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‌Introduction

    Our subject in this book is the numerous blunders that have been committed by British governments of all parties in recent decades. We believe there have been far too many of them and that most, perhaps all, of them could have been avoided. In previous generations, foreign observers of British politics viewed the British political system with something like awe. Government in Britain was not only highly democratic: it was also astonishingly competent. It combined effectiveness with efficiency. British governments, unlike the governments of so many other countries, knew what they wanted to do and almost invariably succeeded in doing it. Textbooks in other countries were full of praise, and foreign political leaders often expressed regret that their own system of government could not be modelled on Britain’s. Sadly, the British system is no longer held up as a model, and we suspect one reason is that today’s British governments screw up so often.

    They screw up more often than most people seem to realise. Our strong impression is that, while a majority of Britons know about this, that or the other cock-up, they are by no means aware of the full range of them. Most readers of this book have probably never heard of – let alone know much about – a large proportion of the cock-ups we describe in later chapters. Typically, people hear about one blunder, then another, then another, without realising that there are far too many of them to be accounted for by random one-off sets of circumstances and that they may instead have common origins. If major car crashes occur continually at the same road junction, it may be that the fault lies not primarily with the individual drivers involved in the crashes, but with the design and designers of the junction. In our view, British governments in general are blunder-prone.

    Are they more blunder-prone than they used to be? Are governments in Britain more blunder-prone than the governments of other, comparable liberal democracies? Both questions are pertinent, but, alas, we are not in a position to answer either of them. It has taken us the best part of four years to complete our investigations into latter-day UK blunders, and we have not had the time or resources to compare systematically either the most recent decades with previous decades, or Britain’s experience with that of other countries. We hope others will be tempted to undertake both tasks. It is certainly the case that British governments in the more distant past blundered from time to time, and we cite several postwar examples in Chapter 3. It is also the case that the governments of other countries are perfectly capable of blundering (as, for example, when Helmut Kohl’s German government agreed in 1990 to exchange West German Deutschmarks on a par with hopelessly overvalued East German Ostmarks, or when a majority of European Union countries foolishly agreed to allow Greece to enter the eurozone). But, whatever Britain’s past experience and whatever the experience of other countries, our central point remains the same: that modern governments in Britain blunder too often.

    Our detailed investigations cover roughly the three decades from the election of the Thatcher government in 1979 to the fall of the Blair/Brown New Labour government in 2010. As for the coalition government that took office in May 2010, it is for readers to decide whether they think David Cameron and his colleagues, compared with their Conservative and Labour predecessors, turned out to be more, less or about equally blunder-prone. But we do have our own suspicions, as will emerge from a Postscript.

    One thing this book is not about is pointing the finger of blame at individuals (though we confess to doing that from time to time, and readers can certainly engage in finger-pointing if they want to). Our reason is straightforward. If the Right Hon. Albert Adventurous was clearly the principal perpetrator of blunder X, and if he was clearly aided and abetted (or at any rate not dissuaded) by his permanent secretary, Sir Benjamin Blunderbuss, those two facts may well be of interest to psychologists, historians and gossips; but they are unlikely to be of much interest to someone concerned with the workings of British government, especially if, as is likely to be the case, both the Right Hon. Albert and his permanent secretary Sir Benjamin have long since departed the scene (possibly long before it had become apparent that the blunder in question was, indeed, a blunder). What we and other concerned citizens want to know is how it came about that either patterns of human behaviour or else the workings of the system of government were such that the Right Hon. Albert and Sir Benjamin were able to blunder as they did. If individuals on their own are solely responsible for blunders, there are no general lessons to be learned. But our interest lies precisely in any general lessons that can be drawn.

    That interest underpins the structure of what follows. In Part I, we define “blunder” and set the scene. In Part II, we tell a variety of blunder-related horror stories. Our stories are worth telling in their own right. Like all good horror stories, they sometimes make one’s hair stand on end. Several of them, although true, almost defy belief. But our main purpose in telling them is not to entertain (though we hope we do that) but to provide a body of evidence from which we and our readers can begin to draw general inferences. Our own conclusions are then set out in Parts III and IV.

    This book is also not about party politics. It would have had to be a book with a large party-political focus if we had discovered that one or other of the two major parties appeared to be far more blunder-prone than the other when in power. But, as we shall see, that is not the case. Governments of all parties appear equally blunder-prone – a fact that in itself suggests that there are systemic defects in the British system of government, defects rooted in the culture and institutions of Whitehall and Westminster having little to do with party leaders, party members or partisan ideologies. It is not even true that there are characteristically Conservative and characteristically Labour cock-ups. Governments of both parties seem to blunder in much the same way – so much so that, if one did not already know, it would be hard to guess which party was in power when any given blunder was committed.

    Although it may appear to be at times, this book is not in any way meant to be hostile to government as such. Neither of us is now a member, or ever would be, of a British outpost of the American Tea Party movement. We have no prejudice in favour of either the public or the private sector, and instead believe that decisions should be made pragmatically about where the boundaries between the two sectors should be drawn. We even have doubts about whether it is useful to think in terms of there being two separate sectors. Although we focus in these pages on government blunders, we are well aware that private-sector companies are also blunder-prone. As the record shows, such companies, far from invariably being lean, mean and competent, are frequently gross, greedy and incompetent.

    Readers need no reminding of the bank failures and bail-outs that followed the collapse of Lehman Brothers in the US in 2008. They may not need to be reminded of the terrible trouble that Equitable Life had earlier got both itself and thousands of its policyholders into. But they probably have forgotten the total disappearance from the British industrial scene of the once-mighty General Electric Company (GEC). As recently as the 1980s, GEC was the largest private-sector employer in the UK. But, following the retirement of its founder, Arnold Weinstock, his successors embarked on a wildly overambitious programme of acquisitions, expansions and reorganisations. By the mid-2000s, they had effectively killed off the company. Blundering incompetence on an almost superhuman scale also led to the slow death and ultimate interment of an entire industry, one that had previously dominated the UK market: the British-owned volume car industry. Whereas Austin, Morris and Rover once led the way in Britain, foreign-owned companies – Honda, Toyota, BMW, General Motors and Ford – now do. Cumulative blunders by another British company, BP, led in 2010 to the never-to-be-forgotten Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico – one of the most damaging escapes of crude oil into the environment in history. If governments are fallible, so undoubtedly are private companies.

    We decided reluctantly at an early stage to focus almost exclusively on domestic matters. Foreign affairs and defence often raise different kinds of issues from more domestic matters, and we were not in a position to explore both. Fortunately, the two most conspicuous foreign-policy blunders of the postwar era – the Suez expedition of 1956 and the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq in 2003 (though some still maintain that the latter was not a blunder) – have been thoroughly described and analysed by historians and government commissions. And one British military undertaking that many thought was probably going to prove a blunder, the long-range expedition to recover the Falkland Islands from Argentina in 1982, in the event proved a resounding success. The islands were retaken.

    Our research methods have been largely conventional. We have read the published record and learned much from parliamentary committee reports and the records of parliamentary proceedings. We have drawn heavily – but have not relied heavily – on contemporary press reports. We have read hundreds of articles and books relating to the commission of specific blunders. And we have spoken to several dozen participants in and close observers of the events that we describe, most of whose names are listed in the Acknowledgements. Apart from formal interviews, one can learn much in the course of casual conversations with politicians and officials – from, as our American colleagues say, “nosing and poking” in and around the world of politics. We have also read extensively in the academic literature dealing with both governmental successes and failures. Our voluminous bibliography can be consulted online at http://www.oneworld-publications.com/blunders. In order that the book not be festooned with footnotes like an overdecorated Christmas tree, we have confined our referencing largely to direct quotations from published sources. Where a direct quotation has not been referenced, it is drawn from the notes of one of our off-the-record interviews.

    One additional point is worth making in this connection. The National Audit Office, the House of Commons Public Accounts Committee and some, though not all, other parliamentary committees are admirable bodies, and in what follows we frequently cite their reports. That said, however, their reports and the investigations that lead up to them typically suffer from two limitations, both to some extent self-imposed. One is that, partly out of a desire to operate on a non-partisan, dispassionate basis, they largely focus on the “what” questions and tend to neglect the “why” questions. They say that something went wrong, describe what went wrong and usually say what they think should be done to avoid the same kind of thing going wrong in future; but they seldom delve deeply into the causes of whatever went wrong. In particular, they seldom explore the decision making by ministers and officials that led to the committing of the blunder in question. Secondly, the various investigative bodies typically operate on a case-by-case basis. They only rarely step back and try to discern patterns of behaviour of the kind that we try to identify here. Just as much of British government is not, as they say, “joined up”, so most of the research of these other bodies tends to be highly segmented, without lines being drawn between the dots. The House of Commons Public Administration Select Committee and several of the Lords committees are among the rare exceptions.

    This book paints on a large canvas and undoubtedly contains some errors of fact and interpretation. We make no claim to be experts on every subject we touch on, and readers who think they have spotted substantial errors of fact or interpretation are more than welcome to get in touch with us. We will be happy to correct our errors in future editions. Fortunately, any mistakes that the book contains should not materially affect our broad-brush conclusions. If a particular airline operates aircraft that crash repeatedly, it is no use pointing out that in the case of one specific incident the plane that crashed was a Boeing 747 and not, as the authors of a book on aviation safety claimed, an Airbus 380. Random errors do not undermine a general argument. We in these pages are ultimately interested in patterns, not specific events. We believe that patterns are discernible in the blunders committed by British governments. Our primary concern is with reducing the overall incidence of such blunders.

    A brief word about gender is required. As feminists, albeit male ones, we would like to have used gender-neutral language consistently throughout. Sadly, that would have done violence to the English language and would also have resulted in unbelievably tortuous and convoluted sentences. We hope that readers will forgive us on those grounds for writing “he” and “his” when the rendering should strictly be “he and she” and “his and hers”. We have, of course, introduced gender-neutral language whenever we felicitously and grammatically could. Although a considerable number of our interviewees were women, we have, in order to protect their identity, used masculine pronouns and adjectives in referring to all of our interviewees, whether women or men.

