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THE
POINT OF DEPARTURE





PROLOGUE



In my resignation speech in March 2003 I said that Tony Blair is the most successful Labour leader in my lifetime. I hope that the following pages fairly present some of the strengths and successes which make him such a dominant political figure, as well as the reasons why ultimately I could not continue to serve in his Cabinet. He deserves every credit for establishing Labour as the party of economic competence, for reversing a generation of neglect in the public services and for achieving more than any previous Prime Minister in promoting Britain’s place in Europe, until the hurricane over his support for the war on Iraq blew him off course. I also find it admirable, indeed astonishing, that he remains a normal human being after six years at Number 10 under pressures that no one who has not seen them at first hand can imagine. I want him to continue as our leader, and I certainly want him to be successful in recovering the support of those electors who have left Labour.


It is easy to exaggerate the current electorate difficulties of his government. The remarkable truth remains that on its sixth anniversary in office Labour retained a lead in most opinion polls that no previous government had enjoyed in its mid-term period. The problem is not that people are unwilling to vote Labour, but that their enthusiasm for it has drained away. Labour has lost the political momentum of the historic landslide that propelled it into government and is now becalmed in a second term marked by caution rather than radicalism. Labour’s current doldrums is the product of New Labour’s strategy of stripping the party bare of any value that may prove a negative, but failing to fill the gap.


Political movements that leave their mark on history do so because they shape the political culture of society to their values. By that test New Labour is in danger of leaving no mark behind despite a combination of Labour’s record length in office with Labour’s record majority in office.


The crisis for myself and many other Labour supporters arose from the commitment of Britain as junior partner in the US invasion of Iraq. But Tony Blair’s alliance with George Bush is symptomatic of a wider problem from New Labour’s lack of ideological anchor. Tony approached relations with the incoming US Administration as a question of power politics. He never comprehended the perplexity he would cause his supporters at home by becoming the trusty partner of the most reactionary US Administration in modern times. It was always inevitable that such an unlikely alliance would put him at odds with many in the coalition that had elected Labour to office.


In my own case it resulted in my leaving the Labour front bench on which I had served for over twenty years. Journalists sometimes ask if I regret resigning. I am sorry that I could not continue in a post that I relished, managing the proceedings of Parliament and listening to the House in its many moods. There is some justice in the charge of a Cabinet colleague that I am more of a parliamentarian than a politician. But being sorry that I could not stay is not the same as regretting my decision to go. I left because I could not support a war based on a false prospectus and waged without any international authority. Not a week has gone by since that has not left me even more relieved that I am not obliged to appear before my colleagues in Parliament to defend the insupportable.


This book therefore was not written in bitterness. Those who hoped it would contain venomous personal attacks will be disappointed. However they will find that it provides them with colour on the life of a Cabinet minister and insight into how parliamentary democracy functions today. And also some of the humour and fun of ministerial life. It is, after all, the memoir of a man who was happy in his work and who still regards his colleagues with warm regard. I have, though, been frank about the events that led up to the war on Iraq. I believe the public cannot reach an informed judgement on whether that war was justified without an understanding of how the decision was reached, and the government cannot learn essential lessons without openness about how they became committed to their most divisive international decision.


Most of the following text consists of my account of the two years from June 2001 to March 2003. But no professional politician can be satisfied with only observing events. We are driven by a compulsion to comment on them, to interpret them and to shape them to our political perspective. A third of the text, therefore, is commentary and analysis of the events I observed at first hand, particularly the political developments that came to trouble me and most especially the commitment of Britain to Bush’s war on Iraq. The narrative charts a personal journey in which my early enthusiasm over my role in modernising the Commons and reforming the Lords became overshadowed by growing concern and eventual dismay at our complicity in George Bush’s intentions on Iraq. Although the culmination may have been Bush’s war, the prelude records my deepening disaffection with elements of the domestic agenda. It is the story of how I found myself losing touch with a leadership which often appeared to have instincts that were at odds with values that had brought me into the Labour Party and had sustained me through long barren years of Opposition.


It is a journey which will be familiar to many who elected this government into office, but who now feel it does not belong to them, and whose voice is too often suppressed within the party for whom they voted. New Labour has been phenomenally successful in silencing the dissent among its own supporters. It has replaced old Labour’s culture of dissent with New Labour’s culture of discipline. The irony is that this central control has solved the old problem of splits and divisions at the expense of contributing to a new problem of trust. The longer I have served in politics, the more respect I have for the basic good sense of the British public. They are not taken in by politicians whom they suspect of reciting the party line. They want a more mature style of politics that values sincerity and independence of mind at least as much as conformity and adherence to party discipline.


Labour will only regain the trust of the electorate if we are honest about where we have gone wrong. This book is my honest attempt to explain how I arrived at the point of departure.
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‘This is the job for you.’


8 JUNE–24 JULY 2001



 



Friday 8 June 2001



My first warning that something was wrong was the way Anji Hunter treated me when I arrived at Number 10. Anji is a prime exponent of the touchy-feely school of expression and this morning she was keeping to her own private space. If there was no embrace from Anji there would be no good news from Tony. This was a surprising turn, as only last Tuesday I had been sent a message that I would be carrying on.


Tony was so exhausted from lack of sleep that throughout our interview I found myself feeling sorry for him rather than angry with him. The security agencies in some of the more repressive countries that I have visited around the world reckon on thirty to forty hours sleep deprivation being the point at which the will of the interviewee cracks. In Britain this is the point at which prime ministers decide who will be the key figures in the Cabinet for the next four years. Perhaps because of exhaustion he wasted no time in getting down to business. ‘I want you to move. I know this is not fair. You have not done anything wrong, but I do need to make changes.’


I did not argue. There was no point. Foreign Secretary and Prime Minister work so closely together and I had stood in for him so often at international gatherings that I knew it was impossible to do the job with authority if I did not have Tony’s backing. The only question was whether I went on the back benches or took another post in the Cabinet. He offered me the job of Leader of the House. I said I would think about it, but I couldn’t give him an answer straight away. On the way out I found Anji had recovered her touchy-feely mode. She stroked my arm and said in a soft voice, ‘I am sorry’. I took this to be a statement of general sympathy for my feelings rather than a signal of her disagreement with my removal.


Before the end of the afternoon I had picked up on the grapevine that the Cabinet reshuffle had been settled on the afternoon of polling day in Sedgefield between Tony and his travelling entourage of Anji and Alastair Campbell. It was a very tight little cabal in which to decide on the major offices of state. Even Jonathan Powell, the Number 10 Chief of Staff, did not seem to have been present when the key decisions were taken. I knew Anji had long lobbied for me to be moved out in the hope of creating a vacancy which would enable Number 10 to lever Gordon out of the Treasury. However, I had always got on well with Alastair and was disappointed he had not spoken up for me. But maybe he had.


