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To my father, John, who never knew

























PREFACE





This is not a book anyone could ever have wanted to write.


At its centre is the death of a good man. Dr David Kelly. A wise, gentle, brave man, universally respected and honoured by his country for his loyalty and dedication.


A man who made the mistake of telling the truth to journalists about a government that had become better at creating the truth than recognising it.


This book is about that and the lengths to which New Labour was prepared to go to ‘create the truth’. It’s about Lord Hutton’s failure to recognise that for what it was, how he failed justice and failed us all.


And how, unforgivably, he failed Dr Kelly. 
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CHAPTER ONE


LORD HUTTON REPORTS







I consider that the editorial system which the BBC permitted was defective in that Mr Gilligan was allowed to broadcast his report at 6.07 a.m. without editors having seen a script of what he was going to say and having considered whether it should be approved.


Lord Hutton, 28 January 2004





It was lunchtime one day in late January and Lord Hutton was about to speak. Live on TV. Giving the conclusions of his inquiry ‘Into the Circumstances Surrounding the Death of Dr David Kelly’. His judgment on the biggest row ever between Downing Street and the BBC. The row over the government’s September 2002 dossier, Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction. The row that had ended with the death of a good man.


I was anxious. It was a shapeless anxiety that came from the schoolboy in me. The boy in a school cap always willing to please. Who’d always had to get everything right. Who hated criticism.


I expected Lord Hutton would criticise me. I was the editor who’d set in train the events that had ended with Dr Kelly’s death on the edge of an Oxfordshire wood. I’d made the decision to put Andrew Gilligan on air on the Today programme on 29 May 2003. I’d given him the OK to report Dr Kelly’s allegations that the September dossier had been ‘transformed … at Downing Street’s behest’. I’d checked his notes and script. If I’d said ‘no’ instead of ‘yes’ at any stage, none of this would have happened. The row with Downing Street wouldn’t have happened, not over this, anyway. And a man wouldn’t have died.


I’d been at the centre of it all yet Lord Hutton hadn’t called me to give evidence. He hadn’t heard why I’d made any of those decisions. The BBC hadn’t put me in the witness box either and much of what had been said in evidence was factually wrong, assumption or guesswork. Witnesses had pored over documents I’d written, speculating on what they meant. Yet Lord Hutton never asked me directly.


Our journalism hadn’t come out of it well. Andrew Gilligan in his evidence had admitted mistakes in one of his broadcasts – an early morning interview, or ‘two-way’, with Today presenter John Humphrys. The infamous 6.07 two-way. Some of those mistakes he’d already acknowledged, to the BBC internal team. Others, though, came as a surprise to me and to my bosses, especially the BBC Director General, Greg Dyke. They were mistakes he’d never conceded during the row with Downing Street. But the BBC had gone further and ‘admitted’ to Hutton mistakes and errors that no one had made, all of which made our journalism look shoddy.


So, yes, there was going to be criticism and I didn’t imagine it would be comfortable.




•••





I’d decided to watch Lord Hutton’s televised statement in the glass box that passed for my office. It was one of a ‘suite’ of similarly sized glass boxes set against an outside wall of the news factory where Today, World at One, PM, Broadcasting House and The World Tonight are made. I rarely worked there, using it mostly for editorial conferences. I preferred to be out on the main newsdesk. I’d always worked that way. It’s quiet inside the glass box. But it’s no place to hide. It’s just another stage where, as Today editor, you play out your life in plain sight. 


Lord Hutton’s report would be our main story tomorrow. Yet again. The row with Downing Street, or more precisely with Alastair Campbell, had never dropped far down our or anyone else’s news agenda. There’d be an orgy of opinion and comment in the hours after Hutton published his conclusions. I needed to focus to think of any angles there’d be left for the morning.


There was a small TV screen on the desk beside my computer. Like something in a school physics lab. It was already on. I think it was always on. Tuned to BBC News 24, as the News Channel was called then. A reporter was standing in a street somewhere outside a building he couldn’t get into, delivering vacant speculation moments ahead of the real thing.


In spite of the schoolboy anxiety over the certainty of criticism, I didn’t really know the form that criticism would take. There’d been a clue with an apparent leak on the front page of that morning’s Sun, but there was no way of knowing whether it was accurate and many reasons to think it wasn’t.


The paper’s political editor, Trevor Kavanagh, had splashed an exclusive ‘HUTTON REPORT LEAKED’. He had four gobbets: ‘Blair cleared of using sneaky ploy to name Dr Kelly’; ‘Hoon off the hook … but mild rap for MoD’; ‘Kelly WRONG to meet BBC … and felt in disgrace’; ‘BBC “at fault”… Gilligan’s story was “unfounded”’.


The first two seemed highly unlikely. The evidence was clear: a government press office had confirmed to journalists that Dr Kelly had spoken to Gilligan, allowing the inference that he was the source. Alastair Campbell was convinced that if it were known that he was Gilligan’s source, it would ‘fuck’ him, as he’d put it in his diary.† There was no doubt that Dr Kelly had felt ‘in disgrace’, or something like that. But it was hard to see how Gilligan’s story was ‘unfounded’. He’d made a dog’s breakfast of that 6.07 two-way, but not the other broadcasts he’d done that day. And the story he’d offered, the story he’d intended to broadcast, was very well founded.


Kavanagh had appeared on the programme that morning. And of course he’d refused to say where he’d got his ‘leak’ from. But he did insist it was someone who ‘had nothing to gain financially or politically, no axe to grind, no vested interest’. And he denied outright it was Downing Street or Alastair Campbell.


A week earlier, exactly seven days before Hutton finally delivered his report, I was in Davos at the World Economic Forum. That five-day party in the snow for the world’s most powerful 2,000 people. I was never sure why I was invited. There, in a quiet corner of the Arabella Sheraton, the BBC’s Head of News, Richard Sambrook, and I had shared our anxieties and expectations. Richard had been one of the main players throughout the row with Campbell.


We both wondered whether Hutton had understood the difference between journalism and the world he knew, the law. Whether he’d understood how newsrooms worked, how political offices like Downing Street worked. Sambrook was sure he’d share out the pain. He would hurt us, that was certain. He couldn’t ignore the string of mistakes we’d admitted. But he had to have realised that Dr Kelly had been acting in the public interest when he’d blown the whistle on the dossier. That the concerns he’d shared with a number of journalists were genuine, his allegations well founded. And surely he’d understood we had a duty to report them and to defend the BBC’s independence when Campbell challenged us. He’d heard the concerns of Dr Kelly’s former friends and colleagues, intelligence analysts who’d worked on the information that went into the dossier. He’d even heard Dr Kelly voice those concerns himself in a taped conversation with a reporter. He couldn’t ignore that. 


Government witnesses had been minimalist. Evasive, even. Yet we’d all seen the Downing Street emails urging stronger and stronger language in the dossier. So strong, eventually, that some of the experts thought the intelligence couldn’t support it. We’d all seen the emails that had changed the language and the meaning after intelligence chiefs had signed it off. There couldn’t be any doubt it had been ‘sexed up … at the behest of Downing Street’.


There could be no doubt either, we thought, that Alastair Campbell and the MoD had played a cynical game to reveal Dr Kelly as Gilligan’s source. A game that, according to the UK’s leading expert on suicides, had driven Dr Kelly over the edge through ‘dismay at being exposed’ and ‘publicly disgraced’.


I thought it was unlikely that Hutton could stray too far from the conclusions of the MPs on the Foreign Affairs Select Committee. They’d also gone over the September dossier. They’d questioned Gilligan, Campbell and Dr Kelly. They’d looked closely at the so-called ‘45-minute claim’, the claim in the dossier that Saddam’s WMD could be deployed within 45 minutes of an order to do so. Dr Kelly had told Gilligan that the claim was single sourced and that the experts in intelligence thought it didn’t refer to WMD at all. Some thought it was wrong and had said so. Yet it had been included in the dossier as if it were an unqualified fact. The ‘classic’ example, according to Dr Kelly, of the dossier’s ‘transformation’ at Downing Street’s hands.


The MPs had concluded that ‘the 45-minute claim did not warrant the prominence given to it in the dossier, because it was based on intelligence from a single, uncorroborated source’. And that the language in the dossier was ‘in places more assertive than that traditionally used in intelligence documents’ and ‘contained undue emphases for a document of its kind’. Parliamentary language for ‘the dossier had been sexed up’.


While Richard Sambrook and I were sharing these thoughts deep in the Swiss Alps, back in the UK, BBC1’s Panorama was doing a much more critical job for an audience of millions. The programme, called A Fight to the Death, was written and presented by the BBC’s toughest and most independent minded investigative reporter, John Ware, best known for his fearless and relentless pursuit of the Omagh bombers. ‘Only the BBC could submit itself to this kind of public self-loathing’, one paper said when it reviewed the programme. That’s true. Only at the BBC could one of its star reporters, the kind of figure many people trusted more than the corporation itself, give his bosses a good kicking and be praised for it.


Ware had interviewed both Sambrook and me for his programme. But in true BBC style, no one outside the Panorama team – indeed, no one outside the edit suite where it was being put together – was allowed to know what was in the final cut. Or the final script. Especially not Sambrook and me. And, even more especially, not Greg Dyke.


