Struggling to find touch

			Plainly, our politicians and our officials have completely lost touch with the real world in which the rest of us live. Having scrapped the old state institutions as elitist or outdated, they now have no way to gauge the mood of the nation or to get things done in ways that respond to local conditions. To find out what the public want, they commission opinion polls, which lead them towards populist policies without much thought of principle. To respond, they can only issue blanket regulations from the centre, which turn out to be simply absurd when applied to local circumstances like the village party.

			Their centralized decision-making system cannot handle difference and diversity, which is why politicians are always struggling to define Britishness – and urging us all to be a part of it. Their lives would be so much easier if we were all one big, happy, homogeneous community, drinking warm beer and wrapping ourselves in the flag. Then they could talk directly with all of us, and have one rule for us all. But that’s pretty hard in a country where several million people don’t even want to be called ‘British’ at all.

			The Millennium Dome was the summit of this forlorn hope. It was supposed to sum up who we were at this historic moment; but by cutting out anything politically incorrect, divisive, gritty, divergent, challenging, non-conformist, conflicting, tribal, bloody, or simply curmudgeonly, it ended up portraying British society as a sort of saccharine mush.

			Public services

			The new rulers told us that public services would be rebuilt. So where has that additional £1.2 trillion plus in taxes actually gone? 

			Much of it has gone into public sector salaries. Family doctors now earn over £100,000 a year, and they don’t even have to work nights or weekends to get it. Money has gone into the old-style extensive hospital sector – which is also very expensive – rather than on delivering services near to where we live.

			That is no comfort to a patient with cancer or heart disease, where Britain’s survival rates lag behind almost all the other rich countries. Our access to life-saving drugs is worse than elsewhere. One in eight of us have to wait over a year for treatment. And 10,000 of us die in hospital each year from infections like the superbug Clostridium difficile.

			In education, spending has risen by more than half. New teachers have been recruited, but the real growth is in (the less qualified) classroom assistants.

			Exam results continue to improve steadily upward. But the upward trend began before 1997, and there is no sign that the extra billions have made any difference at all. But employers are increasingly sceptical about the value of all the A and A* grades that the schools now produce, while universities use their own entrance exam because they don’t trust A-Levels at all. They are right. On international tests where schools can’t cram kids for the exam, our results are actually slipping down the league tables. A third of A-grade candidates failed Cambridge University’s own admission test for maths in 2009.

			Police numbers have also risen on the back of the tax avalanche, but again the greatest growth has been in administrative, civilian, and ‘community support’ staff rather than front-line officers. The police spend 40 per cent of their time on paperwork: London’s police spend more on administration than they do investigating robberies.

			Burglary has fallen, but only because longer prison sentences keep burglars off the street. Drug use is up, and violent crime is up. Meanwhile, our prisons are so overcrowded that there is neither time nor space to try to reform criminals. Most people who appear before our courts have been there before.

			Our welfare system has grown too, and become even more dysfunctional in the process. Thanks to Gordon Brown’s incredibly complex tax credit system, two-fifths of us now receive some form of state welfare benefit. Means testing has expanded – not been reduced, as we were promised. The pension credit makes it irrational to a quarter of us to save for retirement, because we just lose benefits if we do.

			High taxes levied on low incomes mean that few people have much incentive to move off benefits and into work. And the rules support single-parent families rather than couples. Indeed, the benefit rates actually encourage couples to split up – often with terrible effects on the children, who are more likely to get taken into care, involved in crime, and become victims of addiction and educational failure. It is hardly a welfare system that we can be proud of.

			Public boom, private bust

			High levels of debt don’t help struggling families either. Personal debt in Britain is higher than it has ever been – the highest in the world, and much higher than when Will Hutton was complaining about it in 1995. Government debt is much higher too. It is scheduled to reach 57 per cent of national output by 2012 as Britain borrows to see itself through the financial crisis.

			But Britain’s high rates of public debt didn’t start there. Gordon Brown promised us an end to boom and bust, but in fact he created both. His ‘prudent’ rules on debt and deficits in fact allowed both to expand hugely. A mighty surge in public spending – without being tied to reform in the public services – was paid for by massive increases in both borrowing and taxation. Private pension funds were raided to boost generous public sector pensions and salaries; stealth taxes multiplied; charges for passports, council services, and official documents were all ratcheted up. And public borrowing always turned out to be far higher than Gordon Brown’s uninformative Budget speeches suggested.