I rang Gaynor to break the news to her. She was every bit as astonished as myself, and said I must do what I thought was right. There is no post which puts you more at the heart of Parliament than Leader of the House. It provided a prominent platform which Michael Foot used to support a Labour government and John Biffen used to undermine the Thatcher government. No one was going to give me any sympathy because I had turned down such an opportunity out of pique. I took the job and knew as soon as I had agreed that I had done the right thing. After I had rung Tony there was nothing more for me to do in my old room. I wandered through the front office thanking the team for their support and bidding my farewells. Then I got the lift for the last time down to the discreet side door through which ministers and ambassadors come and go to the Foreign Office.


In the evening Jack Straw rang me up for a supportive conversation. If I was surprised to be moved from my job he sounded even more surprised to get it. I had already heard from my protection team that his Special Branch officers had moved in to the Department of Transport, Local Government and the Regions (DTLR). They were so confident that their boss would be joining them that they had set up their radio operation. The first call they got over the radio was to tell them that their boss was actually walking in the direction of the Foreign Office. Jack himself was so sure that he was going to the DTLR that when he went in to see Tony he had a strategy for the railways in his back pocket. I am glad it is Jack who is replacing me. We have been close colleagues for twenty years and I know he will give the Foreign Office his best.


Monday 11 June


Late in the morning Tony rang up to ask whom I wanted as my junior minister. Tony volunteered, ‘Really sorry about the press coverage. I thought with everything going on they would accept you were moving to another office of high status. I accept it was too sudden, and I’m to blame for that. I should have handled it differently.’ At this point, as it frequently does, the Number 10 switchboard disconnected us. It was five minutes before we were reconnected, by which time both of us had had the time to reflect. He said, ‘Look, we must get together so we can talk about this.’


One happy consequence of my move is that there appears to be a collective guilt complex at Number 10 and an eagerness to mollify me. They meekly submitted to my request for Stephen Twigg as a junior minister. I am pleased about securing him as he is a bright, popular member of the 1997 intake and his appointment will send out all the right signals on my commitment to modernisation of the Commons.


In the afternoon I walked over to the Cabinet Office for my first meeting with Gareth Williams to discuss the state of the legislative programme. On the way over Horse Guards Parade I noticed that the mood of my protection officer did not match the bright June sunshine. When I asked what troubled him he responded, ‘This Lord Williams we are going to visit. He got off a lad who broke my jaw on a charge of GBH.’ I promised to rebuke Gareth for this lack of solidarity and indeed Gareth winced when I teased him for falling short on New Labour’s commitment to be tough on crime.


The legislative programme itself looks as if it has a bad case of broken jaw. Work has not even started on sixteen bills, including all the flagship bills which we have been talking up as the political centrepieces of the session. I am taken aback on opening the cupboard door that I find the shelves so bare. There is no alternative to putting a brave face on the short-run emergency, but I vow that we start now preparations to avoid being in the same empty boat again in the next session.


Wednesday 13 June


I attended the first PLP meeting to respond to the proposals for the Queen’s Speech. A vast meeting – I haven’t seen such a large meeting since the first meeting after the last General Election. I used my speech to unfurl the standard for modernising the House. I get loud growls of approval when I say that we want a House of Commons with hours and working methods that belong to the twenty-first century, not the nineteenth century, and rapturous applause when I say that if we are to retain our majority sitting members must be able to get back to their constituencies. Afterwards my long-standing special adviser, David Mathieson, told me that his neighbour turned to him halfway through the speech and said, ‘it must be gratifying for Robin at last to be able to speak to an audience to whom English is their first language’.


Before the election of the Speaker we were summoned to get the Queen’s consent in the House of Lords. The front bench trooped along leaving the rest of the House behind. I found myself walking behind Ann Widdecombe. There was a large group of Labour MPs standing between the bar and the door who parted to let us through. As Ann goes past they all roar ‘Go for it, Ann – we’re right behind you. You let them know, Ann.’ I rather doubt that it provided the encouragement she may have been seeking to run for leader of the Tory Party.


Later I had a whisky with Stephen Byers, who is equally surprised to be moved out of the DTI. He says the first hint he got of it was at 10.30 on election night, when he rang from his count to Tony’s entourage and sensed that something had happened that afternoon. We were both struck that whether intended or not the effect of the reshuffle has been to weaken the line-up on the euro. He and I had been the most outspoken champions of the euro and now I had been moved out of the Foreign Office and he had been moved away from the Trade portfolio which had given us legitimate platforms from which to argue for British membership. If Tony really intends to have a referendum this Parliament he is preparing for it in a very odd way.


I shared with Steve my frustration that I have no big bills to put before Parliament. Like many of the true modernisers he is conscious of the growing impatience within the party at the lack of radicalism of the Blair administration. We both agreed on the urgent need in the second term to restore to Labour some radical spirit.



Thursday 14 June



First meeting of the Cabinet of the new Parliament. The main business was to approve the legislative programme on which the Queen’s Speech is based. I explained that my big problem with managing the business is that none of the flagship bills on health, education, crime or enterprise are ready yet, and indeed instructions have yet to go to the draftsmen on any of them. I express added amazement that I find the business is organised on the tidal wave principle, and what we really must do over the next year is start to prepare now for the start of the next session so that we replace the tidal wave with a pipeline. A number of colleagues cheerfully proceed to add to the tidal wave, and I am robust in fending them off.


At the end of Cabinet, Gordon asked for a word and we went next door to his room at Number 11. He was anxious that I should be aware that he had not known anything in advance of my dismissal, and I assured him that I was quite clear that nobody outside Sedgefield had known. I added that maybe we had not seen enough of each other in the past four years, and we should do more now. I kept reading that we had fallen out, but I could never quite remember when this had happened, at which he laughed.


Wednesday 20 June


The day of the Queen’s Speech. I made one small blow for modernisation by flatly refusing to turn up in tails and pinstripe trousers. I saw off the protests by pointing out that the last two Leaders of the House were women and that I bet neither Ann Taylor nor Margaret Beckett had turned up in tails and pinstripe trousers. So long as I do not revive the tradition everyone else will have forgotten it. As a result I am the only one in the procession who does not look dressed like a playing card.


The one advantage of my place in the procession is that I am guaranteed a ringside spot at the foot of the steps to the throne. For the first time in three decades I do not have to jostle with six hundred other MPs for a space behind the bar at the far end of the Chamber. The speech itself is commendably on message. The first third is taken up promising bills on the New Labour trinity of education, health and crime. I console myself that I am the only person in the Chamber who knows that pen has not yet been put to paper on any of these bills. Afterwards Derry Irvine and I escorted the Queen back to her robing room and waited outside it to bid her farewell. I had been assured that the Queen normally pauses for five minutes for conversation before leaving, but today she was already running late for Royal Ascot and I subsequently heard that the coach cut four minutes off the standard return time to Buckingham Palace.