    Finally, we hope the reader will bear in mind throughout our book that, in spite of its governments’ incessant blundering, the United Kingdom is in many ways a well-governed country. Our political leaders are seldom clowns or buffoons, and the vast majority of them are genuinely concerned with both the British people’s welfare and the country’s long-term future. To say that they are public servants is to speak the truth. They are subject to the law of the land like every other citizen. They seldom resort to crude demagoguery. They seldom seek special advantages for themselves, their families, their friends or their lovers. They seldom exploit public property for private purposes. Blatant corruption is virtually unknown in central government and rare in local government. The parliamentary expenses scandal that hit the headlines in 2009 stood out partly because it was so rare. Compared with the political élites of some countries, including some of Britain’s continental neighbours, most British politicians and civil servants are models of both rectitude and public-spiritedness. If anything, these very qualities make the frequency with which they commit blunders the more surprising and disappointing.
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Blunders, judgement calls 
and institutions


    In a famous series of essays known as the Federalist Papers – first published in 1787 and still in print after more than two centuries – the great American statesman and political philosopher James Madison referred to “the blunders of our governments”. The governments he had in mind were America’s thirteen state governments, the only governments that mattered much before the ratification of the US federal constitution at the end of the 1780s. Lamenting what he believed to be the state governments’ innumerable blunders, Madison suggested charitably that “these have proceeded from the heads rather than the hearts of most of the authors of them”. “What indeed”, he added, “are all the repealing, explaining, and amending laws, which fill and disgrace our voluminous codes, but so many monuments of deficient wisdom?”‌1 Couched in suitably modern language, that question, with its dour reference to “monuments of deficient wisdom”, must have occurred to millions of Britons during recent years. As we shall see in later chapters, the blunders committed by British governments in recent years have been, if not quite innumerable, then certainly exceedingly numerous. The record is a sorry one.

    James Madison felt no need to say exactly what he meant when he mentioned blunders. The many examples he cited were meant to speak for themselves. But for our purposes we need to set out carefully how we intend to use the word, if only to make clear what the following chapters are – and are not – about. What exactly is a blunder, and how are blunders to be distinguished from other forms of human misfortune and folly?

    A good place to start is a good dictionary. The Concise Oxford English Dictionary defines the noun “blunder” as “a stupid or careless mistake”, and the verb “to blunder” as “to move blindly, flounder, stumble”. Our use of the words is not dissimilar. We define a blunder as an episode in which a government adopts a specific course of action in order to achieve one or more objectives and, as a result largely or wholly of its own mistakes, either fails completely to achieve those objectives, or does achieve some or all of them but at a totally disproportionate cost, or else does achieve some or all of them but contrives at the same time to cause a significant amount of “collateral damage” in the form of unintended and undesired consequences. The costs and consequences of government blunders can be financial, human, political or some combination of all three.

    Defining a blunder is one thing. Deciding whether a specific action on the part of a government should be condemned as having been a blunder is something else again. Although tempting, it is not good enough to say, in the manner of a postwar American trade-union leader, “If it looks like a duck, walks like a duck and quacks like a duck, then it just may be a duck.”‌2 The creature in question may well be a duck (it probably is) but, as the trade-union leader’s words imply, it may only be another bird with webbed feet. That said, one sign that a blunder has probably been committed is if the government that first introduced the measure in question has subsequently abandoned or drastically revised it. A really serious blunder is also likely to be widely – possibly universally – acknowledged to have been such; there is usually general agreement on the point. Needless to say, ministers and ex-ministers seldom confess to having blundered, but their silence itself often speaks volumes. If the policy had succeeded, they would have boasted about it. As it failed, they typically shroud it in silence. A few of the blunders we discuss – the Thatcher government’s ill-fated poll tax, for example – are well remembered; but, partly for the reason just mentioned, many of them have disappeared into a kind of historical black hole. For instance, how many people today remember the mid-2000s fiasco over individual learning accounts? The relevant memoir-writers certainly do not go out of their way to draw attention to it. It was indeed a fiasco, and we devote the whole of Chapter 9 to it.

    It is also important to note that, while all blunders are mistakes, not all mistakes are blunders. Almost every day, people in government, as in all other walks of life, make what Americans often refer to as “judgement calls”. People know only what they already know or can reasonably be expected to find out; and in circumstances of uncertainty and on the basis of limited evidence, they must often decide what, on balance, seems to them at the time to be the best thing to do. In making such decisions, they will sometimes be right and sometimes wrong, but the fact that they turn out to have been wrong on a particular occasion does not necessarily mean that they have blundered. It may merely mean that, like the rest of us, politicians live in an unpredictable and sometimes intractable world and have on this occasion been unlucky. In 1999 the Treasury began a programme of auctioning off a proportion of the Bank of England’s gold stocks, with a view to rebalancing the country’s foreign-exchange reserves. In the wake of some of the auctions, the price of gold rose, causing critics to maintain that the gold in question should not have been sold at those particular auctions or possibly not at all. But the price of gold fluctuates wildly, and those Treasury and Bank of England officials who were responsible for the programme had no way of knowing that, following those particular auctions, the price was going to go up rather than down. In our view, the officials involved did not blunder. They merely made judgement calls that, as is the way of the world, turned out badly. (Overall the programme was a success.)

    The actions of governments, including their alleged blunders, also need to be judged only in the fullness of time. Government initiatives widely regarded as blunders at an early stage of their lives may look better later on. A classic instance is the building of the Sydney Opera House. Widely derided as a spectacular blunder in the course of its construction, it is now an Australian national icon. Similarly, many sceptics and doom-mongers condemned as a blunder-in-the-making the Thatcher government’s privatisation of most of the UK’s public utilities during the 1980s (“selling the family silver”); but privatisation is now almost universally accepted as having been a success – and the word itself has entered the language. Almost always, as in these two instances, only time will tell.

    Deciding whether a policy initiated by a government is to be deemed a blunder also raises, inevitably, fundamental issues of culture and values. What one person regards as wholly reprehensible another will regard as highly desirable, even essential. Some people still believe Britain’s entry into the European Common Market was a total disaster, while others believe it was absolutely vital and long overdue. People differ over what the top rate of income tax should be, about whether university students should pay tuition fees, about immigration from abroad and about same-sex marriage. Needless to say, issues such as these raise profound and perfectly valid questions. We ourselves, however, are not in the business of taking sides on issues such as those. Instead, we focus on blunders that are generally acknowledged to have been blunders in their own terms: occasions on which ministers and officials failed to achieve their declared objectives, irrespective of whether those objectives would have been ours. We write neither as moralists nor politicians. Our approach is more detached. After all, it is perfectly possible to judge Erwin Rommel to have been a brilliant general even though he fought in a vile cause. Both Clement Attlee and Margaret Thatcher were undoubtedly first-class prime ministers, even though their styles and political objectives could hardly have differed more.

    The advantages of studying blunders, as we define them, are obvious. The typical blunder, rather like the typical car crash, has a beginning and an end, and it involves a limited number of individuals and organisations. Furthermore – and more important – in the case of blunders, as in the case of car crashes, one can often derive lessons that, if acted upon, may possibly reduce the chances of similar incidents occurring in the future.

    At the same time, we readily acknowledge that, just as not all mistakes made by governments should be accounted blunders, so governments may fail in ways that do not in any way involve the committing of blunders. They may just be unlucky. They may encounter obstacles that were unforeseen and unforeseeable. They may not actively blunder but may fail to address problems that ought to be addressed. The sins of governments, like the sins of private individuals, can be sins of omission as well as commission, and failures on the part of governments can be ongoing: chronic as well as acute. Successive governments during the 1960s and 1970s failed to tackle successfully the problem of exorbitant trade-union power, just as they have failed until quite recently (and, even now, only partially) to address the multiple problems posed by Britain’s ageing population. We realise that our focus on blunders means that we have not even begun to address every failure on the part of modern British governments. There are many others still to be explored.

    One distinction we must make is between blunders and scandals. They are not the same thing. Most political scandals in Britain have nothing to do with blunders as we define them. They typically involve sex, petty crime and low-grade financial malpractice; they seldom involve gross governmental incompetence. The notorious Profumo affair of the 1960s had everything to do with sex, very little to do with the performance of the incumbent government (even though some at the time alleged it did). Similarly, by no means all blunders morph into scandals. It would probably be a good thing if more of them did. As we shall see, most of the blunders we describe never became scandals. Occasionally they were covered up. More commonly they involved matters of such complexity and technicality that the media never reported on them at all or else gave up trying. The early-2000s public-private partnership for financing the renewal of the London Underground, which we describe in Chapter 14, utterly failed to achieve its objectives and wasted many millions of pounds of taxpayers’ money; but, apart from a certain amount of specialist reporting, most newspapers took hardly any notice of it. It was too arcane and complicated. Someone we interviewed shook his head and described the episode as “one of the most appalling scandals”. But in fact, although it should have become a scandal, it never did. To this day, very few people – almost no one outside London – has ever heard of it.

    Blunders, needless to say, stem from a wide variety of causes. A useful distinction – one we will make use of later – is between those causes of blunders that are primarily behavioural or human in character and those that are more institutional, systemic or cultural in character. Behavioural or human factors are ones that are likely to be in play more or less anywhere and at more or less any time. They and their consequences are observable all but universally. One can observe them and their effects in non-governmental as well as governmental settings – in families, neighbourhood meetings, social clubs, charities, workplaces, boardrooms and trade unions. Institutional, systemic or cultural factors are more specific to particular times and places. One may find them in a corporate boardroom or in a trade union but probably not in both; in an army or an air force but probably not in a wholly voluntary organisation – and so forth. Patterns of behaviour that are considered normal in one time or place, and which may be taken completely for granted in that time or place, are liable to be considered abnormal and even unconscionable somewhere else at another time. Nepotism is frowned upon in the modern UK but is considered normal, even obligatory, in modern-day Saudi Arabia.

    In practice, of course, the two kinds of factors, behavioural and systemic, are usually intertwined. If one is in play in any given setting, it is usually in play along with another or others. For example, the folly of the Suez expedition of 1956 can be traced back to a large extent to the misjudgements of a small number of individuals: in this case, Sir Anthony Eden, Selwyn Lloyd and those immediately around them. Similarly, Britain’s failure to devalue the pound between 1964 and 1967 can largely be traced back to the single-minded determination of Harold Wilson, the prime minister, to prevent devaluation at almost any cost. But in both cases the men in question were able to act as they did because of the absence of institutional constraints upon them. Were those two blunders human or systemic in origin? The answer is that they were both.

    We shall make use of this rough-and-ready distinction between human and institutional factors in later chapters, but meanwhile we pause to remind readers that governments are not always guilty of blundering. Governments, including UK governments, are very often highly successful in their endeavours.
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    An array of successes

    When governments blunder, their blunders frequently make the headlines. They are blazoned across newspaper front pages and feature prominently in broadcast news bulletins. But governments often succeed, far more often than they are usually given credit for. Unfortunately for those in government, the fact that they have succeeded may well become apparent only years after they have left office. The triumphs of Winston Churchill and Margaret Thatcher are well remembered, but most prime ministers – John Major, Tony Blair or Gordon Brown – must empathise with Mark Antony’s observation in Julius Caesar that “The evil that men do lives after them; the good is oft interred with their bones”. Good news is no news. The successes of governments are apt to pass unnoticed or else be taken for granted. They should not be.