			Meanwhile the Bank of England struggled to keep price increases at 2 per cent when in reality – due to cheap Chinese imports and large-scale immigration-prices should probably have been falling. It was a wild, borrowing – led binge, and now we are suffering the hangover. The boom has turned to bust.

			Any talk of financial prudence is now jettisoned. Years of reluctant, faltering effort to simplify taxes have now gone, with new tax rates and fiddling changes in allowances, all designed to shift the cost onto the rich. New Labour, with its supposed financial prudence and support for wealth creation, is dead.

			Goodbye, Cruel Britannia

			It is disappointing that an administration that showed real plausibility as a financially solid, radical and reforming administration has achieved so little and made worse so much. We were promised Cool Britannia and a People’s Government, but instead we got boom and bust, injustice, surveillance, regulation, stealth taxes, interference, sleaze, lies, hoodies, and binge-drinking ladettes.

			But perhaps the most dispiriting aspect of the state we’re in is that it has become our master, and is no longer our servant. The politicians tell us how to behave, even in our own homes. The police are incentivized to stop, arrest, caution, spot-fine, or prosecute us, rather than to keep the peace. Tax inspectors are incentivized to screw as much as possible out of us – under threat of imprisonment – rather than to reach a fair and just settlement. Our whole relationship with the state has become adversarial, rather than collaborative. The state has lost our trust and our respect.

			The rot does indeed start at the top. And that is where we need to start if we are to cure it. We need to establish new legal restraints on our rulers if we are to protect ourselves from their excesses. For unless it is restrained, political and official power turns – and has turned – at frightening speed into the abuse of power.

			We need checks and balances that prevent our political leaders, their unelected advisers, and their police and officials pushing us around just as they please. And in particular, we need to devolve power downwards – not to parliaments and assemblies of yet more politicians, but to the people from whom it should ultimately derive. Only this will allow Britain to recover its pride and position again, repair our broken democracy, and regenerate a society free of the pious bullying that we have been subjected to in recent times. 

		

	
		
			2
ROTTEN GOVERNMENT

			Decisiveness versus democracy

			In September 2008, when world financial markets were in meltdown, the US Treasury Secretary Hank Paulson quickly devised a $750 billion emergency package to restore confidence. Uncle Sam would take over the banks’ bad debts, so that investors could focus on the future once more. But Congress had to agree. And it took two solid weeks to get that agreement, even with Paulson going (literally) on bended knee to Congress, a great deal of arm-twisting from the President, and a lot of horse-trading from all sides.

			In Britain, by contrast, a bank bail-out of equal size was decided over a late-night curry in Downing Street on Monday, announced on Tuesday, presented to Parliament on Wednesday, debated for just 90 minutes on Thursday, and signed into law on Friday.

			Gordon Brown said it showed his government’s superior ability to act decisively. In fact, it shows that America still retains some semblance of democratic debate, while we don’t. In Britain, the Prime Minister and colleagues in Downing Street decide what is good for us and then it’s nodded through Parliament. It’s hardly democracy: it’s a centralist autocracy.

			Where did centralization start?

			For centuries, prime ministers’ power has been limited not just by the whim of the electorate, but by Parliament, the law, the civil service, local authorities, and even Cabinet colleagues. Now that has changed. There are almost no limits on prime ministers and the small clique of party apparatchiks that run things from 10 Downing Street.

			In this, Margaret Thatcher was New Labour’s model. She centralized decision-making, taking powers to force local authorities to sell their council houses, for example. And her tough leadership style, praised by Peter Mandelson in The Blair Revolution, saw off most Cabinet and civil-service opposition.

			The Blair government would not let state institutions stand in their way either. They entered Downing Street with a 22-strong team of political advisers – over the years, that number grew fourfold – and didn’t even bother to read the civil-service briefing provided for all incoming administrations. They were the People’s Government: they knew exactly what had to be done on behalf of the People, and they would take whatever power was needed to do it. Anything that thwarted them would be pushed aside.