In the afternoon William Hague gave a swansong appearance as Leader of the Tory Party. It was a witty and self-deprecating speech. Hague’s personal tragedy is that his undoubted ability to command the House does not translate itself into an ability to impress the world beyond the political activists. He had a powerful final passage in which he warned that the lowest turnout for a century showed that ‘people increasingly see politics and parliament as remote from their lives’. He pleaded for urgent reform to make Parliament strong and relevant. There is clear evidence on both sides of the Chamber of momentum for modernisation. The trick will be to capture it to secure changes before it fades.


Thursday 21 June


My first appearance at the weekly ritual of Business Questions. In theory I announce the business of the next week or two and then take questions on it. In practice everybody ignores the business and takes out their own hobbyhorse for a canter around the Chamber. For backbenchers it is a valuable noticeboard on which they can pin messages to their local press and constituents, and for the government it is a useful opportunity to put right the record on the controversy of the week. The problem, of course, for the Leader of the House is that it is quite impossible to know the answer to everything that you are going to be asked, even if I do clock in early to cram for my oral exam and surreptitiously spend most of the Cabinet meeting studying my brief.


Unusually this week there are legitimate questions relating to business because there are a number of procedural issues that need to be resolved at the start of every Parliament. One of these is the establishment of the select committees. I have a real conundrum over the select committees. There are two schools of thought, both of which lobby me today. The first sees it as a test of the government’s commitment to parliamentary scrutiny whether it sets up the select committees as quickly as possible. The second school of thought wants the rules to be changed so that MPs, not the party whips, control who is appointed to the select committees. There is also a third school which wants both, but that is impossible. As I explained today to Nick Winterton, if we want the committees set up quickly we have to do it under the rules that we have got. I go for broke and rashly promise Andrew Bennett that I will get the select committees set up before the summer recess. That only gives me another four weeks, heaven help me.


Monday 2 July


Off for lunch with Niall Fitzgerald at Unilever. We have a very frank exchange about where the government is (or is not) on the euro. I am very disloyal in recommending to Niall that at their meeting with Tony on Thursday they must lay it firmly on the line that they need not only a private assurance but a public demonstration of his commitment to the euro. Niall is commendably blunt that if they do not get such an assurance, then Unilever and others will be unable to plan with confidence that Britain will join the euro, and will have to plan on the worst case scenario that Britain will not be joining the euro. He also predicts that Britain in Europe as a campaign will collapse.


Niall stresses it is well known that Nissan and others have been given private assurances that Britain will be joining the euro. If those assurances are not fulfilled then the government’s credibility across the board will be undermined. I suggest – which obviously comes as a bit of a surprise to him – that he and those around him should reach out to Anji Hunter as the person most likely to encourage Tony to take a gamble, but if not brought on side she is the one who will reinforce all his cautious instincts which make him shrink from the risk.



Tuesday 3 July



I had a meeting with Tony to which I had been summoned. It soon becomes apparent that this meeting is motivated partly by a genuine interest in what I’m up to, and just a little by a wish to humour me in case what I’m getting up to is mischief. He begins by asking about modernisation of the House, and I talk through some of the urgent priorities. I stress to him that the House of Commons has lagged behind our modernisation of the constitution of other parts of British political life, and that we need to bring the House of Commons up to speed with the rest of the modernisation of Britain. I also hint at the broad alienation of our backbenchers. If we want less difficulty on policy it is important that we give them a clearer opportunity to scrutinise policy and gain ownership of it.


We move on to reform of the House of Lords. I put it to him that reform of the House of Lords will be his historic monument. He is playing for his place in history. He is wasting an opportunity if he simply puts up a model that will not last a single Parliament before crumbling away. The present proposals have no friends. They stem from the Report of the Royal Commission chaired by John Wakeham, which reached agreement among its membership by listing three options, none of which commanded consensus outside its membership. I vividly remember the moment in the Cabinet sub-committee in April when I asked everybody in the room who thought the proposals of Wakeham would work. Nobody did, but most of the sub-committee thought we had to carry them out because we were committed to them. This is a project that will end in tears. He asks me for a paper on what we might do instead that might be more credible and more capable of a consensus.


Later he dismisses the officials in order that we can speak together. He asks me how I am enjoying the job. I say, truthfully, that it’s very congenial – that I like being back in the House of Commons where I have addressed bigger audiences in four weeks than I ever did in the previous four years. He volunteers that he had heard I’d done well in the Commons last Wednesday, winding up the debate on the Queen’s Speech, and goes on to say, ‘This is the job for you. You’re going to thank me for having put you in it.’ I said, ‘Fine – there’s a real job to be done here. I just ask to be given time to finish it.’ He said, ‘Oh, I don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about on that.’ I reminded him, ‘That’s what you said the last time.’ He laughed and said, ‘This time I really mean it.’


I raised the euro with him and warned him that the businessmen he would be seeing on Thursday would want a very clear assurance that he would speak out publicly on this. The response was reassuring, but formulaic. He was in favour of us going into the euro, and he believed we could win a referendum on it. There was also a new line. We had to be very careful that we did not worry the markets and start a run on the pound. I left worried. If we always have to tiptoe around market reaction, we will forever put off taking the plunge. This is an issue which he does not see as pressing and is handling by postponing it. Unless some external shock pushes it up his agenda, I would be prepared to put money on us not holding a referendum in this Parliament.


Wednesday 4 July


In the course of Prime Minister’s Questions, Tony gets some difficult passages over the proposals on incapacity benefit. In the morning Alistair Darling had made a speech to the Institute for Public Policy Research in which he announced that there would be a three-year review of all claimants of incapacity benefit, and it was heavily spun to the morning press as New Labour getting tough on ‘welfare reform’.


The problem for Tony at Question Time was not so much what our backbenchers did, but what they did not do. Throughout Hague’s attack on him on this point, our backbenchers remained truculently silent. It was not a roasting by our backbenchers so much as a work to rule on applause. I cannot remember Tony ever getting such a silent reception from his own backbenchers, and he was frequently mocked by the Opposition benches with the pantomime cry of ‘Look behind you’.


Afterwards we had the meeting of the Parliamentary Committee which brings together Tony with those elected by the backbenchers in the PLP. Tony responds robustly to the criticism of the proposed restriction on incapacity benefit. The worrying feature about his line of response is that it was all about money. He said that every penny saved on incapacity benefit was money for schools and hospitals. Tony adds that he and Alistair were taken aback by the scale of the press coverage because they had both been saying these things for some weeks. This may well be true, but the extent of press coverage varies immensely depending on the news context. The news context since the Queen’s Speech is Tony in difficulty with Labour backbenchers. A repetition of the line on incapacity benefit suddenly put roller skates on the story. As a result, what was intended to get good press coverage in the right-wing press now gets us bad coverage in everybody’s press because of Labour’s split. It was a favourite trick, which New Labour exploited mercilessly in Opposition, to get praise in the press for standing up to your own party. It is long overdue that they learn that in office all this produces is stories of government in difficulty.