Out in Switzerland, I knew I wouldn’t be able to watch the programme live. So I’d asked Ware to email me his script. He did so. But only after the programme had gone out. His judgements were tough. He concluded that Dr Kelly had shared with Gilligan real concerns inside the intelligence community about the government’s September 2002 dossier. The dossier, according to those concerns, had included dodgy intelligence stripped of its essential qualifications in order to make the case for war. The 45-minute claim, for example. He charted, too, the game of ‘Russian roulette’ that No. 10 and the MoD devised and put into play to ‘out’ Dr Kelly.


But, Ware reported, Gilligan had screwed up. In that early morning two-way, he’d attributed to his source, Dr Kelly, inferences that were his own. Dr Kelly hadn’t told Gilligan that the government ‘probably knew’ the 45-minute claim ‘was wrong … before it decided to put it in’. That was Gilligan’s inference. He’d screwed up, too, during the subsequent row with Downing Street when he’d revealed Dr Kelly as another journalist’s source. That had happened in an email to an MP. 


Ware was tough on me, Sambrook and Dyke, too. We’d all defended Gilligan based on his personal assurances, he argued, while knowing that his language could be loose and inaccurate and his methods less than perfect.


Now, though, the speculation was over. Lord Hutton was about to start speaking. I took an A4 pad and drew a line down the middle making two columns. One side, conclusions that went for us; the other, those that went against us. Within minutes it was clear I would need only the one column.


After the ritual openings, Hutton got to the meat of it. The question at the centre of the whole affair was this: was the intelligence ‘of sufficient strength and reliability’, as Hutton put it, to justify the government’s assessments and language in its dossier? Dr Kelly’s allegation was that some in the intelligence community thought it was not.


Lord Hutton reminded us that there had been ‘controversy and debate … because of the failure, up to the time of writing this report, to find weapons of mass destruction in Iraq’. That failure suggested the allegations Gilligan had reported were well founded. But Hutton summarily closed the argument down: ‘a question of such wide import, which would involve the consideration of a wide range of evidence, is not one which falls within my terms of reference.’


I looked up from the TV screen. Through the glass walls I could see the Today team. Some were bemused and shaking their heads. Over on the far side, sitting away from the rest on an empty bank of desks, John Humphrys grimaced. He wasn’t normally in the office at this time of day. But I’d called him in to watch the statement and join in the editorial conference afterwards.


Hutton moved on and was speaking now about ‘the major controversy which arose following Mr Andrew Gilligan’s broadcasts on the BBC Today programme on 29 May 2003 and which closely involved Dr Kelly’. At the centre of that, the 45-minute claim. Some of those at the sharp end of intelligence had made it clear they thought the intelligence was wrong. Dr Kelly himself couldn’t think of any munitions system in Iraq that it could apply to. The analysts thought it shouldn’t have been in the dossier at all, but if it had to be, it should have been heavily qualified.


Hutton swept the question aside. ‘The issue whether, if approved by the Joint Intelligence Committee and believed by the Government to be reliable, the intelligence contained in the dossier was nevertheless unreliable, is a separate issue which I consider does not fall within my terms of reference.’ I wasn’t sure I’d understood. But it seemed to be a swerve around yet another important question. This had never been about intelligence that turned out to be unreliable after the event. It was about intelligence some experts had told their bosses was unreliable before it went into the dossier. It hardly mattered. He’d decided that the question of whether anyone ‘probably knew it was wrong before they decided to put it in’ was out of his remit. So was another question: whether the 45 minutes claim applied to weapons of mass destruction or merely to battlefield weapons. ‘A consideration of this distinction does not fall within my terms of reference…’


There was a pattern. Lord Hutton hadn’t considered any shortcomings in the intelligence. And yet it was the way Dr Kelly understood those shortcomings to have been overlooked or overridden that had, apparently, motivated him to speak to journalists. They were at the centre of ‘the circumstances surrounding the death of Dr David Kelly’.†


Nor did it end there. The BBC had insisted at Lord Hutton’s inquiry that Gilligan had been reporting the allegations of a credible source. He wasn’t making the allegations himself. That line of argument was based on a relatively new development in media law, the so-called ‘Reynolds Defence’. Crudely, that meant careful and responsible reporting on a matter of urgent public interest was protected by law even if the facts reported in good faith turned out to be untrue.


Hutton had no time for it. Gilligan had, he said, made ‘very grave allegations in relation to a subject of great importance … false accusations of fact impugning the integrity of others … should not be made…’ That wasn’t quite right. Then this: ‘I consider that the editorial system which the BBC permitted was defective in that Mr Gilligan was allowed to broadcast his report at 6.07 a.m. without editors having seen a script of what he was going to say and having considered whether it should be approved.’


That wasn’t true. I had considered what he intended to say and had approved it but Gilligan hadn’t followed the script. Because Lord Hutton hadn’t called me to give evidence, he didn’t know that. He’d taken absence of evidence as evidence of absence. It stung and I found it hard to listen to the rest of what he had to say.


Once he’d finished, the TV screens screwed to the Today newsroom walls filled with a predictable crowd. Friends and enemies. Reporters and pundits who’d been following the inquiry. Some were already dismissing it as a whitewash.


I came out of the glass box. People stood up. No one spoke. A courier arrived with a pile of hard copies of Hutton’s report. I signalled him to drop them on the Today newsdesk. Still no one spoke. Someone came over and picked up one of the copies. Others followed. Looking stunned. Hurt. Depressed. All energy gone. Someone broke the silence. ‘What was that all about?’ and ‘Was that as bad as it sounded?’ It was as bad as it sounded.


I called a listless huddle but almost straight away the TV screens flicked over to the chamber of the House of Commons. The Prime Minister was about to make his statement to MPs. The chamber was full. The team went back to their seats to watch. I leant against the pillar at one end of the newsdesk.


Blair’s delivery was quiet. Businesslike. More in sorrow than in anger, he listed the ten points where Hutton’s findings could not have been more favourable. He quoted Hutton’s misreading of the law: ‘false accusations of fact impugning the integrity of others … should not be made’. And added: ‘Let those who made them now withdraw them.’ He didn’t call for heads to roll. He didn’t have to. He didn’t even have to rely on his own MPs on the benches behind him.


Robert Jackson, a Tory and Dr Kelly’s constituency MP: ‘the BBC has admitted that Mr Gilligan’s broadcast was wrong … and Lord Hutton has concluded that the BBC did not exercise proper editorial control … if Mr Gilligan had not felt encouraged to make the gravest allegations as a matter of routine, my constituent Dr Kelly would still be alive today.’ None of that was true, but that didn’t seem to matter much now.


Another Tory, Sir Patrick Cormack, wanted scalps too: ‘those who have charge of our public service broadcasting should really consider their position.’ As did the charmlessly eccentric Labour veteran, Gerald Kaufman: ‘the BBC broadcast a lie … Richard Sambrook withheld from the Board of Governors information showing it to be a lie … Kevin Marsh and John Humphrys endorsed and built on the lie.’ He wanted ‘these people … cleared out and a new regime appointed’.


And so it went on. I’d had enough and called another huddle. Interrupted again, this time by Alastair Campbell. No longer on the Downing Street payroll, he’d had to find somewhere to make whatever statement he felt fit. He could have settled for putting out a short written statement via the Press Association. Bizarrely, he didn’t. Instead, with that failure of self-awareness to which spin doctors are prone, he chose the most operatically inappropriate backdrop possible. The foot of the ornate staircase in what was then the HQ of the Foreign Press Association on Carlton House Terrace. The heart of London clubland and a former home of William Ewart Gladstone.


There was no orchestra but there was gilt and chandeliers and plush. It was Tosca. He was Scarpia. ‘E avanti a lui tremava tutta Roma’ – ‘before him all Rome used to tremble’ – Tosca sings over Scarpia’s impotent, lifeless corpse. That made me laugh.


He was cool and controlled at first. But it didn’t last. He lashed out at me, at Gilligan, at Sambrook, Dyke and the BBC chairman Gavyn Davies. We’d waged a ‘vicious campaign’ to paint him and Tony Blair as ‘liars’. I think he’d really come to believe that. ‘The Prime Minister told the truth, the government told the truth, I told the truth – the BBC, from the chairman on down, did not.’ In a faux-innocent aside he observed that if Hutton had reported similarly against the government, there would have been ‘several resignations at several levels’. I smiled at that, too. Same old Campbell. It meant he could never be accused of calling for resignations. But everyone knew what it amounted to.


I called the team into the conference room. This time we wouldn’t be interrupted. We had to get on with business. Maybe not as usual, but business nonetheless. Deciding who to invite onto tomorrow’s programme. There was hardly anyone left, though, who hadn’t already spoken.


Outside, a freak electric storm crackled. Snow began to fall. Through the windows that faced onto the outside, I watched sudden sharp gusts of wind chuck the thick, heavy flakes around. Like solid chunks of fog.