			But that meant pushing aside state institutions that have important functions. The civil service, the Cabinet, Parliament, the judiciary – the tensions between them all help to make sure that policies are conceived soundly and tested against a wide range of views; that laws are fairly executed; and that governments cannot just do what they damn well please.

			Mrs Thatcher took central control in the attempt to disperse power from the state to the people. New Labour suffered no such liberalism. Its leaders grew up in the 1960s, when state centralism was in vogue. Some – Peter Mandelson, Charlie Whelan, John Reid – joined the Communist Party of Great Britain. Others wrote in Marxism Today. Many learnt the importance of strong party organization from university Leninists, even if they opposed them. David Miliband’s father was a prominent Marxian political theorist. And so it goes on.

			The end of Cabinet government

			There was an old joke about Mrs Thatcher, that at a Cabinet dinner she ordered fillet steak. ‘And what about the vegetables?’ asked the waiter. ‘Oh,’ she replied. ‘They’ll have fillet steak too.’ There was a basis of truth in it. I attended a private lunch in Downing Street in 1990, where several Cabinet ministers were present. She plainly had little time for their views, and thought them weak. She openly humiliated the Deputy Prime Minister, Sir Geoffrey Howe. I wondered how such weighty politicians could put up with it. But of course they didn’t: within weeks, Howe denounced her in the House of Commons and precipitated a leadership election, which she lost.

			There were no such problems in Blair’s Downing Street. Cabinet ministers had no pretence to status or independence. The Cabinet wrangling about Europe that froze John Major’s Cabinet was fresh in their minds. They knew they were just cogs in the New Labour Project. Party strategists would make the important decisions, not them. They would be told the ‘line to take’ in public, and clear their speeches, interviews, even lunches, with Alastair Campbell’s press office.

			Gordon Brown’s key policy of handing interest-rate policy over to the Bank of England was decided before the Cabinet even met. Even then, Cabinet meetings were brief-just an hour a week-and mostly about presentation, not policy. With no opportunity for debate, ministers just signed off each other’s proposals without much scrutiny. Where they did have opinions-a majority thought the Millennium Dome should be abandoned before it turned into the inevitable fiasco-Blair pressed on anyway.

			Decision-making fell to an inner Cabinet, and to a vast array of committees (59 Cabinet committees, 44 ministerial committees, and 5 working groups, at one stage). They would be chaired by Blair, Brown or Mandelson-or even by unelected advisers like Campbell. It was all very informal, in the New Labour style: issues were discussed on the sofa, without bothering to take minutes.

			But only a few people can fit onto a sofa. True, Cabinet government produced arguments and deadlocks, but at least it ensured that policies were thoroughly discussed, and objections noted. Sofa government is based on little information or debate; and when those policies turn to disaster, nobody can check who actually agreed what. It hardly makes for good government.

			The demise of Parliament

			Another obstacle to good government is ministers’ careers. Business executives know it can take them five years to get to grips with a job, but ministers rarely last more than two. Between 1999 and 2007, John Reid served as Secretary of State for Scotland, Northern Ireland, health, defence, and home affairs, as well as being leader of the Commons and minister without portfolio.

			So to shine in any job, ministers have to move quickly. Their status depends on working up Bills and steering them through Parliament. The best policy might be to do nothing, but ministerial careers, salaries and pensions don’t advance like that. Ministers have to push through their solutions, like ID cards and child databases, even where there is no problem.

			This rush of activity is why twenty or more major bills are pushed through Parliament each year-many of them designed to clean up the mess left by the last. But Parliament cannot handle this volume of traffic. Ever more debates have to be cut short. The ‘was once a shocking rarity, used only apologetically. New Labour used it more times during their first five years than it had been used in the thirty years since the War.

			But Downing Street strategists have no time for the traditional role of Parliament – scrutinizing legislation from many points of view, and holding the Executive to account. So Parliament has been sidelined along with the Cabinet. Tony Blair voted in only a tenth of Commons votes, which shows his opinion of the place. While he did agree to appear before the heads of Commons committees, he also cut Prime Minister’s Questions from twice a week to once – and at a time chosen to suit, not Parliament, but the lunchtime news agenda.

