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         Praise for Coalition by David Laws

         ‘Definitive and forensic … This is an impressive work. A lucid, engaging mix of anecdote and forensic detail, it has a fair claim to become, at least for the foreseeable future, the definitive account of the UK’s first postwar experiment in coalition government.’

         CHRIS MULLIN, THE OBSERVER

         
             

         

         ‘A crisply written chronological look at the ins and outs of policymaking during 2010–15 … Laws is a wry, thoughtful observer … Coalition is a deadpan version of The Thick of It.’

         
      THE TIMES
    

         
             

         

         ‘Packed with remarkable verbatim accounts of the arguments between the men at the top: David Cameron, George Osborne and Nick Clegg.’

         DOMINIC LAWSON, SUNDAY TIMES

         
             

         

         ‘This book makes the politics of coalition come alive. It is well written, with a great deal of humour and a nice eye for detail … This is an important work that goes a long way towards explaining our contemporary political predicament. I cannot recommend it too highly.’

         PETER OBORNE, NEW STATESMAN

         
             

         

         ‘Brilliant … This is the real thing: page after page of first-hand accounts of rows, feuds and cover-ups … If, like me, you think plots and personalities are as important as policies in understanding the way we are governed, this is the book for you.’

         SIMON WALTERS, MAIL ON SUNDAY

         
             

         

         ‘These memoirs are terrific … Everyone should read them.’

         PETER HITCHENS

         
             

         

         ‘David Laws has written what deserves to become the definitive account of the 2010–15 coalition government. It is also a cracking good read: fast-paced, insightful and a must for all those interested in British politics.’

         PADDY ASHDOWN

         
             

         

         ‘There are few – even from within my own party – whose inside story of the 2010–15 coalition I would trust more than David Laws’s.’

         MATTHEW PARRIS
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        ‘Cameron has a classic nose for political survival. He ducks and he weaves. He always believes that he can get himself out of a tight corner. One day, he won’t.’
      

            NICK CLEGG, 23 MARCH 2015

         

         
      
    

      

   


   
      

         
            PREFACE

         

         These diaries are written for those interested in politics, and in particular in the innermost workings of the 2010–15 coalition government. Here are described, for example, the forces and considerations which caused David Cameron to take the biggest gamble of his career, and one of the most important decisions of any postwar British Prime Minister, by announcing a referendum on the UK’s future in the European Union. We are still living with the momentous consequences of that and other key decisions of the coalition era.

         In early 2012, in anticipation of a return to government, I started a diary. This was recorded on an irregular basis until the September 2012 ministerial reshuffle, when I was appointed as both Minister of State for Schools and Minister of State in the Cabinet Office. I joined the Cabinet, and sometimes attended the ‘Quad’ of the most senior members of the government. From then until May 2015, I recorded a daily diary in some detail. This was usually dictated at the very end of the day, at around midnight, or the following day, at around 6 a.m.

         My positions in the Cabinet, on numerous Cabinet committees, as a minister in the Education Department, and in the Cabinet Office at the heart of the government – brokering deals between the coalition parties – meant that I had a rare vantage point from which to help shape and record the work of this Cameron–Clegg government.

         I decided to keep my diaries both for my own reference and in order – in time – to be able to record the political history of what was arguably Britain’s first real coalition government.

         To help ensure that the Liberal Democrat role in the 2010–15 administration was not underplayed, neglected or distorted, I used my diaries and other records to publish an account of this period of government in Coalition, which was published in early 2016. Those who want a historic account of the policy challenges facing the Cameron–Clegg government, with each major issue dealt with in a distinct chapter, will find that volume more easily accessible than these diaries.

         I decided, however, after encouragement from my publisher, Iain Dale, to release this edited selection of key excerpts of my diaries, for two main reasons. Firstly, those interested in the politics and operation of government often find diaries both more readable and more revealing than formal accounts carefully written months or years later. Emotions are more raw when recorded in the heat of the moment, and usually in a state of tiredness at the very beginning or end of each day. And in diaries, the overlapping pressures and challenges of government are reflected more accurately than in later historic accounts, in which particular issues can be carefully dealt with in individual, hermetically sealed, chapters. In government, there are often many balls to be juggled at the same time – which may be why so many are dropped.

         Secondly, my diaries run to a couple of million words, and it was impossible to record or even summarise all of this information in one volume. I was aware that this meant leaving much material out which might be of interest to political obsessives, historians and those interested in the detailed evolution of policy – particularly in areas such as education, where I was intimately involved in most major debates.

         So this volume is for those who are intrigued by politics, who want to understand more about how it works in practice, and in particular for those interested in the inner workings of the coalition government.

         I should add one important qualification about political diaries: what we select to record each day, and what we later decide is of interest to readers as we edit down the extensive text, often tends to be biased in favour of the controversial, the errors and disasters, the disagreements and animosities. That may make for more interesting reading than hearing about all the areas of policy consensus, all the decisions that were taken cooperatively and implemented successfully, and all the policies effectively delivered.

         However, there is a risk that some readers of this diary will conclude that government is only about rows, controversies, backstabbing and disasters. In fact, I am proud of much that the coalition government achieved, and in general of the way in which agreement was secured. Our record in restoring economic confidence, significantly reducing the deficit, reforming our education system, putting in place the foundations of a better system of mental health, legislating for equal marriage, delivering on our responsibilities to the poorest nations on the planet, and seeking to tackle some of our major environmental challenges is one which I think both coalition parties can be justly proud of.

         In telling this story, I have erred on the side of openness in revealing what really went on behind ‘closed doors’, except where issues of national security are involved or where individuals – particularly civil servants – are entitled to anonymity.

         Diaries record a ‘warts and all’ account of those who appear within them, and inevitably there will be individuals who would rather amend or obscure some of the information recorded about them in this book. But most of the ‘major players’ can expect to find in these pages sections which reflect well on their work and motivations, as well as those more critical at other times, and I have sought to be fair to political friend and foe alike. It was my experience that most of the senior members of all three major political parties were people of integrity, whose purpose for being in politics was to serve their country rather than themselves.

         Standing alongside my earlier volume, Coalition, I will let these Coalition Diaries speak for themselves. I will now, however, diverge from this discipline in one respect.

         Since Coalition was published, there has been one major development in UK politics which is difficult to ignore – the June 2016 referendum, in which the public decided by a narrow majority to leave the European Union. This led immediately to the resignation of David Cameron, and indeed the departure from government of many of the Conservative ‘big beasts’ of the coalition era – including George Osborne, Michael Gove and Oliver Letwin.

         In defending his decision to trigger a referendum, Mr Cameron has argued that a public vote on the European Union was not only inevitable but had been delayed by the ‘political elite’ for too long. Arguably, both propositions are accurate. But what I think is revealed, both in these diaries and in Coalition, is the tactical, short-termist and risky way in which the decision over the referendum was taken by David Cameron. This eventually led, entirely predictably in my view, to a referendum taking place after a short and rather superficial ‘renegotiation’, at a time when the UK had little real bargaining power to extract significant concessions from other member states, and with very little time or attention having been committed to a serious process of winning over wavering voters. That is the real indictment of Mr Cameron’s risky and ultimately failed strategy.

         In Coalition, I recorded my thanks to many of those who assisted me over my political career.

         On this occasion I can therefore be a little more concise. I wish particularly to thank Claire Margetts, who had the dubious privilege of transcribing my late-night, lengthy tapes – and who did so without complaint and with complete discretion.

         I would like to thank my private office staff in the Cabinet Office and the Department for Education, who did so much to support my work in government; Wilhelmina Blankson, Lydia Bradley, Philip Cattle, Samuel Cook, Jonathan Crisp, Laura De Silva, Nick Donlevy, Tom Dyer, Becci Fagan, Camilla Frappell, Katie Harrison, Samuel Kelly, Suzanne Kochanowski, Georgina Manley, Natalie Perera, Ursula Ritz and Daniel Sellman.

         I would also like to thank my Yeovil and Westminster office staff of Sue Weeks, Claire Margetts, Sarah Frapple, Sadye McLean, Alec Newton, Theo Whitaker and James Mole. Together, I hope that we delivered a timely and responsive service to many thousands of constituents, even while I was heavily occupied by ministerial work.

         Tim Leunig, Matt Sanders, Chris Paterson and Julian Astle were my education policy advisers, and all four made a major contribution to better government and a more effectively functioning education system.

         My thanks also to those ministers I worked most closely with in government, and who necessarily find themselves at the centre of the narrative of these diaries. I must particularly single out a few: Nick Clegg, whom I greatly admire as a person of integrity and decency, and whose contribution to providing stable and grown-up coalition government was in my view greater than any other individual; Sir Danny Alexander, who ranks as one of the most effective Chief Secretaries of the last fifty years, and whose endless lectures on the importance of fiscal prudence, when all I wanted was a bit more money for education, I now forgive; Sir Oliver Letwin, a thoroughly honourable and unassuming person, whom it was a genuine pleasure to work with; and finally Michael Gove, who occasionally drove me to distraction, but who was also a clever, amusing and loyal friend, and a passionate and radical education reformer.

         Finally, I am grateful to the small but very dedicated team at Biteback Publishing, who do so much to ensure that our political history is recorded and accessible. I must particularly thank Olivia Beattie, my patient and hard-working editor.

         
             

         

         
      David Laws
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         TUESDAY 28 FEBRUARY

         Today I am starting a diary, for the first time in my life.

         Breakfast with one of Cameron’s special advisers at the Cinnamon Club, Westminster. He’s astonishingly disillusioned: ‘I’d expected to find a Prime Minister who was strategic, modernising and focused on the big issues. Instead, Downing Street is utterly dysfunctional and Cameron is obsessed only with tactics, the media, and opportunistic interventions.’

         MONDAY 5 MARCH

         Another pre-Budget meeting today with Nick Clegg. We have decided to push for a huge rise in the personal income tax allowance.

         Two problems: firstly, Osborne has an utterly crazy idea of cutting the top tax rate from 50 per cent to 40 per cent – a bizarre ‘priority’ at a time of austerity. Nick and all his advisers are against – apart from Danny Alexander. Even Cameron seems dubious. But George is making it his price for the allowance. Is it a price worth paying?

         Problem two is that Osborne keeps blocking our ideas for raising revenue from the rich, to fund the allowance. Instead, the Treasury is pushing a whole series of tax increases on ordinary people – particularly increases in various rates of VAT. Nick thinks they have ‘zero political common sense’.

         TUESDAY 6 MARCH

         Lunch with George Parker, the astute and genial political editor of the FT. George asked lots of questions about the 50p rate. Managed to put him off the scent a bit. But this cannot be the ‘white rabbit’ of the Budget either. The problem now is that unless we allow Osborne a small cut in the top rate, he will scale back on the allowance. Nick still very worried by the politics.

         FRIDAY 16 MARCH

         Today my article with Tim Farron about a fairer tax system appeared in The Guardian, to pave the way for a Lib Dem concession over the 50p rate – now to be reduced to 45p. Unfortunately, somebody has also leaked this to The Guardian.

         An urgent morning call from Nick Clegg. Apparently Osborne is incandescent about the Guardian story – ‘Who leaked my bloody Budget?’ etc. Nick says he’s blaming not only the Lib Dems but me personally: ‘I’ve never known Osborne so angry.’

         TUESDAY 20 MARCH

         The eve of the Budget. More leaks! BBC News at Ten reports that the personal allowance will rise to £9,200, up from £8,100. This will be the largest ever increase, delivering on this Lib Dem manifesto priority.

         WEDNESDAY 21 MARCH

         Osborne came to the Commons to deliver what was left of the Budget (not much). It went down well in the House. We Lib Dems had been instructed to wave our order papers violently when the increase in the allowance was mentioned, in order to ‘claim credit’. The Tory whips had given similar instructions to their MPs, so there was a bizarre moment when George announced the rise to £9,205 and all the Lib Dem and Conservative MPs behind him went competitively berserk. Ming Campbell looked rather disapproving.

         THURSDAY 22 MARCH

         The Budget coverage is universally ghastly – the worst I can remember. All the good news had been briefed out beforehand. So, the press have all focused on the surprise news – a freeze in the pensioner tax allowance. The Daily Telegraph leads with: ‘Granny tax hit for five million pensioners’. There is now also a campaign against what’s being dubbed a ‘pasty tax’. For once, it is Cameron and Osborne taking the flak.

         THURSDAY 29 MARCH

         Lunch with George Osborne – at his suggestion. A ‘clear the air’ after he blamed me for the top-rate leak. We met in his extravagantly large Treasury office, overlooking St James’s Park.

         George looks pretty dented, shell-shocked even, by the ghastly public reaction to his Budget. I made clear that I’d not leaked the 50 per cent cut. George claimed it was the right policy economically, but accepts that it might now be impossible to go any further this parliament.

         He is clearly utterly obsessed by political recovery. ‘David Cameron and I have “done” opposition, and we don’t want to have to go back there ever again. Our main priority now is winning the next election.’

         Surprisingly, he asked whether there was an electoral deal that could be done with the Lib Dems in 2015, a sort of ‘coupon election’ – where we stand down in some key Tory/Labour marginals, and where they stand down in some of our seats.

         I said that I thought this was incredibly unlikely, as the Lib Dems would fight the next election as an independent party, and if we had some kind of ‘pact’ with the Conservatives then effectively it would mean that we were no longer a serious force in all of the seats in the country that had Conservative MPs – half the seats in total. George looked rather disappointed.

         He also talked about party funding reform and said that he thought that we ought to devise a package that would ‘stuff the Labour Party and stop the unions diverting funding into our seats and yours … I’d much rather have Ed Miliband on TV every night defending his links with the unions than talking ad infinitum about my 2012 Budget fiasco!’ Has there ever been a more political occupant of No. 11?

         Our meeting lasted an hour and three quarters. George is always interesting, and he has a very shrewd sense of the internal dynamics of other parties and what motivates people. You may not like his politics or his political brutalism, but he’s an engaging, amusing, candid and often self-deprecating individual. A good person to have a private dinner with, provided you bring a very, very long spoon.

         FRIDAY 30 MARCH

         The government seems to be making a complete balls-up of the threatened strike by tanker drivers. Francis Maude, the Cabinet Office Minister, has been going around saying that people should panic-buy petrol in ‘jerry cans’. Certifiable.

         SATURDAY 31 MARCH

         The ‘fuel fiasco’ has taken a nasty twist. Yesterday, a woman suffered 40 per cent burns when petrol ignited as she was pouring it from a jerry can into a jug in her kitchen. Francis Maude, our ‘jerry can man’, faces calls to resign.

         WEDNESDAY 18 APRIL

         Dinner with Nick Clegg at Quirinale restaurant in Westminster. We drove there in Nick’s bomb-proofed Jaguar, with doors so heavy I could barely close mine. His Metropolitan Police protection officers came in and sat at one of the nearby tables. They were hardly inconspicuous – two huge burly men sitting uncomfortably together at a tiny table, as if they were auditioning for the role of Britain’s least likely gay couple!

         Nick has quite an appetite and we went through three courses in rapid order. He raised for the first time whether or not he should fight the next election as party leader. It’s clear that he feels pretty battered and bruised, and also that he wants to do the right thing for the party – ‘I mustn’t outstay my welcome’. I told him that he was more than capable of emerging by the next general election as a leader who was respected for what he’d done in government, even if he is no longer the fresh-faced boy of ‘Cleggmania’.

         Nick is surprisingly disenchanted with Cameron – ‘very bright but incredibly tactical … a traditional shire Conservative, who doesn’t think very hard and who is intellectually flippant … he’s obsessed by the press and cares desperately about what they say about him. He’s in a big panic about Leveson, the Budget, the economy, Europe, Boris Johnson…’

         Nick was more generous about Osborne and even Theresa May: ‘Yes, she’s naturally secretive, unbending and an “Ice Maiden”, but I have grown to like and respect her. When she sees a road block she will try to steer around, rather than crashing right into it.’

         He feels that pressure for an in/out referendum on the EU is going to grow, and that the risk of leaving the EU is getting quite high. Talks of a ‘defining moment’ in the next parliament.

         THURSDAY 17 MAY

         Nick met Cameron last night to discuss a compromise on Lords reform – first elections for, say, 100 new Lords would go ahead in 2015, with a referendum in 2017 before further elections. In exchange, we would vote through the new Commons boundaries and the cut in MP numbers.

         Nick said Cameron’s reaction was ‘too clever by half’. I’m not surprised. I can’t see how we could possibly argue that a referendum should come after the first elections!

         THURSDAY 21 JUNE

         The newspapers suggest that the Tory rebellion on the Lords is over 100 MPs – enough to kill reform.

         In addition, massive coverage of a new and unapproved ‘plan’ by Michael Gove, to abolish GCSEs and go back to O-levels – with less intelligent students taking simple ‘CSE’ exams that would allow them to ‘do things like reading railway timetables’. Unbelievable! It all sounds like a 1950s rewind.

         Nick is in Brazil. I received an angry email from him, describing the Gove stuff as ‘a complete bounce – totally unacceptable’. Ed Llewellyn claims that the Prime Minister ‘knew nothing about it’. Cameron is said to be ‘outraged’.

         Some are speculating that this is Michael preparing for a future Tory leadership fight; others are suggesting a new form of Tory ‘differentiation’. Either way, this will not improve the already bad relations between Michael and Nick.

         THURSDAY 28 JUNE

         Nick announced the House of Lords reform plans yesterday – but the support from the PM was lukewarm. Rumours are that the Tory whips are not being very hard on their MPs. Spoke to Jonny Oates this morning – said I thought that we need to be preparing for the failure of Lords reform. It would be a disaster if we tried to force this through over many months, when all that would happen is a referendum obligation would be inserted and we’d end up losing the referendum if it was held in this parliament or not being able to implement the changes until 2020 if the referendum was held on Election Day 2015.

         I argued that if we lose the programme motion, then Nick is going to have to kill the Commons boundary changes – kicking the whole constitutional reform agenda into the long grass.

         This afternoon I spoke to Lord (Andrew) Feldman, the Tory Party chief executive. He was candid: ‘David has problems with four different groups of Conservative MPs – those who hate Lords reform on principle, those who hate Cameron on principle, modernisers who want a different type of reform, and those who want to “retire” to the Lords via party patronage.’ He feels there are probably eighty to ninety MPs in danger of voting against.

         Andrew said that the problem is that without the boundary changes, the Conservatives’ chances of winning an outright majority in 2015 are ‘pretty limited’. I said that I thought Nick would torpedo boundaries if the programme motion fails.