    The late Sir Keith Joseph was one of Thatcher’s principal mentors and a cabinet minister during her first two terms. He was a champion of free-market capitalism and a root-and-branch opponent of the big state. He once asked a Tory-supporting Englishman who had emigrated to America what he missed most about the UK. He was taken aback by the reply: “The BBC and the NHS.” The BBC – a creation of government, though not its creature – is world-renowned. The National Health Service is likewise an indubitable success by any reasonable standard. It provides high-quality health care and is extraordinarily cheap to run compared with health services in other countries. Ironically, the fact that people endlessly grumble about it testifies to its success, given the fact that most of those who grumble would never dream of wanting to see it abolished.

    One of the postwar Labour government’s achievements has been so successful that most people now have probably never heard of it. It was the Town and Country Planning Act 1947. The minister responsible, Lewis Silkin, set out to address three problems: atmospheric pollution, especially in big cities, urban sprawl and unconstrained ribbon development. The 1947 Act required local authorities to publish detailed land-use plans for their areas. Would-be builders and developers would have to apply for planning permission, and permission would normally be denied if the proposals contained in their application did not conform to the local plan’s requirements. The Act also allowed for the creation of open spaces – “green belts” – around towns and cities, and in 1955 Silkin’s Conservative successor, Duncan Sandys, issued a circular actively promoting the cause of green belts. The 1947 Act, together with Sandys’ initiative and much subsequent legislation, has left a beneficent legacy visible across the UK – in contrast to the unsightly sprawl surrounding many towns and cities in countries such as Greece, Italy and France.

    The 1939–45 war created a serious housing shortage that persisted long after the war. Few houses were built in wartime, thousands were destroyed by German bombs, and, despite the Labour government’s best efforts, postwar shortages of materials and labour meant that during the late 1940s the supply of new housing fell far short of demand. Conservative activists at the party’s annual conference in 1950 committed a future Tory government to building 300,000 houses a year, and during the 1951 election campaign the party placed housing second only to national defence in its list of priorities. The minister given responsibility for achieving the party’s ambitious target was Harold Macmillan. His junior minister in charge of housing, Ernest Marples, had made a fortune in the construction industry and therefore possessed “the specialised professional expertise so vital to the task in hand”.‌1 Through a combination of skilful management, lavish support from the Treasury, substantial deregulation of the building industry and a policy of active co-operation with local authorities (many of them Labour-controlled) Macmillan succeeded. In 1953, two years after the Conservatives took office, 327,000 “permanent dwellings” were completed. Eighty per cent were in the public sector.

    Despite its declared aims, Labour’s Town and Country Planning Act had done little to tackle the problem of atmospheric pollution. Britain was world-famous for its thick fogs, the notorious “pea-soupers”, but in fact these so-called fogs were really smogs: noxious mixtures of natural water vapour and vast quantities of minute carbon particles belched forth by factory chimneys and hundreds of thousands of coal-burning household fires. Although the health problems created by these smogs had long been acknowledged, they had hardly been addressed. But then, in December 1952, London was blanketed by a smog so thick that it halted rail and road traffic and contributed to the deaths of some 20,000 people. Despite intense public pressure, the government of the day was slow to act. Change would be expensive and would cause enormous inconvenience. It was not until four years later that legislation reached the statute book, but it did, with all-party support. The Clean Air Act 1956 established urban zones in which only smokeless fuels could be burnt. It required factories to lower the height of their chimneys, and provided that power stations in future were to be built only at a considerable distance from towns and cities. The 1956 Act and its successor legislation have resulted not only in cleaner air (and public buildings that, once cleaned, remain clean) but in vast improvements in public health. Thanks to the legislation, on top of increases in the use of electricity, oil and gas that would have occurred anyway, Britain is now a land that, if not entirely fog-free, is nevertheless almost totally smog-free.

    One of Labour prime minister Harold Wilson’s more energetic ministers was his protégée Barbara Castle, whom he appointed to head the Ministry of Transport in 1965. She inherited from her predecessor and took through parliament a bill allowing the police to breath-test anyone who committed a moving traffic offence or whom they had reason to suspect of having consumed alcohol while driving. The bill also provided for an automatic twelve-month disqualification for anyone convicted of drink-driving. Opposition to these measures, embodied in the Road Safety Act 1967, was vociferous but ineffectual, and the impact of the legislation was even more dramatic than had been expected. “The official forecast of lives likely to be saved was two hundred a year. At the end of the first five months, eight hundred people were alive who statistically would have died without the breathalyser.”‌2 Asked by his teacher to name the patron saint of travellers, one schoolboy in Norfolk replied, “Barbara Castle.”‌3 The 1967 Act also required new cars to be fitted with seatbelts, and thousands of drivers began to wear them voluntarily, although wearing them became mandatory only in 1983. No estimate can be precise, but the two measures taken together have undoubtedly saved many thousands of lives over subsequent decades and prevented even more serious injuries. Castle was probably right to maintain that she – and the Ministry of Transport’s officials – had launched a social revolution.

    Requiring people to wear seat belts and to stop drink-driving requires them to change their behaviour. It requires them in that sense to make choices. In the case of decimalisation, people had no choice. They had to use the new decimal currency whether they liked it or not. Even so, the abrupt switch that took place in mid-February 1971 from old pounds, shillings and pence to old pounds and new pence could have descended into farce. It could have proved an administrative disaster. In the event, the transition proceeded so smoothly that some national newspapers, which certainly would have reported it if something had gone badly wrong, found it scarcely worth reporting. It was precisely the knowledge that something might go badly wrong that prevented anything from going wrong. The government announced that the country was going to go decimal as early as the spring of 1966, nearly five years in advance of the actual event. A few months later, an executive Decimal Currency Board was set up to engineer the transition. The board introduced early on two new decimal coins, which ran alongside pre-decimal coins of the same value, and it organised a massive pre-decimalisation publicity campaign, one that accelerated gradually as time went on. By February 1971 a major event had been all but transformed into a non-event. Fortunately, there was virtual consensus among politicians and commentators on the issue. Controversy was minimal. Few were prepared to defend the old currency. The only serious argument revolved around the issue of whether the new currency’s basic unit should be the pound or some smaller unit, probably one with a value equivalent to ten shillings – half a pound – in the old money. But that argument was settled quickly in favour of the pound sterling and, once settled, it stayed settled. Administratively, decimalisation was a triumph.

    One of the most successful governments of the entire postwar era – in the simple sense of achieving a large proportion of its (very ambitious) policy objectives – was the Conservative government of Margaret Thatcher between 1979 and 1990. Although towards the end it committed one of the most extraordinary blunders of modern times, to be described in Chapter 4, it also managed more consistently than most postwar governments to match its own means to its own ends.

    The Thatcher government enjoyed one of its first major policy successes when it engineered the sale of thousands of council houses to their tenants. The Heath government had made tentative moves in that direction, and some local authorities, mostly Conservative-controlled, had already sold off a substantial number of properties. But the Thatcher government’s approach was altogether more comprehensive. The Housing Act 1980 gave all council tenants the legal right to buy the property in which they lived at a substantially discounted price (the precise size of the discount depending on how long they had lived there). Michael Heseltine, the environment secretary, said of the government’s bill in the House of Commons that it “lays the basis for perhaps as profound a social revolution as any in our history”. “Certainly”, he added, “no single piece of legislation has enabled the transfer of so much capital wealth from the State to the people.”‌4 The Act’s effects were immediate. Council-house sales took off. In the first six years of the new policy, 643,000 council-owned houses and flats were sold to their sitting tenants. Between 1986 – when the Thatcher government made the terms of sale even more generous than they already were – and 1996, another 1,100,000 were sold. Over the next few years, another 700,000 dwellings were transferred from the public sector into the private. The policy proved not only possible but irreversible. The Labour party first opposed it, then stopped opposing it and in the end embraced it, albeit with modifications. Nearly a million council houses were sold after Labour, in the guise of New Labour, returned to power in 1997.

    The Thatcher government had, and still has, a reputation for having been unwilling to involve itself in the affairs of British industry, so much so that one of its most successful ventures has been all but airbrushed out of history. It is scarcely mentioned in most of the accounts of the Thatcher years, including in Thatcher’s own account of her premiership, where it is mentioned only in passing, in the context of a routine visit she made to one country while on her way to another.‌5

    During the early 1980s, the Thatcher government – and officials from the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) – made prodigious and ultimately successful efforts to persuade the Nissan Motor Company of Japan to invest in production facilities in the UK rather than in some other European country. The government subsidised the venture to the tune of £112 million. Crucial was a one-union deal brokered between Nissan and the Amalgamated Engineering Union. Initially, Nissan agreed only to the building in Sunderland of a pilot assembly plant, but over the years it expanded its Sunderland operations to the point where it was producing some 400,000 vehicles every year. Thatcher, her ministerial colleagues and the DTI officials involved sought to create jobs at a time of high unemployment, to improve the economic prospects of the North East of England, to curb trade-union power in the heavily unionised motor industry and to use Nissan as a demonstration project, showing other UK car manufacturers what could be achieved if they adopted Japanese methods and a Japanese style of management. They were successful on most counts, if not quite all.

    The power of Britain’s trade unions had been much on the minds of Harold Wilson in the late 1960s and Edward Heath in the early 1970s. It was also very much on Thatcher’s mind. But whereas both of them had failed, as we shall see in the next chapter, she and Norman Tebbit between them succeeded. As employment secretary from 1981, Tebbit was determined to learn from his predecessors’ mistakes. He was determined, as he put it, to have “enough courage to face union leaders and employers alike, however powerful they might be”.‌6 In the light of the Heath government’s experience, he was also determined to keep trade-union leaders, however obstreperous, out of jail. “Under no circumstances”, he told his officials, “will I allow any trades union activist – however hard he tries – to get himself into prison under my legislation.”‌7 Instead, he found other ways, as he put it, to skin his cats. In particular, he made the trade unions themselves, and not their leaders, activists or members, liable to be taken to court if they broke the law. Some in Thatcher’s cabinet would have preferred a more confrontational approach, but with the prime minister’s backing Tebbit succeeded in securing cabinet approval, and his proposals were embodied in the Employment Act 1982, subsequently reinforced by the Trade Union Act 1984. Three decades later, all the main features of Thatcher’s trade-union legislation remain in force. Britain’s trade unions are no longer an estate of the realm. Their power today is but a shadow of its former self.