I was only half listening to the conference. Producers and editors argued the merits of inviting Campbell, Blair, Scarlett onto the show. Would Hutton talk? Someone asked. What should we do with Gilligan? How could we approach Dr Kelly’s family? I hardly cared. I was watching the snow settle outside. Watching it cover the patches of oil. A crisp bag. A Styrofoam cup. A curl of dog shit. By the time the conference was over, a couple of inches covered everything that was ugly under a spotless white blanket.


We broke. People went back to their desks to make phone calls. I needed to catch up with what had been happening on the other side of London, in Broadcasting House, where the governors were meeting. News had come through that Gavyn Davies had gone. That he hoped his resignation would be the only one. Then, there’d been a rumour that Greg Dyke had gone, too. Then, that he hadn’t gone but would soon. Then, that he was safe. Then, that he’d stormed out of a meeting with the hawks on the Board of Governors. The only real thing anyone had to go on was his statement. That accepted Lord Hutton’s conclusions as far as he had to. ‘At no stage in the last eight months have we accused the Prime Minister of lying and we have said this publicly on several occasions.’ They were wasted words. Hutton had taken us through the looking-glass to a place where truth was falsehood and falsehood truth. Guilt innocence and innocence guilt.


At about half past six, the news factory grew quiet. It does that every day at that time. The other programme teams have done their work for the day and have gone home or to the BBC club. It’s a melancholy time. Just half a dozen Today producers are left, sitting around the newsdesk. Some have been there for eight or ten hours and have another two or three to go before they hand over to the night team. Distant lights go off. The heating powers down to its night-time setting. The canteens wind down until there are only omelettes and chips.


I got a call to go up to the fifth floor – or ‘The Fifth Floor’ – where Richard Sambrook had his suite of offices. He was on his way back from Broadcasting House. When I got up there, there were half a dozen or so news executives, including Mark Damazer, Sambrook’s deputy and the brains behind the BBC’s defences throughout the row and the inquiry. We all stood around. Saying little. I felt awkward. Someone found a carton of orange juice. 


Sambrook arrived. He avoided eye contact with everyone. Sat down in a bundle in the chair behind his desk, his coat still on. Distracted. He hadn’t slept for three days and it showed.


‘I’ll have to resign…’ No one spoke. He was close to tears. ‘I’ll have to resign. How can I stand up and talk about BBC values after all of this…’ He paused. Then somehow found news-chief mode again. Told everyone that they’d done their best. We asked what Dyke was going to do. He said he wasn’t sure. It was all pretty tense. There was ‘stuff’ going on. He said he hoped no one else would have to go.


We mooched around for a while, sipping water and orange juice. But there was little to be said. It was awkward. I left and went back down to the Today newsroom. I was angry. For a decade, I’d seen it as my job to get underneath the ‘truths’ that the New Labour media machine, led by Campbell, had created for the media. It had become personal. Campbell had accused me of bias and obsession to lobby journalists. Once, he’d even tried to torpedo my career.† But he’d never succeeded. He’d never landed even a glancing blow.


Until this.


Back downstairs, I walked over to the day editor’s desk. He asked if I was OK. I snorted. ‘Yeah. I’m OK. But he’s let the fuckers win.’




•••





The next twelve hours were miserable. My mood was uniformly black, not helped by some of the morning press. The Sun said Hutton had ‘exposed the culture of sloppiness, incompetence and arrogance that infects [the BBC] … Mr Dyke and the head of news, Richard Sambrook, cannot be allowed to keep their jobs’. Its stablemate, The Times, cheered Gavyn Davies’s resignation but wanted more. His going was no more than a ‘symbolic act … the BBC is interested in ceremonial and not cultural change’.


But there was support too. The Daily Mail’s judgement that we’d ‘got far more right than wrong’ damned with faint praise. The Independent had really gone for it, though, clearing its front page but for the one word: WHITEWASH. The former BBC chairman Sir Christopher Bland judged Hutton had shown a ‘curious imbalance’. Establishment code for bias. Lord Rees-Mogg dismissed it as ‘quite simply, a bad bit of work’.


With the chairman of governors, Gavyn Davies, gone, the deputy chairman was in charge at the BBC. That was Lord Ryder. As plain Richard Ryder he’d been Tory chief whip under John Major, in charge of party discipline during the Maastricht rebellion, when Eurosceptics and Euroloathers cost Major his parliamentary majority and helped make the Tories unelectable. He’d been appointed for political balance and became the key player in what most outsiders saw as the governors’ overreaction to Hutton.


It just happened that the governors were due to hold a routine monthly meeting on the day that Lord Hutton reported. It might have been a good idea to postpone it, but they didn’t. Instead, they met locked away in Broadcasting House, isolated from reaction in the real world. They even refused to see the barrister who’d been the BBC’s counsel at the Hutton Inquiry, Andrew Caldecott QC. He’d rushed over to their meeting to explain how Lord Hutton had got the law wrong. They left him sitting outside. After several hours he gave up and went back to his chambers.


By all accounts, it seems it was Lord Ryder who decided that Greg Dyke must go. Most of the other governors had no appetite for another sacrifice and it was certain that Dyke would fight. But Ryder had an ally in another governor – Dame Pauline Neville-Jones, a former chairman of the Joint Intelligence Committee. 


I knew Dame Pauline reasonably well in those days. She was brusque. Sharp witted and sharp tongued. And though she’d spent a large chunk of her life in a world defined by mendacity and deception, paradoxically she’d always seemed pretty straight to me. Amongst other things, she’d fed my doubts about the September dossier, a couple of months after its publication, when we chatted at a BBC Christmas party.


Lord Ryder and Dame Pauline gave Dyke an ultimatum. Resign or be sacked. At first, he decided to go. Then decided no. He’d force them to sack him. He slept on it. Then decided he would resign, but would make it clear what he thought. Twenty-four hours after Hutton had reported, Dyke confirmed he’d gone with an email to ‘All Staff’.




The management of the BBC was heavily criticised in the Hutton Report and as the Director General I am responsible for the management. I accept that the BBC made errors of judgement and I’ve sadly come to the conclusion that it will be hard to draw a line under the whole affair while I am still here. We need closure. We need closure to protect the future of the BBC, not for you or me but for the benefit of everyone out there.





The next few hours were an extraordinary kaleidoscope of all that’s best and all that’s worst about the BBC. Minutes after his email landed in our inboxes, Dyke was live on TV in the middle of an extraordinary ruck outside Broadcasting House. Reporters, camera crews, BBC staff, Dyke’s team. And probably a few lunchtime shoppers too, on their way to Oxford Street. The defiance was elating. But if the ruck around Dyke outside Broadcasting House was the BBC’s inner strength on show, what happened next was its opposite.


By now, everyone could see the public mood was starting to run heavily in favour of the BBC and against Hutton, Campbell and the government. A rumour spread that Ryder and the acting Director General, Mark Byford, were about to appear live on TV. What they said next would tell us how the BBC planned to play it from now on.


I switched one of our TV screens from News 24, which was running and re-running pictures of Dyke outside Broadcasting House, to the internal BBC feed that was coming directly from the cameras being set up to carry Ryder’s and Byford’s statements. It was an unfortunate picture. At first, the camera position was too high and too softly focused. The lighting was poor. The image almost monochrome. And as they walked into shot, they seemed flushed, rushed and uncertain.


‘The BBC’, Ryder said, ‘must now move forward in the wake of Lord Hutton’s report, which highlighted serious defects in the Corporation’s processes and procedures … on behalf of the BBC I have no hesitation in apologising unreservedly for our errors and to the individuals whose reputations were affected by them.’


I was not happy. I had to leave the Today newsroom to go for a walk to calm down. On my way out, I passed close by James Cox, The World This Weekend presenter. He looked up from the game of solitaire he was playing on his PC and delivered in a grand and deliberate voice one of his favourite lines: ‘a shiver entered the chamber looking for a spine to run up.’ I’d heard it many times before. It was a well-used political insult. Cox had used it, too, in more scripts and interviews than was reasonable. But it still made me laugh.


Lord Ryder’s apology made Campbell laugh, too: ‘I would like to thank Richard Ryder for the apology that has been delivered by him on behalf of the BBC and for the fact that these allegations have now been withdrawn,’ he told Radio 5 Live. It was typical Campbell. Ryder hadn’t withdrawn a thing but Campbell knew that if he repeated it often enough it would become ‘true’.


That evening, I took my copy of Hutton’s report home and read it cover to cover. I needed to know it thoroughly. The detail was even grimmer than first I’d thought. There were errors of fact, assumptions and speculation, contradictions and omissions.


By the weekend, the press was mostly favourable to us, though almost all of it took Lord Hutton’s conclusions as its ‘factual’ starting point. That was annoying. Acting DG Mark Byford appeared on the Saturday morning edition of Today, repeating his apology and saying the BBC broadcast too many ‘exclusives’. He followed that with an interview on Breakfast with Frost, repeating the apology once again: ‘We wanted to apologise for the errors that we made. If we apologised for them unequivocally I’ll do that today for you as well.’ It rankled.


As well as the apologies, Byford had also announced an internal inquiry intended to ‘learn lessons’ – what became known as ‘The Process’. It was easy to see his thinking. Easy, too, to see it was flawed. He and Ryder had already told the world that they, on behalf of the BBC, accepted Hutton’s conclusions in full. They’d apologised ‘unequivocally’ for any and every ‘error’ and ‘mistake’ that gave rise to those conclusions, though without specifying what they thought they were.