         On party funding reform, where the cross-party talks trundle on, Andrew said that he’d had discussions with Cameron and Osborne. He said the Conservative Party would lose about £20 million in an election year with a £10,000 donations cap, and would lose about £10 million in a non-election year. He said the response of the PM and George had been ‘rather dismissive’ – they think that our emerging reforms would simply ‘bung additional public money at the Labour Party’, while preventing the Conservatives accessing large donations ‘for ever’.

         MONDAY 2 JULY

         Yesterday’s Sunday Telegraph led with an extraordinary story – that David Cameron is considering calling a referendum in the next parliament on whether the UK should stay in the EU. It’s all being written up as a desperate attempt by Cameron to unite his own party and see off the UKIP threat to his right flank.

         Spoke to Nick. Interestingly, Cameron apparently phoned him up on Saturday afternoon to warn him the story was coming out. He sounded nervous. Nick was staggered when Cameron told him what he was proposing, and warned him that it was very dangerous to think he could successfully exploit/control Euroscepticism. He told Cameron the whole thing made him ‘look weak and pandering to his backbenchers’, and that if we held an EU referendum, other nations would not feel obliged to give the UK an attractive deal in order to bail us out.

         Cameron was apparently pretty feeble and unconvincing and said he felt that he might have to offer a referendum in order to ‘keep the Tory Party controllable’. He also babbled on about how the media had recently misreported some of his utterances as too pro-EU, and he now needed to ‘recalibrate’ things.

         It all sounds highly panicky and ill-thought-out. Of course, Cameron is under a lot of pressure on the economy, Leveson (which apparently is causing blind panic in No. 10), the Lords/boundaries row, and with people like Boris Johnson on manoeuvres. But winning an EU referendum would be a massive challenge and it all feels like a dangerous roll of the dice. As Nick said: ‘Short-term gain for monumental long-term risk.’

         TUESDAY 3 JULY

         Nick told me that yesterday he sent a letter to Cameron warning him that we will torpedo the parliamentary boundary changes if there isn’t a majority for Lords reform when the programme motion is debated on 10 July.

         Nick’s adviser, Julian Astle, has advocated a very simple message to ensure the Tory leadership is clear where we stand – what he calls a ‘Kitty gets it’ strategy. ‘Just tell Cameron: “Here is Kitty. This is essentially the boundary changes. Here is a revolver. If the House of Lords programme motion doesn’t get voted through, then the revolver and Kitty are going to experience a coming together which will not be wholly to Kitty’s advantage.”’ It’s certainly simple.

         WEDNESDAY 4 JULY

         Walked with Nick to Prime Minister’s Questions. He is uncomfortable about us having to vote down the boundary changes. Frankly, he is sometimes too decent a person for politics. I told him we needed to be brutal. It’s all the Tories understand.

         In the afternoon, we were due to meet Maude and Feldman, as well as the Labour representatives, for talks on party funding. When we got to the meeting, neither Maude nor Feldman turned up. I was spitting blood. We are supposed to be in coalition together.

         The fact is that the Conservative Party has made all these undertakings at the last general election and in the coalition agreement on party funding and Lords reform, and it’s now quite clear that they haven’t the slightest intention of implementing any of it. I am determined we will vote down boundaries unless they deliver. They have to understand that if they are going to put their narrow interests first, then that has a price.

         Apparently the Prime Minister and George met this afternoon to consider the ‘Kitty gets it’ letter. Ed Llewellyn has told Julian A that Cameron is ‘furious’ and doesn’t accept the link between Lords and boundaries. His position is going to be that ‘if any Lib Dem minister votes against the boundary reform then they will have to leave the government’. A laughably feeble threat! If Lib Dem ministers were sacked, this would end the coalition – and probably Cameron.

         THURSDAY 5 JULY

         Spoke to Nick this morning – he mentioned that Cameron was now getting very difficult and aggressive with him, acting like the ‘Flashman’ bully he is. ‘The problem with Cameron is that he’s clearly worried about his position, and fears that if he loses the boundary reforms he may lose the next election and cease to be Leader of the Conservative Party.’ His problem, not ours!

         I said to Nick that I’m sure that if the Conservatives were in our shoes they’d behave exactly as we are – except that they would probably be tougher and find an excuse to torpedo boundaries anyway.

         Spoke to Julian Astle. Nick has asked Julian’s views on whether what we are doing is ‘legitimate’ and ‘honourable’. Julian told him that it absolutely was.

         This afternoon I saw Michael Gove for what was supposed to be a thirty-minute meeting. It lasted one and three-quarter hours. We started by discussing ‘middle-tier accountability’ – what sits between the DfE and schools. Michael seemed to be far more positive about my proposals than before, though I wondered whether this was related to his desire to make progress on ‘O-levels’.

         Also present were his special adviser, Dominic Cummings, who has a reputation as somebody with very sharp elbows, and his other adviser, Sam Freedman, who is very bright and decent, and only interested in the serious policy issues.

         Michael is clearly sensitive about the criticism that his plans would result in a two-tier system – with an O-level for bright people and CSEs for everybody else. However, his suggestion to deal with this is a rather bizarre one, since he seems to be suggesting that everybody is going to have to take O-levels in English, maths and science, with the ‘slower’ learners taking their O-levels at age seventeen or eighteen.

         He also argued that even though he was going to make English, maths and science exams much more challenging, exactly the same number of people would pass them. I told him that I thought that this was completely ridiculous. His advisers looked uncomfortable. I said that while we Lib Dems wanted to build stretch into exams, we didn’t want a system that was simply designed around the needs of the top 10 per cent.

         SUNDAY 8 JULY

         Jonny Oates fixed a conference call for 7.30 p.m. I was at Nice Airport, when ‘Switch’* called. Went out into the area outside the restaurant, with panoramic views across Nice and the surrounding countryside – it was all very beautiful, with the sun going down on a perfect day.

         Nick started by saying that he’d been at the Wimbledon final and had bumped into David Cameron, who said that Lords was looking ‘very difficult’ and shrugged his shoulders.

         Nick’s view is that if we lose the vote by a small margin there is a case for bringing another programme motion back in September, but the real issue is what we do if we lose by a big margin. 

         To my frustration, Alistair Carmichael, Danny Alexander and Jo Swinson all said we should fudge things a bit and that it would be terribly difficult if we immediately torpedoed boundary reform.

         I said that I thought that if there was a massive Tory rebellion then this was the best possible time to kill boundaries – as people would see we were doing it in response to the Tories having voted down a part of the coalition agreement. Although the immediate row would be serious, it would actually be better for the coalition to get this out of the way.

         MONDAY 9 JULY

         The normally moderate Nicholas Soames MP, grandson of Winston Churchill, was in the Telegraph saying that he’d only voted against his party twice – and this would be one of the occasions. Ominous.

         Spoke to Richard Reeves this morning. Richard is no longer a Nick adviser but is still close. He said he wasn’t surprised by the wobbling over the Lib Dem position on Lords – ‘this tends to happen before every big decision’. He named the ‘worst wobblers’, who he said then undermine Nick. He said he’d seen the same happen over tuition fees, NHS reform etc.

         Julian said that he’d spoken again to Ed Llewellyn – and the Tories are getting incredibly worked up. Ed said that he sat in the negotiating room and that the boundaries were clearly linked to the AV referendum, so he can’t understand why we’re threatening to torpedo boundaries just because the Tories aren’t going to deliver Lords. This is complete rubbish – the idea that the Conservative Party can simply dump any coalition policy that they don’t like, but assume that we won’t touch boundaries is naïve twaddle. What they don’t like is that we are no longer being walked all over.

         TUESDAY 10 JULY

         Flew down to the Farnborough Air Show with Graham Cole, the superb chairman of AgustaWestland. Met Geoff Hoon, the former Defence Secretary. Geoff seemed incredibly happy and relaxed – until I mentioned that I’d recently been reading the memoirs of Alastair Campbell, including on Iraq. His face dropped: he said that he hadn’t read the diaries and didn’t want to.

         Jonny Oates called, asking me to join a conference call at 11.45 a.m. Nick opened by saying that he’d just spoken to Cameron, who is predicting defeat on the programme motion. Nick clearly spelt out to him that we would then withdraw the Lords Bill and torpedo the boundary reforms.

         Nick said that the PM pleaded for ‘more time’. Nick said that he could anticipate the type of objections Julian Astle and I would have to this, particularly that we might enter the ‘swamp’ of parliamentary debate in which we might be ‘drowned’, for example by MPs insisting on a referendum. But Nick pointed out that it would be very difficult for him not to give Cameron ‘a few more weeks’.

         The whole call was very difficult, because I was on a mobile phone, standing outside, next to the Farnborough runways. Every time somebody was about to say something particularly important, either a helicopter would fly noisily overhead or one of the RAF’s new Eurofighter aircraft would take off. We eventually came to a sensible conclusion: more time, but not much!

         WEDNESDAY 11 JULY

         Le car crash est arrivé! A massive rebellion on Lords reform – with ninety-one Tory MPs voting against and an estimated fifty abstaining.

         Spoke to Andrew Adonis. Andrew claimed that the view in the ‘senior civil service’ is that the coalition isn’t going to last beyond the autumn of 2013. I don’t buy this. It’s not in the interests of Nick or Cameron to go to the country in 2013.

         Spoke again to Richard Reeves. He was commendably robust. He said that the problem that he’s seen in the past is that we’re inclined to take a position, ‘and then give 5 per cent and then another 5 per cent and another 5 per cent and suddenly our position has changed’. We have to resist this. We have to make clear that Lords reform and boundaries are in lock-step.

         This evening spoke to Nick. He’s very pissed off with Cameron: ‘The problem with him is that he got elected as Conservative leader on a superficially modernising agenda, which has never fed down to the roots of the Conservative Party. Cameron doesn’t really know what he stands for, and he’s being found out in government. The Tories are absolutely panicked that because of the weakness of their agenda, they can’t win a general election in 2015 without the boundary changes.’

         Bad coverage for Cameron today – about a row he had with Tory rebel Jesse Norman after the vote yesterday – where he let his well-known temper get the better of him and jabbed Norman in the stomach.

         A useful ‘Coalition 2.0 dinner’ at Paul Marshall’s offices on the Embankment, where pro-coalition Tories and Lib Dems meet for food and talk. We had a very frank discussion about Lords and boundaries. I think both sides now understand where the other is coming from.

         MONDAY 16 JULY

         Julian Astle spoke with Ed Llewellyn on Friday. Ed said that after the Lords car crash, David Cameron had ‘slept on it’ and come down the next morning, having decided more than ever that what he now wanted to do is ‘to make the coalition work – and pull back towards the centre ground’, rather than conceding territory to his right wing.

         Cameron seems to have realised that as one of the architects of the coalition, he’s going to stand or fall by its success. He’s also figured that he cannot buy off his right wing – and even if he won the next election with a modest majority, he’d be totally in hock to them, which would arguably be a lot more unpleasant than being reliant on the Lib Dems!

         THURSDAY 26 JULY

         Yesterday I held the last of our villages advice centres, in Yeovil constituency, in the best and sunniest weather of the year – temperatures touching 30° Celsius.

         We had a particularly pleasant last stop in the beautiful village of Combe St Nicholas. There I met a former Conservative district councillor, who recently contacted us as he was suffering from a terminal illness and needed some drugs, which had been denied to him on the NHS. He’d come to thank us for ‘saving his life’. It was certainly a day on which to celebrate being alive.

         The news on the economic front is considerably gloomier than the weather. The economy shrank in the second quarter of 2012, at a much larger than expected 0.7 per cent – the third successive quarterly decline.

         Lord Oakeshott, the Liberal Democrat peer, has called for the Chancellor to be sacked and replaced by Vince Cable. He even referred to Osborne as the ‘work experience Chancellor’. This is all part of Matthew Oakeshott’s plan to undermine the coalition, undermine Nick Clegg, and get Vince as leader. Matthew started his career in the Labour Party, as an adviser to Roy Jenkins, and it must be very uncomfortable for some of these people to suddenly find themselves in coalition with the Conservatives.

         Later in the day, did a note to Nick Clegg proposing using the profits from quantitative easing to boost investment. We’ve apparently got £20 billion plus sitting in a bank account doing nothing.

         This evening had a meeting with Nick. Sounds as if the reshuffle is going ahead on 2 September, and Nick still wants me to go to the Cabinet Office, with a second job at Education. Leaving the Lib Dem side of the government would be Sarah Teather, Nick Harvey, Paul Burstow and Andrew Stunell.

         On the economy, Nick is planning to write to the Prime Minister with Lib Dem proposals to support growth. We need more proactive monetary policy, and a fiscal easing to be announced for a limited period – this could involve bringing forward the increase in the personal allowance to £10,000; extra capital investment; or capital allowances to incentivise investment.

         By now, we were expecting economic recovery to be in place. But Eurozone chaos and the huge spike in inflation have hammered real incomes and confidence.

         At the end of the meeting there was some joking about Vince Cable. In an FT interview last week, he wouldn’t rule himself out as the next Lib Dem leader, and today he’s refused to rule himself out as the next Chancellor. ‘Tomorrow, he’ll probably refuse to rule himself out as the next Pope,’ Nick said, only half in jest.

         Vince wants to tear up the economic strategy and just borrow to invest. We need to be cleverer about pushing new policies that stand a chance of winning cross-coalition backing.

         FRIDAY 27 JULY

         Today Jeremy Hunt had a near miss when he rather over-enthusiastically rang a hand-held bell to mark the beginning of the Olympic Games. The bell then flew off the handle and over the back of his head and landed on a young lady a few metres away. He was lucky that he didn’t knock her out.

         An impressive opening ceremony, the highlight of which was a film of ‘James Bond’ going to Buckingham Palace and then airlifting the Queen to the Games by helicopter – from which it was made to seem that both the Queen and James Bond were parachuting into the Olympic Stadium! We watched at home and roared with laughter.

         Boris Johnson is getting a lot of coverage. Nick thinks that both Cameron and Osborne are ‘intimidated and frightened that he will one day challenge one or both of them to be PM’. He says they see him as ‘playing by his own political rules’.

         Olly Grender said that she bumped into Cameron yesterday, who was moaning about Lord Oakeshott: ‘The problem with that man is that although he’s a pain in the arse he has a very good way with words and his sound bites really hit the spot! George hates it: “Work experience Chancellor!” Ouch!’

         MONDAY 30 JULY

         Met up for lunch today with Michael Gove at a restaurant called The Providores in Marylebone. Not sure MG is a great fan of Boris, from what he said, but he offered the view that Boris should not be underestimated as a potential future Tory leader or even PM! Quite extraordinary! I always assumed Boris was an amusing, clever buffoon.

         I asked MG whether he would ever stand to be Tory leader/PM. He claimed that he wasn’t suited. He said he didn’t think he could take all the pressures involved, and he also didn’t think that he looked the part. I think Michael was being rather self-effacing. What isn’t entirely clear is whether he’s serious or wants to leave his options open. I’m minded to think the latter. When I said to him that people had never expected John Major to be Prime Minister, I thought he looked rather taken aback by the comparison, probably regarding himself as a few notches above Major. If that’s really his view, could he resist a run at PM one day?

         Michael pressed on me in a rather unsubtle way his hope that the Lib Dems might want to take over the further education portfolio in the reshuffle. I assume he would rather we did FE than schools. FE is less of a priority for MG and it sits half in the Business Department and half in DfE.

         WEDNESDAY 1 AUGUST

         There’s a piece in the Daily Telegraph today about how well Boris Johnson is doing, and how he’s lining himself up to take over from Cameron. I’ve never taken this possibility seriously, but perhaps after yesterday’s lunch with MG I should do. I can’t imagine Boris in charge of a whelk stall, let alone the economy and nuclear weapons!

         FRIDAY 3 AUGUST

         Andrew Feldman called me on the party funding talks. Andrew said that he’d been unable to get Cameron and Osborne to sign off on his proposals, and he said that if the boundary reform went down then it was even less likely that they would be cooperative. He said that George is interested in some sort of funding deal which would just ‘stitch up the unions’. Classic George!

         I talked about the implications of some of party funding reform for UKIP – knowing how sensitive the Conservatives are about UKIP’s threat. Andrew said that he thought that the impact of any deal on UKIP would be trivial: ‘Without some kind of promise by us on an EU referendum, we will be totally hammered by UKIP in 2014 anyway…’ More confirmation that Cameron is now tempted to offer a referendum in order to protect his right flank.

         SUNDAY 5 AUGUST

         Nick phoned to confirm that he will be announcing tomorrow that he’s withdrawing the Lords Bill and Lib Dem support for the enactment of the boundary changes. ‘A deal has been broken by the Tories, so we must amend the terms of the deal and move onto other things, etc…’ Good. We have held the line.

         MONDAY 6 AUGUST

         I wrote to Nick and Danny on the economy. Growth is weak or non-existent. Our borrowing projections will soon be even higher than those left by Alistair Darling in 2010. With growth and borrowing targets being missed, people will say, ‘It’s hurting, but it’s not working.’

         Spelt out that we need to acknowledge clearly that the economic headwinds are much stronger than expected in 2010. The sensible thing to do is to moderate the near-term tightening. Sorting out the government’s finances is rapidly turning into a ten-year project.

         If we are to ease fiscal policy in 2013/14, I think we need some credibilityenhancing policies. The obvious approach is to set out future tax and welfare reforms that will raise money from 2015 onwards.

         I again proposed that we should transfer the net interest earnings from quantitative easing to the Treasury. We could use this £20 billion windfall to fund the easing of fiscal policy, without borrowing more.

         TUESDAY 7 AUGUST

         This evening I met with Andrew Feldman at his club near Marble Arch. Was relieved that Andrew picked up the bill – two glasses of wine and two tomato juices cost £78! Andrew started with his normal spiel about how the Conservatives didn’t accept the connection between Lords reform and boundaries. I just laughed.

         Andrew showed me the quite detailed paper he’d prepared for Cameron and Osborne on party funding. The paper seems to be along the lines that we’d previously discussed of a two-stage deal, with some reform and extra money before 2015, and then with the caps and reforms to union funding coming in from 2017/18.

         Andrew said that the Conservatives’ real problem here is that it just looked like we were ‘bunging money at the Labour Party’, while taking away the Conservative Party’s ability to raise money from rich donors. Andrew said that the Labour Party would then be in ‘a very good place’, in that it would be able to rely on the trade unions and the taxpayer for all its funding. Andrew said that he simply didn’t think he could sell a £10,000 cap to the Prime Minister or the Conservative Party. It would need to be £50,000.

         WEDNESDAY 8 AUGUST

         In the evening I went to the Olympic Games in the main arena. A fantastic experience – and great weather. No British winners, but good to see Usain Bolt – the world’s fastest man – easily win his 200-metre semi-final.