    Apart from marginalising the trade-union movement, the Thatcher government’s other great achievement was the privatisation of most of the industries that had been nationalised by the postwar Labour government or, in some instances, by Conservative and Conservative-led governments before that. On this front, as on so many others, Thatcher and her people at first moved cautiously, even warily. Her government did not introduce Tebbit’s trade-union reform laws until 1982, three years after it came to power, and it was not until 1984, five years after it came to power, that it undertook its first major privatisation, that of British Telecom.

    The nationalised industries had long been a bone of contention between the major parties. Their very existence excited Conservative and Labour party activists and ideologues, but almost no one else. By the late 1970s, the evidence was overwhelming that most of these state-owned industries were overmanned, indifferently managed and constantly subjected to unwarranted political interference. Their performance compared badly with that of comparable private-sector companies. Yet Thatcher, despite her intense dislike of the nationalised industries, hesitated to act. Many in her own party were reluctantly content to maintain the existing balance between the public and private sectors, and it was far from clear that high-quality managers could be found to take charge of whatever industries were to be privatised just prior to, or immediately following, their privatisation. In any event, selling off such large publicly owned enterprises would be an extraordinarily complicated business both legally and technically. In the background, there was always the disturbing thought that, if the Labour party, then under the influence of the party’s far left, were returned to power, it would renationalise, possibly without compensation, all the industries that had so far been privatised. That dire prospect in itself would probably render successful large-scale privatisations difficult if not impossible.

    The virtual collapse of Labour’s vote at the 1983 general election removed that prospect at a stroke. Labour seemed unlikely to return to power in the foreseeable future, and the practical obstacles to privatisation suddenly seemed surmountable. Before the 1983 election, the selling off of shares in publicly owned companies to private investors had been patchy and partial. After that election, the government embarked on a succession of mammoth and highly profitable privatisations: British Telecom (1984), British Gas (1986), British Airways (1987), the British Airports Authority (also 1987), the regional water and sewerage companies (1989), the electricity generating companies (1990) and – after Thatcher’s departure from office – the bulk of British Rail (from 1994). The receipts to the exchequer were enormous (£7.1 billion in 1988–9 alone), and the privatised companies were at least as effective – and in a majority of cases far more efficient – than their nationalised predecessors. Moreover, as in the case of council-house sales, the Conservative governments’ policy was irreversible. Short of a veritable socialist revolution, no future Labour government could seriously contemplate renationalising any significant proportion of whatever had been denationalised. And subsequent Labour governments showed no signs of wishing to do any such thing. On the contrary, the process of privatisation continued under Labour, with, for example, the Blair government’s part-privatisation of Britain’s air traffic control system in 2000. Not the least of the Thatcher government’s accomplishments was to make all but inevitable the eventual transformation of Labour from a party committed to “the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange” into a party committed, as it is now, to the survival of welfare-state capitalism.

    The successes of many governments are unaccompanied by either the sound of trumpets or intense partisan controversy. Asked to list the accomplishments of a government of which they themselves were a member, former ministers often overlook some of the most significant of them, especially if they were uncontentious at the time or if they emanated from a government department other than their own. For example, the Department of Health in 1988 instituted a programme of simultaneous immunisation against measles, mumps and rubella (which used to be known, quite unfairly, as “German measles” simply because it was first described by German doctors). With their parents’ consent, children were henceforth to be routinely vaccinated against all three diseases by means of the so-called MMR vaccine. Previously, vaccination against measles had been widely available for babies, and vaccination against rubella had also been available for schoolgirls; but there was no provision at all for vaccination against mumps.

    During the decade following the introduction of MMR, the proportion of children receiving the MMR jab before their second birthday rose from 80 per cent to 90 per cent, and the numbers of cases of measles, mumps and rubella reported to the authorities fell by between approximately 85 and 92 per cent. A spurious and later discredited claim that children who had been vaccinated with the MMR vaccine were more likely than unvaccinated children to develop autism and irritable bowel disease caused the take-up rate of the vaccine to drop in the mid-2000s, with a subsequent rise in the incidence of both mumps and measles, as in the 2013 outbreak in south Wales; but it is clear that, taking into account the whole quarter-century since its inception, the MMR vaccination programme has been a substantial success. Its critics within the medical profession, in so far as it has any, advocate its further expansion, certainly not its abolition. The author of the spurious claim that a link existed between the MMR vaccine and autism was subsequently discredited. Nowadays, however, it is the temporary hiccups in the programme, not its overall success, that tend to be remembered.

    Occasionally a new line of government policy is widely regarded as risible when first introduced but turns out in the fullness of time to have been a considerable success. John Major came from a relatively modest background and detested the way in which providers of public services often treated those whom they dealt with with indifference, even disdain. “Despite many excellent public servants”, he wrote, “the service offered was often patronising and arrogant.”‌8 His response shortly after becoming prime minister was the Citizen’s Charter, a programme that, he announced, would “carry on through a decade”.‌9 In time, every government organisation providing a public service would publish its own charter, setting out the standards of service it expected to offer. Each charter would constitute a kind of extralegal contract between the public-service provider and its customers. When the White Paper introducing the Citizen’s Charter was first debated in parliament, the Labour leader, Neil Kinnock, sniffily denounced the prime minister’s project as “a mixture of the belated, the ineffectual, the banal, the vague and the damaging”.‌10 But by the end of the 1990s more than forty national charters covering the main public services had been published and the House of Commons Public Services Select Committee felt able to declare: “The Charter, it is plain, has to a great extent swept away the public’s deference towards the providers of public services, and their readiness to accept poor services, and has taught providers to welcome the views of users as a positive assistance to good management.”‌11 Ironically, far from proving ineffectual, the thinking behind the Citizen’s Charter lay behind the post-1997 Labour government’s entire approach to reforming the public services. John Major’s government, like the Thatcher government before it, had broken a spell.

    One of the Blair government’s enduring accomplishments was the introduction, for the first time in Britain, of an across-the-board minimum wage. New Labour ministers believed that a national minimum wage would be socially just, would raise many poor people’s living standards, would reduce the burden of state benefits having to be paid to people who, although in work, were not earning enough to live on, and would have little or no cumulative impact – and certainly no negative impact – on either the level of unemployment or the country’s international competitiveness. Margaret Beckett, the government’s spokesperson on the issue, derided her predecessors for having turned the UK into “the sweatshop of western Europe”.‌12 The Conservatives, now in opposition, argued, as they had all along, that a statutory minimum wage would drive up labour costs, cause employers to lay off workers and probably result in the loss of some two million jobs.

    Fortunately from the government’s point of view – and from that of low-paid workers – the Conservatives were quite rapidly shown to have been wrong. The government, on the recommendation of an independent Low Pay Commission, introduced a minimum wage of £3.60 an hour in 1999, and the minimum wage has been increased periodically ever since. There appear to have been no adverse consequences, either for low-paid workers or for the economy as a whole. By the time of the 2005 general election, the then leader of the Conservative party, Michael Howard, was admitting that he had been mistaken: “I made a prediction about the consequence of the minimum wage [that it would lead to higher unemployment] which turned out to be wrong.”‌13 The minimum wage has achieved most of the objectives set for it by those who introduced it. Although introducing it had been controversial to begin with, there now exists an almost total consensus in its favour.

    Far more visible to ordinary members of the public than most of the measures so far described were the total bans on smoking in public places imposed in Scotland in 2006 and then in England and Wales a year later. Labour’s 2005 election manifesto committed the government to imposing such a ban in England and Wales, but only with respect to enclosed public spaces, workplaces and restaurants and licensed premises that served food. The Conservatives’ manifesto maintained a discreet silence on the issue. But it soon emerged that both major parties, especially the Conservatives, were divided in the House of Commons. Some MPs on both sides wanted a ban that applied to all public places, including pubs, even to pubs that did not serve food. Others, on libertarian grounds, were opposed to the imposition of any ban at all. Eventually, the House, by large cross-party majorities, voted to outlaw smoking in all indoor public spaces, including in all pubs and even private members’ clubs. Those in the majority insisted that the ban – embodied in the Health Act 2006 – would encourage people who wanted to give up smoking to do so and, in particular, would reduce the incidence of diseases and deaths caused by passive smoking. They acknowledged that the ban did restrict people’s freedom to do whatever they liked but maintained that the new measure was nevertheless proportionate. The government’s chief medical officer for England, Sir Liam Donaldson, said of the ban when it came into force: “It is one of the most significant health reforms in England for decades and will create the single biggest improvement in public health for a generation.”‌14 Although the ban has been in force for less than a decade, it has been almost universally observed, and Donaldson was probably not exaggerating the scale of its cumulative, beneficial effects.

    Governments do not always manage crises well. Successive governments’ responses to the BSE crisis of the 1990s and the foot-and-mouth crisis of 2001 were widely, if not always fairly, criticised. But sometimes crises are so well managed that in the event they never become full-blown and are therefore quickly forgotten. In 2009 an influenza pandemic began to affect large parts of the world, especially in Asia. It was caused by the emergence of a new strain of the so-called swine flu virus, H1N1. Fortunately, the Department of Health in England had known for many years that an occurrence at some time of such a pandemic was all but inevitable and, in association with the other UK nations’ health departments, had made elaborate preparations. It stockpiled anti-viral drugs, which could be rapidly supplemented whenever a new strain of the disease arrived in the UK. It had put in place an information campaign that could be rolled out at short notice, and it had also put itself in a position where it could quickly organise a nationwide vaccination programme covering health-care workers and others at the greatest risk. The government’s chief medical officer initially warned that swine flu could cause as many as 65,000 deaths across the UK, but in the event – partly because the new strain of the virus proved less lethal than had initially been feared, but partly also because of ministers’ and officials’ actions – the final death toll was only 457. Had the government overreacted to the threat? Asked to investigate, a former chief medical officer for Wales, Dame Deirdre Hine, thought not. She judged that “overall, the UK response was highly satisfactory”:

    The planning for a pandemic was well developed, the personnel involved were fully prepared, the scientific advice provided was expert, communication was excellent, the NHS and public health services right across the UK and their suppliers responded splendidly and the public response was calm and collaborative.‌15


    Predictably, Hine’s report, because it suggested that under the circumstances everything had gone rather well, received negligible coverage in the media.