			Government by press conference

			Gordon Brown not only took his key Bank of England decision without reference to the Cabinet; he also announced it at a press conference, without reference to Parliament. The rule that major announcements should be made in Parliament has been torn up. Parliament is no longer the nation’s democratic clearing-house: Downing Street prefers to leak and spin government news in a more controlled way than it can when 635 MPs and the entire lobby media get it all at once.

			Betty Boothroyd, as Speaker of the House of Commons, rebuked ministers time and again for this, but to no avail. Parliament now doesn’t debate proposals: it simply reacts to decisions announced to the weekend media.

			But MPs have been willing victims. Few have much outside income, now that City board appointments have been tightened up. Their careers and incomes depend wholly upon them becoming ministers. So they keep Downing Street sweet. And their luxurious new offices in Portcullis House mean they are no longer so cheek-by-jowl in the bars and lobbies where plots to thwart overbearing ministers might be hatched.

			Parliament’s weakness means more bad ideas go through into law. Ministers often don’t even turn up for debates on their own legislation, so there is no chance for MPs to influence them. Sometimes, MPs don’t even get an opportunity to discuss seriously important issues. For example, the details on murder sentences in David Blunkett’s criminal justice legislation were added only at the report stage as an amendment, without even being debated.

			Ministers push through so much legislation that there is hardly enough time for MPs to read it, never mind scrutinize it. Even ministers don’t seem to read their own legislation or understand its implications. David Blunkett expressed shock when Lord Woolf announced big cuts in prison sentences, despite the fact that his own law permitted it. And the Home Office minister Mike O’Brien assured the world that his 2003 Licensing Act would not impose petty bureaucracy on pubs and hotels, nor drive live music out of local venues. In fact it has done both, as everyone who had read the legislation knew it must.

			Civil service neutered

			Another longstop against executive tyranny now brought to heel is the civil service. Again, it didn’t start with New Labour. Mrs Thatcher’s Cabinet Secretary Lord Armstrong was famously ‘economical with the truth’ on her behalf during the 1986 Spycatcher trial. His successor Robin Butler approved government funds to help Conservative Chancellor Norman Lamont evict Miss Whiplash from a rented flat, even though the embarrassment was personal rather than a matter of state.

			Margaret Thatcher thought the civil service at best slowed things down and at worst were unhelpful; but she found useful their experience and meticulous attention to detail, and just bullied them at the margins. Blair’s team, however, seized control of the whole civil service structure. His Chief of Staff, Jonathan Powell, though a party official, was given unprecedented official powers to boss around the bureaucrats – as was his Press Secretary Alistair Campbell.

			Unelected party advisers intervened in the promotion of civil servants. The almost complete turnover in the corps of government information officers under Alastair Campbell is testimony to that. Party nominees sidelined officials and took charge of administration as well as policy: the Number 10 Policy Unit under David Miliband became an executive team, not just a think-tank. Apparatchiks pushed into areas normally thought to demand impartiality, like the honours system. They re-wrote government press releases to mislead journalists. They passed the blame for ministers’ mistakes onto officials. In no time at all, the civil service went from watchdog to lapdog.

			Mrs Thatcher was right about civil servants’ plodding nature. But the civil service also ensured that state power was not used corruptly for party gain, scrutinized policy proposals to ensure their robustness, made certain that Bills were properly drafted, and ensured that politicians’ decisions were legal.

			Now, they don’t even get invited onto the sofa. They have been swept away, just as the safeguards of Cabinet and Parliament have been swept away. This lack of restraint leaves Downing Street free to ‘act decisively’ in pretty much any way it wants. But it also exposes them to the results of their own hubris – as the ‘lordships for loans’ scandal spectacularly showed.

			Constitutional muddles

			It all explains why so much legislation either promotes party interests, or is a complete mess. The constitutional changes of the last decade are an example of both.

			Old Labour’s key constitutional demand was to abolish the House of Lords, with its undemocratic, built-in Conservative majority. For decades, there were three times as many Conservative peers as there were Labour ones. The 1983 Labour Manifesto promised to sweep the Lords away: but that became known as the ‘longest suicide note in history’ as Mrs Thatcher stormed to a second landslide victory.