         FRIDAY 10 AUGUST

         Out in France. Beautiful weather. Swapped emails with Nick. He said he was irritated by Gove’s unilateral announcement on lifting the requirement to employ qualified teachers in academies.

         Yesterday evening we went out for dinner. We’d been sitting down around half an hour when a family came in and asked for a table. I glanced round to see the back of Chris Grayling, the Tory Welfare Reform Minister – and not a great friend of the Lib Dems. Fortunately, the restaurant was completely booked up. A very close shave!

         SATURDAY 11 AUGUST

         Nick phoned today, while I was out enjoying the sun. He recounted a relatively unproductive dinner last night with Cameron, Osborne and Danny. On the economy, the Conservatives have agreed to rewrite the second fiscal rule [which requires debt to be declining as a share of the economy] so that we don’t have to tighten again in this parliament, but predictably they’re incredibly defensive about our plan for a £10 billion fiscal boost. They’re not prepared to increase borrowing as they think this will undermine their entire narrative. ‘If we did that, we would be dead,’ said Cameron, gesturing with his hand across his throat.

         They were, however, willing to consider using the profits from quantitative easing to fund a fiscal boost – Osborne said he’d raise this with the Governor of the Bank of England. My fear is that the Treasury and the Bank will be incredibly cautious and we won’t get anywhere.

         On party funding, Nick said that both Cameron and Osborne had said that they’re not prepared to make any further progress. Instead, they want an anti-trade union Bill that would require a higher threshold of turnout before strikes, as well as measures to prevent ‘third-party campaigning’ by the unions etc. Nick said they asked him to support that ‘in exchange for dropping the proposals for regional pay in the public sector’.

         I said that I didn’t think this was a very good trade, and that my strong view is that we should tell the Tories that we won’t support union reform unless party funding reform goes through.

         On education, Cameron is up for giving me a big role in schools policy, but they want Liz Truss to have control of childcare, in order to pursue a ‘deregulatory approach’.

         Nick said he raised two other areas for action, one of which was further education. He said he was rather cheesed off when neither Cameron nor Osborne seemed to have the slightest interest in FE. Nick said they both felt it was an area of not much interest to ‘our people’. He said that he really is ‘pretty cheesed off with Cameron and his rather elitist approach’.

         TUESDAY 28 AUGUST

         My first full day in the constituency after the break in France was marred by a meeting with my stalwart local party activist and friend Pauline Booth. Pauline told me that she’s suffering from terminal cancer. She probably only has a few months to live. Shocking and stunning.

         Pauline has been an incredibly loyal friend in good times and bad over the past thirteen years, and it’s a tragedy that somebody who relishes life so much is going to lose what ought to be another twenty or twenty-five years of living. She has been present in every single set of elections. Campaigning will never seem quite as fun again.

         THURSDAY 30 AUGUST

         Had a text message from Sarah Teather drawing my attention to a Daily Mirror poll that says that she and I are the most popular Lib Dems to be promoted in the reshuffle. Felt uncomfortable as I texted her back, knowing that she’s already scheduled for the chop and I’m replacing her at the Department for Education.

         That egomaniac Matthew Oakeshott has given an interview to the Today programme which basically puts Nick Clegg ‘on notice’ and implies that Vince should take over. What Matthew is saying is probably what Vince is thinking, magnified by 500 per cent. Paddy has written an article for tomorrow’s Guardian, defending Nick.

         FRIDAY 31 AUGUST

         Oh dear! The Guardian has splashed with a story about Paddy Ashdown ‘begging’ party members to be loyal to Nick Clegg. Spoke to Paddy. He said that he’d talked to Nick and knows Nick’s concerns about whether he’s the right person to lead the party into the next general election. It’s a commendable aspect of Nick’s character that he’s thinking only about what’s best for the party.

         Paddy said: ‘My advice to him was to focus on putting in place a convincing forward strategy – you deal with these issues not by saying that you’re going to go on for ever, but by mapping out a path forward so that people want you to go on for ever.’

         Paddy said that he feared that Vince Cable might want to make a move for the leadership shortly, based on his age and current popularity. I said I thought it was far too early, and that the real risk point for Nick was autumn of 2013 – after three and a half tough years in coalition, and before the final run-in to the general election.

         Had lunch with Jeremy Hunt in the National Portrait Gallery. Unfortunately, it turned out that the gallery has about three different restaurants and I went first to the two that Jeremy wasn’t in – so he was looking a little bit lonely and fed up when I turned up fifteen minutes late.

         He’s an extremely nice person, and has obviously had a horrible time over the whole Leveson Inquiry. He’s keen to stay at Culture, but he doesn’t really know what’s going to happen in the reshuffle.

         We then discussed the coalition and Jeremy said that the loss of boundary reform was a huge blow, including to Tory support for coalition: ‘It’s one of the few things that George Osborne mentions when defending the coalition to sceptical Tory MPs.’

         Jeremy said that we need to focus on making the coalition a positive experience for the next two and a half years, and we have to make sure that even if this is only a one-term government, we are proud of what we achieve.

         He asked whether there could be some kind of coalition ticket at the next election, where we each stood down in the other’s constituencies. I said that this would be extremely difficult for the Lib Dems, as effectively it would align us with the Conservative Party. Jeremy said it would also be very difficult for the Conservative Party – but he clearly wants to see the coalition run for a full ten years.

         Jeremy is a Conservative moderniser, though I wouldn’t say he’s in David Cameron’s inner circle. He said that he doesn’t socialise with Cameron and has never been to his home, and he said he was taken by surprise by the extent of the connections between Cameron and News Corp during the Leveson Inquiry.

         Met Olly Grender this afternoon to talk about next week’s reshuffle. There is a ‘care package’ being put in place for the ministers who will be leaving – Andrew Stunell, Nick Harvey, Paul Burstow and Sarah Teather. None of them are expecting the chop.

         SUNDAY 2 SEPTEMBER

         The Sunday Times has dragged up some of the greatest nonentities in the party to ‘prove’ that Nick is suffering a crisis of confidence. Firstly, there is that prime-time lightweight Adrian Sanders MP, who has apparently accused Nick of ‘bumbling’. To be accused of bumbling by Adrian really is something! Then there is a peer called Lord Smith of Clifton. Never heard of him. Spoke to Paddy Ashdown, who’s still in France, writing a book. Paddy said that the only people criticising Nick are ‘madmen and minnows’.

         MONDAY 3 SEPTEMBER

         I have a mixture of excitement and fear over the reshuffle – excitement about taking on such important roles, and fear about going back into the shark-infested waters of government.

         The Sunday Times yesterday had some hints that Sarah Teather is going to be removed, along with Nick Gibb. I feel quite guilty about both. Sarah is a good person and I like Nick Gibb, who’s a low-key but conscientious individual, passionate about schools and obsessive about phonics!

         Reshuffle fever is sweeping Westminster.

         TUESDAY 4 SEPTEMBER

         Reshuffle day has finally arrived. Most of the newspapers confirm that I will be going to the Department for Education as Michael Gove’s deputy as well as having a roving cross-Whitehall brief in the Cabinet Office.

         The Conservative side of the reshuffle is far more extensive than expected. Ken Clarke leaves Justice to take on a rather non-role of Minister without Portfolio.

         Andrew Mitchell leaves DfID to become the new Chief Whip, replacing Patrick McLoughlin. There is a pretty awful decision to move Chris Grayling, the very right-wing Welfare Reform Minister, to become Justice Secretary. Andrew Lansley is demoted from Health to Leader of the House – a pretty big fall.

         Jeremy Hunt is promoted to Health Secretary. This is a huge surprise – to Jeremy as much as to anyone.

         Julian Astle phoned through before noon to say that the reshuffle had encountered a few problems. Apparently David Cameron wanted to move Iain Duncan Smith from the Department for Work and Pensions to Justice, but IDS said no. Cameron blinked and IDS has ended up staying at DWP. Iain is not thought of very highly by Osborne and his team. George basically sees the Department for Work and Pensions as a cash cow that he can milk in order to tackle the deficit, whereas IDS sees policy through the social justice prism. In addition, George views Universal Credit as a massively complex scheme that relies on expensive IT and is bound to go wrong. Iain thinks it can save the world. So clearly Osborne wanted rid of IDS – but I guess Cameron concluded that it was too great a risk.

         David Jones is confirmed as the new Welsh Secretary – frankly I’ve never heard of him, but his surname seems to be a step in the right direction for the Tory Party in Wales! Maria Miller is appointed as the new Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, confirming Cameron’s tendency to put women in the least important jobs in Cabinet. Grant Shapps (think ambitious used-car salesman), the young and rather right-wing Tory MP, is promoted to be the new Tory Party chairman. Apparently No. 10 have invented a new job and title for Baroness Warsi as the ‘Senior’ Minister of State at the Foreign Office, attending the Cabinet!

         Finally got the call to meet Nick Clegg for the photo opportunity to mark my return to government. Olly Grender ordered me to set off on a ludicrous route through Portcullis House, along the river, past the Ministry of Defence building and back onto Whitehall, where we met James McGrory from Nick’s press office. We then strolled down Whitehall to the Cabinet Office, where Nick was waiting with the snappers.

         In the afternoon, I had a telephone call from Switch. Could I find time to speak to the Prime Minister? Cameron was put through about forty-five minutes later. He confirmed my two new roles and said: ‘Education under Michael has been one of the more radical and successful areas in the government and I hope that this work will continue with you there.’ He also said that we now needed to have a period in coalition with the two parties working effectively together, and he hoped that in my Cabinet Office role I’d be able to work to facilitate that.

         At around 4.30, I walked across Parliament Square to the Education Department, where I was met by Chris Wormald, the Permanent Secretary: ‘Congratulations, Minister. After the Secretary of State, you are now the second longest-serving minister in the department.’

         ‘I can’t be,’ I replied, ‘I’ve only been here for ten minutes.’ But it was true.

         Much to my shock, I discovered that not only were Nick Gibb and Sarah Teather leaving, but Tim Loughton, the Parliamentary Under Secretary for Families, had been sacked, and John Hayes, the FE Minister, was moving. In addition, Lord Hill, the other Schools Minister, wants to leave voluntarily.

         The DfE staff were very welcoming, but there was a bit of a sense of shell shock.

         It seems a little bit odd that David Cameron told me earlier that he thought the Department for Education had been one of the best-performing departments – if so, why axe or move 80 per cent of the ministers?

         WEDNESDAY 5 SEPTEMBER

         Today was my first, chaotically busy, day back in government. It started with a visit to Mulberry School in Tower Hamlets, an absolutely brilliant school with a fantastic head and very confident children – one of whom wants to be Prime Minister!

         Later, we held a political meeting in Portcullis House. There is a problem that the political balance of the Cabinet has changed. Cameron has decided to put some ministers, who he was basically demoting, into the Cabinet to keep them quiet – Ken Clarke and Baroness Warsi. Jonny Oates implied that he and Nick were discussing with the Prime Minister whether we should have somebody else in the Cabinet, and he glanced at me.

         Went back to my DfE office and wrote a proposal about the division of ministerial responsibilities. I want to take all funding issues, all accountability issues including Ofsted, pupil premium, teacher issues, teacher pay etc. Michael’s being incredibly helpful, and it looks like I’m going to get another adviser in the department. This will be Tim Leunig, who is a really very brilliant brain. Michael and I are going to get on very well, I hope.

         Later, while I was meeting with Michael, a private secretary came in and told me that I was now being required to attend Cabinet – in ten minutes. A pile of paperwork was shoved into my hands. I leapt into the back of Michael’s car and the two of us drove into Downing Street. I made sure that I was seated on the famous No. 10 door side of the car, so I could hop out quickly and not be seen by the media.

         Unfortunately, Downing Street was absolutely bursting full of journalists, including Adam Boulton from Sky News. I leapt out of the car and made for the door, but before I could get there, Michael said, ‘I do think this is a bit of a coalition moment.’ He stopped me and we turned round while the snappers got the picture they wanted.

         George Osborne opened Cabinet by drawing attention to the ‘very good news’ of an ‘upgrading’ of growth. He then mentioned that the upgrading of growth amounted to the economy contracting at 0.5 per cent in the last quarter, rather than at the original estimate of minus 0.7 per cent. Nick Clegg and I exchanged amused glances.

         I noticed that IDS kept on chipping in loyally and mentioning George Osborne in a helpful way. The Chancellor didn’t even bother to look up – it’s clear that there’s no love lost there.

         Towards the end, Michael Gove gave a sparkling commentary on education reform. He turned a very dull briefing into something that had everybody chuckling enthusiastically. He said that education policy is rather like the Yalta Summit between Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill. He then proceeded to describe how the Stalin bit was the five-year plan, with lots of new academies and free schools, the Roosevelt bit is something to do with the New Deal, and frankly I’ve forgotten what the Churchill bit was about.

         Later in the day I had a meeting with Matt Sanders, our education adviser. Michael Gove has finally capitulated on O-levels/CSEs, and has agreed to reform the existing GCSEs, with a single new qualification with an entirely new name. Progress!

         THURSDAY 6 SEPTEMBER

         My first serious day as minister, and with two departments to work in, it starts pretty early, at 6.30 a.m. My new roles mean that I will be doing everything from brokering major agreements at the very top of government to doing all the rather dull, low-grade duties of a junior minister. I will certainly have a very full diary.

         An unhelpful article in The Times this morning from that newshound and grade-A mischief-maker Sam Coates, claiming that Michael Gove is deeply irritated by having me in his department. This is an odd thing to write when Michael and I are good friends. On the other hand, Michael did try to persuade me to take a role in BIS running FE instead, so maybe he does see my arrival as Nick Clegg putting ‘tanks on his lawn’.

         Later on, I attended a meeting with Michael about introducing a fairer funding formula for schools. Cameron has taken to calling this ‘Michael Gove’s plan to lose me the next general election’.

         FRIDAY 7 SEPTEMBER

         Throughout the day I was fielding endless emails and telephone calls about the GCSE reform paper, which is supposed to go from Michael Gove to the Home Affairs Committee of Cabinet for approval. At the last minute, Michael ended up revising his letter, not with a few tweaks here and there but by putting a red line through about 30 per cent of the text!

         I’m concerned about the slapdash policy-making procedures this highlights – I’ve asked very obvious questions about why we’re only proposing to replace GCSEs in the key academic subjects, after Dom Cummings has gone out to trash the entire GCSE brand. However, in spite of the fact that this is supposed to be launched in just a few days’ time, nobody can tell me what we’re going to do with the remaining GCSE qualifications, or even the name of the new qualification! One assumes that the UK government would have a Rolls-Royce policy operation and that all this stuff would be sorted out well in advance. Sadly not. We are talking about the exams being taken in future by millions of students. We should not be rushing this.

         SUNDAY 9 SEPTEMBER

         Had an email from one of the officials in the No. 10 Policy Unit, saying that a whole series of names had been considered for the replacement GCSE qualification – including ‘World Class Qualifications’, the name that Michael Gove’s people have been using. The chance of a new qualification being called WCQ doesn’t seem high, as it’s rather open to parody.

         A list of possible names that the advisers and officials had brainstormed was circulated. The normally sensible Julian Astle has suggested that GCSE should be replaced with DCSE – but I felt that this was bound to be dubbed as a ‘dumb’ version of the GCSE.

         Other names are: School Certificate, School Diploma, Standard Certificate of Education, Standard Certificate of Secondary Education, General Certificate of Education Standard Level, International Certificate of Education, International Certificate of Secondary Education, Baccalaureate, General Baccalaureate, General Certificate of Skills and Knowledge. I decided that ‘Standard Level’ would be best, as it needs to be something that sounds very solid, British and credible.

         MONDAY 10 SEPTEMBER

         Civil servants showed me my new home in the Cabinet Office – and I had the choice between a rather posh office on the fourth floor or a tiny dingy cupboard on the ground floor, but much closer to Nick Clegg. I chose the smart office, and I noticed that it was already being prepared for me – so I don’t think they had any doubts what I would choose. My private secretary told me later: ‘Ministers always choose plush offices over proximity to power. With civil servants, it’s usually the opposite.’

         We had a very long meeting on exam reform with Michael and with his special advisers – the thoughtful and reasonable Sam Freedman, and Dom Cummings, who was initially vetoed from coming into the government by Andy Coulson, because of his allegedly chaotic and disruptive behaviour. Dom has a fairly fearsome reputation for playing the man, the ball and everything else, and he’s believed to be the person who recently leaked the proposals on O-levels. He tends to sit at the back of meetings, a scruffy and brooding presence, looking generally unimpressed. Dom said he wanted the DfE to control the media announcement: ‘No. 10 always bugger everything up, and they’re absolutely useless. Clueless half-wits. We don’t tell No. 10 anything, as they always make a mess of it and leak it out in a half-baked way.’ Dom says that he wants to have a good run-in to all policy announcements so that they can be announced in a coherent way. That would be a very pleasing contrast to the launch of the housing policy last week, where it was being agreed between the Chief Secretary and the Chancellor at 1 a.m., for a 7 a.m. launch by the Prime Minister and Nick Clegg. But if Dom believes all this, why did he spin out the O-level story with no consultation whatsoever? Double standards?

         TUESDAY 11 SEPTEMBER

         At Cabinet today, we discussed the Olympics. An immense amount of tedious self-congratulation. You would have thought we’d put a man on Mars, rather than organised a few races.

         Everyone was worried about the economy. Everyone, that is, but Ken Clarke.

         Ken was in great form, holding forth in his wonderfully laid-back way. ‘Some of you are getting rather wobbly on growth. I’m not. I’m entirely unsurprised that the economy has gone into a double-dip recession and frankly I’ve been expecting this all along.’ He said that it was clear that the economy was ‘bouncing along the bottom’ and said, ‘We should really be rather grateful for this … bouncing along the bottom is a great achievement, you know.’

         I’m not sure he convinced us all, but he certainly cheered us up. He should be bottled and exported.

         Having been out of government for two years, it’s interesting to see the Cabinet dynamic again. Cameron is business-like, always very eloquent, a good chair of the meetings, and very much on top of the issues. Never wrong-footed. Never any doubt that he’s in charge.

         Nick is very definitely next in the pecking order – a genuine Deputy Prime Minister. He always comes in to speak straight after the PM. He is extremely eloquent and impressive, respected and authoritative. Vince Cable is listened to carefully, though with a sense that he’s the ‘grumpy old man’ of the Cabinet. Michael Gove crackles and sparkles in a way that no other minister manages – he cannot say anything without saying it in an amusing and interesting way, and people always listen to him. Sometimes there’s a risk that his flamboyance and style submerges the serious messages.