    The 2008 banking crisis, in terms of its scale and impact, was of a different order of magnitude. Along with the governments of other countries, the governments of the UK had undoubtedly been guilty over many years of regulating the country’s banks in an excessively casual manner. However, once the full force of the banking crisis had been let loose, the British government and Britain’s then prime minister, Gordon Brown, were extraordinarily successful in organising a swift and effective response.

    In September 2008 the United States Treasury and Federal Reserve Bank allowed one of America’s oldest and most prestigious banks, Lehman Brothers, to collapse. Officials on both sides of the Atlantic feared that that bank’s collapse might precipitate the collapse of other major banking institutions, conceivably of the world’s entire banking system. Hank Paulson, the American Treasury secretary, dithered. Gordon Brown acted. Even his most vociferous critics, of whom there were many, applauded his performance. He quickly decided that, if several major British banks were not to go the way of Lehman Brothers, they needed to be massively recapitalised and that the only way of achieving that end was to inject them with vast amounts of public money. Within weeks, he and his chancellor, Alistair Darling, announced that £37 billion of taxpayers’ money would be pumped into the UK banks most at risk: Royal Bank of Scotland, Lloyds TSB and HBOS. The British government’s bail-out ensured that those three UK banks could and probably would survive. It also galvanised the American government into action. Brown briefed Paulson and President George W. Bush in the Oval Office, finally persuading them that such a bail-out was feasible and worth the attendant risks. A New York Times columnist wrote a few days later: “The Brown government has shown itself willing to think clearly about the financial crisis, and act quickly on its conclusions. And this combination of clarity and decisiveness hasn’t been matched by any other Western government, least of all our own.”‌16 The bailed-out British banks did survive. Whatever his previous role may have been in failing to forestall the banking crisis, Brown’s actions in this instance were a triumphant success. They rivalled his earlier success as chancellor in keeping Britain out of the eurozone.

    Individual instances of success apart – and there have been many hundreds of others, not least the 2012 London Olympic and Paralympic Games – the governance of the United Kingdom itself has been a substantial success over the past hundred years and more. Britain’s governing arrangements have shown themselves to be free, democratic, legitimate, stable, non-violent, remarkably free of corruption and by and large effective. Taxes are collected and public services provided. The British political system is far from being the worst in the liberal democratic world. It is certainly not about to collapse. Nevertheless, its performance is, in our view, not good enough – and not nearly as good as it could and should be. As we shall see shortly, British governments blunder too often. To call the stories we tell in the next part of this book “horror stories” is scarcely an exaggeration.
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    Blunders past and present

    Blunders on the part of governments are certainly nothing new. Political leaders have been committing them ever since time began. When the Philistine leadership encouraged Goliath to challenge a lone Israelite to single combat, they overestimated Goliath’s strength and underestimated grossly that of the boy David, not to mention that of David’s principal backer, “the Lord of hosts, the God of the armies of Israel”. Both Napoleon in 1812 and Hitler in 1941 blundered when they ordered their armies to invade Russia. As it turned out, the Japanese blundered badly when they attacked the American Pacific fleet at Pearl Harbor. Economic planning in the old Soviet Union amounted to a circus of blunders, with shoe factories producing shoes only for the left foot and the dam-building department building dams that instantly submerged major trunk roads newly opened by the highways department.

    British governments have blundered from time to time since at least the end of the Second World War. The postwar Labour government was broadly a success, but during its first eighteen months in power it signally failed to draw up contingency plans to deal with the possibility, foreseen by some ministers, that severe fuel shortages might combine with an unusually cold winter to cause chaos. But massive snowfalls in January and February 1947 did just that. “Factories were closed down; villages were cut off; livestock died in thousands; people froze in their homes without even the radio as a solace since that, too, was the victim of the power crisis.”‌1 The cabinet minister principally responsible for the crisis was called Emanuel Shinwell, and the Conservative opposition duly invited people to “shiver with Shinwell”. Less devastating but perhaps even more inept was the same government’s adoption of a scheme to address a serious postwar shortage of vegetable oils by planting groundnuts (peanuts) on a lavish scale in Tanganyika, one of Britain’s African colonies. But ministers and their advisers chose to plant their nuts in thousands of acres that lacked both proper soil and adequate rainfall. By the time the scheme was abandoned in 1951 – with losses of £36 million (then an enormous sum) – the company responsible for the scheme on the ground had imported more nuts for use as seed than it had managed to harvest.

    The postwar Conservative governments’ blunders took a variety of forms. Although we focus here almost exclusively on domestic matters, we cannot resist mentioning in passing the disastrous 1956 Suez expedition, easily Britain’s most egregious postwar foreign-policy blunder. The prime minister of the day, Sir Anthony Eden, horrified and rattled by Egypt’s unexpected nationalisation of the Suez Canal in July 1956 and fearful that the charismatic Egyptian leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, meant to extend his and his country’s influence across the Middle East, colluded with Israel and France in a plot to invade and occupy the Suez Canal Zone. Eden’s declared aims included upholding the rule of law, resisting Egyptian aggression and securing the free passage of international shipping through the canal. His undeclared aim was to remove Nasser from power or, failing that, to humiliate him and destroy his influence in the Arab world. In the event, the Egyptians sank ships in the canal, blocking it completely, Nasser became a hero throughout the Arab world, several of Eden’s own ministerial colleagues resigned, the Labour opposition denounced the invasion, the United States did likewise, the General Assembly of the United Nations did the same, the pound sterling came under intense pressure, Britain’s gold and dollar reserves drained away, Britain’s soldiers were forced to withdraw from the canal without having secured it and Eden – humiliated, broken in health and widely (and rightly) suspected of having lied about the nature of his relationship with the French government in instigating the invasion of Egypt – resigned. Harold Macmillan, Eden’s successor as prime minister, told the House of Commons: “I do not pretend that the position is satisfactory.”‌2 It certainly was not.

    Another blunder, less serious but notorious at the time, was the Conservative government’s decision to develop and build a ballistic missile system called Blue Streak. Designed in 1955 and originally intended for military use, the estimated cost of the system had sextupled by 1959 from a mere £50 million to £300 million. A year later, it was cancelled as a military project, partly because it was proving so expensive but also because it was proving impossible to devise any means of protecting it from first-strike attack. But killing off the project would have seriously embarrassed the government, so ministers decided to keep it alive. No longer, however, would Blue Streak be a weapon of war. Instead, it would be developed so that it could be used to launch civilian satellites into orbit. But that nice idea did not work either, and the project in its entirety was finally abandoned in 1972. (If anyone is interested, a few of the surviving launch vehicles are still on display in museums in Belgium, Germany, Scotland and England.)

    Blue Streak was by no means alone. The governments of the 1950s and 1960s often made a poor fist of commissioning projects involving aircraft and missiles, whether military or civilian. But by far the biggest aeronautical blunder of that time was the decision to develop and build Concorde, the world’s first – and last – supersonic passenger aircraft. Ministers in Harold Macmillan’s government, led by the prime minister, believed that the future of civil aviation lay with planes that could fly faster than the speed of sound. They also believed that building such a plane in collaboration with the French government would ease Britain’s entry into the Common Market. They were wrong on both counts. President de Gaulle of France vetoed Britain’s entry into the Common Market in 1963, and Concorde was a commercial flop. No countries would allow it to fly supersonically over land, and no airlines wanted to buy it (though the two countries’ state-owned airlines, Air France and British Airways, were in effect bribed into operating it). It quickly became known as “the flying white elephant”. Only sixteen were ever built, and in 1979 the British government wrote off its entire, enormous investment.

    Blunders usually arise out of the taking of a positive action, albeit one that is ill-advised, but occasionally they result from a decision not to act in a certain way even though the option of acting in that way is readily available. Probably the biggest single blunder committed by Harold Wilson’s post-1964 Labour government was its decision not to devalue the pound, if not immediately, then at least within a year or two of taking office. Ministers were divided on the issue, but Wilson and his chancellor of the exchequer, James Callaghan, were adamant that devaluation would damage Labour politically, tarnish Britain’s international reputation and relax the economic pressures on British industry to reform and modernise itself. From late 1964 onwards, Wilson as prime minister forbade ministers from discussing even the remote possibility of devaluation. But the financial markets had other ideas. They decided that, whatever the government might think, the pound was overvalued and would have to be devalued sooner or later. Eventually, in November 1967, amidst mounting market pressures, Wilson and Callaghan did devalue it. Callaghan felt honour-bound to resign as chancellor. Wilson as prime minister clung on.

    Two of the most spectacular government blunders of the postwar period – one by Harold Wilson’s first Labour government, the other by Edward Heath’s Conservative government – concerned industrial relations. Both were committed against a backdrop of weak industrial management, belligerent trade unions and rampant restrictive practices. The postwar decades in Britain witnessed a seemingly endless succession of “wildcat” strikes, works-to-rule, go-slows and demarcation disputes between workers belonging to rival unions – in short, by every imaginable form of industrial disruption. The Wilson and Heath governments set out, by legislative means, to tilt the balance of power in industry away from the unions towards employers and to curb the power within individual trade unions of “irresponsible” leaders and militant shop stewards. Both attempts failed miserably. It was left to Norman Tebbit more than a decade later to tread more warily.

    In January 1969, the Wilson government published a White Paper entitled In Place of Strife. It was intended to be a preliminary to legislation and proposed to give the government and a newly created Commission on Industrial Relations powers to order a ballot of workers in the case of some industrial disputes, to impose a “cooling-off” period in the case of some wildcat strikes and in extremis to fine unions in the case of some disputes between rival unions. Trade unions would be required to register with the new commission under pain of a fine. The White Paper included several proposals to strengthen the unions’ position, but the unions’ leaders were more impressed by the sticks in the paper than the carrots. They feared what a future Tory government might do. The Trades Union Congress (TUC) came out in opposition to the document and, with the support of Labour backbenchers and Labour ministers, forced the cabinet, including the prime minister, to back down. They withdrew the threat of legislation. Wilson and his main ally, the minister of labour, Barbara Castle, had seriously underestimated the strength of pro-union and anti-interventionist sentiment throughout the labour movement – a strange mistake for two long-serving Labour politicians to make.