			A decade later, a more moderate Labour leader, John Smith, proposed a more principled approach. The Lords would not be abolished, merely reformed: but there would be important constitutional changes elsewhere – devolution to the regions, adopting the European Convention on Human Rights, electoral reform, and a Freedom of Information Act.

			Tony Blair inherited this package, but showed little interest in it. The Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown spoke of how Blair’s eyes would glaze over during constitutional talks.

			Instead, the package became entirely tactical. House of Lords reform would demolish a Conservative bastion. Elected mayors would keep key cities under Labour control. Party funding reform would expose the Conservatives’ rich backers. Devolution would undermine the Scottish and Welsh nationalists. English regional assemblies would bottle up the Conservatives in the South East and drain local power from the Liberal Democrats. A coherent reform package was turned into a ragbag of random, opportunistic, self-serving, partisan measures, which pass for our constitution today.

			The devolution disaster

			Devolution is an example. The Scottish National Party, led by the clever and dynamic Alex Salmond, was taking seats in Scotland – Labour’s heartland. Blair reckoned that while Scotland’s voters were very happy to give Labour and the Conservatives a bloody nose, they did not really want independence: they enjoyed far too many English subsidies. So New Labour would take the wind out of the SNP’s wails by giving Scots nearly all they wanted – more self-determination, without losing England’s money. They made the same calculation for Wales, where Plaid Cymru was also threatening Labour.

			No thought was given to the consequences of these odd arrangements. Nobody answered the question posed by West Lothian MP Tam Dayell: how could it be right that he, a Scottish MP, could vote on the running of schools and hospitals in England, but not those in his own constituency?

			But the plans went ahead regardless. Grand new homes were built for the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly. The Assembly building in Cardiff Bay ended up costing £67 million, over five times the original budget. It was par for the course: after all, the House of Commons, built 150 years ago, ended up three times over budget and 24 years late. But the Scottish Parliament building surpassed even this, costing £414 million against initial estimates of £40 million. Nobody even seemed worried that it was designed by a Catalan architect who had obviously never known rain.

			Today, though, Scots are unsure that they get good value from the £600,000 they spend annually on each Member of the Scottish Parliament. And devolution is biting Downing Street back too. The Westminster-dominated Labour Party is resented as a sort of colonial administration. The SNP picked up even more seats, and now controls the new Parliament.

			Then Home Secretary John Prescott was keen to push forward with the whole plan for regional assemblies in England, and build up new strongholds for Labour. Since the motivation was party advantage rather than good government, the idea was to start in the North East of England, where Labour support was strongest. But the referendum there in 2004 was roundly defeated with a 78 per cent No vote: electors thought they had enough government already, and couldn’t stand the thought of getting yet another layer of it. So plans for regional assemblies were shelved, making Scottish and Welsh devolution look even odder.

			House of Lords reform

			Another upheaval with no constitutional vision is House of Lords reform. The first idea was to remove the hereditary peers and carry on. But that would turn the House of Lords into Britain’s biggest quango, its members all hand picked by the Prime Minister, not a body with any legitimate claim to represent the public.

			So various proposals for electing peers were mooted. The 2001 White Paper suggested a modest 20 per cent being elected – Downing Street saw no reason to dilute the Prime Minister’s power overmuch. Things stuck there for six years. But as the Blair administration stumbled on, more people began to see good reasons why its power should be diluted. The 2007 White Paper grudgingly suggested upping the proportion of elected members to 50 per cent; but then the Commons voted for either 80 per cent or 100 per cent. Downing Street went quiet again, presumably hoping that this unseemly enthusiasm for democracy might gradually fade away.

			Meanwhile the hereditary peers were indeed removed. Or most were: the Conservative Leader in the Lords, Viscount Cranborne – whose family have been running intrigues since the Tudors – conspired for himself and 91 others to remain in place for a while.

			But unfortunately for Downing Street, the loss of the hereditaries made the House of Lords feel more legitimate than before, and more entitled to stand up against the House of Commons. So Downing Street has found the Lords blocking its legislation, like the flagship Prevention of Terrorism Bill in 2005, and threatening to block much more. In 2008 the Lords sank another flagship measure – to allow the police to hold terrorist suspects for 42 days without charge.