         Iain Duncan Smith speaks often, but not usually memorably. Ken Clarke sits there in the centre of the Cabinet, on Nick Clegg’s left, a true representation of coalition values in action. He’s been sitting around this Cabinet table for decades and gives every impression that he’s seen it all before. He’s charged up with common sense, and willing to dispense it in his genial and blunt manner.

         George Osborne comes alive when he’s dealing with the bits about the economy, but goes into deep thought when others are speaking, often giving the impression of not being altogether interested. When Justine Greening was speaking today, I could tell that he was thinking what I was thinking – why does she keep going on about transport issues when she’s now supposed to be the International Development Secretary!

         Theresa May is economical with her interventions, but makes them when necessary, and in an authoritative way.

         But it’s quite clear that this is not remotely a serious decision-making body, and all the big decisions are made outside – in the Quad and in bilaterals between David Cameron and Nick Clegg.

         After Cabinet, I met with the irrepressible Liz Truss, the new Parliamentary Under Secretary for Childcare. Liz is mind-bogglingly ambitious, and has Duracell-like reserves of energy. I will need to keep an eye on her!

         WEDNESDAY 12 SEPTEMBER

         In the evening, there was a Coalition 2.0 dinner at the offices of Marshall Wace at the Adelphi building. These dinners have been very positive and constructive, and they’ve gone on in spite of the ups and downs of coalition relationships.

         Paul Marshall is an excellent host, and there’s always good conversation. This meeting was again well attended by the Conservatives, with Nick Boles – the new Planning Minister – there along with Michael Gove, Matt Hancock, Amber Rudd and Greg Clark.

         On our side, we had Norman Lamb, along with Julian Astle, Tim Leunig, and Jo Swinson. We had an excellent discussion on the mid-term review.

         Matt Hancock said he thought our differentiation strategy had been a ‘disaster’, and that we simply had to work very closely with the Conservatives. Michael Gove accepted that being a small party in coalition is like ‘being in bed with an elephant’, and there’s a real chance of getting crushed. The smaller party is therefore going to try to differentiate more, and this will lead to some tensions.

         THURSDAY 13 SEPTEMBER

         Met Michael Gove, who told me he had thought of a good name for the GCSE replacement: ‘It’s not O-level, is it?’ I joked. He said that he had come up with the idea of the ‘English Baccalaureate Certificate’. I said that I thought it sounded fine, and that Liberal Democrats would like it, as it was both European-sounding and fresh! Michael Gove likes it because ‘Baccalaureate’ sounds high-quality, and he said that it would also allow him to give the impression that when he introduced the English Baccalaureate measure around a year ago he was thinking ahead and planning the whole thing through, in terms of the replacement of GCSEs.

         FRIDAY 14 SEPTEMBER

         There is now a ‘Quad Plus’ away day at Chequers on Monday, and what’s planned is a six-hour meeting on the mid-term review and some other key issues. Apparently the Tories are going to get there on Sunday night, and wanted us to come down too, for dinner. Jonny Oates thought that was risky. Nick eventually vetoed a Lib Dem ‘sleepover’: ‘Uncle Jonny is advising against it. He’s probably right. Our activists would go nuts if they heard about it.’ As a consequence, we are going to turn up at 9 a.m. on Monday. Sensible, but a pity.

         SATURDAY 15 SEPTEMBER

         Busy advice centres in Ilminster and Crewkerne. Then back up to London for Olly Grender’s fiftieth birthday party. Had a telephone call from Henry de Zoete, Michael Gove’s media adviser. He told me that the Mail on Sunday has ‘unfortunately got the entire story about GCSE reform’. Hmmm. Suspicious.

         SUNDAY 16 SEPTEMBER

         At 11 a.m. there was a knock on the door and my first ministerial red box turned up. I was rather hoping not to have to bother with red boxes at the weekends. The Department for Education might have been up for that, but the Cabinet Office certainly isn’t. Firstly, they’re obsessed about security, and they’re not willing to have me wandering around the country carrying secret papers. Secondly, they are strongly of the view that I’m going to have quite a bit of reading to do at weekends.

         This afternoon I read a copy of a letter from the Cabinet Secretary to the Prime Minister and Deputy Prime Minister on proposals for trade union reform. Jeremy Heywood has been asked to do an ‘objective’ analysis of a paper by Danny Alexander and George Osborne, exploring a large number of very politically tricky trade union reform proposals. I thought this was a bit sensitive for a civil servant.

         Sir Jeremy goes through them all carefully, line by line. At the end there is a wonderful ‘civil service’ conclusion: ‘The arguments for and against moving ahead with these reforms immediately are finely poised and could be used to support action … or the status quo.’ Sir Humphrey Appleby would be proud!

         MONDAY 17 SEPTEMBER

         Danny Alexander arrived in his ministerial car at around 7.20 a.m. We headed off to Chequers, while Michael Gove and Nick Clegg went to a school in west London to launch the replacement for the GCSE.

         I expected Chequers to be quite an impressive house, but we entered along a relatively inconspicuous driveway, and then through a gap between some large stone walls and into a gated courtyard. There is a low-key entrance to the house, with a few steps, and then in to a large reception room with sofas and some coffee laid out. Down a corridor, we could hear chortling and muffled voices – the Conservatives, who had arrived the previous night, were having breakfast. There was a newspaper rack, but all the papers had disappeared, with the notable exception of the Daily Mirror and The Independent.

         Eventually, Nick Clegg arrived. We went upstairs and sat down around a large table, which appeared partly modelled on the Cabinet table.

         In the middle, on the far side looking out over the gardens, was the Prime Minister, with Oliver Letwin on his left and Ed Llewellyn on his right. Opposite the Prime Minister was Nick Clegg, and to his right sat George Osborne, with me on George’s right. On Nick Clegg’s left was Danny Alexander.

         We started on the Autumn Statement, and George said that obviously the situation was going to be much tougher because of the growth slow-down. There might be a need for further cuts of £6 billion in 2015/16 and £10 billion in 2016/17.

         To my great surprise, Cameron floated the idea of moving away from real protection of the NHS budget, to a freeze in NHS spending in cash terms. Extraordinary, as this would be both risky and a clear breach of Conservative and coalition pledges. I thought Sir Jeremy Heywood looked a bit sceptical and I said I thought that by 2015/16, after five years of a real-terms freeze in the NHS budget, there was a big risk that moving to a cash freeze might cause the quality of the NHS to deteriorate sharply.

         George then raised the issue of whether we could delay our commitment to achieving the 0.7 per cent GNI target on overseas development assistance. The Prime Minister looked pretty dubious. ‘Is it really worth all the political hassle of being seen to go back on a pledge, particularly if all the charities are really upset and we end up with a great big campaign against?’

         Cameron also made it clear that he’s not interested in reopening discussions about pensioner allowances such as the winter fuel allowance or free TV licences: ‘I made my pledges on that very clear in the election and, as I said before, I’m not going to have one of those “split-screen moments” where the TV people put up what I said in 2010 and how it’s all different now.’

         George raised the possibility of cutting, or delaying the introduction of, Universal Credit. He said that we needed to achieve a lot more in terms of welfare savings, possibly by freezing the value of benefits in cash terms. Nick said he wasn’t very keen on this and I argued that freezing benefit levels was the equivalent of a real cut in the incomes of some of the poorest people. I said I didn’t really see how that was consistent with our coalition pledge to protect those on the lowest incomes from the impact of austerity. Cameron looked displeased. Nick then said: ‘It’s just not acceptable for the next stage of austerity to be delivered on the backs of the poor. There has got to be a tax contribution from those on higher incomes.’

         George Osborne rolled his eyes: ‘Nick, there just aren’t enough Russian oligarchs in London.’

         Nick said that he was thinking of some kind of wealth tax, possibly the mansion tax. Cameron said that he felt that we’d ‘already been round this circuit before’, and that he wasn’t interested or attracted by a mansion tax.

         We’d made precious little progress in filling our Budget ‘black hole’, so we went on to discuss other policy areas.

         Oliver Letwin seems to have invented an utterly bizarre policy, in which people who are self-employed could get tax-incentivised shares in their own businesses, provided they gave up all their own employment rights. It sounded hare-brained in the extreme – a fairly desperate way of the Tories getting somewhere near the ‘Beecroft solution’ of businesses being able to sack without reason or notice. Even David Cameron looked puzzled.

         Cameron then pursued a similar theme by saying he ‘wanted some action to tighten up on the unions’. I said that anything on the unions needs to be tied into party funding reform. They didn’t like that at all. Cameron got rather irritated and said: ‘I don’t understand the connection between trade union reform and party funding, and this is a completely new idea that you are raising.’ He claimed he hadn’t seen any proposals on party funding, which I know to be nonsense because Andrew Feldman told me that he put a note into David Cameron’s weekend box.

         I interrupted to say that Feldman had made clear to me that he was happy to do a deal on party funding, and thought this was sellable to the Conservative Party. I said that we were pretty much prepared to sign up to the Conservative position on party funding reform, including a high cap. They were definitely not expecting this. Cameron flushed red, and said to Nick, ‘Sorry, this is all new stuff as far as I am concerned. I’ve no idea what Andrew has been saying, but I don’t recognise this at all.’

         Cameron explained that he wants the mid-term review to include a right for council house tenants to sell their properties in exchange for no further access to housing benefit. He said that this was the ‘biggest and boldest’ idea he’d heard of for some time, and it would ‘set people free’. A number of people around the table, including me, expressed scepticism about the practicalities. The chief objective seems to be to get rid of social housing – an old Tory obsession. Cameron and Osborne simply identify social housing with ‘dependency’ and voting Labour. I don’t think they’ve remotely thought through the practicalities.

         Cameron also observed, as if it were some great revelation (what planet has he been on?) that his recent contacts with the public had indicated that immigration is a top concern, and he said we had to be able to do more about this. He said he’d visited two factories recently and in one of them, 50 per cent of the employees were European migrants and in the other, 60 per cent were. He said we had to be able to ‘do something’ on this, but Nick pointed out that since most of these people were EU citizens, there wasn’t very much we could do. It’s quite clear that the pledges that the Conservatives made at the last general election on slashing the numbers of immigrants are simply not going to be met.

         Finally, we discussed a package of positive measures on further education, and we made them more attractive to the Conservatives by talking about the ‘abolition’ of unemployment benefit for 18–21-year-olds. Young people would be ‘earning or learning’, rather than being on benefit. As Nick had said the previous night, the Conservatives really aren’t interested in colleges and FE, but they perked up at the thought of benefit cuts. They are very, very predictable.

         Eventually, we stopped for lunch. The conversation then centred on two tricky issues. One was the Leveson Inquiry on press regulation and the other was Europe. On Leveson, it’s clear that the PM isn’t keen to do anything that would upset the press. He said that he’d recently had lunch with James Harding, the editor of The Times, and ‘even The Times, the most reasonable national newspaper, is apparently against any type of statutory regulation’. Nick Clegg and Jonny Oates both said that people wouldn’t understand it if we commissioned the Leveson Inquiry and then did nothing about it.

         There was a brief discussion about Ed Miliband. Labour are well ahead in the polls at the moment, but with an underlying sense that Ed won’t really cut it as a potential Prime Minister. Oliver Dowden, the arch-Tory special adviser, said that it was terribly important that we should do everything we could to keep Ed Miliband in place. Cameron joked, ‘If that’s our strategy then we are doing brilliantly – have you seen our latest poll ratings?’

         We then went into a long discussion about Europe. Coming down the track at us are two difficult decisions – one on the European budget and the other on European constitutional reform.

         We agreed that there was little real upside for either coalition party to constitutional reform in Europe, not least given the extreme position of the right wing of the Conservative Party. But David Cameron is in a real panic about the next EU budget negotiations. The British negotiating position is for a zero real-terms rise in the budget, but most other countries want more than this. We have rather a difficult judgement to make and there has to be a vote on this matter in the House of Commons. But the problem is if we then decide to wield our veto, the European budget would still be set but by qualified majority voting. So in the process of wielding a veto to stop a rise of, say, 1 per cent in the EU budget, we might end up having larger rises of 3 or 4 per cent imposed on us. It’s clear that the EU will go on being a pretty toxic issue in British politics.

         TUESDAY 18 SEPTEMBER

         Cabinet. A brief update on the dire state of the Eurozone, from George Osborne. We then moved on to discuss the honours system – with a presentation from Bob Kerslake, the head of the civil service. Bob has apparently been asked to ‘update’ the honours system to get more ‘ordinary people’ recognised. Hmmm.

         I knew immediately that this was an issue on which everyone would have a view – and I had a private bet with myself that the debate would go on far longer than on the Eurozone.

         Sure enough, the Eurozone filled fifteen minutes; the honours system forty-five. Everyone, yes everyone, had an opinion.

         Michael Gove said that more head teachers should be rewarded. Jeremy Hunt wanted more doctors. You get the picture. A lot of Conservatives said that the honours system was terribly important and that politicians should have more power and influence. A string of ministers complained that they had recommended people for honours but these people hadn’t been rewarded, and they’d never heard back. ‘An absolute disgrace’ etc.

         Nick Clegg said that he was very sceptical about honours, and that he tended to think that they were a bit of a waste of time and an obsession of the establishment: ‘And even Bob Kerslake must admit that civil servants get far too many honours.’ Bob Kerslake glanced up. ‘It’s “Sir” Bob Kerslake, actually.’

         George Osborne interrupted to note that we were spending far longer discussing the honours system than the Eurozone crisis – ‘perhaps this is because we have more influence over the honours system than we have over the European economy’. Turning to Nick Clegg, he said that he ‘wasn’t particularly inclined to bow to the views of the “Lord President of the Council” on the evils of the honours system’!

         After Cabinet, I went straight to a meeting on trade union reform with officials from the Business Department. We went very rapidly through the twenty or so Tory proposals on union reform, and it’s clear that the BIS officials don’t like any of them. Halfway through the discussion, it turned out that the lead BIS official is himself a union member, as is his wife! I cracked a joke about conflicts of interest, but he was utterly po-faced.

         A productive meeting with Vince Cable in his office, where we discussed the Business Bank. He said that he was willing to trade this for the ‘barmy’ employment idea being advocated by Oliver Letwin. Giles Wilkes, Vince’s adviser, said that the official BIS advice is unequivocal – that this is a ‘fiddly, unnecessary, confusing and “mad” idea’.

         WEDNESDAY 19 SEPTEMBER

         Attended my first meeting of the Home Affairs Committee – arguably the most powerful of all the Cabinet committees. It takes place in a rather grand-looking ‘Conference Room A’ in the Cabinet Office. There is a huge square table, in contrast to the long Cabinet Room table. The Home Affairs Committee is chaired by Nick Clegg, with Ken Clarke as the vice-chair. Most Secretaries of State are members.

         A paper on fuel poverty was presented by Ed Davey. This questioned whether we have the right definition of fuel poverty and also whether there should be new laws mandating a reduction in ‘fuel poverty’, as there had been under Labour.

         Ed explained that the previous definition of fuel poverty – spending more than 10 per cent of your income on fuel – wasn’t actually very sensible. There had been a point in the last couple of years where on this definition it had actually been assessed that Her Majesty the Queen counted as being in fuel poverty, because of the costs of heating the royal palaces!

         Ken Clarke then intervened to say that all these ‘Brownite’ targets were ‘an absolute nonsense and a total lot of Labour tosh’. Ken said what we should be worried about is overall poverty, not subsets of poverty. There was a lot of supportive chuntering.

         Michael Gove was on mischievous form. He claimed that one measure of poverty which is reliable is the lack of books in a house. He suggested, tongue in cheek, that maybe the government should now derive a measure of ‘book poverty’, where it would collect statistics on the percentage of households having under a certain number of books. ‘We could then pass an Act of Parliament, and the government could deliver large numbers of books around the country to try to reduce book poverty rates!’ Ken Clarke and others just chuckled away. Ed fumed quietly.

         The Quad. We were the first to arrive. Danny sat on the Prime Minister’s side of the table, facing out into the Downing Street garden, with Nick Clegg and I on the other side of the table, facing the Prime Minister.

         Cameron and Osborne seemed in a pretty good mood, and the whole occasion was surprisingly relaxed and convivial. Whatever differences there are on policy in this coalition, the two parties actually work pretty closely together.

         On the table in front of us were copies of the latest proposed ‘deals’ on key policy issues that each party wants to announce at its autumn conference. The first of these was a proposed ‘deal’ in which the Conservatives would get trade union ‘thresholds’, requiring a minimum percentage turnout to approve a strike, while we would get ‘a call for evidence on the issue of decarbonisation’. They must think we are total mugs.

         Nick said he really couldn’t accept this ‘deal’, as he thought that the trade union legislation was pretty controversial and he could only consider it for something significant, like progress on party funding.

         George Osborne said he thought he was being ‘incredibly generous’ to the Liberal Democrats, as the call for evidence on decarbonisation would be ‘terribly controversial’ and would upset Conservative MPs. I chipped in to say that I thought that the trade union threshold issue would run on the front page of every newspaper, while our call for evidence on decarbonisation would do well to get page 48 of the Financial Times and page 15 of Green Energy Weekly. George chuckled knowingly.

         The Conservatives said that they were willing to give Vince Cable a Business Bank with perhaps £1 billion of equity. We then turned to their associated ‘ask’ of an ‘entrepreneurial share-owning employee status company’ – the dotty Letwin idea.

         George made quite clear that the only reason he’s interested in this is to allow the Tory Party ‘to throw some red meat to our supporters’. I said that the reason that Vince Cable wasn’t terribly worried is that he actually didn’t think it would work, and I was a little bit worried that this seemed to be the Tory view of the Vince Cable Business Bank. Was it the case that we were both signing up to things that the other party wanted on the basis that we didn’t think they would work?

         We looked in detail at the list of ‘Conservative Party conference asks’ and came to a proposal from Chris Grayling to strengthen the rights of homeowners to protect themselves against burglars by introducing the right to use force unless this was ‘grossly disproportionate’. George Osborne whispered to me: ‘This has been announced and re-announced at every Conservative Party conference for the last fifteen years!’ We considered a small Lib Dem proposal to remove the word ‘insulting’ from Section 5 of the Public Order Act. The Home Office had apparently cleared this a few days ago, but they have now got cold feet. David Cameron said he was ‘pretty sceptical right now’.

         THURSDAY 20 SEPTEMBER

         Nick’s team pre-briefed the media about his party political broadcast next week, apologising for breaking our pledge on tuition fees. Vince Cable went on Newsnight, but didn’t do a very good job, saying that he had been ‘sceptical’ of the fees policy before the election. Nick texted: ‘Vince is making a total pig’s ear on Newsnight, completely departing from the agreed line. We’ll need to clean up behind him.’