That was the flaw. Hutton had criticised me and my ‘editorial system’ as ‘defective’ but without hearing any evidence from me. ‘The Process’ would have to hear it. And I was confident that, when it had, the BBC would have to say publicly that Hutton was wrong.


They would have to hear, as Hutton hadn’t, how I’d considered Gilligan’s story and how I’d checked it against what else I knew and what my own, very senior, sources were telling me; how I’d assessed his source in line with the BBC guidelines and judged him to be credible, authoritative and reportable; how I’d checked over Gilligan’s ‘notes’, insisted he write a script of what he was intending to say and then checked over that script before he went on air; how I’d offered the government the right of reply and how they’d taken it with a ministerial response that had confirmed one key allegation. 


If people then wanted to criticise me for making the wrong calls, so be it. But it seemed to me that could only be fair if they’d first heard exactly what I’d done and why I’d done it.


To condemn me without a hearing, as Hutton had, seemed a long way from justice.




† In his diary for 4 July 2003, Campbell wrote: ‘G. H. [Geoff Hoon, the Secretary of State for Defence] and I agreed it would fuck Gilligan if that [Dr Kelly] was his source.’ 


† Lord Hutton set out his terms of reference as ‘“urgently to conduct an investigation into the circumstances surrounding the death of Dr Kelly”. In my opinion these terms of reference required me to consider the circumstances preceding and leading up to the death of Dr Kelly insofar as (1) they might have had an effect on his state of mind and influenced his actions preceding and leading up to his death or (2) they might have influenced the actions of others which affected Dr Kelly preceding and leading up to his death.’ 


† See, for example, Alastair Campbell’s diaries, volume 2, pp. 234, 236, 337, 567, 590, 614. 






















CHAPTER TWO


NEW LABOUR AND ‘CREATING THE TRUTH’







ὅταν γὰρ ἡδύς τις λόγοις φρονῶν κακῶς


πείθῃ τὸ πλῆθος, τῇ πόλει κακὸν μέγα.


When one with honeyed words but evil mind persuades the mob, great woes befall the state.


Euripides, Orestes





The roots of the row between Alastair Campbell and the BBC over the September 2002 dossier reach back almost a decade.


From the moment Tony Blair descended on Campbell at his holiday villa in Flassan, Provence in August 1994, and offered him the job of his media chief, a long attritional war with the BBC was inevitable. So was some sort of climactic, terminal clash. In one vital respect, Campbell was unlike any previous Labour media chief, or the media chief of any political party. The others wanted influence. He needed control. And he could never control the BBC. It was a failure that, as he recorded throughout his diaries, frustrated him ’til the end.


Lord Hutton took no account of Alastair Campbell’s track record with the BBC. His ‘form’. No doubt, for a judge, that was the right thing to do. Everyone deserves a fair hearing. But Campbell’s ‘form’ was an important factor in my decision to put Dr Kelly’s allegations on air.


When Andrew Gilligan presented me with his notes and script, I asked myself, amongst other things, ‘is it likely these allegations are true? Was it possible, probable or likely that Campbell had ‘sexed up’ the September 2002 dossier? Perhaps if Campbell and New Labour hadn’t routinely ‘created the truth’ for the whole of the previous decade, just as Gilligan’s source was alleging now, I might have looked at the story differently.


From the summer of 1994, I’d had to struggle every day with the New Labour media machine. It had been energy sapping. But if I’d ever been tempted to give up, Peter Mandelson’s notorious interview with Katharine Viner of The Guardian in August 1997 would have persuaded me otherwise. That was the interview, quoted often, in which he said: ‘If you’re accusing me of getting the truth across about what the Government has decided to do, that I’m putting the very best face or gloss on the Government’s policies, that I’m trying to avoid gaffes or setbacks and that I’m trying to create the truth – if that’s news management, I plead guilty.’


That phrase ‘create the truth’ was chilling, though it did no more than confirm what we’d all come to believe about the New Labour mindset. That they thought ‘truth’ was something for them to ‘create’ and shape. But I didn’t want any politician or party apparatchik ‘creating the truth’ for me or for my millions of listeners. It was wrong and, I believed, bad for our democracy. And I said so. On air. Repeatedly.


Campbell’s response was often, so it seemed to me, over the top. Those closer to him, the journalists in the parliamentary lobby, have described elsewhere his bullying behaviour and contempt for those who fell out of his favour. Tony Blair himself described how Campbell was ‘mercurial’, ‘difficult’, prone to ‘erupt with damaging consequences’ and not conforming to ‘predictable modes of behaviour’.


It’s difficult to convey just how wearying a decade of daily scraps with the New Labour media operation and with Campbell actually were. But the reality was a constant daily effort to get behind their ‘created truth’. Spotting the deceptions and sleights of hand. Repelling the daily barrage of derision and insults. Eventually trusting nothing they said.


That ‘truth creation’ developed and grew in audacity day by day. Eventually, anyone reporting politics in those years had to choose whether to be sucked in or keep their distance. I chose distance and, as I saw it, independence. That meant I didn’t ‘enjoy’ the close-quarter combat that the journalists in the parliamentary lobby had with Campbell. I was never in the lobby and never wanted to be. I like, respect and admire many current and former lobby journalists. They’re some of the cleverest people I know and some of the best journalists we have. But I’ve always had reservations about the institution and have always believed it played an important part in alienating ordinary voters from Westminster politics. It played an important part, too, in enabling Downing Street to ‘create the truth’.


Since I was not a member of that brotherhood, I had no interest in keeping their secrets. And it was usually when I put in front of an audience much wider than Westminster insiders the realities of this ‘truth creation’ that I got most attention from Campbell.


So yes, his form mattered to me.
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I’d been editor of The World at One for a little over a year when Tony Blair hired Alastair Campbell as his media chief. I’d joined WATO, as we called it, as a young producer back in June 1980 and had learnt all that I knew about politics, political interviewing and political reporting in its cramped, nicotine-daubed offices. I’d never wanted to work anywhere else and, but for a year at ITN, never had.


WATO was in good shape when I took over from Roger Mosey when he moved on to Today in spring 1993. I’d been editor of its sister programme, PM, and the two of us had built a strong team full of good people who really knew what they were doing. We were also in the middle of an extraordinary political story that was being worked out in our studios. The Tories were knocking lumps out of each other over the EU. And when they weren’t doing that, they were pocketing envelopes full of cash or taking off their trousers inappropriately. It was the era of ‘The Bastards’ and ‘flapping white coats’. The ‘whipless wonders’, ‘back me or sack me’, ‘sleaze’ and ‘cash for questions’.


It was visceral politics. Real and it mattered. And whatever secret plots and treachery there were in the dark, they were nothing compared to the plots and treachery out there in the open, every day in the TV and radio studios and in the press.


Before I took up the job, though, Mosey landed a problem in my lap. He’d persuaded James Naughtie, who was then WATO’s main presenter, to go with him to Today. That wasn’t great news, though it did force a rethink about how to take WATO to the next stage. There’d been a simplicity, clarity and logic to the format that had served us for many years: big-name presenter (Hardcastle, Day, Naughtie), five or six interviews, each introduced by a short script setting out the facts and introducing the interview. That was fine as far as it went. But it could rarely move beyond adversarial journalism, ‘devil’s advocacy’, confronting any argument or judgement with its opposite. I thought we could do better than that.


Politics were no longer simply adversarial. The country had become a complicated place. More complicated than just opposition and government. Employer and union. Capital and labour. Of course, listeners still liked the verbal combat, especially if their chosen villain was getting a kicking. But more and more of them were writing to me to ask: ‘yes, but what’s the truth?’ Or ‘what does it all mean?’


This was all fine for the medium and long term. The short term brought a more practical problem. I had to find a replacement for Naughtie sharpish. There was no stand-out candidate so I was resigned to pressing on with some kind of serviceable option. What I had no way of knowing was that the ‘serviceable option’ would turn out to be the best possible option. And that it would begin a decade-long relationship with the finest presenter I ever worked with.


Nick Clarke was the regular presenter of the Sunday edition of the programme, The World This Weekend, or TW2 as we called it. When Naughtie had been away, Clarke had been the first choice stand-in for the weekday programme. Behind him, James Cox would fill in on TW2. I knew neither of them well but I did know that Clarke was BBC through and through. He’d been the industry specialist and occasional presenter on Newsnight but had fallen out with TV in general and a new editor on Newsnight in particular. I knew there was nothing flash about him. And that he was unfailingly polite, both on air and, more importantly, to even the most junior researcher.


I knew, too, that he was painfully fastidious, particularly in hotels and restaurants. A trait that drove producers round the bend when they were out on the road with him. He once sent a seafood dish back because it had one fewer prawn than the same dish on an adjoining table. And he was a careful chooser of wine, though sadly the cellars in the kind of restaurants we could afford on BBC expenses rarely met his expectations.


He showed the same fastidiousness in his journalism. He demanded accuracy and needed to understand the fine detail of any story. He was also more interested than was healthy in obscure political stories in faraway places of which we knew little and cared less. My first impression of him was that these two characteristics meant his TW2 interviews could be arcane and underwhelming.