			How Downing Street must wish that it could revisit the 1983 Manifesto again and just scrap the lot of them and get on with governing the country in its own way! But when they try, they often mess up spectacularly. A classic example was the Constitutional Reform Bill 2005, which would abolish the office of Lord Chancellor. The annual TV pictures of a grown man in wig and black tights bowing to the Queen at the State Opening of Parliament and then retreating backwards from the Throne were more than New Labour modernizers could bear. Sadly they overlooked the fact that dozens of laws mention the office and hinge on its existence. After red faces all round, the office was retained, but given to a minister in the Commons, where black tights are less favoured.

			Electoral reforms

			Another part of the John Smith package that Tony Blair inherited was electoral reform. For a while the Liberal Democrats believed they might actually get their one key demand – proportional representation at elections. Tony Blair and the former Liberal Democrat leader Paddy Ashdown talked about the issue before the 1997 election. But it curiously disappeared off Blair’s agenda after his landslide victory.

			Nevertheless, even New Labour strategists could not believe their luck would last forever, and sooner or later they might need the Liberal Democrats. Whatever its effect on the country, proportional representation would produce an almost permanent Lib-Lab coalition: they would not have to worry about the Conservatives any more. So the 2001 Labour Manifesto promised a review of the electoral system, and the Liberal Democrats patiently waited for Blair to make good that promise. But waiting for Blair, as Paddy Ashdown later remarked, was like waiting for Godot.

			Downing Street did deliver on promises to make voting easier. It was presented as reform in the public interest, but party interest was strong too. Conservative voters tend to be older, and older people are more likely to vote. So anything that makes voting easier, like easier postal voting, benefits Labour.

			In fact, easier postal voting benefited them rather too much. In 2005, Judge Richard Mawrey quashed the results of two Birmingham council elections because hundred of postal-ballot signatures had been forged. Activists had simply applied for votes by post, got them sent to a convenient address, and filled them in.

			Modernizing government

			Such scandals happened despite the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 – a law designed to showcase how New Labour principle had replaced Conservative sleaze. It required political bodies to register large donations. To the distress of charitable think tanks, its first draft would have classed them as political bodies too, though it specifically excluded the overtly leftist Fabian Society – causing Westminster insiders to wonder just how carefully this law had been written.

			Subsequent events confirmed its shortcomings. It did not require the parties to declare loans, even if there was little sign of them ever being repaid. And most of the £17.94 million raised for the 2005 election campaign came through this method. The names of £1 million supporters could be concealed, even as the Prime Minister was recommending them for honours. Indeed, they were even concealed from the Party Treasurer Jack Dromey. The scandal when this news broke forced the government to bring in a new 2006 measure to outlaw unregistered loans too.

			The Freedom of Information Act was another bold proposal in the 1997 Labour Manifesto, heralding the era of open government. But openness had to wait for three years until the Act was passed in 2000, by which time ministers were having reservations about it. The openness that seemed such a good idea in opposition did not seem so good in government.

			So the Act was hedged around with exemptions, and departments were given five years to ‘prepare’ for the legislation before it came into effect in 2005. The shredders must have been running red hot. Even now, journalists who use the Act to obtain departmental information complain about the sheer time and effort that it takes to make ministers comply with the simplest requests. And some suspect that the Act simply encourages more sofa government-decisions being taken without notes or minutes, leaving no paper trail to be found.

			Farewell, Frau Battenberg

			You can love or loathe the Queen. But the monarchy is supposed to represent the whole nation, which of course no politician ever can. That is why monarchs never allow themselves to get drawn into party politics. But that makes them easy prey, unable to strike back, when the politicians want to subvert the institution of monarchy for their own purposes.

			It started with the death of Diana. Tony Blair upstaged all the royals with his ‘People’s Princess’ eulogy: dark coat, faltering speech, he seemed at one with the nation. It upstaged the opposition leader John Major too – his press aide Fiona Gunn rang to wake him when the news broke, but he thought it inappropriate for a party leader to make speeches on it. Blair had no such qualms.

			He muscled in on the Queen Mother’s funeral too, demanding to read a lesson. A state funeral is no place for a politician, but it was great political positioning. He even tried to upstage the Queen at the State Opening of Parliament, where the whole point is to demonstrate that government is there to serve the whole nation, not just one set of political interests.