    Heath and the Conservatives regarded the Wilson government’s climbdown over In Place of Strife as a pathetic display of cowardice in the face of the enemy. When they came to power, they would behave differently. They did come to power, and they did behave differently – with unfortunate consequences. Heath and his ministers sought to create a comprehensive legal framework within which both trade unions and employers would operate. Their Industrial Relations Act, which reached the statute book in August 1971, established a National Industrial Relations Court and outlawed a range of what were dubbed “unfair industrial practices”. Unions registered under the Act were granted privileges and immunities that unregistered unions were not. Workers were given the right to join a trade union, but also the right not to join one. The new court could order cooling-off periods and strike ballots. The Act also sought to ban secondary picketing – picketing aimed at firms and premises not directly involved in the original dispute – and to outlaw, except in narrowly defined circumstances, the closed shop. The scope of the Act and the powers given to the new court were sweeping.

    Heath and his colleagues assumed that, although the Act would initially be unpopular with the unions, they would recognise that it did have advantages from their point of view and would learn in time to live with it. They were right about the initial unpopularity, wrong about the eventual acceptance. The TUC denounced the Act. Several large unions refused straight away to register under it. Others followed suit when a court judgment led to the imprisonment of the leaders of an unofficial dockworkers’ strike. The Industrial Relations Court’s imposition of a cooling-off period on the main rail unions, and its subsequent insistence that the unions ballot their members, served only to postpone a national strike. “In a remarkably short length of time the Act – heralded as a cure for Britain’s industrial relations troubles – had become a liability that threatened to plunge the country into yet further labour conflict.”‌3 Further conflict duly ensued. In 1970, the year before the offending Act was passed, nearly eleven million working days had been lost as a result of industrial stoppages. In 1972, the year after the Act was passed, that figure more than doubled to twenty-four million. Meanwhile, the Labour party, opposed to the Act from the outset, committed itself to repealing it as soon as it returned to power. Following the February 1974 general election, Labour did return to power – thanks in part to the Heath government’s abysmal industrial-relations record – and proceeded to repeal most of it. Thus, the 1971 Industrial Relations Act achieved none of its objectives. On the contrary, it made an already bad situation worse. The Heath government’s blunder was peculiarly gross by anyone’s standard. A piece of legislation designed to achieve one objective – reducing the scale of industrial unrest – achieved precisely the opposite.

    The Labour governments of the late 1970s, first under Harold Wilson, then under James Callaghan, were at least as blunder-prone as Heath’s government had been. Their much-vaunted but now long-forgotten Community Land Act 1975 cost millions and achieved nothing. The Conservatives repealed it in 1980. A similar fate – wholly predictable and widely predicted – awaited Tony Benn’s attempts to promote workers’ co-operatives. A true believer in workers’ co-operatives, Benn as secretary of state for industry, with the half-hearted support of his cabinet colleagues, devoted substantial sums of public money to creating and then part-funding three such schemes: Kirkby Manufacturing and Engineering Ltd, a producer of central-heating radiators, Meriden-Triumph, a motorcycle manufacturer, and (amazingly) an avowedly left-wing newspaper, the Scottish Daily News. The newspaper closed after six months, Kirkby Manufacturing folded in 1979 and Meriden-Triumph went into receivership in 1983. All three firms were almost certainly doomed from the start. As early as 1975–6, their financial backing from the government totalled some £10 million (at 1970s prices), and a stern report from the Public Accounts Committee later noted bleakly that the three co-operatives had probably never been viable and that “all three projects involved a high degree of risk, particularly since all three began operations in a period of general economic difficulties”.‌4 Benn’s department admitted that it had never properly assessed the risks involved or done any serious (or even unserious) market research. Wilson quickly demoted Benn before he could conduct any more of his idiosyncratic socialist experiments.

    The origins of yet another spectacularly failed venture were less ideological in character. Labour in power in the late 1970s was anxious to do whatever it could to shore up the economy of Northern Ireland, whose long-term decline had been accelerated by the violence that then afflicted the province. Accordingly, the Northern Ireland Office persuaded a reluctant Treasury and Department of Trade to invest public money in a project designed to create upwards of two thousand jobs in the province. The project, whose principal backer was an American businessman named John DeLorean, was to manufacture and market an innovative, gull-winged sports car, the DeLorean DMC-12. Newspaper photographs made it look as though the car could fly.

    But it could not fly and did not, except in the Back to the Future movies. The production facilities were constructed as planned, but the car itself, designed almost exclusively for the American market, failed to sell in America. Some eight thousand vehicles were built, but half remained unsold when after four years the company went into receivership in 1982. It subsequently emerged that John DeLorean had all along been a big-time fraudster, embezzler, tax-evader and crook. After the car company was wound up, he was charged with cocaine smuggling in a US court and was lucky to get off. As so often on these occasions, no one has ever calculated – and probably no one could – the cost to British taxpayers of that particular doomed undertaking, but the total amount is almost certain to have been a lot more than the £77 million pumped directly into the firm by the Northern Ireland Department for Enterprise, Trade and Investment.

    We shall shortly tell the stories of major blunders that have been committed more recently, since the end of the postwar era. But we must not give readers the impression that we think that the blunders we will be examining in more detail were the only ones committed by successive governments since the 1970s. There have been many more, and we would be failing in our duty if we neglected to call to mind a number of them.

    As it happens, Margaret Thatcher’s government committed relatively few blunders according to our definition during its first few years in office; but as time went on Thatcher and her colleagues stumbled more frequently, probably partly because Thatcher herself, having begun by being exceedingly cautious, was emboldened by success. Having previously been risk-averse, she and her colleagues started to run risks. Some of the risks they ran were not desperately important in themselves, but they did betray a degree of insouciance.

    Several of the Thatcher government’s latter-day blunders were events-driven and media-driven. The mid- and late 1980s witnessed a sharp increase in crowd disturbances at football matches in Britain and overseas. A riot in 1985 between Birmingham City and Leeds United fans caused the death of a teenage fan when a wall collapsed. Soon afterwards crowd violence at the Heysel Stadium in Brussels led to the death of thirty-nine spectators attending a Juventus–Liverpool match. Thatcher – and not only Thatcher – was appalled. “We have to have grounds”, she said, “that are safe for our families and safe from hooligans.”‌5 Her government responded by introducing a Football Spectators Bill, which reached the statute book in 1989. The new legislation provided for the creation of a Football Membership Authority, which would administer a new National Football Membership Scheme. Everyone wanting to attend a professional football match in England or Wales would have to be enrolled in the scheme and be equipped with a photo-ID card, which they would have to show at the turnstiles. British football was to be hooligan-proofed.

    However, doubts were at once expressed, not about the legislation’s aims, which were generally agreed to be laudable, but about whether the scheme could be made to work. Critics pointed out that such a scheme, in the nature of the case, could never be wholly secure, that it would be wildly expensive to operate, that it would slash attendance at football matches and that, by causing congestion at the turnstiles, would probably cause more crowd trouble outside the grounds than it prevented inside them. The Football Association and the Football League both came out against the scheme. So did the police. In the House of Commons, Labour’s Neil Kinnock quoted the Police Federation as saying, “This scheme is not going to work. When it breaks down, it will do so on match days and give rise to the threat of even worse disorder than it seeks to suppress.”‌6

    In the event, what looked like proving a costly blunder did not actually become one because a tragedy – one not of the government’s making – unexpectedly supervened. In April 1989, with the government’s bill well on its way to the statute book, ninety-six Liverpool fans were crushed to death in an incident at Sheffield’s Hillsborough Stadium. Ministers must already have entertained doubts about their own proposals, because, when they commissioned Lord Taylor, a High Court judge, to enquire into the tragedy, they made it clear that he should feel free to comment on the desirability of the National Football Membership Scheme that the government’s legislation provided for. He did just that. In his report, published in January 1990, Taylor noted: “It must be a rare if not unique situation for a judge, appointed to conduct an Inquiry, to have within his remit consideration for the merits and provisions of an Act of Parliament already in place.”‌7 His comments on the substance of the Act were scathing:

    I fully understand and respect the reasons which prompted the promotion and enactment of the Football Spectators Act 1989. However … I have grave doubts about the feasibility of the national membership scheme and serious misgivings about its likely impact on safety. I also have grave doubts about the chances of its achieving its purposes and am very anxious about its potential impact on police commitments and control of spectators.‌8


    The relevant sections of the Act remained on the statute book for a generation, but no government chose to implement them and they were repealed in 2006. Unlike the Liverpool fans at Hillsborough, the Thatcher government – and the game of football – had had a lucky escape.

    Like the Football Spectators Act, the passage of the Dangerous Dogs Act 1991 was an events- and media-driven affair. During the early months of 1991, roughly a dozen Britons of all ages were attacked and severely mauled by out-of-control dogs. At least one person died. There was no reason to believe that the number of people mauled in early 1991 was significantly greater than in other recent years. Nevertheless, by the middle of May the media were demanding that something must be done, the implication being that something must be done immediately. The government, although at first doubtful about the need for new legislation, soon felt compelled to respond, and ministers’ initial reluctance quickly segued into real or feigned enthusiasm. Within weeks, the then home secretary, Kenneth Baker, informed the House of Commons that the government would shortly introduce legislation banning “the breeding and ownership of pit bull terriers and other dogs bred especially for fighting”.‌9 However, as was quickly pointed out, most canine attacks on humans were perpetrated, not by pit bull terriers but by Alsatians, Rottweilers and seemingly innocuous breeds such as collies. The government therefore changed tack and in its emergency legislation, brought forward within weeks, focused mainly on dog owners rather than dogs, although all dogs belonging to four named breeds – the pit bull terrier, the Japanese Tosa, the Dogo Argentino and the Fila Brasileiro – were to be dealt with by a variety of means, often of some complexity.

    The Dangerous Dogs Act, with the opposition parties’ support, duly reached the statute book within another few weeks. It remains there still, although by now much amended. It has not, however, proved a great success. In fact, it has proved to be a blunder – not, to be sure, a gross blunder, but a blunder all the same. The courts, although given the task, have often found it difficult to decide whether an individual dog does, or does not, belong to a particular breed; and the police have spent millions of pounds locking up and sometimes destroying dogs deemed to be of “the pit bull type” (helpfully defined by the Court of Appeal as “an animal approximately amounting to, near to, having a substantial number of characteristics of the Pit Bull Terrier”).‌10 Despite the legal uncertainties and the substantial financial costs, the Dangerous Dogs Act might nevertheless be regarded as having, on balance, proved a success, if, by reducing the number of dangerous dogs and/or the number of careless or ill-disposed dog owners, it had led to a significant reduction in the number of serious injuries inflicted by dogs on humans. But it has not. The number of dangerous dogs in the country, including pit bull terriers, has almost certainly not been reduced since 1991; it may even have increased. Dogs still kill human beings occasionally, and the number of serious injuries inflicted by dogs on humans has not decreased since the Act’s passage. The expenditure of much time, energy and money has achieved little or nothing. Bluntly, and in the eyes of history, “The Dangerous Dogs Act failed to achieve anything beyond securing a few favourable headlines to help the government during a difficult time when it was getting it in the neck.”‌11 It seems that adequate legislation was already in place, dating from 1871.