         SATURDAY 22 SEPTEMBER

         There’s still a lot of very negative media coverage about the extraordinary situation of Andrew Mitchell, who was apparently leaving Downing Street on Thursday on his bike when he was stopped by the police officers and told to dismount. A great row ensued, which ended up with Mitchell allegedly saying, ‘Don’t you know who I am? I’m the Chief Whip. We’re the people running the country, not you lot.’ He then is alleged to have called the officers ‘plebs’!

         Of course, the irony of all this is that it was only on Wednesday that we were meeting David Cameron for a Quad, where the first item on the list of Liberal Democrat asks was for an amendment which would have deleted the word ‘insulting’, hence allowing people to insult the police. Thank goodness we decided not to proceed!

         MONDAY 24 SEPTEMBER

         Party conference, Brighton. Julian Astle tells me that Nick is rather down about his extraordinarily negative personal poll ratings. Nick told Julian that the history of party leaders who are viewed in this way is not a good one, as they usually don’t manage to overcome the negative stereotype of them.

         I did an interview with the Westminster Hour, and was forced to listen to an incredible lot of twaddle from Linda Jack, some nonentity who’s ended up on the party’s Federal Policy Committee because only three people and a dog ever vote for its members. She came out with the biggest load of tosh I’ve heard for a long time, including how we’d achieved nothing in government and how Nick Clegg was useless. It might just as well have been a party political broadcast for the Labour Party.

         WEDNESDAY 26 SEPTEMBER

         The weather has been absolutely miserable all week.

         The conference has gone smoothly from a leadership perspective, with no serious votes lost – and a crushing victory against the left wing over a half-baked motion on the coalition’s economic policies.

         There has, in my view, been far too much publicity about mansion taxes, green taxes and taxing the rich. There is a risk that the Lib Dems get defined by unpopular policies, such as Europe and higher taxes, instead of our popular policies on education, cutting the tax burden for low- and middle-income families, and improving the pension system.

         The only person who seems to me to have had a good conference of the future leadership contenders is Tim Farron, who is entertaining and distinctively non-Conservative, but also manages to remain loyal and supportive of the leadership. Tim is an upgraded and more reliable version of Simon Hughes, and he needs to be taken very seriously as a contender when Nick eventually steps down. However, he really is from the more left-wing/oppositional part of the Liberal Democrats.

         Nick’s conference speech went well. There weren’t many jokes in it, and there wasn’t much applause – apart from the announcement that Paddy Ashdown will be coming back to chair the 2015 general election campaign.

         Halfway through, during a particularly ‘worthy’ section on the environment, Danny Alexander suddenly leaned across. He shouted to me that I needed to wake Simon Hughes up. Gave Simon a sharp elbow. He hadn’t quite gone to sleep, but appeared to be falling into a trance and his head was gradually drooping forward. Got to him just in time, before the snappers could get the shot they wanted.

         THURSDAY 27 SEPTEMBER

         Had a ministerial meeting with Michael Gove. Michael talked about the Conservative conference. He said that he is going to be speaking in the same session as Boris Johnson and Jeremy Hunt, and he suggested as a consequence that this particular morning’s proceedings might have a banner up saying: ‘Sponsored by Rupert Murdoch’.

         MONDAY 1 OCTOBER

         Off to the Cabinet Room in 10 Downing Street for a meeting of the Enterprise Committee, chaired by the Prime Minister. Cameron has an impressive and commanding style, and some interesting hand gestures. He has a tendency to hold his hands out in front of him, palms facing downwards and with fingers outstretched, with hand movements which appear to be pushing the air or some invisible person (Boris Johnson?) away from him. It’s a sort of alpha male thing to spell out his dominance in the meetings, and it sends a subliminal message which is all about wanting things done, being in charge etc.

         THURSDAY 4 OCTOBER

         Wrote a note about my educational priorities: implementation of the pupil premium; improving school accountability and intervention; and developing a school capital and revenue funding programme.

         I met Sir Michael Wilshaw, the Chief Inspector of Schools, along with Baroness Sally Morgan, chair of Ofsted. Sir Michael is excellent and objective, and he certainly doesn’t believe that free schools and academies are going to automatically solve all the problems of the education system. Like me, he believes in a strong accountability system and strong intervention and support where schools are failing. It’s clear that Ofsted is going to get tougher on local authorities and academy chains, and is going to make them more accountable. This is in line with my own thinking, and will allow me to strengthen the case for a robust ‘middle tier’.

         In the evening I had dinner with Nick Gibb, my predecessor as Schools Minister. He’s a genuinely nice individual who didn’t deserve to lose his job. Nick is a Conservative moderate, though he’s also very much into a ‘back to basics’ approach to education. He can, at times, seem a little obsessive. I told him that there was no reason why he couldn’t, one day, return to the DfE – and suggested that Cameron might have second thoughts. He looked dubious, but hopeful.

         Julian Astle came to see me to recount a meeting that he’d been in earlier on in the day about the Autumn Statement. It seems as if Danny has been ‘got at’ by Treasury officials, who are now ‘advising’ him that the net interest earnings from quantitative easing can only be used to pay down the deficit, and there are ‘legal reasons’ (I think that this is complete twaddle!), meaning we couldn’t actually spend this money on additional capital expenditure or time-limited tax cuts. Total balls and incredibly frustrating!

         FRIDAY 5 OCTOBER

         Ed Miliband has made a conference speech ‘without notes’, which for some reason is supposed to impress us. He’s also tried to claim the mantle of ‘One Nationism’ from Disraeli, and the media seem to have gone wild – not least because their narrative at the moment is all about how awful Cameron and the coalition are. I’m unconvinced. Speaking for an hour without notes is hardly a serious qualification to be Prime Minister. Comedians can do as much. And what if you forget something crucial?

         In the evening, I headed to Devon to stay with some friends. Arrived at 1 a.m. in very heavy rain.

         SATURDAY 6 OCTOBER

         Woke up at 7 a.m. and to my surprise heard the sound of splashing outside the window. Thought I was dreaming. Tried to go back to sleep. But it turned out that the house had flooded overnight (it’s a mill!) and we all had to go downstairs to help bail out. We seemed to be fighting a losing battle, but eventually the fire brigade arrived.

         Late on Friday evening, Nick had forwarded me the front page of the Mail on Sunday with the headline ‘Osborne: my tax gift to middle England’. The strap line is ‘Chancellor pledges no Mansion Tax, no Wealth Tax – and a freeze on Council Tax’.

         SUNDAY 7 OCTOBER

         Danny said that we should be relaxed about the briefing of Osborne’s speech – he interprets this as the Tories’ negotiating position. I’m a bit dubious. I think Danny is a little naïve about their willingness to contemplate a mansion tax, and it seems to me unlikely they will agree to higher council tax bands either. Later, Nick Clegg sent me a copy of Osborne’s speech. This not only rules out the mansion tax but goes on about targeting £10 billion worth of welfare savings. Nick is pretty angry. Emailed him to say that I think the £10 billion proposed cuts are not deliverable.

         TUESDAY 9 OCTOBER

         Met with Paul Kirby from the Downing Street Policy Unit about proposals on social housing, which we are told David Cameron is ‘incredibly keen on’. These are mind-bogglingly ambitious, and quite controversial – e.g. bringing market rents to social housing.

         We then had an ‘Earn or Learn’ meeting – another policy idea for the mid-term review, to help support 18–21-year-olds into training or work. I’m very enthusiastic about this and think there’s an opportunity for a marriage of Lib Dem and Conservative principles.

         WEDNESDAY 10 OCTOBER

         In the early afternoon I had a meeting with Jeremy Browne, now at the Home Office. Jeremy was sent to the Home Office with a clear instruction from Nick to sink the Communications Bill. This proposal is essentially to extend existing snooping powers to other forms of communication, so that the security services can keep up with changing communications pathways. The problem is not only that there are many ways around this, but also that the controls to protect law-abiding citizens are remarkably light – and there seem to be over half a million cases of intercepted communications in the last year alone!

         In the evening, I went to Danny’s house in Balham. We ordered a curry and some wine. Spent most of the evening discussing the Autumn Statement. Danny went through his list of potential welfare cuts, which was even larger than the total cuts that George Osborne has said he wants. George has said that he wants £6 billion of cuts in 2015/16 and £10 billion the year after. Danny has identified £10 billion of cuts in 2015/16, and £11.6 billion in 2016/17!

         THURSDAY 11 OCTOBER

         At 8 a.m. Switch put through Norman Baker. Norman is concerned about the Conservative plans to ‘privatise’ the Highways Agency and all the trunk roads and motorways – alongside a new system that would charge people for using these roads. He’s right. What on the earth are the Tories thinking? Political insanity of the first order.

         At 1 p.m. we went to Nick Clegg’s office for the first serious meeting on the Autumn Statement. Danny led with a fairly bland overview, and then went on to the issue of welfare cuts: ‘We need to start off with as high as possible a target for savings, given that we have to fund things like the increase in the personal allowance, the cancellation of fuel duty increases, and policies from the mid-term review.’

         Nick suddenly interrupted somewhat impatiently and said, ‘Look, let’s be absolutely clear about this. I’m fed up with being bounced into these types of cuts, and I want a full analysis of what cuts such as this would mean and how much they would impact people on very low incomes. I’ve made clear that we ought to start off by expecting a contribution from people on high incomes. Regardless of what the Treasury wants to do, I’m simply not going to accept £10 billion worth of cuts.’

         Went to dinner with Michael Gove – Olivo’s in Eccleston Street. Michael said that the Prime Minister had been asking whether he thought the Lib Dems would stay in coalition for the full five years – he replied that he thought we would.

         Michael talked about the issue of Europe and the European referendum, and he seemed to imply that the Conservatives would eventually find it impossible not to sign up to a referendum. He said he thought that towards the next European elections the Conservative Party would say that there would be EU constitutional reform at some stage in the next parliament, and that at that stage the Conservatives would push for a devolution of powers in the European Union, followed by a referendum.

         This is designed by Cameron to get the Conservative Party off its short-term hook in 2014, with the risk of UKIP doing extremely well right now. However, I pointed out that the risk of advertising a referendum as a short-term device to protect against UKIP was that in the longer term it could actually end up splitting the Conservative Party – as it would separate the sensible people in the Conservative Party who want to stay in the EU from those people whose basic agenda is to leave. Also, there is no guarantee we would get what we wanted from a new constitutional settlement, and could we even be sure when this opportunity would arise?

         Michael also revealed that his strong preference is to stay at the Education Department for the whole parliament. A pity, as I was hoping that this would be one of the departments that the Lib Dems might ‘take over’ in any future reshuffle.

         SUNDAY 14 OCTOBER

         Having originally been told that they wouldn’t need to send out a red box on Sunday, at 10.30 a.m. I had one delivered which turned out to be full to overflowing. Hidden away at the bottom, after five hours of other paperwork, was a submission on employment law. This started off in a low-key way, but then halfway down the page suddenly turned into a massive anti-union rant, concluding with the suggestion that the Secretary of State for Education should write to all Cabinet colleagues proposing draconian anti-union legislation.

         This is clearly politically inspired, and I suspect they were simply hoping I wouldn’t notice. I wrote a particularly rude note on the submission, saying that I wanted to see the official who had written it. This will put the wind up somebody.

         MONDAY 15 OCTOBER

         At 8.30 a.m. I had a briefing on immigration. The Home Office admitted there is an estimated ‘stock’ of between half a million and 1 million people in the UK illegally. This is a stunning figure, which they seem to be doing little about.

         Theresa May has a tough reputation on immigration, but she is going for the easiest targets, which aren’t the real problems. She seems to be targeting a reduction in foreign students rather than those overstaying their visas.

         Our system of monitoring who is in the country and who is overstaying their visas is still pathetically inadequate. You would have thought this would have been sorted out ages ago. Better to tackle this than getting rid of real students and skilled workers.

         How we can let hundreds of thousands of people enter the country and yet not effectively monitor whether they are leaving is quite beyond me. No wonder people have so little confidence in our immigration system. You’d assume a Conservative Home Secretary would be clamping down in this area very robustly.

         To Nick Clegg’s government business meeting. There was some discussion of a Mail on Sunday article alleging that Michael Gove wants Britain to leave the European Union. I don’t think that’s really Michael’s view. Or is it? Reflecting back on our dinner, I don’t think he made his own position very clear!

         Walked back to the Department for Education, where I had a chat with our new policy adviser, Tim Leunig. Tim has already made an impact, with his very sharp brain and his fearless approach to giving advice. There are some new English and maths tests being introduced for trainee teachers. When Tim saw the test drafts, he did what few special advisers or politicians would do, and actually looked at the sample questions.

         He said that some of the questions were incomprehensible and some of them appeared to have no clear answer. He said that he had asked one of the Conservative special advisers whether they could answer the questions and they couldn’t either. We’ve put the thing on hold.

         Tim said bluntly to me: ‘My own guess is that our Secretary of State might well fail the maths test. Should we stop clever people like him from teaching, when he might make an excellent English teacher?’

         TUESDAY 16 OCTOBER

         Had a meeting with officials from DCMS on gay marriage. There have been 228,000 responses to the consultation – the largest ever. Probably mostly a lot of nauseating prejudice from religious groups. Once this is law, no one will remember what all the fuss was about.

         Apparently there are still some senior Conservatives who are determined to torpedo the changes. The officials said the people they were concerned about were Iain Duncan Smith, the ghastly Philip Hammond and leading luddite Owen Paterson. My description, not theirs!

         We then went into the issue of whether or not we need to define marriage in the Bill. Apparently the current definition of marriage insists that a marriage must be consummated and that adultery can only be committed with the opposite sex! We really don’t want to have to put in the Bill a description of how a same-sex marriage can be consummated, and we certainly don’t want to get into how we’re going to define adultery. The officials think we can get away without amending these parts of the existing law.

         A note recording the Prime Minister’s recent phone call with Chancellor Merkel. Chancellor Merkel began the conversation by congratulating the Prime Minister on a successful party conference, although she apparently said: ‘I wish there had been a little less Euroscepticism on display!’

         On the issue of treaty change, Merkel said that she was coming around to the idea of a growth test for all EU regulations and removing the Commission from certain areas of regulation. She suggested that when the time came for treaty change, this ‘growth test’ could be written into the treaty, in exchange for British acceptance of the changes that the Eurozone would need.

         The Cabinet agenda was pretty full. On the economy, the Chancellor gave a fairly downbeat assessment. IDS chipped in somewhat unhelpfully, saying that more capital spending was needed. He also warned that public comment about not uprating benefits by inflation could be difficult in terms of a legal challenge, and he said ‘people’ should not get into debating this in public. That was another shot across the Chancellor’s bows.

         During the afternoon I had a series of meetings on education issues. Apparently Michael Gove is now planning to abolish AS-levels. He’s held a consultation, expecting that universities would back the idea, but the consultation was apparently overwhelmingly in favour of keeping them.

         The officials seemed rather embarrassed when they briefed me, and they tried to pretend that the Russell Group universities were in favour of abolishing AS-levels. I then glanced down at the briefing, to see that actually what the Russell Group are in favour of is keeping AS-levels and A-levels but getting rid of some of the modular elements. The problem with officials is that they are sometimes petrified of upsetting Michael and Dom, so they don’t always volunteer the full truth. But they will never lie directly, so if you ask the right questions you get the truth!

         WEDNESDAY 17 OCTOBER

         Nick mentioned a meeting with the US ambassador to the UK. He indicated that the US was ‘fed up with David Cameron’ because they think that he has absolutely no credibility with other European leaders. The US is apparently worried that whereas in the past they were able to influence the EU through the UK, this is now impossible.

         Went with Nick to the monthly Home Affairs Committee meeting. Chris Grayling introduced a paper on freedom of information – the basic thrust was that this is becoming more expensive and burdensome.

         Eric Pickles then made a rather strange contribution. He challenged one of the proposals in Chris’s paper, in relation to limiting the number of freedom of information requests that any one individual could put in.

         Grant Shapps, the Conservative Party chair, who’s recently been under pressure for masquerading under a different name while being an MP in order to promote his own business interests, was sitting right next to Eric.

         Either completely oblivious to this or relishing the opportunity to embarrass a rival, Eric said: ‘I am really worried about this proposal, limiting the number of FOI requests per person. There is a real, real problem with this proposal because we all know that it’s very easy for people to take on different names and identities. People can present themselves as somebody who they’re actually not. It would therefore be possible for people to put in lots of different freedom of information requests but using different names.’

         At this, Grant Shapps flushed a very, very deep shade of red.

         I couldn’t decide if Eric understood the sensitivity of what he was saying, but others around the table clearly did. A broad smile spread rapidly across the face of David Willetts, sitting opposite me, and he suddenly glanced down to his papers and appeared to take a very detailed interest in something in them.

         On the other side of the table, Michael Gove’s ears immediately twitched and he looked up, meerkat-like, smiling broadly, and glanced at me across the table. The officials charged with minuting the discussion were struggling, unsuccessfully, not to smirk.

         On and on Eric went, while everyone else was thinking the same thing. There was a slightly uncomfortable silence around the room after he had spoken. Grant Shapps, or whatever his name is, said nothing.

         THURSDAY 18 OCTOBER

         10 Downing Street for a meeting with Liz Truss to discuss the issue of childcare. I like Liz, but she doesn’t listen very much, and when people try to make points, she just talks straight over them in a slightly irritating and rather ‘deaf’ way. Once she’s made up her mind, she switches into full auto-drive mode.

         While Liz was in the middle of one of her long descriptions of how her policy should work and why it was better than all the other options, I happened to glance up onto the wall behind her, and there looking down on us was a portrait of Margaret Thatcher. Liz Truss is, in fact, like a young Margaret Thatcher on speed, and either she’s going to shoot straight to the top of the Cabinet or she’s going to overdo it and blow up entirely. I think it will be the former but we’ll have to see.

         A DfE ministerial meeting at four o’clock. Michael was on typically robust form and launched into full-frontal attack on the Troubled Families Unit, run by Louise Casey. It’s one of Cameron’s ‘big things’, but MG is very dismissive. He said he’d been to a meeting earlier in the week where the work of the unit had been discussed, and where it was explained how the target of 120,000 troubled families had effectively been picked out of the air by the Prime Minister on the basis of very little evidence.

         Michael clearly thinks the whole thing is some ghastly Gordon Browntype initiative which is going to fail disastrously, and he had all of us in stitches as he parodied the whole idea. Only Lord Hill sat back in his chair looking rather grumpy, and later he intervened to say that he was very concerned about axing the AS-levels, and felt it was rather disorganised and rushed. Michael looked slightly taken aback.