			But New Labour identifies itself with the nation. That is why Jack Straw once referred to Blair as the ‘Head of State’, while the Number 10 website talked of the Queen enjoying audiences with Tony Blair, rather than vice versa. Blair also talked of ‘my’ armed forces. But we should all be worried when politicians start to believe that the whole might of the state exists to serve their own ends.

			The extremely big tent

			Meanwhile various celebrities have been brought in to make it look as if all the nation’s big names share in the New Labour enterprise. When Greg Dyke and John Birt both came into the ‘big tent’, it seemed as if even the BBC itself was part of the Project. Actors, entrepreneurs, doctors, chefs – Lloyd Grossman on hospital dinners, Jamie Oliver on school lunches – have all been recruited.

			But pretty soon they all find that the big tent is just a talking-tent, designed for show. Those inside never get to take any real decisions. They are invited in only to make the government look cool.

			No: if you can’t be bothered to stand for election but still want to make decisions, you need to get yourself on a quango. We now have endless numbers of policy Tsars, working parties, policy forums, commissions, reviews, panels, and action teams. There is the Social Exclusion Unit, the Women’s Unit, the Freedom of Information Unit, the Anti-Drugs Co-ordination Unit, the Forward Strategy Unit, the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit, the Office of Public Sector Reform, the Office of the Third Sector (the what?), and many, many more.

			Politicians like quangos. They can dump any problem on a quango and then just forget it. They can refer any complaint to a quango and say it’s not their fault. And the more quangos you have, the fewer complaints you get, because nobody is quite sure who is in charge anyway.

			Between 1997 and the end of 2004, New Labour created 113 new quangos, before it stopped counting – the figures are now almost impossible to dig out. The cost is huge: the salaries of quango bosses cost over £100 million, while the Regional Development Agencies, just to take one set of quangos, employ 2,500 staff at a cost of £2 billion a year. And many quangos actually have the power to issue fines and put people out of business – despite the fact that nobody has ever elected a single member of them. That is the scale of the democratic deficit which today’s government has created.

			Inflammation at the Treasury

			At the Treasury-formerly HM Treasury, but who needs Her Majesty? – Gordon Brown sidelined officials, working solely with a handful of advisers such as Ed Balls (which might explain the costly, cumbersome projects such as tax credits).

			Brown’s Treasury was not just about spending and cost control. It became the driver of change. Since he was giving out the money, he wanted to control how it was spent. So he imposed targets on every bit of the public sector – specifying what NHS waiting times, school results, levels of street crime, or immigration numbers they had to produce for his cash. Of course, people soon found ways round them – hospital trolleys were re-classified as beds, and corridors as wards, so the targets were met. But eventually the weight of these central controls became overwhelming. Doctors, teachers and police officers still complain that they spend more time dealing with the paperwork than doing the job.

			Brown initiated various policy reviews – 42 of them in all – on civil-service efficiency, housing, health, transport – seemingly in competition to what Blair’s own Strategy Unit, Delivery Unit, and Efficiency Programme were doing. The promised ‘joined up government’ didn’t even join up Number 10 with Number 11. It was a diarchy, a competition between Blair and Brown; but ultimately, Brown decided what happened, because he controlled the money.

			The rotten state of government today

			But even the micro-managing Gordon Brown cannot actually run the leviathan that he and his system have created. For a time, the Duke of Wellington ran his entire government by visiting each ministry in his coach every morning, before retiring to his club for lunch. Now, the centre cannot keep track of all the public bodies it has created or the programmes it must manage. With no delegation to the civil service, Cabinet, Parliament, or local people, Downing Street simply does not have the time to check every policy detail.

			That is why so many things end in disaster. Downing Street intervenes constantly, but not to any effect. Public services have multiple objectives that can’t all be specified, targeted and monitored by the centre. Centralism just produces one-size-fits-all policies that don’t fit local circumstances.

			A typical result was when churches discovered that the new Licensing Bill would require them to apply for permission to sing hymns. True, this was reversed: but how silly a system is it that produces such absurdities in the first place?

			Government by media

			Downing Street’s power has the media in thrall. After the July 2005 London bombings, with Parliament in recess, Tony Blair went on television to announce a ‘twelve point plan’ for dealing with terrorism. He hadn’t bothered to tell the Home Secretary, and many of his points turned out to be impractical, illegal or already law, but the media were captured and the days’ headlines were bought.