James Cox was a contrast. Though English through and through, he was an expert on Scottish politics and admirer of all things Scottish. He liked to shock, often dropping an incendiary aside into an interview. He once chucked the ‘N’ word into a live on-air discussion about race for no reason other than to startle his guests, the audience and BBC News executives. His scripts were always masterpieces of overwriting. Ironically, I hope. He adored the English language and was almost as much of a pedant as I. He knew his classics, too. His computer screensaver was a quote from The Aeneid: ‘Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit’ – ‘perhaps one day it will be a joy to have remembered even these things.’


When Naughtie departed, there was no reason not to put Clarke full-time into the WATO chair and Cox into the TW2 seat. Both took their chances. Both made the programmes their own. I never had to think about presentation again.


What I didn’t know in the summer of 1993 was that a bug had set up home on one of my heart valves. I started to notice pains in my calves while muscles in my arms and hands randomly stiffened. I started to get short of breath and by the winter, I felt like shit most days and my GP was puzzled.


Then one day in January, I felt in my right leg the most pain I’d ever known. I went into hospital. They kept me in. Told my wife I had lung cancer and arranged for more tests. It wasn’t lung cancer. According to the cardiologist who eventually diagnosed what I really had, it was ‘worse than cancer’. It was endocarditis. A killer. The bugs sit on your heart valve producing poisonous stuff charmingly called ‘vegetation’ that breaks off and, untreated, infects your brain or another major organ.


In my case the ‘vegetation’ had got stuck behind my knee. I needed two operations. One to save – or sacrifice – the leg. The other to take out and replace the heart valve. The surgeons were good and I was lucky. I kept my leg and my heart didn’t give out or spray any more ‘vegetation’ around. Now, a plastic ball in a metal cage clicks noisily in my chest, a constant reminder of the thin line between being and not being.


I was out of things for five months in all. While I was away, a brilliant young journalist called Martin Fewell had to take charge of WATO. Fewell had joined us just a couple of years earlier from BBC Southampton. I’d promoted him quickly on the strength of his intellect and resourcefulness. But also because he had oodles of that indefinable quality, charisma. I’d made him my deputy at WATO and we’d talked, with Nick Clarke, about those new ideas for a different way of doing things. Whatever pace I intended for that became irrelevant. Within just a few weeks, I was in hospital and he was on his own, making real that new, sharper, borderline investigative WATO. He was also plunged into all the other stuff that occupies you as an editor: bedding in presenters, keeping on top of the money, people, complaints.


In those five months, Fewell and Clarke laid all the foundations for WATO’s most successful decade. They were a perfect partnership; Fewell was decisive, quick witted and would spot the tiniest glitch or inconsistency in a political argument. He had a formidable memory, too, and seemed able to remember at will what any politician had said in all his or her previous interviews. Nick Clarke’s great skills were twofold; first, he had a way of bringing real clarity to the most complex political stories, leading listeners carefully through all they needed to know while at the same time chucking out the conventional wisdoms and distractions that always encrusted them. Second, his interviewing was always designed to reveal. He would politely strip obfuscations away, trying to get to a ‘truth’. On paper, it was a simple technique. In reality, it became more and more complex and difficult once New Labour had decided that we, and the rest of the media, were obliged to report only the ‘truths’ it had ‘created’ for us.


When I returned to WATO in June 1994, I wondered whether it was a good idea even to try to do any kind of work again, let alone run a BBC programme. I found it hard to persuade myself that any of the things that drive editors mattered at all – I was glad enough to see the sun come up each morning. So what if it was Jean-Luc Dehaene or Jacques Santer who succeeded Jacques Delors as EU Commission President? Or what Peter Lilley thought of it? And what difference would it make to any of us if it was Gordon Brown or Tony Blair who won their private, mutual eye-gouging contest to succeed John Smith as Labour leader?


Especially since I knew for sure now that some things mattered more than politics and journalism.
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Throughout the 1990s, WATO and Today were the stages on which the Tories played out their tragedy’s complex plots. Europe, ‘Back to Basics’, sleaze, impotence in the Balkans, missed opportunities in Northern Ireland. All combined with their new-found fondness for stabbing each other in the chest.


There were obvious resonances with the Labour Party of the 1980s. Settling scores and fighting sectarian battles were much more important than looking like a government. By the mid-1990s, it was clear to everyone that they’d made themselves unelectable by economic incompetence over the ERM and failing to learn Labour’s lessons of the 1980s. Unity mattered. So did a coherent story.


Blair, Mandelson and Campbell had learnt those lessons. And had set about changing not just the Labour Party but our politics. It wasn’t just the lurch to the right, turning Labour into New Labour, breaking the power of the unions, ditching Clause IV, miming to Kenneth Clarke’s macroeconomic tunes and outflanking Michael Howard’s social conservatism on the right. Nor was it just about a new, iron-fisted leadership that crushed disunity and petty squabbling. Nor professional, effective media management. It was all of those things but more than the simple sum of them.


It began with a superficial calculus. Open debate + real ideological difference x argument = time spent in opposition. The paradox at the heart of open, democratic politics. The less democratic a party became, the more likely it was to spend time in government. The key, they decided, was to hollow out the party. Gather power at the centre; close down real debate; excise ideology; muzzle, disown or undermine anyone who wanted to carry on the argument. And then find a new way to tell the New Labour story, not settling for the traditional way of making that story persuasive. But, as Mandelson so frankly put it in 1997, by ‘creating the truth’.


Blair’s to-do list after he’d been crowned John Smith’s successor at the end of July 1994 was long, but close to the top of it was finding someone who could master the media and especially the Murdoch press. Its hostility, even its contrariness, could still stand between him and Downing Street. He saw how Peter Mandelson had failed at the job for Kinnock, in spite of the reputation he’d created for himself as master of the dark arts. It was easy to see how and why he’d failed. Whatever his talents as a back-room strategist and manipulator, he was a very easy person to dislike. And many in the media disliked him.


I first met him at the 1988 Labour Party conference in Blackpool. I was having breakfast with Charles Clarke, who was then Kinnock’s Chief of Staff. Mandelson joined us and, for some reason, decided that morning to play the aesthete, drawing out his words as if they had a significance and meaning we couldn’t quite catch. Clarke seemed annoyed and impatient. Mandelson was putting his back up just as much as he was mine. But Mandelson himself showed no sign of recognising it.


That lack of self-awareness was his biggest flaw. While he stayed behind the scenes as Kinnock’s stage director, he was effective. It was usually more entertaining to watch Mandelson than Kinnock at a photocall, speech or event. He’d stand behind the forest of cameras, watching the image on the TV screens making covert hand signals. Move a little closer to Glenys. Lift your chin. Look to the right. Calm down.


But the more he moved into the foreground, especially after he became MP for Hartlepool in 1992, the less of an asset he became and the less he seemed to realise it. Though his Labour roots were deep, he hadn’t a single mannerism or turn of phrase that looked or sounded Labour. He invited mockery.


I was guilty of mocking him once after he’d made an election speech about ‘trust’. A speech so pompous it was impossible to listen and keep a straight face. Something about it suggested Kaa’s song in Jungle Book – the s-s-s-s-serpent’s s-s-s-s-s-song that goes-s-s-s-s: ‘Trust in me, just in me … Shut your eyes and trust in me … You can sleep safe and sound … Knowing I am around…’ So the report I broadcast intercut clips of his speech with lines from the song. He phoned me afterwards and failed to see either the joke or the point.


Blair recognised Mandelson’s strategic values. So long as he stayed out of sight. It was Mandelson’s scheming – duplicity others would call it – that clinched the leadership for him. But it wasn’t the kind of help he wanted anyone to see. Hence the sobriquet ‘Bobby’ and the other lengths to which he went to keep Mandelson’s role secret. When Mark Seddon stood down as editor of Tribune, he recalled the occasion when a shadow minister who was supporting Blair’s leadership bid called him and threatened to sue if the magazine revealed what was both the truth and an open secret amongst lobby journalists – that Mandelson was driving Blair’s campaign. A taste of things to come.


I don’t think many of us on the outside could have predicted that Alastair Campbell would have been Blair’s choice. He was a well-enough-known political journalist, though tainted by his connections with Robert Maxwell. He’d been a close friend of and advocate for Neil Kinnock but seemed to have few sympathies for politics as a profession or politicians as a breed. He was a vocal critic of the monarchy, the establishment, any interest he judged vested. And while he was a regular newspaper reviewer on BBC TV, he would call us ‘weak’, ‘privileged’ and ‘full of Tories’.


Campbell’s approach to his old colleagues in the lobby was robust. He seemed to enjoy showing contempt for them and offered access and exclusives to those who behaved, withdrawing favours from those who didn’t. He’d bully or mock those who questioned the ‘created truth’. Blair, even in the early days, was more circumspect. He was more inclined to do deals. The biggest one of all with Murdoch, bringing The Sun onside and, in due course though never explicitly, The Times. And he winced at Campbell’s full-on aggression: ‘We can’t be at war with them all the time,’ he was quoted as saying. ‘We’re going to have to work with these guys again at some point.’ One newspaper editor agreed, calling Campbell ‘the most pointlessly combative person in human history’. But those editors who found favour were guaranteed an inexhaustible supply of ‘Blair’ articles ghost-written by Campbell and former Daily Mirror journalist David Bradshaw.