         MONDAY 22 OCTOBER

         In the afternoon, I attended the Economic Affairs sub-committee on growth implementation – chaired by George Osborne. The less said, the better. George is keen to go ahead with ‘growth-enhancing’ changes which mean that anybody can put up a conservatory, without planning consent. Vince Cable relished mentioning that ‘Richmond Conservative Party are very opposed’.

         George was unimpressed: ‘Richmond is hardly ancient Rome.’

         TUESDAY 23 OCTOBER

         I had a chat with Julian Astle at breakfast in No. 10 and we went through the policies for the mid-term review. A controversial area is the Conservative policies on housing, and some of them are so absurd that Julian and I found ourselves laughing out loud. The Conservatives have one proposal where they are suggesting that somebody should have a right to own their council house, which means that you can simply take over your house from the council in exchange for not claiming housing benefit for five years. The house is then 60 per cent yours and 40 per cent the government’s.

         Under the Tory proposals, you can then sell off your house and take the money. This seems bizarre, because there’s nothing to stop anybody on benefits simply selling the property and using the proceeds to go on an expensive holiday to the Bahamas, or buy crates of champagne. You can then apparently go back on housing benefit. This is an idea from Paul Kirby, in the Downing Street Policy Unit. People say that all the ideas he puts forward tend to end up ‘falling to pieces’. Apparently Cameron thinks it’s all brilliant. God help us!

         THURSDAY 25 OCTOBER

         Danny Alexander and I went to the meeting on the mid-term review with Oliver Letwin in 9 Downing Street. I asked Oliver what his answer was to the ‘Bahamas question’. Oliver dismissed this with a wave of his hand and said it would be ‘easily’ possible to think of some sort of solution. Hmmm.

         The issue of prisoner voting rights raises its ugly head again. The Law Officers – Dominic Grieve and Jim Wallace – are concerned about public pronouncements, not least by the Justice Secretary and the Prime Minister. It seems that any form of active government support for a proposal that would result in the UK not remedying the current position would be inconsistent with ministers’ obligations under the Ministerial Code. It seems that Chris Grayling might be in trouble as active support by him for a non-compliant proposal would be likely to constitute a breach of his oath of office to respect the rule of law. They are clearly firing a shot across the bows for ministers who want to simply ignore the legal niceties of the current difficult situation – that’s both Cameron and Grayling. Apparently Dominic Grieve is seriously considering resignation if Cameron ignores the law on this.

         MONDAY 29 OCTOBER

         Jeremy Heywood has also written on prisoner voting rights, pointing out some of the legal difficulties if we ignore the international courts. In blunt, non-civil service language, this means effectively the Prime Minister has over-reached himself by promising at PMQs not to implement anything on prisoner voting.

         A blunt warning to the PM. We now have to hope the legal case goes our way.

         TUESDAY 30 OCTOBER

         Cabinet. The Chief Whip reported on the Commons amendment which has gone down to cut the European Union budget. So far, twenty-eight Tories have signed. Michael Gove is having to come back early from his trip to Poland. I couldn’t help feeling amused, as the Tories normally manage to exploit the European Union as a populist issue, but they’re now discovering that the boot is on the other foot.

         An update on the economy from the Chancellor, who’s clearly pleased by the recent quarterly growth statistics. Vince said that while some people might be inclined to see light at the end of the tunnel, ‘the light could well be coming from a train going in the opposite direction’.

         George then described the report from Lord Heseltine which is due to be published tomorrow. This proposes giving extra powers to regional bodies and devolving capital budgets from central government to local government and to regional quangos. George gave the coolest possible assessment, describing it as ‘a very personal report’. Tongue firmly in cheek, he noted the ‘huge effort’ that had gone in, and said that we looking ‘very carefully’ at the details.

         The Prime Minister then joked that the report sounded like ‘something of a fourth-term priority’. George laughed: ‘Yes – a fourth-term priority but for a different government!’ Cameron concluded that we should be careful in our response since ‘Michael is a very big beast in the political jungle, and upsetting him would be as dangerous as interrupting a silverback gorilla while he’s mating’.

         Met up with Nick and Danny to talk Autumn Statement. Last week Nick met IDS, who handed over his list of proposed welfare savings. This includes a freeze for three years on all working-age benefits and tax credits, and taxing benefits such as working-age disability living allowance, disability living allowance and attendance allowance. IDS also wants to limit child benefit and child tax credits to families with only two children; introduce a capital limit in pension credit; freeze local housing allowance; limit housing benefit for the under-25s; increase the age at which children should share a room; introduce an under-occupancy for new pensioner applications for housing benefit; and make a shared accommodation rate for housing benefit applicable across the whole of the working age! Extraordinary stuff! All of this raises about £6 billion in 2015/16, and around £9 billion in 2016/17.

         However, having discussed this with Steve Webb yesterday, the truth is that IDS doesn’t expect many of these savings to be acceptable, either politically or to the Lib Dems. IDS is therefore in the wonderful position where he can put forward these savings knowing that he will never actually need to deliver them!

         At 4 p.m. there was a political meeting on the Autumn Statement in Nick’s office in the Commons, with all Lib Dem Cabinet ministers.

         Vince Cable launched an attack on Danny and said that there was no reason why we shouldn’t be spending more on capital investment and just borrowing the money. He said that it was appalling that Treasury officials were suggesting that there should be further cuts to the Business budget. He said that he didn’t believe in making any further savings in 2015/16.

         When I got back to my office, there was a letter from Vince to Danny. The letter has been copied to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, to the Deputy Prime Minister and to me. The key part of it was the second paragraph, where Vince said that he believes there is an important discussion to be had about the future path of fiscal consolidation and ‘pending that … I’ve instructed my officials not to engage with their colleagues in other government departments in any discussions about reductions to the BIS budget’. This won’t be well received in the Treasury.

         At the parliamentary party meeting, Nick announced that a Labour amendment has been tabled in the House of Lords, postponing the boundary reforms to 2018. Of course, behind the scenes we’ve been talking to Labour about this. Nick pretended that we knew nothing about it. He said that the Tories have already ‘gone ballistic’ and that David Cameron had made three telephone calls to him within the space of an hour. I’m pleased that Nick is being so brutal about this.

         WEDNESDAY 31 OCTOBER

         Today was what might be described as a pretty challenging day for the coalition.

         Extensive media coverage of the amendment to put the boundary review recommendations back to 2018. The Conservatives have gone absolutely nuts about this, and have now decided to scrap the Lords business today, so that there won’t be any vote!

         The morning newspapers also cover the further tensions on energy policy. The effervescent and right-wing Conservative MP and minister John Hayes, who was transferred recently to the Climate Change Department, has made a speech in which he has criticised land-based wind farms – ‘enough is enough … I may not be able to create a New Jerusalem but I can at least protect England’s green and pleasant land’. This sounds as if it’s come straight out of a Yes Minister Jim Hacker sketch.

         I feel very sorry for Ed Davey, as he’s already having his agenda vandalised and undermined in every conceivable way by Osborne.

         At 8 a.m. I had a briefing with Department for Work and Pensions officials on the replacement of the disability living allowance by the new personal independence payment. This is basically a plan designed to cut expenditure on disability living allowance by around 20 per cent, but it now turns out that the changes are so aggressive that it’s likely that the savings by 2017/18 will be double this. The latest figures suggest savings of £3 billion in 2017/18 out of a total working-age disability living allowance budget of around £9.5 billion. I asked officials whether savings on this scale from a single benefit had been achieved before in such a narrow timescale, and they said no.

         What we’re now proposing to do would be to unwind all of the problems with this benefit that have built up over twenty years, in just a few years. The losses for people are really quite massive, with 100,000 people experiencing a loss of over £100 per week, and with almost a million people experiencing losses of between £10 and £100 a week.

         At 10.30, went to Portcullis House for a meeting with Nick Clegg and Paddy. Nick had been playing tennis with the Governor of the Bank of England. Nick burst into the meeting about ten minutes late to the obvious irritation of Paddy, who is still very military about timings. Nick surprised us all by saying that he’d just had a very detailed discussion about monetary policy and quantitative easing with Mervyn King, while he – Mervyn – was dressed only in his underpants! ‘Too much detail,’ said Jonny Oates. Mervyn was as cautious as ever about doing anything to support growth.

         At 2.30 p.m., when we were supposed to be having a meeting of the full Quad, we ended up just having a Lib Dem meeting. Nick said that Cameron had gone ‘completely ballistic’ with him today over the Lib Dem support for the Lords amendment on the boundary review. Nick said that he’d never known the Prime Minister to be so angry and that he’d started ‘shouting and swearing’. He’s also desperately trying to keep control of his own party on the EU budget vote. I went over to vote on this at 7 p.m. and the whips were clearly very much on edge. Sure enough, the result was 307 in support of the amendment and only 294 against. This meant that an amendment in favour of a reduced European budget had been carried. Europe continues to be the running sore of British politics.

         Nick said later that he’s had another discussion with Cameron about the emerging Tory strategy of having an EU referendum in the next parliament. Nick said to the PM that he felt his strategy on the EU was bound to fail. All Cameron could say in response was: ‘Nick, you may well be right!’ Nick is finding Cameron to be ‘desperate, tactical and flippant’ at present. ‘This will come back and bite him – mark my words.’

         THURSDAY 1 NOVEMBER

         11.45 a.m. The Quad. The mid-term review. Cabinet Room. The external sense of these Quad meetings is that there are just four people in the room – the Prime Minister, Nick Clegg, George Osborne and Danny Alexander. In fact, when there are subjects affecting Oliver Letwin and me, we also both attend, and in addition there’s a whole set of advisers at the meeting, as well as the Cabinet Secretary.

         The Prime Minister kicked off by saying that he was most grateful to the Liberal Democrats for their ‘iron discipline’ on the EU vote. No mention of the boundary review.

         I started by presenting the childcare proposals, saying that basically these were pitched to the ‘squeezed middle’. I then moved on to present the ‘Earn or Learn’ option. I’m very keen on this, but the truth is that Nick has gone rather cold on the whole thing, as he fears that the measures to reduce the benefit entitlement for young people will prove to be more prominent than the positive measures on training and education. The Prime Minister said that he was keen on the policy, and liked the simple message about earn or learn. Awkward.

         Cameron then said that we now needed to turn to the next issue. Oliver said, ‘I’ll be leading this discussion – on the housing paper.’ Cameron leant back: ‘Oh, isn’t this the mad one?’ Paul Kirby looked crestfallen.

         I drew attention to the ‘Bahamas’ problem – what you would do to stop people in social rented properties simply selling their house, taking a large amount of money and going to the Bahamas for six months and getting very drunk. There was a degree of chortling. Nick rubbed things in by saying that he was ‘very concerned’ that this package would be bad for ‘strivers’, the word that the Tories are using for their target voter group, as it would involve large windfall giveaways to people in social rented accommodation, while those in private accommodation wouldn’t get any benefit at all. Cameron is clearly going very cold on his ‘big idea’.

         Oliver Letwin then said that we needed to discuss the plan to privatise the trunk roads network. The Prime Minister got up at this point and said, ‘Look, I’d love to do this now, but I’ve got to go and see the President of Indonesia. All I would say about this proposal is that we’ve just got to do it – it’s an absolute no-brainer.’

         I said I was worried about the politics of what could be easily painted as a poll tax on motorists. George Osborne said, ‘Look, David Laws’s test is the crucial one here. If we’re going to do this, we need to make sure that the politics work OK.’ The Tories haven’t remotely thought this through.

         MONDAY 5 NOVEMBER

         12.45 p.m. Ministerial meeting with Michael Gove. He was in a particularly mischievous mood, ‘baiting’ Lib Dem Baroness Joan Walmsley. Michael wound Joan up tremendously and then they went on to have a tussle over PSHE education. Mr Chalk and Mrs Cheese!

         At 2 p.m. met with Lord Baker, the former Education Secretary, who’s pushing a new type of school called university technical colleges. These are 14–18 establishments, where young people do both academic study and vocational education. Michael Gove loathes the idea, but, unusually, they’ve been imposed on him by the PM and Chancellor.

         WEDNESDAY 7 NOVEMBER

         Obama has been re-elected as President, to ‘finish the job’. That wouldn’t be a bad slogan for our coalition in 2015. However, a coalition can’t stand for re-election.

         At 3.30 p.m. went in to see Michael Gove. I had sent a note to him proposing improvements to school accountability, governance and intervention, and yesterday he seemed to be in favour of the paper, but when we had the discussion today, with all his political advisers present, he was, as ever, far more cautious.

         He doesn’t really like the idea of any kind of ‘middle tier’ between individual schools and the department, even if it’s a contestable middle tier. His basic vision of schools reform is of a ‘schools market’, with 23,500 autonomous schools and a small amount of very centralised intervention in the weakest schools. My problem with this is that it leaves a lot of coasting or low-quality schools without effective oversight, as the department simply hasn’t got the capacity to intervene in all weak schools.

         FRIDAY 9 NOVEMBER

         Received a text message from Dom Cummings, saying that 10 Downing Street were putting pressure on the Department for Education to have some kind of press announcement on Monday for the regional cabinet in Bristol, which is being held in a school. Apparently they want to announce either the School Teachers’ Review Body proposals on pay flexibility, or a new Education Bill. We’re not ready to agree either, and as Dom can’t stand No. 10, and says that they always ‘screw up’ any announcements, he is looking to create an alliance between the Lib Dems and the Tories to block them.

         Later we heard that No. 10 have been persuaded to announce instead a ‘new initiative’ on failing schools – that 400 failing schools would be turned into academies. Dom laughed: ‘The No. 10 muppets are too stupid to realise we announced this months ago.’

         MONDAY 12 NOVEMBER

         Regional cabinet in Bristol.

         The government car service took me to Paddington Station. They’d put on a special coach – ‘Coach X’, for the Cabinet. There was something of an ‘in-crowd’ of the Prime Minister and his senior officials, who were sitting in the middle of the carriage, and other Cabinet ministers were dotted around.

         At Bristol, there were a couple of government Jaguars waiting for the Prime Minister and the Deputy Prime Minister, but the rest of us were loaded onto a coach, as if we were a school football team. There are clearly senior ministers worth guarding, and the rest of us who are probably regarded as ‘disposable’.

         We eventually arrived at the John Cabot Academy and were ushered into a rather large classroom, where tables had been fitted together to look like the Cabinet table. We were sitting on very small school chairs, which looked a bit odd.

         The Chief Whip warned that he’d recently had a private meeting with the Speaker, John Bercow, whom the Conservatives absolutely hate. The Prime Minister in particular clearly detests Bercow and cannot disguise this. Sir George said that Bercow had complained about the poor behaviour of ministers in Prime Minister’s Questions, and has warned that if there are any further problems then he is going to suspend them from the Chamber. There was general grumbling, particularly from the Tories, and the Prime Minister asked what would happen if a minister was suspended and refused to leave the Chamber. The Chief Whip reported that there would then need to be a vote of the whole House of Commons, and this thought was left hanging in the air.

         Michael Gove then gave a report on schools reform. He was doing rather well until he unveiled some slides on an overhead projector. The Prime Minister asked what they meant, and Michael said that academies were improving faster than other schools. A few ministers then intervened to say that they thought that Michael had misunderstood his graph, and there was a rather confused couple of minutes when everybody around the table tried to give their own interpretation of the slides. There were a few amused glances as it became clear that Michael’s interpretation was inaccurate.

         In the middle of our discussions, a note was handed to Theresa May – Abu Qatada had won his appeal against deportation to Jordan. The Home Secretary was clearly furious and threw down the paper in a rage.

         Had a meeting in the evening with Andrew Lansley to discuss legislation for the third session of Parliament. Andrew and George Young clashed with Oliver Letwin over a number of Bills. I bumped into a grumpy Andrew afterwards in the Members’ tea room: ‘There is the land which most people occupy and then there is “Planet Oliver”!’ he moaned.

         THURSDAY 15 NOVEMBER

         To the Department for Work and Pensions, to meet Iain Duncan Smith and drive with him to the launch of the child poverty consultation.

         I can’t quite make out IDS. A lot of the things he’s doing make good sense – reforming pensions, introducing Universal Credit, overseeing the Welfare to Work programme. But there’s something unconvincing about him.

         We had an enjoyably indiscreet car journey. The government car service drivers really must enjoy these occasions, as they pick up an immense amount of gossip. Iain was commenting upon his opposite number in the Labour Party, Liam Byrne, whom he obviously doesn’t like. He was also a bit indiscreet about Chris Grayling, who he said ‘rather lost his way’ in his second year in the department.

         After forty-five minutes, we arrived at the Clyde Children’s Centre in Deptford. Iain made the first speech and oh my gosh, was he boring. On and on he went. I thought it would never end. The frog in his throat seemed to return, and he croaked his way along.

         There were lots of parents in the audience, along with their rather mystified children, aged two or three. After a while, the children began to get bored and started to chatter, scream and shout. Iain ploughed on regardless, and I saw one DfE official desperately sending Post-it notes and other random items round to the various children hoping to occupy them. It’s difficult to believe that Iain was once Conservative leader. He was, however, an absolutely wonderful person to follow, since it was impossible to make a speech that would fall any flatter.

         At 5 p.m. Nick Clegg and I travelled to the Bank of England. Mervyn King was charming, and he mentioned the tennis match he had with Nick the other day – which Nick beat him in. This is perhaps not surprising as Mervyn is about twenty years older than Nick, and quite a bit larger! Mervyn also seems to play in a cricket team (how does he find time for all this?) and he referred to Danny Alexander being a very good bowler, which I find slightly hard to believe.

         The Governor explained that he’s pretty worried about the outlook for global growth and fears the UK economy will grow slowly. But he said he didn’t think we should loosen fiscal policy.

         He seemed terribly worried about yesterday’s inflation numbers, which showed a surprise rise from 2.2 per cent to 2.7 per cent – because of higher tuition fees. Even Nick, who would not claim to be the world’s greatest economist, pointed out that this type of ‘exogenous shock’ isn’t real price pressure. Mervyn replied that inflation had been well above the Bank’s 2 per cent target for a while. I said that I was very surprised by his views, as wage growth is low and there aren’t any real inflationary pressures. There is not much we can do about higher energy and world food prices, or tuition fees. I said that I was very surprised if anyone serious really was criticising the Bank for high inflation. The Governor said, ‘Oh yes! There was a recent article in The Spectator.’ God help us!