Thursday 5 July


The day begins with a phone call from Alistair Darling. He is anxious that I should get the line right on incapacity benefit before Business Questions. Believe me, so am I.


He tells me that it would be very helpful if I was to make it clear that the new rules on three-yearly reviews are to apply only to new claimants following the forthcoming legislation, and not to any of the two million existing claimants. I enthusiastically assure him that I am only too pleased to make that clear, and I repeat it twice to him so there can be no doubt that he is telling me that existing claimants will be exempt.


Over to the House, where one of the very first questions is indeed on incapacity benefit. Angela Browning, my opposite number, bowls a lumbering ball asking how can she reassure her constituents who are concerned about what this means for their benefit. I am positively delighted to assure her that she can tell all of them that they needn’t worry at all as the new rules will apply only to new claimants. The announcement goes down spectacularly well on our own benches. Dennis Skinner likes it so much that he turns round to others behind him, and I could hear him urging them to ‘ask it again so he has to repeat it’. Which, of course, they did.


We go straight from Business Questions to the debate on MPs’ Pay and Rations. It is a full House. Chris Mullin has tabled an amendment, demanding that we should only get rises in line with the Pay Review Body recommendations for nurses and teachers. I take pleasure in pointing out to him that over the past five years this would actually have given us an extra £2000 a year on our salary, and warn him that if he presses amendments they would result in MPs receiving a bigger salary.


Immediately after the debate on Pay and Rations, I moved the motion to set up the new departmental select committees. By the end of the day I had been on the bench solidly from 12.30 until 7 p.m. but I enjoyed it. I’m at home in the House, and find it much more congenial than spending the same number of hours in an ancient VC10.


Gaynor and I end the evening visiting John and Jenny McCririck at home for dinner. They have done even more work on their rear patio. In such a tiny space they have replicated a wonderful junglescape with an eating area in a clearing. They have just added a gas heater on a stand, and John is keen that I should officially inaugurate it by turning it on for the first time. I manage to produce a satisfying flare of flame, but only just in time before a thunderstorm reaches us. Much ribbing that I turned on the flame and produced lightning.


Friday 6 July


Saunter round the corner to my office to find Greg Power, my new special adviser, much exercised over a report prominent in the Daily Mirror about my speech to the Progress conference on Saturday. The Mirror have got a quote from person unknown saying that ‘Robin Cook will be controversial. He will be outspoken. He is a bitter man.’ There could not be a less helpful trailer for my speech, as anything remotely disloyal, or even original, will now be assessed as a bid to lead a leftist faction.


Greg Power reports the telephone has been jumping off the receiver all morning with journalists wanting to know what I’m going to say. I ask him how he replied, and he said, ‘Well, I tell them we’ve not yet written the speech.’ Actually this is absolutely correct, but may not have given the impression of calm, orderly organisation that I could have hoped for. I spend the day preparing my speech, and Greg spends the day fending off journalists. And Millbank. And Number 10. All of them in varying degrees of anticipation and anxiety about what might be said the next day.


Saturday 7 July


Before my speech to the conference there is a video from Gordon, who is attending the G8 Finance Ministers meeting. He is displayed on a very large cinemascope screen immediately behind the platform. As he launches into his first statistic I suddenly realise that I am sitting immediately beneath him and scamper to the side of the stage, ostensibly so that I can study him more carefully, but in reality to avoid the appalling press photograph of Gordon peering over my shoulder.


I show lots of loyalty, but I did include two strong messages. First, on welfare I said ‘we should provide benefit levels for those who can’t work that help them out of poverty rather than keep them trapped in poverty’. The second was aimed at the current talk of reform through greater private sector involvement in public services: ‘One of the principles of good private sector management is that change is more likely to come if the people who work in an organisation understand the change will protect their future, not threaten their future. We need to find a way of talking about change that embraces the workforce in the public services as partners in change, not as the objects of change.’ Both passages provoked applause from an audience which was skilled in the language of coded positioning.


Monday 9 July


In the course of our routine Start the Week meeting Hilary Armstrong sounds me out on the membership of the select committees which we have to table this week if we are to get them approved by the Commons before it rises next week. To be fair to Hilary the timetable is putting a lot of pressure on her and her team to complete the nightmare jigsaw puzzle of matching almost two hundred committee places with the preferences of over two hundred Labour backbenchers.


I am taken aback when she says she is under pressure to leave Gwyneth Dunwoody and Donald Anderson off the two select committees which they have been chairing in the past Parliament. I am brisk in responding that if the members of those committees want to change their Chairs that’s fine, but it would look like the worst kind of government authoritarianism for the whips to deprive them of their Chairs by the devious device of leaving them off their committees.


Wednesday 11 July


I stood in at Prime Minister’s Questions for Tony who is engrossed in talks to rescue the Northern Ireland peace process. I spent the morning, and much of yesterday, in Number 10 debating with officials and colleagues how I am going to talk my way out of the tricky questions. Ironically, the Prime Minister’s room is so small that only half a dozen people can comfortably get in it and for much of the time we had to gather round the more expansive Cabinet Room table. The big story of the week is the shambles of the Tory leadership vote. The bottom two candidates have both tied which means that they have no candidate whom they can drop from the ballot paper. Given their crushing defeats in the last two General Elections it is ironic that the Tories cannot identify a loser. Both the House and the media will expect me to have something to say about the biggest political event of the moment, but strictly speaking the Tory leadership contest is not government business and the Speaker would bring me up short if I laboured the point. I think it was Meg Russell, my special adviser, who first had the idea that we could make a joke of it by comparing it with Big Brother, which is attracting much more interest among the public than the Tory leadership election.


I got off to a sticky start with a hard ball from Gerry Steinberg who complained of his experience with the public finance initiative hospital in his constituency. I had some sympathy with his criticism but if I betrayed that, the next half hour would have disintegrated into a rout. Then Kevin Brennan obligingly tossed me a straight ball on the importance of encouraging women candidates, which I took as an opening to express the hope that Ann Widdecombe could come to the aid of her party to help them out of their leadership impasse. I then added, ‘I see the press have been comparing the Tory leadership elections to Big Brother. That, I think, is unfair – to Big Brother. At least when they have a vote in Big Brother someone gets kicked out.’ Thereafter I had the House on my side.


In politics, disaster lurks behind every triumph. I had no sooner left the Chamber than Lorna Fitzsimons, my PPS, took me aside to tell me she had been concealing from me what had happened at the PLP until I had got through my combat in the Chamber. Despite what I had said on Monday, Hilary had put to the PLP membership of the select committees without the names of Gwyneth Dunwoody and Donald Anderson. All hell had broken loose at the PLP, which had approached a near riot when they were told that the standing orders did not allow them to amend the lists, but only to swallow them whole or not at all. In the end the party had agreed to swallow them rather than see the whole timetable for the select committees wrecked, but this only meant that their mood of rebellion would roll forward to the debate which I was opening next week, in which the standing orders of the House do allow them to amend the lists. I had just emerged unscathed from half an hour of the worst that the Tories could throw at me, only to find out I had been badly injured by friendly fire within my own party.