In opposition, Campbell and Blair found it easy to achieve the control they needed. So easy that it worked as a catalyst in an alchemical reaction that was already underway in New Labour. Blair and those around him realised that political communication was much more than just putting the best gloss on things. The words didn’t have to follow the politics. The words were the politics.


The narrative, the ‘truth’ you created was more important than any reality. It was the reality.
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I think it was Blair’s first full conference speech as leader, at Blackpool in 1994 that really alarmed me. Made me think that here was something different.


All political speeches have an element of fantasy to them. All of them make claims about past, present and future that are carefully chosen, carefully honed and carefully framed. Few, though, in my experience had ever strayed to the outer edge of truth as often as that conference speech. Few had so often stepped over it. 


‘Crime has more than doubled…’ Arguable, but misleading. It had doubled since 1979. But it had been falling since 1992 and fast.


Or, ‘spending is up and growth, over the last fifteen years, is down…’ I couldn’t work out how that could be true. Spending as a proportion of GDP was falling. And the phrase ‘growth over the last fifteen years is down’ doesn’t mean anything, unless it was a claim that the economy was smaller in 1994 than it had been in 1979 which was patently false.


And so on. Maybe I was being hypercritical. Maybe I was in a bad mood and the speech was just standard political hyperbole after all. It didn’t feel like it, though. I couldn’t remember any political speech where there’d been so many claims that were so diffcult to sustain.


Few remember those parts of his speech now because it was the speech in which he ditched what had been the cornerstone of the Labour Party since 1918. Clause IV. Sydney and Beatrice Webb’s legacy to the party that stated its purpose was: ‘To secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange, and the best obtainable system of popular administration and control of each industry or service.’


That, not the flirtation with mendacity, was the big story of the day. Trailed before, spun afterwards, it was audacious. The death of Old Labour, the birth of New. But the words were weasel. In spite of the exhortation ‘let us say what we mean and mean what we say’, Blair didn’t quite manage to say what he meant. ‘It is time we had a clear, up-to-date statement of the objects and objectives of our party. John Prescott and I, as leader and deputy leader of our party, will propose such a statement to the NEC.’ It was impossible to know what he really meant without the background briefing round the back of the stage. That’s where the narrative, the ‘truth’, was being created. Not on the stage, out in the open, in front of his party conference.


But there was a wrinkle. My old friend and BBC political correspondent Nick Jones had been trawling MPs and union leaders, as was his manner. And he’d discovered that the deputy leader, John Prescott, was unenthusiastic about ditching Clause IV. Apparently, he’d been won over only in the final week before the conference. Once Blair’s standing ovation had died down, Jones went live on TV to report that Prescott was ‘only on board a week ago and did advise against it’.


Campbell cornered Jones as he came off air and laid into him. He bawled that Prescott had supported ditching Clause IV ‘every step of the way’. He demanded an instant correction. Jones reported the denial while Campbell himself went on air to dismiss the story as ‘a complete load of nonsense’. Jones was shaken but insisted his original story was true. He went back to his sources to check. Every one of them assured him that what he’d said was correct.


Years later, Prescott himself confirmed it to the political journalist Colin Brown in his biography of the former deputy leader, Fighting Talk.†
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Still, I might have been wrong. It was possible this wasn’t a new departure in our politics.


I thought about it. Fewell, Clarke and I talked about it. But it was New Labour’s draft manifesto, produced in 1996 and called New Labour, New Life for Britain that dispelled any doubts.


This was a Potemkin document for a Potemkin party. It never went near a party conference or anywhere it could be realistically challenged. It went out, instead, to all party members. That sounds democratic but it was, in fact, a mass mailshot with no return coupon. There could be no detailed line-by-line scrutiny. It could be voted down in theory only.


That was just as well. Its passage on the economy, for example, was pure fantasy. By 1996, Britain was emerging pretty rapidly from recession. It wasn’t a golden age but it was undeniably a recovery. And while New Labour, New Life for Britain was entitled to attack the Thatcher/Major record on the economy, it wasn’t entitled to create its own facts. But it did.


It claimed that the UK’s growth had trailed its main competitors; that we’d fallen to eighteenth in the league table of national incomes; that wages had fallen and people were having to ‘work harder to stay still’; and that Tory governments had created fewer new jobs than any similar country.


On WATO we tried and failed to substantiate any of these claims. Reporting the economy was something we did as a matter of routine. None of the claims in the draft manifesto seemed familiar. But we checked. And checked again. And as far as we could find, UK growth was second only to Japan between 1979 and 1996; we were fifth in the league table of national incomes; real wages had, on average, increased almost 20 per cent; and a larger proportion of the UK population was in work than in the three countries at the heart of the EU: Germany, France and Italy. The ‘facts’ in the draft manifesto were misleading. So we said so. It wasn’t the last time I had to put on air allegations that the government had included questionable ‘facts’ to lend a political document a persuasiveness and authority it never had.


As far as Campbell was concerned, there was only one explanation. I was a Tory. We were all Tories. It was nothing to do with trying to get behind the ‘created truth’. But by the time the real manifesto was published, the spurious claims had gone. They’d been subsumed into the meaningless statement that: ‘We have experienced the slowest average growth rate of any similar period since the second world war…’


New Labour ‘truths’ couldn’t afford to be over-complicated. I learnt that about six months before the 1997 election when I had dinner with Blair’s Chief of Staff, Jonathan Powell. We’d failed to keep in touch over the twenty years or so since we’d worked on Isis, the Oxford University magazine, together. I’d been muddling along in the BBC while Powell had built a successful career as a diplomat.


Powell told me the New Labour election strategy would be to focus on four or five very specific pledges. Something on schools, something on law and order, something on the NHS, something on the economy. That turned into the famous ‘Five Election Pledges’, printed on a card and waved repeatedly throughout the campaign.


Brevity wasn’t the only thing about the pledges. They were also light on meaning and ambition. Cutting class sizes for the under sevens; halving the time from arrest to sentencing for young offenders; cutting 100,000 patients off NHS waiting lists; and a windfall tax to take 250,000 under-25-year-olds off the dole via the ‘New Deal’. They made good, if superficial, headlines and were readily achievable.


It was the fifth pledge, on the economy, that brought us into most conflict with the New Labour war room in Millbank, the tower block on the Thames a little along from the Palace of Westminster where the party had its HQ. That pledge read: ‘We will set tough rules for government spending and borrowing and ensure low inflation and strengthen the economy so that interest rates are as low as possible to make all families better off.’


Those ‘tough rules’, of course, were Tory Chancellor Ken Clarke’s. The manifesto could have called them ‘Tory rules’. But it didn’t. There was no mention of the other major change to the way the economy would be managed, either. Subletting interest rates and monetary policy to an ‘independent’ Bank of England. A policy, incidentally, that made a nonsense of the pledge to keep interest rates ‘as low as possible’. If rates were to be in the gift of the Bank, shadow Chancellor Gordon Brown could make no meaningful promise about them. He must have known this was wrong before he decided to put it in the manifesto.


We spent a lot of airtime unpicking the language. Low interest rates didn’t make all families better off, for example. Only those swimming in debt and with no savings. Older people, like WATO’s 2 million listeners, with little debt and living on index-linked pensions and the interest on their savings, would be worse off. And then there was the deception of the Golden Rule, a commitment to balance the books over the economic cycle. An end to tax and spend, an end to boom and bust, Brown boasted. That was nonsense too. In crude terms, an ‘economic cycle’ can be pulled, pushed, squeezed and stretched to be whatever a Chancellor of the Exchequer says it is. Brown’s attack dog, Charlie Whelan, called us ‘illiterate wankers’ when we questioned what the pledge really meant. Years later, Brown was forced to tinker with the start and end of an economic cycle to make his figures add up.


We got daily flak and abuse but my reasoning was straightforward and I wasn’t going to take a step back. If New Labour was to form the next government – and it was certain that they would – people had to know exactly what they were voting for. And exactly how New Labour were trying to shape what it was that they knew.


But the heat over the ‘Five Pledges’ was only part of it.
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When Major called the 1997 election, he left time for a long six-week campaign. Hoping something would turn up. Exiting the ERM, sex and sleaze scandals and the party’s addiction to self-harm over Europe made the Tories unelectable, in spite of the improving economy.


Nevertheless, New Labour fought the campaign as if they could lose. And that, they believed, meant as much aggression as possible towards non-compliant journalists and news organisations. The BBC and especially WATO was never going to be compliant.


They delivered most of that aggression via their rapid rebuttal unit, a team of people in the Millbank war room who monitored every word written and broadcast – especially broadcast – during the campaign. If they heard something that wasn’t consistent with their carefully created narrative of the day, they’d bombard us with ‘corrections’ and ‘rebuttals’.


It was a powerful weapon. Not because it forced us to tell their story uncritically. It never did. As far as I could tell it was counter-productive. Except for this. When they turned it on the BBC, it suffocated programme editors in a bog of BBC bureaucracy.