         I think Mervyn is more of a head banger on inflation than I had feared. If it was left to the Bank of England and Treasury, we’d be plodding along at 0 per cent growth for as far as the eye can see.

         MONDAY 19 NOVEMBER

         In the evening, attended the Lib Dem ministers’ meeting on Iran. Nick distributed a numbered paper, which was collected in at the end.

         In the evening, popped in to No. 11 to see George Osborne. He said that when he had taken over the Downing Street flat, it was in ‘an absolutely ghastly state’. A very direct dig at Gordon Brown.

         George said that he felt relatively comfortable about the economic outlook, and sees the Labour Party as on the back foot. He then moved on to Europe. He said that it was becoming a much more difficult issue for the Conservative Party, and thought that Conservative backbenchers are essentially ‘unmanageable’ on this issue. George said that the problem was that in the past, people like him in the Conservative Party used to argue that Europe was a distraction. But now, not only had the British public moved to the right on European issues, but also Europe was a much more central issue in British politics, given the state of the Eurozone.

         George said that he was keen to do some kind of deal on party funding that would ‘stitch up’ the unions, and that he’d be happy to ‘bung the Lib Dems a bit of money’ if necessary, provided we didn’t ask the Conservatives to do anything that would damage their finances. He nodded knowingly when I said that ruled out any cap on party funding.

         George said that he was ‘one of the Conservatives who still favoured some kind of pact in 2015 between the Lib Dems and the Conservatives’, and he again proposed a ‘coupon election’, where there would be coalition candidates. We’d discussed that before and I made clear this was not a possibility.

         George said he assumed that senior Lib Dems would still want a coalition with the Conservatives after the next election: ‘Nick Clegg, David Laws and Danny Alexander won’t have much future if there is a coalition with Labour.’ He also said that he doubted there would be ‘nice chats’ like this if the Lib Dems were in coalition with Ed Balls and the Labour Party. A mixture of temptations and threats!

         In my box tonight a copy of a wonderfully blunt letter from Michael Gove to the leader of Lancashire County Council.

         
            Your county’s middle-of-the-road performance conceals a darker story of complacency and underperformance … Lancashire has a number of chronically underperforming schools that have repeatedly failed to give their pupils the education they deserve … I am grateful for the improvement seen at some schools in Lancashire this year. It would appear that this has been achieved through the hard work of teachers, rather than being driven by the council … I understand that your officers have refused to identify any schools that are causing them concern. I find this inexcusable … Your officers are at best content to allow things to continue, and at worst are attempting to frustrate progress…

         

         TUESDAY 20 NOVEMBER

         At 1.30 p.m. I had to join the Parliamentary Business Committee to discuss upcoming legislation. The new Bill on Royal Accessions leaves in place the current ban on Roman Catholics becoming the monarch. It appears that the ban only extends to Roman Catholics. I asked whether it was possible for a Muslim to become head of state. A lot of confused faces amongst officials, but it appears that technically it is.

         4 p.m. Nick Clegg’s office. Nick explained where we are on the Autumn Statement negotiations. The Tories aren’t giving way on taxes on the rich. Nick revealed that at the latest Quad he’d threatened we should have ‘no Autumn Statement at all this year’, and he said that Jeremy Heywood’s eyes had almost ‘popped out’.

         I said that we need not worry. ‘It could just be a very minimalist Autumn Statement, with updated growth and borrowing figures.’ This is hardly a desirable outcome and would increase the odds of Britain losing its triple-A credit rating.

         However, the person who would be most worried about this is the Chancellor of the Exchequer. It would be Osborne who would end up being ‘the downgraded Chancellor’. I said we had to stop feeling that we were obliged to keep on tabling endless new proposals on taxing the wealthy. If the proposals we were making were being rejected, we should just sit back and insist that the Treasury came up with its own ideas.

         Nick seemed relieved. He said that every time they discussed some tax on the rich, Cameron said that this would be offensive to his donors. Nick said that Cameron is in a very funny place at the current time, ‘all over the place on Leveson, and really panicky about the state of the Tory Party on Europe’ (probably with good reason).

         A brief chat with Vince about the ‘Earn or Learn’ proposals. Vince is very keen. Giles Wilkes emailed me an extract of a speech that Vince is giving tomorrow. This had a relatively bland line in about improving the offer for people in FE. I said I thought this was fine but it shouldn’t be over-spun, as Nick was still cautious and hadn’t taken a decision to go ahead.

         At 11 p.m. I glanced at my iPhone, only to see that one of the headlines in The Guardian is that Vince is backing a new ‘Earn or Learn’ policy in the mid-term review! Within a few minutes, I had an email from Nick: ‘Why on the earth is he going ahead with this when we haven’t agreed the policy?’

         FRIDAY 23 NOVEMBER

         Parliamentary party away day. Depressing hotel off the A1M near Hatfield. At breakfast, I had a chat with Nick. Osborne has spoken to him about doing a deal on two elements of party funding: limits on third-party campaigning, designed to stop the unions doing massive amounts of campaigning, and, in addition, some sort of additional finance for the Lib Dems, possibly through the Scottish system of short funding. I said the problem with that was that if it required legislation we might struggle to get it through the Commons and the Lords, given that neither Tory nor Labour MPs would like it: ‘If we’re going to do some sort of grotty deal, then it has to be a successful grotty deal.’

         SATURDAY 24 NOVEMBER

         Spent most of the day ploughing through red boxes, but at 4 p.m. we had a conference call on the Autumn Statement. Nick said that the latest proposals from the Conservatives are for a much more limited set of welfare savings, including a 1 per cent freeze on most benefits for three years. Danny said that what was on offer on taxation was around £1 billion of savings from pension tax, another £1 billion of savings from freezing or limiting the increases in the higher rate tax threshold, freezing or limiting the rises in the inheritance tax and capital gains tax thresholds, and the money from tax avoidance/clamping down on funds held in Switzerland. Looks like we’re close to a deal.

         MONDAY 26 NOVEMBER

         A series of meetings in the morning, including one with Michael Gove over the proposed package of £70 million for school sports. This is absurd gimmickry, with special grants being paid to primary schools to hire PE teachers. I said I thought that the package was the worst type of ‘Brownite rubbish’. Michael agreed, but said that the pressure from the Prime Minister to deliver ‘something on the Olympic legacy’ was overwhelming. He felt that this was ‘probably the cheapest way to keep the PM quiet’.

         TUESDAY 27 NOVEMBER

         Cabinet. Ministers were asked to give an update on speeding up growth. Vince said it was taking quite a long time to get deregulation through the House of Commons on one simple measure, relaxing the alcohol requirements for chocolate liqueurs; they’d taken nine months! No wonder our growth plans are taking so long to get off the ground.

         At the end, Cameron said, ‘I suppose I ought to give you all an update on the EU conference. I can do so in a sentence: it was very boring – and nothing at all was achieved.’

         WEDNESDAY 28 NOVEMBER

         Met with Nick to consider the Leveson Report, due out tomorrow.

         Discussed how we would deal with the fact that the government would have two different positions. Nick wants to make a separate statement from Cameron in the Commons – pretty well unprecedented. The whips are opposed and think both that the Speaker will resist and that it could go badly wrong. Nick got shirty: ‘I simply can’t understand why, in a multi-party political system, with a coalition, if there are some really big differences on an issue like this, why can’t I make a statement as the Lib Dem leader which is separate from the Prime Minister?’

         THURSDAY 29 NOVEMBER

         Over to the House of Commons for my first Statutory Instrument debate as Schools Minister. This was on the exciting subject of the ‘school premises regulations’. Officials had prepared me an absolutely useless speech – on one page, the same paragraph was repeated in identical form twice. Civil service speeches for ministers always seem to be written by low-grade press officers and they are generally bloody awful. Fortunately, the Labour shadow minister was absolutely useless. We won by ten votes to four, and I felt rather ridiculously delighted.

         Later on, I went into the Chamber for the Leveson statement. The PM explained how he was in sympathy with a lot of the Leveson conclusions but he was going to go for a totally voluntary form of press self-regulation. He looked rather sheepish. Nick then made a totally separate statement. Apparently this is the first time this has happened since the 1930s. He came across extremely well. He was right to insist on this opportunity.

         SATURDAY 1 DECEMBER

         Spoke to Nick. He is worried about the parliamentary by-elections. Particularly horrible was Rotherham, where we came in eighth place – behind Labour, the Conservatives, UKIP, the BNP, Respect, the English Democrats – oh, and even the local vicar, standing as an Independent. God help us!

         Later in the day, I spoke to Matt Sanders. He was concerned about some emails that have been leaked to the Mail on Sunday. They are apparently about Nick Clegg’s involvement in some ‘Bookstart’ project, where the Education Department wanted to terminate the grant and open it up to a competition, but this was vetoed – it looks like by No. 10. Nick is spitting blood, as the leak tries to draw in his wife, Miriam. It’s clear that somebody in the Department for Education has leaked these emails, and the betting is one of Michael’s special advisers.

         SUNDAY 2 DECEMBER

         The lead story in today’s Mail on Sunday is Bookstart. The Department for Education is being particularly unhelpful – refusing to put out any statement defending the decision or Nick.

         Spent a lot of Sunday writing a paper for Michael Gove on schools intervention and accountability. When I read to the end of one of the departmental submissions, I suddenly saw a note from my private secretary to one of the senior education advisers, which had accidentally been attached to the back. The note said:

         
            Susan – you kindly agreed to draft a note for the Minister of State on school accountability. He has had a meeting cancelled tomorrow and I fear that he intends to use the time to think about this himself! Is there any way you would have something ready by 1 p.m. tomorrow?!

         

         Civil servants instinctively dislike it when ministers go off and start having policy thoughts of their own account!

         MONDAY 3 DECEMBER

         To Michael Gove’s office, where there was a meeting with Sir Michael Wilshaw and Baroness Sally Morgan. Sir Michael was describing how he’s going to start inspecting local authorities for their school intervention functions, and he also raised the issue of inspecting academy sponsors, which Michael Gove was notably silent on and which he clearly doesn’t want. The Conservatives are very ideological and just can’t accept that academy chains can ever fail, even though the statistics I’ve recently seen from Ofsted show that the two worst-performing academy chains are actually worse than any local authority. Michael Wilshaw is very sympathetic to my idea of having some kind of middle tier of accountability.

         At 8 p.m. had a private meeting with Sally Morgan in the Commons. She said that she is worried about some of the things going on in the Department for Education, and particularly the influence of Dom Cummings. She said she’d attended a meeting about the new English Baccalaureate Certificate where Dom had made clear that he expected a massive drop in the pass rate and wasn’t worried about the implications.

         Sally said she was concerned about going back to a system where only a minority of pupils would succeed, and she wondered whether Michael was really committed to social mobility for all children, or only for a small minority who might get in to Oxford and Cambridge.

         TUESDAY 4 DECEMBER

         The Christmas decorations are now up in No. 10. Met up with Oliver Letwin at 7.30 a.m. in the No. 10 café.

         The main subject for discussion was the mid-term review. Oliver said that he thought Dilnot’s proposals on social care were ‘completely mad’ and would cost over £2 billion. He thought that Osborne and the PM agreed, but felt that there was ‘a certain inevitability’ about us having to sign up to all of this.

         On the issue of ‘Earn or Learn’, Oliver said he was ‘waiting to see where the Lib Dems now are’. He said, chuckling loudly, ‘I understand that where we are on “Earn or Learn” is that this was a Lib Dem idea put forward by Nick Clegg, who then began to have his doubts, just as the doubts of the Conservative Party began to be satisfied. I understand that the Lib Dems are now uncertain whether they want to proceed with their own idea, except that Vince Cable has now publicly launched it in a speech at the Association of Colleges conference. However, I understand that the Lib Dems still don’t know whether they want to support their proposal and Vince’s announcement. And we’re now waiting for you to come back and tell us!’

         As he said all this, Oliver broke into gales of laughter. He obviously finds the whole thing hilarious, and he said if he ever managed to find the time to write his diaries, then this would certainly be one of the amusing stories that would feature.

         I said I would in that case need to include the ‘shambles’ of Conservative policy on the housing and roads proposals in my own diaries!

         Have finished my paper on schools reform. This gives the department a lot more power to impose academy solutions on weak schools, in exchange for Ofsted inspections of both local authorities and academy chains, and with a clear role for local authorities in intervening in weaker schools, including ‘requires improvement’ schools. Local authorities which fail their Ofsted inspections would lose their role in school improvement.

         All of this ought to be attractive to any rational person. We’ll see.

         9.15 a.m. The Cabinet. Came in and saw that my place card was located right at the far end of the Cabinet table, and on the same side as the Prime Minister, which is the worst possible place in the room, as it’s impossible to catch his eye. Therefore, before Baroness Warsi came in, swapped my place name with hers, and put her right in the blind spot.

         The PM said that the Queen would be attending Cabinet on 18 December. He added that he is waiting for two Cabinet ministers to ‘cough up’ their £100 towards her present. Cameron said that they didn’t know who the two people were who hadn’t paid, because ‘rather oddly, two of you made payment of your £100 in brown envelopes without any name on’!

         We had a discussion about Chinese visas, on a paper introduced by the Chancellor of the Exchequer. This soon turned out to be a full-frontal attack on the Home Secretary for failing to keep a series of pledges about making it easier for people from China to get visas. Theresa May remained very quiet, seething with anger, while the Chancellor, sitting right next to her on her left, launched his scathing attack.

         I felt certain that she would come back with a strong response, and she started off sounding irritated and confident. However, she then went on and on, and the more she went on, the more obvious it was that she had very little of substance to say. Cameron got visibly angry and began to go through all the points on the Chancellor’s list, one by one. What had happened to this particular deadline? he asked. Why had this particular process not been put in place? Theresa stuttered and stumbled and looked desperately through her briefing notes for the answers that she needed – but without finding any. There was an uncomfortable feeling around the table. Other ministers looked embarrassed at seeing the Home Secretary squirm so badly. At the end of the discussion, Cameron said, ‘Look, I really don’t want to have to do this again. The Home Office is going to have to get its act together and sort these issues out.’ Senior Cabinet ministers aren’t usually humiliated in this way, and I doubt Theresa May will forget this.

         At 10.45, I met up with the Cabinet Secretary. Jeremy Heywood is a most un-Mandarin-type senior civil servant. He’s completely the opposite of Sir Humphrey Appleby, and in fact you get the impression not so much of talking to the Cabinet Secretary as of meeting a middle-rank official in, say, the Department for Work and Pensions. Jeremy has absolutely no sense of pomposity, and he seems to spend his time looking for intelligent and practical solutions to the problems facing us. If we had an entire Cabinet of Heywoods, the country would be very boring but incredibly well governed.

         In the afternoon, met with Sam Freedman, Michael Gove’s special adviser, about whether or not we should raise the minimum GCSE floor standard for every school to 50 per cent. Special advisers are wary, not least because of the way Ofqual is now interpreting its mandate to maintain standards. This means that they are refusing to allow GCSE results to rise, even if pupils get better grades, unless they can ‘prove’ these grades are because the children are brighter than before.

         WEDNESDAY 5 DECEMBER

         The Cabinet heard George Osborne’s briefing about the Autumn Statement in subdued silence. To my horror, it turns out that we’ve wasted £1 billion on reducing corporation tax by another 1 per cent – something that will make precious little difference to the economy, but which uses up the scarce receipts from increasing taxes on the rich and from squeezing welfare.

         The basic shape of the package is this: we’re spending around £1.5 billion to avoid a 3p increase in fuel duty, and another £1 billion on a further increase in the personal income tax allowance. We’re then cutting corporation tax and introducing corporate tax allowances, costing about £1 billion. We’ve got £1 billion coming in from the restriction of pension tax relief, and the usual few billions from tax avoidance, and then we’ve got about £1 billion from bringing more people into the 40 per cent rate of tax.

         It’s quite interesting with Cameron and Osborne that they don’t much mind bringing more people into the 40 per cent rate, and they’d much rather do that than hit people who are really, really rich. It’s all about protecting their friends and big donors.

         George described how he had managed to ensure that borrowing was continuing to fall, though he said this was ‘not by very much’, at which point he glanced at me and smiled cynically. He’s obviously spent an eternity massaging all the figures to make sure that the Labour Party can’t say that borrowing is going up between 2012/13 and 2013/14.

         The welfare benefit cuts have only amounted to around £3.5 billion in 2015/16, not the £10 billion George wanted. Credit to Nick on this.

         The Autumn Statement is politically clever but lacks any imagination on growth. If growth doesn’t resume soon, then borrowing is going to get stuck at an uncomfortably high level.

         George also described how the government’s going to be looking at other energy sources, including shale gas, and he said there would be a new regulator – the ‘Office of Unconventional Gases’. As George said, ‘A name that’s right out of The Thick of It!’

         THURSDAY 6 DECEMBER

         The effects of the Autumn Statement are now clear. The top 10 per cent of the population have had their incomes hit by quite a lot, but the main losers are in the bottom 30 per cent – as a consequence of the reductions in benefit uprating. This highlights the rather bizarre Conservative priority of taking from people at the very bottom, counterbalanced by the Lib Dem determination to squeeze more out of the very top.

         Given that George has spent an entire £1 billion cutting corporation tax, it’s clear that a large segment of the welfare savings weren’t necessary. If we’d got rid of the corporation tax cut and limited the uprating of fuel duty to 1p, we could have reduced the welfare savings by half. Infuriating.

         Saw Glenys Stacey, the head of Ofqual. We discussed the English Baccalaureate Certificate. Glenys is amazingly critical and she said she had no idea what the new qualification was going to look like or whether the government really knew what it was going to look like; she had no idea what proportion of people were supposed to be passing it, and no idea what its content should be. Glenys said she didn’t think the new qualification could be prepared sensibly in the timescales that were available. She is also very worried by having a single exam board, which she thought was ‘disruptive and highly risky’.

         At the ministerial meeting, Michael Gove said he felt the DfE had done very well out of the Autumn Statement – ‘lots of complimentary press coverage’. He said he felt we had got a lot of political capital in the bank and ‘we should think about whether we want to use any of this capital in changing policy in any area’. I said that I was worried about qualifications reform.

         At the end of the meeting, I discussed with MG my note on school intervention. He said that he agreed with all of it, except one bullet point about allowing local authorities to intervene in ‘requires improvement’ academies. It remains to be seen whether Michael will change his mind again. Until we actually have a Bill down in black and white, I won’t count on it.

         FRIDAY 7 DECEMBER

         At 6.30 a.m. I was at the Royal Mail sorting office in Yeovil, for my annual Christmas visit. I took over these visits from Paddy Ashdown. You have to get up early and go round the four Royal Mail sorting centres in Yeovil, Chard, Ilminster and Crewkerne, glad-handing rather exhausted postmen at some unearthly hour.