Thursday 12 July


Gwyneth Dunwoody has been transformed by the press into a paradigm of parliamentary virtue shamelessly silenced by a ruthless government machine embarrassed by her fearless scrutiny. Infuriatingly, this is the very day when I have arranged to make my agenda-setting speech on modernisation of the Commons before the Hansard Society, but I am not going to be taken seriously promising more effective scrutiny by Parliament in the wake of this display of the naked power of government over Parliament. Just to complete my discomfiture, I was already booked to appear on the Today programme to discuss my speech on modernisation but instead spend much of my time discussing the martyrdom of Saint Gwyneth.


By the time I get to my weekly meeting with the lobby the word had got round that I don’t much like what I have been asked to move in the House next week. I am caught off guard by a question about how I will vote on Monday. Clearly I cannot say I’ll vote for a motion which is intended to show the government’s control over select committees and retain any credibility for the many commitments to reform I have been making. On the other hand I can hardly announce that I am going to vote against the motion which I myself am doomed to move on Monday. I therefore opt for a Third Way solution, that as it is important to the House to resolve this matter for itself it would be wrong for me to influence the outcome by expressing a preference. I shall therefore abstain.


Monday 16 July


The day begins with more newspaper editorials inciting Labour backbenchers to riot. This follows quite a bit of the same from the Sunday newspapers.


My weekly Monday morning tête-à-tête with Hilary is fraught. I am pretty blunt that I am hacked off. After four weeks in which I had worked to position the government as being on the side of reform and modernisation in the House of Commons, the controversy over Gwyneth has put us all squarely in the box marked ‘control freaks’. She in turn complained with feeling that my decision to abstain in the vote had put her in a false position.


I spent the rest of the morning preparing my speech for the debate. Our collective judgement is that the only way out of the hole is to come on strong with the case for reform of the procedure. In the event this strategy worked well. My commitment that I would make reform of the process of appointing the select committees the first priority for the Modernisation Committee was welcomed. Jean Corston intervened as arranged so that I could commit the government also to reforming the internal process within the PLP.


Sixty-nine Labour MPs voted with the other parties against the proposed membership of the DTLR Select Committee, and a score more on the Foreign Affairs Select Committee. As a result we were defeated by margins of over a hundred. I could see which way the vote was likely to go in the course of the debate. The only question that was left was how did I respond in a way that would immediately close it down as a controversy.


I left the Despatch Box and went across to where the officials were sitting in what’s known as the box, but in reality is a bench out of which they can’t climb into the Chamber. Not that I’ve ever met a civil servant who has shown the least inclination to climb into the Chamber. I wanted the advice of Eve, the Commons clerk seconded to my term, about what I might get away with procedurally in terms of a business statement immediately after the divisions. It was all a bit awkward since I didn’t want to climb the steps so far that I’d be too visible to the Opposition, which meant I had to stand on tiptoe from the lowest step. Eve herself is quite small and had to peer over the wooden parapet of the bench. It would have looked really crazy if anybody had caught us on television. The upshot was that we agreed that the rational thing to do was to make a statement giving effect to my commitment to Andrew Bennett to bring back a revised membership before the summer recess. I sent Eve scurrying away to draft it in a procedural and businesslike manner before the divisions trapped her in the box and unable to leave.


I then convinced Hilary that if I did not make a statement immediately after the division we would have monumental problems with the media next day, as every broadcaster this side of the Arctic Circle tried to ‘take the story on’ by speculating on what the government would do next. We needed to close that down before the speculation could even begin. Eventually she accepted, and after the division I got up and announced that we would bring a revised membership before the House on Thursday. The statement was welcomed in all parts of the House, and pre-empted demands on us for action which we would have looked churlish to resist.


Tuesday 17 July


I have a meeting with Alan Milburn about the forthcoming Health Bill. But the most interesting moment is when the officials leave us and he stays behind for a private chat. He has had a rough two or three weeks because of the publicity for private sector involvement in the Health Service. I express the view that the real problem has been that we appear to have spun this as a big story, when in truth we only had some modest proposals, all of which are eminently defensible, even within the party. He does not disagree. At the end I am left puzzling. If even Alan Milburn disapproves of the Number 10 strategy of positioning ourselves in relation to the right-wing press, who actually is there left in the Cabinet who believes that recent briefings have been a sensible way of proceeding?


I settled down afterwards for a session to catch up on the paperwork that had backed up during the controversy over the select committees. I am startled to discover in my correspondence a P45 from the Foreign Office, confirming my dismissal. I suppose it is entirely logical that I should get a P45. Somehow I never quite imagined anybody in the Personnel Department settling down to send a P45 to the former Secretary of State.


I put a call through to Jack Straw to seek his support at the Cabinet Sub-Committee on House of Lords Reform. He assured me that he had played no part in the debacle of Monday night, and had thought it mad to try and take Donald Anderson off.


[image: diagram]


 


I could not have hoped for a clearer illustration of the case for modernising the proceedings of Parliament than the debacle into which we tumbled over membership of the select committees. It was a classic example of the tussle between Parliament’s right to scrutiny and the Executive’s power of control. Hilary is unfairly blamed for the imbroglio. I subsequently learnt that she had got her instructions from Number 10 – but that only sharpened the question why the government should decide who it was that sat in scrutiny of them. If Parliament cannot control the membership of its own committees, what real power is left to it?


The most pressing case for modernisation, though, is not the balance between Parliament and government but the growing gulf between Parliament and public. Crisis is a word worn out from overuse by headline writers. It also does not easily lend itself to a problem that has been decades in brewing. But we need an equally dramatic term to capture the widening disconnection between Parliament and people. In the thirty-odd years in which I have contested General Elections, I have seen the proportion of electors willing to turn out slip by virtually 20 per cent. By the last General Election less than 60 per cent exercised their vote and a full 40 per cent saw no point in doing so. A smaller percentage of electors turned up at the polls than at any point in the century since women won the right to have their votes counted. But within the headline figure there is an even more alarming set of statistics, which suggests that without a significant cultural shift we will see turnout continue to decline. Among young voters the proportions of participation are precisely reversed. In their age group only 40 per cent voted and 60 per cent passed up the opportunity to select the government of the nation. If this cohort retains the same participation rate as they grow older we will have a true crisis of parliamentary democracy.