    A few blunders (though probably not enough) are almost self-signalling in that what they propose is so complicated and the opposition to them so vehement that, however well intentioned they are, they appear from the outset to be most unlikely to endure. Housing Information Packs (HIPs) fall into that category. The Blair government provided for their introduction in the Housing Act 2004. The idea was that the housing market in England and Wales could be made to function more efficiently if, when a house was first put up for sale, the seller was required to provide would-be buyers with all the information about the house they needed, including a structural survey. These HIPs would speed up the process of buying and selling by reducing the incidence of both buyers and sellers withdrawing from informal deals struck prior to the exchange of contracts. They would, for instance, reduce the incidence of gazumping, when sellers accept offers higher than the ones they have already informally accepted. In addition, potential buyers, as they looked for a house, would not have to incur the possible expense of having to commission surveys on several houses. Ministers and officials in Whitehall were conscious of the similar arrangements that obtained in Scotland, where binding agreements between the parties were undertaken at a much earlier stage of any house-purchase transaction.

    The idea seemed sensible, but it was undoubtedly going to be complicated to administer and it immediately encountered vigorous opposition. The Conservatives complained from the beginning that HIPs would be excessively costly and bureaucratic, and the National Association of Estate Agents insisted that, at a time when the housing market was already depressed, HIPs would further depress it by deterring house owners from putting their house up for sale. The government meanwhile encountered severe practical difficulties in introducing the scheme, with consequent delays and reductions in the amount of information required to be contained in the packs. In April 2010, a year after HIPs had become legally mandatory in connection with the sale of all houses, whatever their size, in England and Wales, the Conservatives’ manifesto for the coming general election promised that a future Conservative government would “Abolish Labour’s expensive and unnecessary Home Information Packs which increase the cost and hassle of selling homes”; and one of the first acts of the Conservative-led administration that took office in May 2010 was to suspend – in effect, to scrap – Labour’s entire HIPs scheme.

    The tale of the Blair government’s proposed super-casinos was equally sorry if also more comic (except in the eyes of those directly involved). Quite possibly the proposed super-casinos would have proved a great success had they gone ahead as originally planned. No one will ever know. But they were never either built or operated. The aims of the government’s policy were to liberalise Britain’s restrictive gambling laws and at the same time, by means of promoting super-casinos, to promote the regeneration of one or more deprived urban areas. At first, the government announced that up to forty of these large Las Vegas-style casinos would be built; but in the face of stiff opposition, some of it from within the Labour party, that ambitious figure was gradually whittled down to eight and then to just one. Ministers proceeded to create an independent body, the Casino Advisory Panel, to recommend where that one casino should be located, and twenty-seven local authorities applied to have their town chosen as the one venue. To the surprise of many, who believed that Blackpool’s claim was the strongest, the panel recommended Manchester. However, the requisite enabling legislation, although it passed through the House of Commons, was narrowly defeated in the House of Lords. At this point, Gordon Brown, Blair’s successor as prime minister, intervened. He began by putting a hold on Manchester’s bid and then, several months later, torpedoed the whole enterprise. The reason ministers gave was the Lords’ refusal to pass the government’s legislation, but Brown had never felt comfortable with the idea of super-casinos, and he was also, it was claimed, anxious to appease the Daily Mail, which had campaigned all along against the government’s proposals.

    As blunders go, the super-casinos blunder – like the one relating to HIPs – was far from horrendous. No one died. There was no rioting in the streets. The incumbent government and prime minister remained in power (at least for the time being). Yet the episode was far from being trivial. Officials in Whitehall wasted days and weeks preparing legislation that, given Brown’s known opposition to the whole super-casinos concept, was never likely to remain on the statute book for long or to be put into effect. A good deal of parliamentary time was wasted. Above all, the twenty-seven local authorities that submitted bids – and especially the eight authorities that were eventually short-listed – invested a great deal of time, money and effort in preparing their bids, all to no avail. Manchester alone had spent £150,000 on its bid. The whole episode smacked of a stay at Fawlty Towers.

    Although both as chancellor and as prime minister Gordon Brown was implicated in the government’s embarrassment over super-casinos, he did at least share responsibility for that debacle with others. By contrast, Brown was virtually the sole author of his own and the government’s misfortunes over the abolition in 2007 of the 10p starting rate of income tax. As chancellor, he had introduced this low starting rate eight years earlier. “The ten-pence rate is very important”, he had stated at that time, “because it’s a signal about the importance we attach about getting people into work and it’s of most importance to the low paid.” “This is not”, he added firmly, “about gimmicks.”‌12 However, the manner of his announcement, eight years later, that the 10p rate would be abolished was beyond doubt a gimmick. He made the announcement at the end of his annual budget speech without either warning or explanation. He simultaneously raised the threshold at which people would begin to pay income tax, clearly intending to give the impression that, as a result of this combination of changes, those on low incomes would be better off.

    But he was wrong. It quickly emerged that his changes would leave some five million people – all of them poor or relatively poor – substantially worse off. Brown’s predecessor as chancellor, Kenneth Clarke, denounced the measures as “cack-handed”.‌13 More menacingly, Frank Field, a Labour former minister, gave notice that, when Brown’s proposals came before the House of Commons in the form of a Finance Bill, he would table an amendment to provide the millions of people who were disadvantaged by it with “transitional relief”. The sting in Field’s remarks in parliament was in the tail:

    Whatever views one has of the Chancellor, one has to be pretty deranged to say that he is not passionate about redistributing resources to the poorest. I sign up to that message. Therefore, I am puzzled that he has allowed this aspect of his Budget to go through. My feeling is that, on this one occasion, he cannot have done his sums.‌14


    Field was right, dozens of Labour backbenchers agreed with him, the government faced defeat in the Commons and in May 2008 Alistair Darling, Brown’s successor as chancellor (Brown by this time having become prime minister), introduced a “mini-budget” rectifying – at a cost to the exchequer of £2.7 billion, no less – the fiscally regressive consequences of his predecessor’s clumsy blunder. Even Brown, not someone normally given to admitting mistakes, acknowledged ruefully in a radio interview that on this occasion he had erred.

    Unfortunately, it goes without saying that the blunders described in this chapter, not to mention the ones to be explored later, comprise only a small fraction of those committed by British governments in recent decades. Had we had the time and space, we would almost certainly have wished to consider discussing, for example, the Thatcher government’s abolition of the Greater London Council (only for a body like it to be revived, wholly predictably, a decade later); successive governments’ responses to the BSE and foot-and-mouth crises (though, arguably, no one else could have done better); the doubtful wisdom of the “care in the community” initiatives relating to mental illness (though that approach still has its defenders); the form taken by the Major government’s privatisation of the railways in 1993 (with one group of companies charged with running the railways and another company taking charge, at the Treasury’s behest, of the network’s infrastructure); the substantial failures and/or exorbitant costs of innumerable government-initiated IT projects (a sample of which will be described in Chapter 13); the apparent necessity in recent decades of introducing and enacting, more or less annually, fresh legislation relating to crime and the criminal justice system (without that legislation having any proportionate impact on the levels of crime committed); arguably Gordon Brown’s so-called raid on pension funds in 1997; the introduction in 1999 of Anti-Social Behaviour Orders in England and Wales (with insignificant, if any, effects on the incidence of anti-social behaviour in those parts); the final and failed attempt to sort out the affairs of the car manufacturer MG Rover (with five of its executives, even as the firm collapsed, departing with pay and pensions amounting to £42 million); the costly and abortive effort, opposed by many members of the cabinet, to introduce elected regional assemblies across England; the doubtfully effective legal prohibition of fox-hunting with hounds (still regretted by the then prime minister, Tony Blair); the Licensing Act 2003 (which inadvertently complicated the lives of many churches and charities and signally failed to reduce the incidence of binge drinking); the inability of one or more privately owned exam-marking outfits in England and Wales to mark thousands of school examination papers in good order and on time; and Alistair Darling’s one-off supertax on bankers’ bonuses in 2009 (which, although it succeeded in raising more revenue than expected, failed in its stated purpose of causing banks to rein in the awarding of large bonuses to their employees). This already long list could, of course, be further extended. More than two centuries ago, Alexander Pope in his Essay on Man famously declared: “For forms of government let fools contest; Whate’er is best administered is best.” If Pope were still alive, he would almost certainly be expressing similar sentiments today. He would undoubtedly have expressed them a generation ago as Margaret Thatcher’s government introduced and then attempted to administer a strange tax called a poll tax.
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    A tax on heads

    The Thatcher government’s introduction of a poll tax in the 1980s was a colossal blunder. We might be tempted to call it the blunder to end all blunders – except that, far from ending all blunders, it has been followed by numerous others. The poll tax failed to achieve its objectives, led to rioting in the streets, wasted many millions of pounds, occasioned much human misery and ultimately cost the prime minister her job. Its life was short. It was collected for the first time in 1990 and the last in 1993. Since then, no tax like it has been seriously proposed. Indeed, more than two decades later the whole episode still evokes wonder and astonishment. How could such a thing have been allowed to happen? It was almost as though the gods had decreed that blind fate would drive men, and one famous woman, to their doom. Every dire prediction made about the poll tax was sooner or later fulfilled. Its perpetrators walked into clearly visible traps with their eyes wide open, but they evidently saw nothing. They blundered on, impervious to warnings. In the end, their failure was abject and total.‌1

    Prior to the introduction of the poll tax, the spending of British local authorities was funded from three main sources: grants from central government, charges for the use of specific services, such as municipally owned swimming pools, and a property tax, commonly known as “the rates”, based on the assessed value of individual properties. The rates, especially those levied on domestic properties, had three great advantages and one great disadvantage. They were long established and well known. They were relatively simple to administer. And they were a tax on assets that were at once highly visible and virtually immovable (a house or flat could not easily be made to disappear). Against that, they were manifestly inequitable. Non-householders – for example, many tenants in rented accommodation – paid no rates at all, and the domestic rates were levied on houses and flats irrespective of the incomes of the people who lived in them. In one house there lived a husband, wife and their three young sons, all wage-earners. In an identical house next door there lived, all by herself, a little old lady dependent on her pension. But each year the family of five and the little old lady paid exactly the same sum to the local council. It wasn’t fair.