The New Labour war room knew that every ‘rebuttal’, however unfounded or trivial, triggered an instant investigation that stole our time and sapped our will to live. In Birt’s BBC, the assumption was that any and every complaint was justified until proven otherwise. And even if you could show immediately it was factually wrong, an investigation kicked in. Notes, scripts, evidence would be summoned. Separate teams from the DG’s office, the Head of News’s office and Editorial Policy would scour it all. There were no shortcuts.


Every programme I made during the campaign involved me either in a row before or a ‘rebuttal’ afterwards. Most, more than one of each. But every one was vexatious, designed to make me and other BBC editors reluctant to question and challenge the New Labour ‘truths’. The message was: ‘make your life easier, swallow what we tell you whole.’ Birt never accepted this was the rapid rebuttal unit’s real purpose. But it made a farce of accountability. The only losers were the licence-fee payers who footed the bill and those members of the public whose genuine complaints were swamped by New Labour’s posturing. In any event, not one ‘rebuttal’ fired at me was upheld in the whole campaign.


The staffers in the Millbank war room were committed to the cause. They had to be. Many of them had learnt campaigning in the US, attached to or just watching the Clinton campaign. Politics as marketing. It was their job to keep candidates on message, ration media access to senior party figures, organise the events that wheeled out celebs, monitor the media and fire off those rapid rebuttals.


One of the most effective Millbank warriors was Tim Allan. Blair had hired him as his advisor while he was still shadow Home Secretary, the era of ‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’. Allan’s style and outlook were similar to Blair’s and a contrast with Campbell’s, whose deputy he eventually became. He was not aggressive by nature, rarely lost control and seemed to like journalists, including BBC journalists. He preferred reason to rant. But his role in what was possibly the most arcane election row ever speaks volumes about New Labour’s need to control rather than merely influence the news agenda. It was a row over the date that Parliament was prorogued. To most voters and journalists, it was totally baffling.


The prorogation is the date on which Parliament is dissolved and MPs retire or go back to their constituencies as mere candidates. Normally, it’s a matter of no interest or importance whatsoever to anyone other than the MPs themselves. In 1997, though, Major had a dilemma. What to do with a ‘sleaze’ report that the Parliamentary Commissioner for Standards, Sir Gordon Downey, was writing.


Sir Gordon had been investigating ‘cash for questions’, an affair that had enveloped two former Tory ministers and several backbenchers, since the autumn of 1996 and, by the spring of 1997, his report was thought to be almost ready. The problem was that if Parliament were prorogued, Sir Gordon would have no one to deliver his report to until after the election. And that would look like a cover-up. If prorogation were delayed, if it could be delayed, and the report published, it would finish whatever sliver of hope Major believed he still had of winning.


‘Cash for questions’ had begun in July 1994 when two Sunday Times reporters posed as lobbyists and persuaded two Conservative MPs, Graham Riddick and David Tredinnick, to take money in return for putting down parliamentary questions. And though one of the MPs, Graham Riddick, had immediate second thoughts and sent the cheque back, Parliament suspended both MPs once the Sunday Times story appeared.


Then, in October that year, The Guardian published allegations that two Conservative ministers, Neil Hamilton and Tim Smith, had taken money from the Harrods owner Mohamed Al Fayed, via lobbyist Ian Greer, to ask parliamentary questions on his behalf. Two thousand pounds per question according to the source of The Guardian’s story … who was, as it happened, Mr Al Fayed himself ‘acting in the public interest’.


Tim Smith resigned, admitting he hadn’t made a proper declaration in the register of MPs’ interests. Neil Hamilton also resigned but sued The Guardian, as did the lobbyist, Ian Greer. They both claimed the newspaper couldn’t stand up its story. Shortly before the action was due in court, Al Fayed produced more witnesses and allegations and in the face of those allegations the two men dropped their action.


But it got worse for Major. A Cabinet minister, the Chief Secretary to the Treasury Jonathan Aitken, was also linked to Al Fayed. A parliamentary inquiry cleared him but the following year The Guardian and ITV’s World in Action revealed details of secret and lucrative deals he’d made with Saudi princes. Aitken sued: ‘If it falls to me to start a fight to cut out the cancer of bent and twisted journalism in our country with the simple sword of truth and the trusty shield of British fair play, so be it. I am ready for the fight. The fight against falsehood and those who peddle it. My fight begins today.’


He lost that fight. Perjured himself along the way. And ended up in prison.


For New Labour, it couldn’t have been better. It was sleaze. It was cover-up. Major could do nothing to dispel those impressions. All Blair had to do was stand by, looking ‘purer than pure’ and statesmanlike.


Sir Gordon had warned that he wouldn’t rush writing his report ‘to meet an electoral timetable’. That would be ‘against the interests of natural justice,’ he said. But towards the end of that first week of the campaign, he produced an ‘interim report’ that exonerated fifteen of those he was investigating. While that cleared the air for them, it focused attention on the others, including the two former ministers, Hamilton and Smith. Major aimed a jibe directly at Alastair Campbell and the New Labour media operation: ‘based on what has happened on earlier occasions, parts of the substance of the report might leak in a prejudicial way before the matter is fairly concluded. That would not be in the interests of the House or of natural justice.’


But few now seemed to care much about natural justice. The Guardian, which had exposed Tory sleaze time and again over several years, had been campaigning for full publication. At the end of that first week, it got a great scoop. A partial leak of the unpublished report.


‘SLEAZE: THE EVIDENCE’ the front-page banner read. Inside, verbatim details of what was, in effect, the case for the prosecution against former ministers Neil Hamilton and Tim Smith. ‘Lies, a failed libel case, gifts galore.’ There were columns of it. Thousands of words.


It was a great scoop for The Guardian, but it made me feel uneasy. I couldn’t see how Hamilton and Smith could possibly rebut these findings, but media lynchings always felt wrong to me. And neither Hamilton’s nor Smith’s defence, however weak, was part of the leak. Plus, I suspected that the source was someone on the New Labour campaign team.


The scoop posed tough questions for Major. Had he made Tim Smith a minister knowing he’d already admitted to taking money from Al Fayed? And did Major let Smith continue as a minister after he knew he’d taken yet more money from the Harrods owner? Major wasn’t prepared to come onto the programme to answer. But the deputy Prime Minister, Michael Heseltine, was.


About half an hour before air time, Tim Allan called me from the New Labour war room offering two pages of transcripts of some of the evidence in the Tim Smith case, ‘on lobby terms … to help with the interview’ with Heseltine. I’d no reason to distrust Allan but was permanently on my guard. I said ‘OK’ and a few minutes later, the two pages arrived on the fax machine. I looked over them quickly. At first reading, they seemed to contain material that hadn’t been in The Guardian that morning. New material. A fresh leak.


If that were true, it suggested it was the New Labour campaign team that was leaking this stuff. And that would mean Blair’s ‘purer than pure/more in sorrow than in anger’ façade was exactly that. A façade. And a cynical one at that. I called over to Jon Sopel, the BBC political correspondent who happened to be in the office, preparing to present PM that evening. He’d been at the New Labour campaign press conference that morning. I asked him if he’d read The Guardian stories in any detail. Sort of, he said. So what about this? I asked. And shoved the fax in front of him, telling him where it had come from. That figured, Sopel said. War room staffers had been handing round what he thought were transcripts of The Guardian’s scoop at the morning news conference.


We had to work fast. Comparing the contents of the Allan fax with the thousands of words in The Guardian. We had to be certain it was a fresh leak. That was always going to be difficult. 


Sian Williams, now one of the best-known presenters on TV, was the output editor in charge of the show that day. I told her what was happening. And to carry on making the programme with what she had unless I told her otherwise. Leading on the interview with Heseltine.


Less than ten minutes to go. Jon and I still couldn’t be certain one way or the other. The phone rang. It was Tim Allan again. Was the material any use? Were we going to use it? I gambled. To see what a bit of pressure would do.


Yes, we’ll be using it, I said. But to say you’re the source of the leak. We’re going to accuse you of dirty tricks. And then ask Hezza, live, what he thinks.


Everything depended on his reaction.


‘You’re wrong,’ he said. ‘If you do that you’ll finish me.’ He sounded small. I imagined his lip quivering. But it wasn’t the answer I needed. It told me nothing.


‘I swear to you, you’re wrong. You’ll be making a big mistake. And you’ll finish me.’


I looked across at Jon who was still reading. He shook his head and shrugged. Still no smoking gun.


Williams was on my shoulder. Minutes to go before air. She mouthed: ‘Yes? No?’ Nick Clarke was standing half in the office, half in the studio corridor. If he was going to open the programme, he was going to have to go now.


One last gamble. I pretended to read the headline I was going to use – that New Labour had leaked the cash for questions report.


Sian heard. Gave a big thumbs up to Nick who turned to sprint into the studio. I grabbed her shoulder. Shook my head. Pointed to the phone’s mouthpiece.


‘Look. You’re wrong. There’s nothing new in what I sent you. It’s all in The Guardian already. I just wanted to make sure you’d seen the best bits.’ I looked over to Jon. He shook his head. I ran into the studio. The pips had started. I pressed the key to talk into Nick’s headphones. ‘Go with Heseltine.’ 