There is no glib solution to this trend. It is in part a product of other deep-seated developments in modern society. The growth of an individualist culture makes it more challenging to sell the relevance of participation in a mass ballot, which is the mother of all collectivist decision-making. In an era in which the extended family has largely vanished, union solidarity has decreased and community groups often struggle to find activists, it would be naïve to expect participation in official elections to be bucking the decline in social capital. And the inevitable tendency of decision-making in the modern world to recede to European and even global forums makes political power appear even more remote to individual electors and even further beyond the practical influence of their votes.


But we need not accept steady erosion in support for parliamentary democracy as an inexorable process before which we are helpless. Other countries, including most comparable European nations, do much better than Britain in sustaining turnout at a respectable figure. Shamingly, Britain now languishes fifty-fifth in the international league of election turnouts. Nor should we blame low turnout on apathy. The many surveys that have been undertaken of young people who did not vote have found that non-voters may be alienated from Parliament but are often not apathetic about issues. Thousands of young people who did not walk down the street to vote in June 2001 subsequently crossed Europe to protest against globalisation at Genoa. Bob Worcester, the legendary Chairman of MORI, points out that the number of people in the 2001 election claiming to be ‘very interested in politics’ was the same as twenty years before. The problem is not that the British people have no opinion on the issues of the day but that more and more of them no longer feel ownership of their parliamentary democracy or believe that its political culture can solve the problems in their lives.


The Commons does not help itself to bridge this widening gulf when it lovingly preserves the image and the working methods of a bygone age (do not even start me on how the House of Lords appears to anyone under seventy). Our constituents live in a world of rapid changes in working practices and dramatic advances in technology. To them veneration for hallowed procedures does not express an admirable respect for tradition but a stubborn refusal to move with the times. Parliament is not going to reconnect with the electorate of tomorrow unless it addresses the perception of the young voters of today who see it as stuffy, formal and out of date.


I admit it with a heavy heart as it is the craft by which I have earned my bread for most of my adult life, but in the age of the world wide web there is something curiously old-fashioned about communicating by making a speech to a room of people – or more often in the case of the Commons to an empty room. In modern business meetings or community gatherings the qualities which are prized are brevity and informality, qualities not normally associated with parliamentary debate. The most frequent complaint of those who refuse to vote is that there is no point as ‘You are all the same’. By this they do not really mean that we have the same views or political priorities. What they are articulating is that we all sound the same, talk in the same secret, coded language and rarely lapse into the colloquial English of our constituents. For good measure we also look much the same – white, middle-class, middle-aged men, belonging to about the last profession in which every male turns up every day in a lounge suit. If the Commons really wants to connect with the voters it needs to look more as if it represents the immense, rich diversity of modern Britain and to conduct its proceedings nearer to the businesslike, informal style of the rest of the country.


Perplexingly, the same non-voter who complains that MPs are all the same, in the next breath will criticise them for squabbling over everything. The Commons has always been a bear pit of raucous debate. Two hundred years ago Byron complained that MPs were more formidable as an audience than they were as speakers. But now we are on television. Or, more precisely, our most vituperative, bad-tempered exchanges make it on to television. Broadcasting loves the party political mud-wrestling of contests such as Prime Minister’s Questions because for entertainment value it rivals any theatre. However, the kind of drama that gets the Commons air time with the broadcasters also gets it a bad name with the public.


The country beyond Westminster is today much less tribal in its political loyalties. When I first went canvassing as a teenager I knew, on discovering a Labour voter, that in all probability everyone in the family was Labour. Even more comfortingly, when I went back next time, four years later, I knew they would all still be Labour. Nowadays voters have a healthy tendency to change their minds between elections and very few buy into the complete programme of even their party of choice. Voter identification with parties is weak and getting weaker. Yet when they switch on their television sets they see a Chamber of MPs behaving with as much partisanship as if they were at a football match. Too often we give the impression that the really important consideration about an idea is not whether it is any good but whether our party thought of it first. This presumably explains the decision of one of our ministers this year to reject an amendment correcting a misspelling in his bill because it was tabled by a Liberal Democrat.


The adversarial method is going out of fashion elsewhere as the means of establishing the truth, but it remains the animating principle of the Commons. In part it is the fault of Henry VIII who gave us a redundant chapel in which to meet first, which has doomed us for ever more to confront each other across two sides of a rectangle. In part it is because our parties have been spared the foreign experience of coalition building, which obliges parties to discover on what they can agree. Enoch Powell caught the character of the Commons well when he described it as the forum of a continuous General Election. But for an era when the public seriously dislike the campaigns that go with General Elections, this may not provide the best recipe for restoring the respect of the public. The Commons must demonstrate to its wider audience that the pursuit of the nation’s interests is more important to its members than the struggle for party advantage.


It pains me to say these things. I am a tribal politician of the old school. I will go to my grave clutching my party card. And I know how hard some of these truths will be for many of my colleagues. I understand the Commons because I love it. Some of my happiest hours at the Despatch Box have been spent grappling with a full Chamber growling and snapping back at me. But it is because I love Parliament that I never want to see it sink into an irrelevance, a top draw on the tourist circuit but no longer the crucible of our nation’s politics. Its authority rests on public confidence, and if it is to restore that confidence it must change. It is those of us who most love Parliament who therefore most want to see it modernised.
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Wednesday 18 July


Began the day with the first meeting of the Modernisation Committee. We had expected the Tories to oppose my taking the Chair on the grounds that a Cabinet minister should not chair a select committee, which should be the prerogative of backbenchers. In the event, Nick Winterton jumped in first and nominated me. Lots of bubbling enthusiasm from the members of the committee on other things we should also examine, from the parliamentary calendar to electronic voting. Everyone present recognised that Monday’s defeats had created a momentum for reform. The important thing now for us is to surf it.


Afterwards I went to preside over my second Privy Council meeting at Buckingham Palace. This one has as its centrepiece the historic act of introducing a new Great Seal for the Lord Chancellor – the first new Great Seal since one was cast fifty years ago at the time of the Queen’s coronation. To mark the occasion the ceremony is to be recorded by television.


The ceremony, hilariously, should consist of the Queen smashing the old Seal with a hammer. I find this hangover from the days of the warrior kings highly amusing, and can tell from the dark glances of Alex Galloway, Clerk to the Privy Council, that he regards me as being inappropriately frivolous. He rebukes me by explaining that all that is required of the Queen is a ceremonial tap on the Seal in order that it can be considered ritually defaced. There then follows much theatrical business in which both Alex and a palace official produce rival hammers for the ritual defacement. Both have fetching silver finishes to the hammer head. Bizarrely, though, Alex’s has that pattern of indented diamond heads which you find on kitchen hammers used to tenderise meat. Ruefully, he himself has to admit that it looks a bit like it came out of a butcher’s shop. The palace official wins. There then follows further business with the Lord Chancellor on the presentation of the old and the new Seal. Strictly speaking, Derry should hand them over one after the other to Her Majesty. The problem is each of them weighs a stone. There is much hefting of Great Seals by Alex and palace officials which rapidly leads to the conclusion that we cannot expect Her Majesty to hold either of them. A perfect protocol compromise is worked out by which Derry will graciously wave to indicate the old Seal, and then, after it has been ritually defaced, wave excitedly to indicate the pleasing new Seal.