    The Conservative party collectively was more impressed by the unfairness of the rates than by their more prosaic advantages. As early as 1974, the Conservative manifesto for the October election of that year promised that “within the normal lifetime of a Parliament we shall abolish the domestic rating system and replace it by taxes more broadly based and related to people’s ability to pay”.‌2 During the ensuing election campaign, Margaret Thatcher, then the shadow environment secretary, whose brief included the financing of local government, observed that “ratepayers’ pockets have been stretched to the breaking point this year”, and she categorically declared: “The next Conservative Government will release them from this rates rack.”‌3 Five years later, the next Conservative government was in power, and Thatcher herself was prime minister.

    Initially, not much happened. The Conservatives’ 1979 election manifesto made no mention of abolishing the rates, and during Thatcher’s first term the time of ministers, including that of the prime minister, was taken up with other matters, notably cutting income tax, responding to riots in Brixton and Toxteth and winning back the Falkland Islands. In 1981 Michael Heseltine, her activist secretary of state for the environment, did publish a Green Paper on the subject of local-government finance, called Alternatives to Domestic Rates; but it was a bland document and, despite its title, implied that there was no real alternative to the rates, although of course they could with advantage be reformed. In the interests of comprehensiveness, the Green Paper canvassed the possibility of introducing a poll tax – a per capita tax on individuals – but it did so unenthusiastically. The document’s tone was dismissive on this point, emphasising the administrative difficulties and high costs that would accompany the introduction of any such tax. A civil servant involved in drafting the Green Paper is said to have remarked of a possible poll tax, “Try collecting that in Brixton.”‌4 The Conservatives’ manifesto for the 1983 general election, like its 1979 predecessor, made no mention of abolishing the rates and, following the Conservatives’ victory at that election, a government White Paper went so far as to commit the government to retaining the existing rating system.

    But shortly afterwards everything changed. The Thatcher government and a number of prominent local authorities were at war, and the government’s methods for curbing local-government expenditure were in complete disarray. Matters relating to local government suddenly rose high on the government’s agenda. Having decided not to abolish the rates, the government had instead decided to cap the rates levied by those local authorities that it judged guilty of gross overspending. Ministers in the Department of the Environment found themselves beset. A number of local authorities, including several big ones, deliberately set rates in excess of the government-imposed caps and in some cases refused to set rates at all; a few passed budgets that were arguably illegal. The most stubbornly disobedient of the local authorities were Labour-controlled, and many of the Labour councillors who controlled them were on the party’s far left. Some belonged to the hyper-left Militant Tendency. The villains of the piece – dubbed the “loony left” by the tabloid press – were men with then familiar names such as Ken Livingstone of London, “Red Ted” Knight of Lambeth and Derek Hatton of Liverpool.

    Liverpool City Council, under Derek Hatton’s influence, was especially intransigent. It humiliated Patrick Jenkin, Heseltine’s successor as environment secretary, forcing him to concede a financial settlement far in excess of anything allowed for under the government’s original plans. Taking their cue from Liverpool, other Labour-controlled councils threatened to face down ministers over rate caps and even to take them to court. Ken Livingstone and the Greater London Council, which then still existed, inflicted further pain on Jenkin by persuading the House of Lords to delay the implementation of the government’s plans to abolish it. Across a wide range of issues, the law was in disarray. Viewing these developments, the prime minister – and she was not alone – bundled together in her mind the far-left Labour leaders in local government and Arthur Scargill, the avowedly revolutionary leader of the National Union of Mineworkers, many of whose members went on strike in the spring of 1984. “The unions were her immediate priority; but none of her ministers, least of all the beleaguered Jenkin, could mistake her views on the town hall barons.”‌5

    The phrase “town hall barons” spoke volumes. Quite apart from Labour’s loony left, Thatcher had long since taken a dim view of local government in general. Her whole purpose in political life was to create a more market-oriented, consumer-oriented society, and in her view the majority of local authorities, even Conservative-controlled authorities, were neither market-oriented nor consumer-oriented. Instead, they were lethargic, inward-looking, self-serving and profligate. In her eyes, and the eyes of almost everyone else on the free-market wing of the Conservative party, local-government employees constituted the worst sort of producer interest, an army of workers resistant to change and more concerned with maximising their own pay, perks and time off for union meetings than with serving the public. Something must be done. Local government must be cut down to size.

    The conflicts between central and local government that marked the early and mid-1980s brought to the fore an issue that had long been lurking in the background. All UK citizens were entitled to vote in local elections, but not all UK citizens paid rates. Far from it: millions paid no rates at all, either because they were non-householders, or because some other person in their household footed the whole rates bill for that household, or because they were sufficiently impecunious to be entitled to a full rates rebate. Non-ratepayers were thus in a position to elect parties and candidates who favoured extravagant local spending and swingeing local rate levels without themselves having to contribute. They thus had no incentive to hold their local council to account for overspending. They would benefit; someone else would pay. Unsurprisingly, voters in that frame of mind were to be found disproportionately in relatively poor, Labour-voting cities and towns. In the eyes of many Conservatives, there was a strong case – under the broad heading of democratic accountability – for turning the traditional slogan “No taxation without representation” on its head and making it read “No representation without taxation”. Because all adult UK citizens paid national taxes in some form, even if not necessarily income tax, there was no case for depriving citizens, whoever they were, of their right to vote in national elections; but there did seem to be a strong case – especially in Conservative eyes – for requiring all voters in local elections to pay something, however modest, towards funding the services provided by their local council. In addition, many Tories remarked on the fact (or what they believed to be a fact) that a large proportion of those who depended most heavily on local services made no contribution at all towards paying for them. The little old lady living alone, if she happened to be a ratepayer, found herself willy-nilly subsidising the education of the children, possibly the many children, of her poorer – and quite possibly feckless – neighbours. For years, little old ladies living alone featured largely in Conservative rhetoric and apparently also in the thinking of Tory party activists.‌6

    By the summer of 1984, in the midst of the Scargill-inspired miners’ strike, the already bad relations between central and local government seemed to be spiralling downwards out of control. Unsure how to proceed and under mounting pressure from irate Conservative MPs and activists, Patrick Jenkin, with the acquiescence of Thatcher and their cabinet colleagues, announced at the Conservatives’ annual conference in October that new “studies” would be undertaken of the financing of local authorities. In fact, Thatcher and other ministers’ acquiescence was more than a little reluctant. They had been around the houses twice already, with the 1981 Green Paper and the 1983 White Paper, both of which suggested that, while the existing rating system might be tinkered with, no viable alternative existed to a domestic rating system in some form. Thatcher, in particular, was anxious not to raise the hopes of the Tory rank and file, only to dash them later. Her enthusiasm for radical reform grew only slowly, as she gradually became convinced that an alternative to the rates did exist. She began by being cautious. Then, she became more receptive to the idea. In the end, she embraced the alternative to the rates that she was offered, the poll tax, with all the fervour of a convert.

    Jenkin personally did not undertake the so-called studies. Instead he appointed a review team comprising both ministers and civil servants, some of them junior. The idea was that the review team should be of the highest quality. According to one insider, those recruited to the team were “the brightest selection of people ever gathered” to consider local government reform.‌7 Both of the two junior ministers involved, Kenneth Baker and William Waldegrave, were bright and also upwardly mobile. They aspired to higher office and, not least for that reason, were anxious to impress the prime minister. Waldegrave, a Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford, although the more junior of the two junior ministers, quickly emerged as the team’s effective leader.

    Unusual in its composition, the review team was also unusual in its mode of operations. The team actually functioned as a team. Waldegrave might have been the team captain, but otherwise status and hierarchy counted for little. Ministers and officials collaborated on a basis of equality, as did senior and junior civil servants. The group appears to have developed a considerable esprit de corps. Several of its members played bridge together. Some of them occasionally partied together. There were few serious disagreements among them and no quarrels. Although there was nothing unusual in the fact that the team deliberated in private, within the confines of Whitehall there was something unusual in the degree to which its operations were self-contained. The secretary of state, Patrick Jenkin, left Waldegrave and the others to get on with it; and, although the team commissioned working papers from elsewhere in the government machine, they had relatively little contact either with other ministers or with the remainder of officialdom. Kites were never flown. Leaks to the press were very rare. There may have been none.

    A few outsiders, however, were involved, if never very deeply. It was decided that it would be a good idea to involve a quartet of “assessors”, who would contribute to and monitor the review team’s work. Three of the four assessors – a retired academic economist, a barrister and Lord Rothschild, a distinguished scientist and government adviser with whom Waldegrave had previously worked – had no specialist knowledge of local-government finance; but the fourth, Christopher Foster, did, and a book co-authored by him had discussed the possibility, though only briefly and non-committally, of raising local revenue by means of a household tax or poll tax.‌8 But, although the assessors had been recruited and were formally in place, they were in the event mostly noises off. They never met as a group, they met members of the review team only occasionally and, apart from Foster’s, their intellectual input was negligible. The retired academic economist effectively withdrew as soon as it became apparent that Waldegrave and the others were taking seriously the possibility of introducing a poll tax.

    In theory, the review team could have considered dispassionately any combination of four options: retaining some form of property tax (whether or not called “the rates”), recommending the introduction of a local income tax, recommending the introduction of a local sales tax or recommending the creation of a new per capita tax, a poll tax (which, if it were adopted, would be the first since 1698 and only the third since 1381, when one of William Waldegrave’s ancestors had been involved). In practice, the range of options seriously discussed was considerably narrower than that. For reasons that are still not entirely clear, both a local income tax and a local sales tax were evidently regarded as being simply not on – and therefore not worth discussing. A tax of either kind would be bound to be unpopular, and introducing either of them would require a great deal of administrative effort. It was widely believed that the UK was too small a country in which to introduce taxes such as those, and a sales tax would fuel inflation. In any case, members of the review team were convinced that Thatcher and the Tory party would simply veto the introduction of either an income tax or a sales tax. Thatcher herself wanted to cut income tax, not raise it. Ruling those two taxes out of court in reality narrowed the team’s choices to retaining the rates, replacing the rates with a poll tax or else identifying some means of combining the two. As by this time the whole aim of the exercise was to abolish entirely the existing grants-and-rates system, the review team really had no option but to recommend, in some form, the introduction of a per capita poll tax. Having no other option, the members of the team became poll-tax enthusiasts. They went in to bat for it. Moreover, their per capita tax would have to be a flat-rate tax, with everyone in the same local authority area paying the same amount. Otherwise it would become, in time and in effect, a local income tax, and that kind of tax was considered unacceptable.‌9
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