			Likewise, Downing Street bends to media campaigns. When Foot and Mouth Disease struck a farm in Devon, the cattle in neighbouring farms, though healthy, were slaughtered too, under the regulations. Somehow a pure white calf – which the papers called Phoenix – escaped the cull, and was found alive among a heap of dead animals five days later. It provided great pictures, and Phoenix became a national celebrity. The Daily Mirror launched a ‘Save Phoenix’ campaign.

			A Downing Street spokesman appeared to say that the rules would be changed so that animals in neighbouring farms would not automatically be culled when Foot and Mouth broke out. The photogenic Phoenix would be saved.

			It was pure government by media. The vets had not been consulted, nor even the Agriculture Secretary Nick Brown, who learnt it from the Ten o’Clock News. Nor did it stop four million other animals being slaughtered. Still, the law can’t stand in the way of a good story.

			In the 24-hour news world, things move fast. Politicians have to be quick with instant responses, and instant solutions. After the 1996 school shootings in Dunblane, the politicians’ instant response was to ban all handguns. It didn’t occur to them that UK national shooting teams would then have to practice in Norway (it took ten years for the ban to be relaxed for a handful of Olympic shooters), nor that a handgun ban meant that only bad guys would then have access to them. And indeed the ban made no difference: handgun crime continued to increase. When two innocent bystanders were killed in Birmingham during a shoot-out between drugs gangs, the Home Secretary’s first official response was to blame violent rap music.

			It was hardly getting to the heart of the problem. But such is the intellectual incoherence of government by media, where the message is the policy. There is no vision or principle: if it doesn’t play on the TV chat shows, it gets ditched.

			But if the test is what works right now, nothing works in the long term. By trying to please everyone, you end up pleasing nobody. You get lost in trivial posturing – abolishing the Lord Chancellor, banning foxhunting. But it achieves nothing: we still have a Lord Chancellor and foxhunting is still going strong.

			The dodgy dossier

			Iraq is a classic example. An invasion was on the cards in April 2002, when Tony Blair visited George Bush in Texas, and took legal opinion on whether a war was justified. It was not clear whether Saddam Hussein really possessed weapons of mass destruction, but by July 2002, Downing Street considered war inevitable.

			So the intelligence facts had to be distorted to fit the policy. A small clique took all the decisions – Number 10 liaised directly with the White House; the Foreign Office and the ambassadors were frozen out. Gordon Brown too.

			To justify war to the media, Downing Street concocted the famous ‘dossiers’ of September 2002 and February 2003, outlining the supposed threat. Some parts came from intelligence sources; but much of the second was recycled from Jane’s Intelligence Review and a graduate thesis based on decade-old reports, complete with the same spelling mistakes. They were published in the normal way, by leaks to a Sunday newspaper.

			On Radio 4 the journalist Andrew Gilligan said that Downing Street had ordered the September dossier to be ‘sexed up’. Alistair Campbell dismissed it as fantasy, before launching a massive mole hunt to find the source of this disclosure. The net closed in on senior civil servant David Kelly, who committed suicide under the strain. Only then did anyone bother to involve the head of the civil service, Cabinet Secretary Andrew Turnbull. It showed that this affair was all about party politics, not national policy.

			Nobody can check the truth of Campbell’s claim that the September dossier was not ‘sexed up’ for the media, because the decisions were made on the sofa, without minutes. An inquiry decided Downing Street was not to blame, and BBC executives were fired. But most commentators thought it all a whitewash.

			Our rotten political state

			The dodgy dossier affair shows just how far government, and the institutions of the state, have been corrupted to serve purely party interests. The Cabinet, Parliament, the civil service, even the monarchy have been pushed aside by a small, poorly informed, unelected clique that puts presentation above principle.

			Because they indentify the state’s interests as their own, this ruling clique feels perfectly entitled to change the constitution, override the rule of law, and extinguish both liberties and even lives to achieve their purposes. They have no clear process for taking decisions, leaving nobody accountable for what is decided. They try to control and command from the centre a government that they have made too big to control and command at all.
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