A bell buzzes and closes what has been the most entertaining twenty minutes I’ve had all week. The ceremony of the Seals is kept to the end of the meeting. The Queen carries out the ritual defacing with aplomb by taking the approved silver hammer and striking the silver mould. The net result is a rather pleasing tinkle, but not much evidence of defacement. I suspect the Plantagenets did not stop at purely ritual defacement.


I scramble back for Prime Minister’s Questions. It passes off well, if a bit flat. Tony gets in a good final parting shot with his line, ‘As the Two Ronnies would say, it’s goodnight now from Mr Boom [indicating William Hague] and from Mr Bust [indicating Michael Portillo].’ It was a neat out-line for the end of the parliamentary term, but only a few of us know just how much it meant to Alastair Campbell that he managed to make boom and bust the last words heard at the final Prime Minister’s Questions before the summer recess.


Afterwards, Pat Hewitt comes round for a discussion about progress on her bills this session. She’s a bit late, and arrives as a refugee from the Royal Garden Party at Buckingham Palace. She is immensely entertained by the experience. She had asked for two cups of tea and was handed a small teacup for herself accompanied by the question whether the other cup was for a man. On indicating that it was for her male Private Secretary, she was dumbfounded to be handed a second cup twice the size of the one that was appropriate for her as a lady. As a result, Labour’s Minister for Women found herself meekly accepting two fine china cups neatly encapsulating the Establishment’s distinction between men and women.


Thursday 19 July


Before Cabinet I put the finishing touches to my paper for next week’s Cabinet Sub-Committee on House of Lords Reform. It has now been through two or three complete redrafts in the past seven days since Meg alerted me to the impending meeting. All the reworking has been well worth it as it has helped to clarify for me the big problem – the sheer unpopularity of our proposals. This is a much bigger picture than all the footling details about what Wakeham may or may not have said two years ago.


At the end of the Cabinet meeting I buttonhole Derry. No, that’s not quite right – no one buttonholes Derry. I place my body between him and the exit so that he is obliged to notice me. I mention to him that I have done a note on House of Lords reform for the meeting next week and intend to circulate it to all members. With unruffled assurance he cheerfully tells me that of course he recognises my right to put in writing what I want, but his job is to tell Tony what is the view of the majority of the Cabinet committee. One of Derry’s redeeming features is that he is so self-assured he is incapable of being ruffled by those who are not convinced he is right.


Later in the afternoon I return to the Chamber for the resumed debate on the membership of the DTLR and Foreign Affairs Select Committees, a much more docile affair, reflecting the fact that we had fully accepted the will of the House. The main significance of the debate is that as the last item on the last substantive day of business I had delivered on my commitment that we would get all the select committees up and running before the summer recess. We managed it within the target four weeks, which is the quickest time that select committees have ever been set up in any Parliament. But it was touch and go. One more day’s delay and it would have had to wait until October.


Friday 20 July


Robert Hill comes round. We have a useful first canter over the course on House of Lords reform. He is studiedly careful, but appears concerned at the compelling evidence I offer on the unpopularity of our present scheme. He gently warns me that this is all very well but that there are people urging Tony to proceed with Wakeham on the basis that we will never get agreement to anything else.


Sunday 22 July


Start the day with an appearance on Breakfast with Frost, which is more than Frost does as he has very sensibly gone off on holiday. Before going on set we leaf through the Sunday papers. I am immensely flattered to discover one of Jeffrey Archer’s mistresses has told a Sunday paper that he found me ‘loathsome’. In all the circumstances it’s a real compliment to be reviled by Jeffrey Archer. It is the ones that he flattered who are feeling embarrassed in the week he has been sent to prison.


I finish the day making dinner. I have just put the lamb in the oven and am trying to get the roast potatoes on when the telephone rings. It is a nice lady at Number 10 switchboard telling me she has Lord Levy on the phone. I stop what I’m doing and she puts through Michael, who says, ‘Hi, Jack, is that you?’, and is a bit surprised when all that greets him is me bursting into laughter and saying, ‘Michael, you must have asked for the Foreign Secretary and they had completely forgotten it was no longer me.’ I must have come a long way, now that I only see the funny side of it.


Monday 23 July


Paul Tyler drops by for a friendly and frank exchange of views. He tells me that Liberal Democrats have had a strategy session on whether to continue with the Joint Consultative Committee (JCC) with the government. The conclusion in all the circumstances seems very mature. They have decided not to pull out with a big fanfare, smashing the furniture as they go. Instead they simply won’t activate the JCC and will say to Tony that it is up to the government to come up with a persuasive example of something they could usefully discuss. This has the neat result of not putting on them the blame for the JCC being broken up and the onus on us to make it work.


Afterwards I leave for my first meeting of PSX, the Cabinet sub-committee which controls public spending. We have a fascinating presentation by two senior managers from the BBC who have been studying the management of change in the Civil Service, and have broadly come to the conclusion that it is not managed at all. The key problem they identify is there is no culture of leadership in the sense of accepting responsibility for delivery. The Civil Service is all process and no outcome. They give a wonderfully revealing response from a civil servant who was asked to state what he was responsible for, and after thought replied, ‘I am accountable for the validity of the reporting system.’


Tuesday 24 July


The climax of my day is the meeting of CRP (HL), the Cabinet Sub-Committee on House of Lords Reform. It is held in Derry Irvine’s room in the Lords. For reasons that are obscure, they are festooned with prominent paintings of equally obscure naval battles. An appropriate backdrop for this meeting.


Derry invites me to talk through my paper and then makes it impossible by constantly interrupting me. Derry’s approach to meetings is not to chair them but to cross-examine the other members as witnesses. This is profoundly irritating and makes it very difficult to maintain the thread of an argument, but he does it with courtesy. It is at least preferable to the approach of Charlie Falconer, who makes an aggressive speech in which he treats the rest of the meeting as a jury on which he is calling for my conviction. By the time he finished I would not have been surprised if he had demanded the death penalty. I get robust support from Gus Macdonald, who describes Wakeham as ‘all nonsense’, and more restrained support from John Prescott and Jeff Rooker. Charles Clarke helpfully states that in principle he would prefer a 90 per cent directly elected House of Lords. Even Derry admits that when the debate commences it will be more about the merits of the proposal rather than the authority of Wakeham.


Like the men-of-war in the paintings around me, I take a bit of damage but nevertheless make some progress. There is consensus that I have a fair point when I argue that 11 per cent is a derisory proportion for the democratic element, and an agreement that we should raise it to the marginally less derisory 20 per cent. There is absolutely zilch support among those around the table for indirectly elected peers, which is an idea whose time has not yet come.