         Sometimes you do meet grumpy people who hate politicians, but the key thing is to pass on rather quickly once you pick up any negative vibes. Although I absolutely dread these occasions, they always go much better than expected, and today the people in the Yeovil sorting office were particularly friendly.

         I’ve found out from Daniel in my private office that there is a planned launch of a new A-level policy on Friday. MG’s advisers are apparently trying to keep me in the dark. Because I’ve found out, they’re now saying that they will brief me after Liz Truss meets with the Russell Group universities on Thursday, just a few hours before a launch on Friday. Balls to that.

         I’m furious about this. It’s the first time that I’ve discovered the Conservatives being deliberately duplicitous. I’m not going to be bounced into decisions on A-level reform.

         SUNDAY 9 DECEMBER

         Particularly irritating is a front-page headline in the Sunday Times, suggesting that Michael Gove is ‘declaring war’ on teachers. It doesn’t take very long to guess where this story has come from – Dom Cummings. Nick emailed to say:

         
            I’m incensed by what Gove has briefed into the Sunday Times front page – going to war with teachers on pay etc. This completely undermines all our hard work to deliver a reasonable package on teacher pay, as well as insulting a lot of our core voters. I think we should brief out now that this is ‘juvenile sabre rattling’.

         

         In the evening, Tim Leunig sent me a note about the new English Baccalaureate Certificates. Tim said that he and Sam Freedman are becoming increasingly worried and feel that the EBC may be something of a policy car crash. He picked up on Michael’s comment in the ministers’ meeting that this reform is ‘keeping him awake at night’. Tim says we should scrap the EBC reforms and simply modify GCSEs, with reduced coursework, reduced retakes and final synoptic exams. Tim said that we could rename them EBCs if we liked, but the change should be as gentle and evolutionary as possible. He also thinks we should scrap the risky move to monopoly exam boards. I agreed on all points.

         MONDAY 10 DECEMBER

         To Michael’s office to have a meeting about the school improvement strategy. Rather ominously, Dom Cummings and Lord Hill were also there. Michael didn’t beat around the bush. He said that his thinking on a third-session Schools Bill was rather similar to his fear of flying. A couple of years ago, he was due to make a long-distance flight, and in the run-up to the flight he was getting increasingly nervy and short-tempered but didn’t really know why, and then one night his wife suggested to him that they shouldn’t go on the holiday after all, and he suddenly felt a huge weight lifted from his shoulders.

         He said that the same is true of the idea of having a third-session Schools Bill, and now that he’d taken a decision not to have a Bill, he suddenly felt the load on his shoulders lighten.

         I think there are probably two or three reasons why he doesn’t want a Bill. The first is that he doesn’t want any change that would give local authorities a role in school improvement. The second issue is that he’s sceptical about legislation for the sake of legislation, and feels that the department should focus on delivery, which is probably a sensible thing. The third reason is that Lord Hill doesn’t want any more work!

         I responded by saying that I wasn’t obsessed about having a third-session Bill either and this was really the ‘ask’ of the Prime Minister. What I was far more interested in was the policy issue of how we intervened in weak schools. I pointed out that Sir Michael Wilshaw is now starting to inspect local authorities and is planning to fail those that he doesn’t think are capable of carrying out the intervention role. This will therefore require a DfE response. I also said that we were soft-pedalling on accountability for academy chains and that some chains were performing less well than some local authorities. I said we needed to be honest and transparent about local authority and sponsor failure, and we needed to be as tough with bad sponsor academies as we were with bad local authorities.

         TUESDAY 11 DECEMBER

         I was furious to read an article in the FT entitled ‘Fears of a Billion Pounds Lost Tax in Share Scheme’. This is about the potential tax costs involved in Osborne’s new scheme in which you give up your employment rights in return for shares. The long-term costs are buried in an annexe to the Autumn Statement and show that in five years’ time this will be costing around a billion pounds in tax avoidance. Crazy!

         The Joint Parliamentary Committee Report on the Communications Bill has now come out and is fairly scathing about how awful the communication intercept measures are. Nick has gone public to say that the Bill is effectively dead in its existing form. Theresa May is absolutely furious and is briefing out outrageous things about Nick ‘defending terrorists and paedophiles’!

         The Cabinet meeting started at 9.15 with a discussion on immigration. Vince made a rather long intervention, and I glanced at Cameron to note that he was listening with ill-disguised irritation and contempt. Neither the Prime Minister nor George Osborne makes any effort in Cabinet to disguise their views.

         George Osborne, William Hague and Michael Gove are clearly the Prime Minister’s favourites, and on the Lib Dem side he generally gets on well with Danny Alexander and Nick Clegg and also, to the extent that he notices him, Michael Moore.

         Cameron doesn’t think much of Iain Duncan Smith, but he treats him with a degree of respect. Owen Paterson, the PM only just tolerates. Most of the women in the Cabinet Cameron has little time for. Only Theresa May is located centrally, on Osborne’s right. Meanwhile, Justine Greening, the International Development Secretary, is seated somewhere near the entrance door, well away from the Prime Minister and out of his line of sight. Maria Miller, Theresa Villiers, and Baroness Warsi – the other female members of the Cabinet – are all consigned to the very far end of the table.

         We had a brief discussion on the issue of gay marriage. Owen Paterson intervened to say that he wanted to confirm that this would be a free vote for the Conservative Party. Cameron replied impatiently, ‘Of course it is, I’ve made that clear a long time ago.’ He added: ‘I really don’t want this to go on for ever – we must get it out of the way before the summer.’ I suspect what he meant is that he wants it out of the way before the Tory autumn conference.

         Dinner with Julian Astle at the Cinnamon Club. We discussed Jeremy Browne, at the Home Office. Apparently he doesn’t think much of Theresa May and says she is a bit of a lightweight. He’s still infatuated with Hague. Theresa is making a speech on immigration tomorrow, but she’s refusing to share it with Jeremy. Treats her junior ministers like junior grunts.

         WEDNESDAY 12 DECEMBER

         Nick told me that Theresa May was absolutely spitting blood over his announcement that the Communications Intercept Bill was being vetoed: ‘Theresa has gone completely bonkers, it’s really quite extraordinary. The atmosphere is very bad indeed between us.’

         At lunchtime, took my private office staff for Christmas lunch, but had to return early for a PM/DPM bilateral on the mid-term review. We met in the PM’s office. It isn’t a terribly large room – probably no more than 20 ft by 20 ft, with a few armchairs and a sofa and a desk.

         Cameron was seated in an armchair, with a big folder on his lap, and around him were Chris Martin, his private secretary, Kate Fall, Ed Llewellyn, Oliver Letwin and Jeremy Heywood. Nick and I sat down on the couch opposite the Prime Minister, and Jonny Oates and Philip Rycroft sat on chairs to our right.

         Cameron opened by saying, ‘Look, I’m really up for a big coalition agreement on all of this. My worry is that we’re just going to have a few Lib Dem-type spending policies, without any really, really radical stuff. For example, on the single-tier pension, you’ve got to understand that I regard this as a pretty Lib Dem thing. I’m going to get a hard time in the Daily Mail. I guess I’m prepared to sort of go along with it, but only if we can do really interesting things on roads and housing.’

         Cameron then took us onto roads policy, which he said, bizarrely, was the reform that he’s most enthusiastic about. He claimed this would bring in a lot of extra spending for roads. He said that he was open to having something which was ‘like a Green Paper or a White Paper’ with all the detail filled in later: ‘Some people tell me that this is a poll tax on the roads, but I really think we can manage that aspect of it and frankly we have to do something radical.’

         I’m amazed that George Osborne hasn’t killed this, because it’s going to be incredibly unpopular with motorists and with the Daily Mail/Sun/Telegraph.

         THURSDAY 13 DECEMBER

         There is a row going on about Michael Gove’s proposals on A-levels. He’s threatening to announce the whole package without proper government clearance.

         At 8.30 a.m. I went over to the Department for Education to get briefed by officials on the primary school test results.

         The officials all looked very sheepish. I wondered whether the results were awful, or there was some terrible cock-up. No. It turned out that the schools have done far better this year! The more I questioned them, the more genuine the improvement seemed to be. The officials are so used to the political requirement to show ‘dumbing down’ that they really didn’t know how to handle an improvement in results. I finished the meeting by saying, ‘Cheer up! And why don’t we say something nice about schools for a change? Our criticisms of schools will be taken much more seriously if we say good things when they do well.’

         This evening Julian Glover [DfT spad] spoke to me about the roads proposal that the PM is so keen on. The Department for Transport hate the idea. They hope we Lib Dems will ‘bury it’.

         FRIDAY 14 DECEMBER

         At 8.30 a.m. Switch called through with the pre-planned telephone call from Michael Gove. Michael was calling from a motorway service station, so the line was a little crackly. I started off by saying that I was very concerned about last weekend’s Sunday Times story about ‘Gove declaring war on teachers’.

         Then moved on to the recent row over A-level reform – said I was very upset that Michael’s office had tried to block me from getting policy advice. I also said that I was concerned to hear that an official who deals with A-levels had been moved out of her policy area as a ‘punishment’ for speaking to my adviser. I said that it was unacceptable for a civil servant to be put in a position where they felt a conflict of loyalty between the two sides of the coalition.

         SUNDAY 16 DECEMBER

         A Lib Dem conference call on the mid-term review at 10.15 a.m. Nick was out in a park somewhere watching his son playing football. All we could hear was endless screams from children as the match ebbed and flowed up and down the park. At one stage, Danny had to stop speaking because none of us could hear each other.

         MONDAY 17 DECEMBER

         Another Quad on the mid-term review. Cameron started by saying, ‘Look, basically I’m up for a radical mid-term review. But if we’re going to have some Lib Dem stuff in the mid-term review, I want some of the things that I’m keen on, such as roads and housing. Are you up for that?’ Nick replied rather too bluntly, ‘Yes.’

         Nick said that he was basically happy with the roads package but he thought it was politically sensitive and therefore there was a strong argument for starting with just a consultation. It was agreed that we’d press ahead with the single-tier pension reform, and we had a brief discussion on the pared-back housing reforms.

         Then the Prime Minister said, ‘What are we doing on this “Earn or Learn” thing?’ Nick said, ‘Well, I think we’re probably not going to proceed due to some of the policy issues.’ Mischievously, the Prime Minister – with a twinkle in his eye – said, ‘Oh, I’m really disappointed we’re not going to be doing this. We need to send out a clear message about encouraging people from welfare into employment. Why can’t we do this?’

         Somewhat sheepishly, Nick replied, ‘Well, I just think that some of the policies here are very difficult on cutting back on benefits, and the Treasury is worried about wasting money on training for people who would otherwise get jobs.’

         We then went onto a long discussion on the Dilnot Report on social care. Danny said that he thought it was ‘completely mad’ to go ahead with it, and George Osborne also said he wasn’t supportive. Nick said he thought that we now were agreed on having a ‘cheap’ version of Dilnot with a £75,000 cap in 2017/18, which would shift most of the cost into the 2020 parliament. The Prime Minister said that there was in his view a clear rationale for doing the policy, which was to reduce the windfall losses that were suddenly incurred by people if they contracted some very nasty disease late in their lives. The issue was how we funded it. George Osborne said that maybe we should take away benefits from pensioners, such as attendance allowance and disability living allowance – but I pointed out that that would be the equivalent of taking from poor pensioners to give to rich ones! I said that the logical thing to do was to make sure it was the rich pensioners themselves who contributed to this, since they would be the big gainers.

         I said that we could either raise money from inheritance tax – at which George Osborne frowned, smiled and raised his eyebrows – or we could take away the winter heating allowance from rich pensioners. The Conservatives were unenthusiastic.

         6 p.m. Oliver Letwin’s office on the lower ministerial corridor, to go through the mid-term review document. With anybody else, this could have been done in a couple of hours, but it was clear from the very beginning that Oliver was in no rush. By 7 p.m. we’d only covered two pages. Oliver would read each paragraph, for an implausibly long period of time, and sit there thinking. At one stage I thought he must either have fallen off to sleep or be waiting for us to say something – so I asked him whether he was ready to talk and he said, ‘Just a couple of minutes.’

         We had interminable debates about which road improvement schemes to include in the document, and in particular whether the improvements to the Kettering bypass and the A453 (widening) schemes were worth including.

         After one particularly interminable wait for Oliver to rejig the transport section, Julian Astle, Nick Donlevy and I had a barely suppressed laughing fit, which in a small office is difficult to keep from everybody else.

         By 10 p.m., four hours later, we were dealing with the section on ‘Social Care and Disability’. This started: ‘The fact that people are living longer than ever before is a cause for celebration. It gives us all a chance to work longer…’! When I read this bit, I laughed out loud, and Oliver asked me what I was laughing at. I read out the sentence to him, and at the end he burst out laughing with an entire mouthful of Diet Pepsi, which at first he threatened to spray across the room, and then appeared to be in danger of choking on.

         Oliver has a very infectious and exaggerated hysterical chuckle, which goes on for a long period of time, and which is very difficult not to join in with.

         Eventually got home at 1 a.m. There’s a poll with the lowest Conservative support since David Cameron became leader, along with a very high UKIP poll rating. This is going to put pressure on Cameron on his referendum strategy.

         TUESDAY 18 DECEMBER

         The Quad again. 8.30 a.m. We went into a long discussion about the childcare proposals. It’s clear that George Osborne would rather not be doing this at all.

         Nick Clegg started a discussion about how we should make work pay for people on lower incomes. This would help, said Nick, to address the problems identified by the Resolution Foundation, under their director Gavin Kelly. George Osborne interrupted: ‘Look, Gavin Kelly is just some Gordon Brown acolyte. The idea that we should be fixing policy because of what he says is complete nonsense. We really don’t want to go back to fiddling with UC, which will make the whole thing far too complicated.’

         David Cameron looked rather puzzled and confused through all of this and it’s clear that he hasn’t got his head around the details of childcare policy. He’s one of those political leaders who is very comfortable on international summits, foreign policy, defence and home affairs. It’s clear that he has no idea how Universal Credit interacts with anything else in the childcare system, and isn’t really interested in this low-income group.

         Cameron went on to say that he thought we really should be ‘doing something’ on the trade unions: ‘Why don’t we come back to the excellent proposals that were in the note from Danny Alexander and George Osborne?’

         I said we couldn’t possibly implement a partial reform of party funding that merely hit the trade unions without doing something to introduce a cap on donations. I also pointed out gently that this was really ‘a solution in search of a problem, particularly in the private sector’. David Cameron said, ‘Oh no, there really are problems with the trade unions, particularly in the public sector, and with things like the threatened fuel drivers and haulage strikes.’

         At 9.45 a.m. the Cabinet started to gather in the Terracotta Room upstairs in No. 10, for the Queen’s visit. I chatted with Michael Gove, Vince Cable and Mike Moore until we were ushered next door assembled in two lines facing each other, to wait for Her Majesty. Although all of us are used to meeting major politicians and media stars, there is something special in the air when the Queen visits. She is, after all, one of the most famous people in the world and she has an indefinable ‘X factor’.

         She arrived, escorted by David Cameron, and he guided her down the line of ministers, shaking hands first with the Cabinet Secretary, then with Baroness Warsi and then with me.

         We then went next door for the official photograph. Just as the photographer had finished taking his shots, the Queen suddenly said, ‘You can all smile, you know!’, which set off a hearty round of laughter. At this point, the photographer suddenly realised that he had an interesting photograph and started clicking away madly. The Queen’s comment had the desired effect, giving us an official photograph with everybody laughing – except for the Queen, who remained impassive in the centre of the Cabinet, her eyes focused on the photographer, her face seemingly quite serious, and looking at all times utterly the professional that she is.

         Cabinet ministers were then guided downstairs. When the Queen came in, we all stood up and she was escorted to the seat at the middle of the Cabinet table which is normally the Prime Minister’s. Cameron introduced the meeting by welcoming the Queen and saying that she was the first serving monarch to attend a Cabinet meeting since 1781, under Lord North’s administration. At the time, we were in the middle of a war with the United States of America. The Queen stared, impassively, at the table. I don’t think she would have blinked if it had been announced that we were planning a second American War.

         Sir George Young described how we are beginning to get legislation together for the next Queen’s Speech and the Queen interrupted to say, ‘Well, I hope it won’t be too long.’

         The Queen left after the Afghanistan update and the PM showed her out. When he came back, we asked what present the Cabinet had bought the Queen with our £100 donations. ‘Sixty place mats’ – I’m sure she was overwhelmed!

         SATURDAY 29 DECEMBER

         A new version of the mid-term review document. The cover note says that Oliver has asked for a conference call on ‘New Year’s Day – at tea time’. Very Oliver!

         Meanwhile, there has been an exchange of emails over Christmas between Tim Leunig and Michael Gove. Tim said that he thought the new proposed history curriculum is pretty awful, so I suggested he raise his concerns directly with Michael. Tim was as good as his word and sent an email straight off criticising the history curriculum, which he thinks MG has personally dictated.

         Very rapidly an email came back from Michael, even though he’s currently away on holiday, in the USA.

         
            Dear Tim, I’m out of the UK at the moment – trying to broaden my horizons, but in fact only expanding my waistline. Thank you so much for being so detailed and so candid. Two things I value most in advice – and advisers – are evidence and honesty. It probably won’t surprise you to know that drawing up the history curriculum has been the most difficult exercise of all the subjects – for a host of reasons – but perhaps most of all because it is the subject most susceptible to being viewed through a political prism. There may be different Conservative and Liberal perspectives on physics for all I know – perhaps Liberals as instinctive believers in greater pluralism and the virtues of coalition may be more inclined to believe that two different objects can occupy the same space at the same time – but generally the arguments one might have about the physics curriculum tend to be more technical than ideological. The case in point here is the argument you make about the aims of the history curriculum. I tend to the view that the more history one knows – and the better one understands the past – the less likely one is to make – or repeat – mistakes. The case you make that those parts of Germany with an anti-Semitic tradition are more likely to be pro-Nazi does not tell us anything about historical knowledge among Nazi voters per se – it tells us about the persistence of prejudices in particular communities – the same applies in Northern Ireland where I doubt that one in a hundred amongst loyalist rioters has any understanding of why the 1688 revolution might be thought glorious. What they do understand is that they are a tribe – with rituals and antipathies – the membership of that tribe is affirmed by the perpetuation of certain attitudes and prejudices.

         

         On and on the email went. You can disagree with Michael. But you cannot fault his passion and commitment for his education responsibilities.

         
            * The Downing Street switchboard.
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