Nick gave the thumbs up. ‘The World at One…’ he began. Calm. Unflustered. As if nothing had happened.


Sopel and I never did get to the bottom of it. We spent a couple of hours after WATO going over the fax, comparing it with the Guardian reports. It wasn’t conclusive. And when Sopel asked Robin Cook, on that evening’s PM, whether he knew how the evidence had got into The Guardian and whether he condemned the leak, he played the outrage card.


‘If you’re accusing us of leaking the evidence to The Guardian that’s an outrageous claim and you should withdraw it.’


And there was no one better than Robin Cook at moral outrage.




•••





It had been a rough first week. I’d had to scrap two or three times each day with someone in the New Labour war room. Mostly trivial scraps that came to nothing. But wearing, all the same. And that question still preyed on my mind. Was this something different? It certainly felt like it.


I’d covered four previous election campaigns, three of them as an editor. And, yes, I’d always felt manipulated to some extent. We were all spoon-fed planned events and speeches and photocalls. Our reporters travelled with the leaders at their discretion. There was a lot of chatter on the sidelines, briefings, stories and news lines planted on the quiet. I always tried to go my own way, of course, and got flak from party minders when I did. Mostly, though, Thatcher, Kinnock and Major had been focused on getting a broad image across, fighting bush-fires when they broke out and preventing gaffes. This was different. It was about controlling every detail. Before, during and after. Aggressively. Cynically. If you didn’t swallow the New Labour message uncritically, they would try to undermine you. Play on your uncertainties. Take you out of the game if you persisted. It wasn’t just me. Nick Clarke felt it, too. So did everyone else on the WATO team. At the end of that week, I was genuinely worried. If New Labour was this obsessive and controlling in opposition when the polls said they were cruising to an easy victory, how much more like it would they be in government?


I decided it was even more important now, in this campaign, to tell our millions of listeners just how New Labour went about ‘creating the truth’. How they went about ensuring voters heard nothing other than that ‘truth’. It was our job to turn our back on their news grid – the spreadsheets that set out in fine detail who was to say what, where and when. It was our job to shine a light on what they weren’t saying. Show how ‘truth’ was a negotiable concept to New Labour.


It took me to the brink of resignation.




•••





The holes in Gordon Brown’s spending plans were obvious to anyone who could do simple arithmetic. There was, in that favourite phrase of journalists and politicians, a ‘black hole’. What was less obvious was the way New Labour had embraced Thatcherite privatisation as a way to fill it. ‘We will privatise everything the Tories said they were going to sell off’ wasn’t one of their five pledges. It wasn’t even in the manifesto.


At the beginning of April, Brown was finally forced to put a number on the size of the black hole. In a WATO interview he conceded it was £1.5 billion. But there was nothing to panic about – a third of it would be filled by privatising the National Air Traffic Control Service, NATS. It was no big deal – the Tories had already said they’d sell NATS. And since Brown had pledged to mime for two years to Ken Clarke’s tax and spending plans, they had to go through with the NATS sale or think of something else.


But there was a problem. While Brown and the rest were chucking this particular bit of Old Labour baggage overboard, most party members were still clinging to the handles. 


That Tory plan to sell NATS had been a live issue at the Labour party conference in Blackpool the previous October. Just six months before the election. And when the shadow Transport Secretary Andrew Smith had declared ‘Our air is not for sale’ he’d won the second biggest standing ovation of the week. Unsurprisingly, then, most party activists as well as trade unionists thought that was party policy. NATS wasn’t for sale. As the election campaign began, one of the NATS trade unions wrote to the shadow transport team and got what seemed to be a reassuring reply: privatisation had indeed been ruled out.


Except … that wasn’t quite right. Margaret Beckett, the shadow Trade Secretary had mumbled a U-turn a month earlier.


On 23 February, in an interview for On the Record, she’d said New Labour hadn’t ruled out ‘considering’ privatising NATS. But that’s not what the shadow transport team’s reply to the union said. The leadership blamed a junior researcher in the shadow Transport office for the confusion, not fully realising that shifting the blame in that way underlined the secretive way they’d ditched the old policy and embraced privatisation. At best, it was a botched attempt at a sly evasion. At worst it was deception.


The one person we, and everyone else, wanted to speak to was Andrew Smith. To find out when he’d been told the policy had changed and why it hadn’t been signalled in the manifesto. And what he now thought of that commitment he’d given at the party conference. Getting hold of him was easier said than done. Calls to the New Labour war room got nowhere. ‘He’s out campaigning.’ ‘Where?’ We don’t know.’ No one had seen him, not even in his Oxford constituency. At least, that’s what they told us. Their tactic was to stall. Hang tough. It might take a day or two, but things would move on.


I wasn’t going to let that happen. The fact of the policy change as well as the way it had been done told voters a huge amount about their next Prime Minister and the team around him. I couldn’t just let it go. 


I assigned one of my reporters, Jackie Long, to track Smith down. Each day, we updated the WATO audience on our search for him. The Millbank war room complained. Then tried abuse: ‘You’re up your own arses,’ one staffer told one of my young, female researchers. ‘You’re obsessed with yourselves,’ one told me. I was happy to carry on ’til election day if I needed to. Then one evening, after a few days of fruitless searching, I got a phone call at home from a senior BBC News Executive, Peter Bell. He was troubleshooting for the Head of News, Tony Hall, during the election.


I’d known Bell since we’d worked together on Nationwide. He as a senior producer, me as a trainee. We went separate routes, he into TV news management, me into radio. Then, under one of Birt’s theological reforms, he became in some way I never fully understood one of my many bosses.


He asked what I was planning to do on the following day’s WATO. I said I didn’t know. That was true. I’d opted out of the election planning grid – both New Labour’s and the BBC’s – and had no idea what I’d end up putting in a programme more than twelve hours away. I did know that New Labour were planning to wheel out some business celebs to support the ‘New Deal’. And we’d carry on pursuing Smith. But apart from that, I hadn’t a clue.


Are you planning to do any more on NATS? Bell wanted to know. I said we’d give another update on the search for Smith. We might even find him. That would be good, I said. With a hint of an upward, interrogative inflection.


Maybe you should give it a rest tomorrow, he thought. Maybe not, I thought back.


Why not give the ‘New Deal’ the time it deserves? he thought.


Are you telling me not to have anything in tomorrow’s programme about NATS? Or Smith? Come what may?


I didn’t like this at all. I couldn’t work out where it was coming from. Bell had never called me at home before. It felt very odd. 


If you’re ordering me not to cover the NATS story tomorrow, I said, then you can have my resignation.


Bell went quiet. I’ll call you back, he said. He did call me back, ten minutes later to clear up the misunderstanding. He wasn’t ordering me not to cover NATS or anything else. Just making sure we didn’t take our eye off the main agenda.


So if we get that interview with Smith tomorrow, we lead on it? Of course, he said. We didn’t speak again during the rest of the campaign.


The irony was, we didn’t cover NATS or even the search for Smith the following day. We had a much better story. Brown and New Labour were caught out mis-stating the extent of business support for the ‘New Deal’.


At his morning news conference, Brown presented a list of business celebs who, he said, had endorsed his plan to give a £60 a week tax rebate to employers who gave jobs to youngsters under the ‘New Deal’. Celebrity endorsements were a standard feature of the New Labour campaign. And in theory, little should ever have gone wrong.


But this particular list cried out for a truth check. Some of the names weren’t readily identifiable as New Labour supporters. A group of us worked name by name down the list, calling each and asking whether they’d specifically endorsed Brown’s ‘New Deal’. One producer scored a direct hit with Nick Scheele, who was then chairman and chief executive of Jaguar Cars. When we called him, he told us he was surprised to hear his name was on the list. He hadn’t endorsed the policy at all. Was he prepared to say that on the record, we asked. Yes he was. So Nick Clarke recorded an interview with him and he repeated that he emphatically had not endorsed the £60 a week tax break. ‘We need to focus on the issue [of youth unemployment] and I am comfortable with doing that. But whether this scheme is better than any other I really don’t know.’


It was as clear cut as could be.


About an hour before we went on air, I got a call from the Labour Party press chief David Hill, demanding that we pull the interview. We’d breached BBC guidelines by secretly recording Scheele, he claimed. It was a fairly typical New Labour ‘prebuttal’, as we were starting to call them. Aggressive. Vehement. Categorical. There was no doubt about this. What Hill didn’t know was that the producer editing the interview had kept the section of tape which had Clarke’s pre-interview chat with Scheele on it. Including Clarke saying: ‘Well, we’re now ready to record if you are, Mr Scheele.’ ‘Yes I am,’ he replied. I played it over the phone to Hill. He retreated. Another pointless spat.


The following day, we returned to the NATS story and put together a ‘new listeners start here’ take-out, disentangling who knew what and when. It was a useful thing to do in its own right but, more importantly, it sent the message to the New Labour war room, and to any of my bosses who wanted to know, that I wasn’t going to give up. Then, late that same afternoon, Jackie Long called in. She’d been in Northern Ireland and had somehow found out that Andrew Smith was going to be at an event in Fleetwood, near Blackpool, the following day, 10 April.
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