More significantly, I win the argument that there really can be no question of legislation in this first session. Rather than the commitment to a White Paper followed by legislation fulfilling Wakeham, with which Derry had hoped to end the meeting, we end up with an agreement to a consultation document. I have bought time for something better. We all limp away from the meeting to our respective harbours to reflect and regroup.
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In truth, I left the meeting quite optimistic about the prospects for a democratic outcome. Perhaps it was the bright, sunny weather that greeted me in the Palace courtyard when I emerged from the Victorian, panelled gloom of the Lord Chancellor’s office. Perhaps I was overconfident in my faith that in a free society political authority belongs only to those who secure the consent through election of those over whom they exercise power.


At least we all agreed that the present half-reformed state of the Lords was unsupportable. Britain now shares with Lesotho the unenviable distinction of being the only two countries in which hereditary chieftains still retain the right to pass laws for the rest of the nation. As Foreign Secretary I had spoken in support of open government at a Europe–Africa Summit. I was rebuked by the President of an African country, which might generously be described as a guided democracy, who objected that he could not be blamed for failing to introduce full democracy after only fifty years of independence, when Britain had failed to get rid of the hereditary principle after five hundred years of Parliament.


The very building which provides the habitat of the Lords underlines its detachment from the modern world. During the war the Luftwaffe took out the Commons with accidental precision. As a result, the Commons end of the building is a period piece of post-war utility architecture – stark, spare and severely purposeful. By contrast, the Lords remains a Victorian extravaganza, an exuberant riot of richly carved and gilded ornament. Their Chamber is in its own way a good metaphor for the House of Lords. It is impressively strong on tradition but hopelessly inappropriate to its function in a modern democracy.


As befits the ambience it remains an incorrigibly conservative institution. Despite two landslide Labour victories, the Conservatives are still the largest single party in the House of Lords. It is fashionable these days to praise the House of Lords for its courage in resisting measures which government has to put before it. Commentators tend to overlook the fact that the House of Lords only discovers this bold spirit of independence under Labour governments. In the first year after the last General Election, the House of Lords defeated the Labour government more often than it did the last Conservative government in its entire eighteen years in office. The Lords meekly swallowed even the poll tax, although that was when Britain could have benefited from a genuinely independent second chamber.


Nor is the conservative character of the House of Lords entirely down to its unrepresentative party colouring. It has difficulty in coming to terms with modern social attitudes, such as its vote last year to ban gay couples from being allowed to adopt children. This reflects another striking dimension of its unrepresentative character. The average age of peers is almost seventy, nearly double the average age of the population for whom they legislate. Many peers are admirable individuals but it is hard to see how the institution as a collective can help Parliament restore a sense of relevance to a generation of young electors, most of whom have given up on voting.


I was excited that the post of Leader of the House came with a role in Lords reform. In the run-up to the 1997 General Election Tony Blair had asked me to act as Co-Convenor with Bob Maclennan of a Joint Committee of Labour and Liberal Democrat Parties to agree on a common programme of constitutional reform which both our parties could support in the subsequent Parliament. The democratic reform of the House of Lords was a conspicuous item of unfinished business among its proposals and was the clear candidate for modernisation in the second Blair term.


At the first Cabinet sub-committee on the subject I felt I had made a good start in nudging the government’s position towards a more democratic outcome. I did not worry that at this meeting the sub-committee had camped on an elected element of only 20 per cent, as I knew it would be buried in derision the moment we went public. I was not to know that this would also be the last meeting of the Cabinet sub-committee, and that throughout two years of intense debate on the direction of Lords reform I was to be denied another opportunity to argue it out collectively with the ministers most involved.
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The Siege of Derry


9 AUGUST 2001–22 JANUARY 2002



 



Thursday 9 August



A nightmare drive to Edinburgh. We appear to have chosen the wettest day of the year, if not the century. Everywhere flooded. It took us over two hours to get as far as Brent Cross. Gaynor very sensibly suggested we should turn back and try again tomorrow. Like a fool, I stubbornly refused. The first thing that greets us when we make it to the M1 is an overhead sign telling us that it is closed further up the line. We are forced off the motorway and around the byways of Nottinghamshire. A great place to be if we had set out intending to explore D. H. Lawrence country, but deeply frustrating when your objective is to get to the city of Walter Scott and Irvine Welsh.


To keep our minds in gear as we sit in long tailbacks with the car in neutral, we fall to discussing the complexity of Tony’s character and the psychological ease with which he picks up political theories, only to drop them when they have outlived their novelty. Whatever happened to the Third Way, which only Anthony Giddens now writes about? How can he have so readily turned off the tap on the euro, when during the election it sounded as if this was one thing on which he had serious conviction? Personally, I can understand that in a media-driven political era Tony is successful precisely because, rather like Clinton, he has grasped that novelty of ideas makes a bigger impact than consistency. The problem is that in the long run it is a strategy that leaves us appearing rootless and lacking direction.


Tuesday 14 August


At my surgery there is a single mum with two children who was placed in work under the New Deal but left the job a few months later when she discovered that she was worse off after child care costs than she was on benefit. In the meantime, housing benefit had been withdrawn from her rent and she had accumulated massive arrears. She has just received her eviction notice. The press with their vast middle-class bias perpetually write about students leaving university in debt. If they had the same interest in the proportion of the public who lived on the breadline they might find it just as convincing to write about those whose spell in work leaves them saddled with debt. But nobody writes about such people now.


Wednesday 15 August


I called for morning coffee on Roy Hattersley who is up for the Book Festival. Roy was deeply impressed that his article complaining about the betrayal of Labour values by the government has sparked such a resonance among fellow old Labourites. He does shrewdly make the point that I will survive if I make the price of sacking me too high, and the best way to do that is to make myself a champion of the Commons.


There was, as we both acknowledged, great irony in Roy from the old right and myself from the old left meeting to swap anecdotes and share complaints about the new leadership. Roy insists that he has stood where he always was. It is the leadership that has moved to the right of him. I think the real truth is that both Roy and I are tribal Labour politicians. Tony himself is not, which is the secret of his mass popularity, and at the same time it is a potential source of trouble because it leaves him insensitive to what motivates the thousand people who wrote to Roy after his article.


Roy is a fund of revealing anecdotes. In part these reflect the fact that although out of office he is still better connected than most Cabinet ministers. He tells me of an exchange with a journalist who interviewed Tony Blair. He had asked Tony Blair why he had courted the political difficulty of sending Euan to The Oratory, when with his home background Euan was likely to have succeeded at any secondary school and still secured a university place. Tony had responded saying that the school environment was every bit as important as the home environment. Then surprisingly he added, ‘Look at Harold Wilson’s children.’ The journalist, not unreasonably, demurred and said that one son had become a headmaster and the other a professor at the Open University. To which Tony responded, startlingly, that he certainly hoped that his children did better than that.
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