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A
neurin Bevan sank into the well-
upholstered leather armchair 
reserved for the Minister of 
Health on his first day in office in 
1945 and declared: “This won’t 

do. It drains all the blood from the head and 
explains a lot about my predecessors.” The 
chair was changed.

Bevan had arrived charged with 
introducing a National Health Service – 
something that, in one form of another, had 
become inevitable following the war-time 
coalition government’s broad acceptance of 
the Beveridge report of 1942. 

Beveridge, whose report founded the 
modern welfare state, had declared that to 
make his grand new social security system 
work, there would have to be “a national 
health service” – a service for “the prevention 
and comprehensive treatment of disease”, 
available to all, and “without a charge on 
treatment at any point.”

Here is not the place to recount the mighty 
battles that led to the founding of the NHS 
in 1948. But the Ministry of Health, as it 
then was, was in the eye of the political 

While the health department 
has always had its ups and 
downs, it now faces one of its 
most challenging periods yet, 
says Nicholas Timmins

storm for much of the period of the 1945 
Labour Government. It stood tall. Its remit 
included housing – a role it had acquired at its 
foundation in 1919 when it took over many 
of the functions of the old Local Government 
Board. At the 1945 election, housing had been 
a far greater issue than health, given the huge 
housing shortage caused by the damage and 
destruction of bombing in the Second World 
War.

Plenty of other ministries had a finger in the 
housing pie – indeed that was one of the key 
problems. But it fell to Bevan and the ministry 
to lead a huge house building programme 
– chiefly of council homes – that started 
painfully slowly amid desperate shortages of 
labour, material and money. 

Bevan endlessly insisted on quality over 
quantity. He required council houses be 
built to space standards that have never 
been matched since. “We shall be judged 
for a year or two by the number of houses we 
build,” he defiantly declared in the face of 
bruising political attacks on the pace of the 
programme. “We shall be judged in 10 years’ 
time by the type of houses we build.” By 
mid-1950, the houses were going up, the NHS 
had been launched, but Bevan had resigned 
over the introduction of charges for teeth and 
spectacles; and in 1951 the health ministry lost 
its role in housing to a new Ministry of Local 
Government and Planning.

health
A
picture of
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1948: Aneurin Bevan 
at Manchester’s 
Park Hospital on the 
fi rst day of the NHS

1950: Minister of Health, 
Aneurin Bevan, centre, and 
H. Lord, from the Lancashire 
Health Committee, inside a 
new £3000 ambulance

Photo courtesy of Trafford Healthcare N
HS Trust
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The discovery of anti-psychotics and anti-depressants, 
including Valium, contributed to the closure of Britain’s 
vast Victorian lunatic asylums, because they meant that 
mentally ill people could be treated in the community 

1969: Baroness Serota, 
the newly appointed 
Minister of State at the 
Department of Health 
and Social Security

1962: Woodrow Wyatt, Labour MP for Bosworth, Joyce 
Crathorne (right) and Jean Crampton deliver a petition 
to the Ministry of Health which makes the case for a 
maternity unit at Hinckley hospital in Leicestershire
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It also lost caste. Its seat at the Cabinet 
table disappeared – something it was 
not substantively to regain until 1968. 
In Whitehall terms it descended into an 
obscurity so quiet that when Ian McLeod 
was appointed health minister in the 1950s 
he had to consult a telephone book to find out 
where he was meant to work. Until the 1970s, 
only Enoch Powell, health minister between 
1960 and 1963, restored its status – launching 
both the great Hospital Plan to create the 
district general hospitals with which we still 
live today, and, through his famous “water 
towers” speech, the plan to close the vast 
Victorian lunatic asylums. A plan that took 
more than 30 years to come to fruition.

That last proposition had been made 
possible by medical advance – the discovery 
of the anti-psychotics and anti-depressants, 
including Valium, dubbed “mothers’ 
little helper”, that made treatment of the 
mentally ill in the community a possibility. 
Those discoveries, however, were but of 
part of a tidal wave of pharmaceutical and 
technological advance from the mid-1950s on 
which saw the arrival of heart-lung machines, 
the first joint replacements, the development 
of kidney, liver and then heart transplants, the 
arrival of ultrasound and a positive explosion 
of new vaccines and pharmaceuticals. Some 
lowered cost by preventing disease. Most 
increased it by introducing treatments that 
had simply not been available before. Added 
to that the numbers of elderly were starting 
rise. In the face of the twin pressures of 
demography and technological advance, the 
NHS was developing a voracious appetite for 
money. 

Public health doctors had long regretted 
the separation of health from housing. That 
did not return. But the rising costs of health, 
combined with a sense that there must be 

something to be gained from linking health 
and benefits more closely, saw the ministry 
combined with the Ministry of Pensions and 
National Insurance. In 1968, the mighty, 
indeed monstrous, Department of Health and 
Social Security was created. Health returned to 
the Cabinet table. The department’s twin role 
in a fast expanding welfare state made it once 
again one of the big beasts of Whitehall. In 
1970, worried about the costs of technological 
advance, the health department appointed its 
first two economists.

In truth, the hoped for policy synergy 
between benefits and health never really 
materialised. It was said that even at the top 
of the office the two parts of the department 

held their own Christmas parties, and its 
relative lack of openness led Whitehall wits 
to dub it the Department of Stealth and Total 
Obscurity.

Health also, of course, included social 
services. These, however, were always the 
country cousin in the department, only from 
time to time attracting the focus of secretaries 
of state because while the department raised a 
large chunk of the money for them, the actual 
delivery was in the hands of elected local 
councillors.

The department’s next big change came 
with the Griffiths report of 1983. Sir Roy’s 
short 24-page type-written “letter” to 
the Prime Minister introduced general 
management into the NHS. But it also 
recommended that a “supervisory board” 

In the face of the twin 
pressures of demography and 
technological advance, the NHS 
was developing a voracious 
appetite for money
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chaired by ministers should be set up to 
decide strategy, while “a small, strong, general 
management body is necessary (and that is 
almost all that is necessary at the centre for the 
management of the NHS).”

The department loved the idea of stronger 
local management. But it hated the new 
arrangements at the centre. There was, of 
course, the threat to its own status. But it had 
genuine worries about how ministers and 
the department would remain accountable 
for the NHS if the senior management 
was separate – raising questions that have 
come and gone over the years but which 
are, right now, highly relevant. Despite the 
department’s reservations, the NHS got its 
first chief executive and a management board, 
even if the supervisory board rapidly fell into 
desuetude.

The board had a bumpy ride in its early 
years until Kenneth Clarke, who been health 
minister when it was set up, came back as 
Secretary of State for Health in 1988 and 
beefed it up into an NHS Executive, telling the 
department firmly that it had to live with it. 

By then, health was back on its own. A 
spending settlement agreed by John Moore 
immediately after the 1987 general election 
sealed what was fast becoming the worst 
financial crisis in the service’s history. Beds 
closed by the thousand. Stories of lethally 
cancelled operations roared across the 
headlines. An NHS review was launched. By 
mid-1988, however, it was going nowhere. 
Thatcher lost patience. She split the 
department in two. Moore was exiled to the 
new social security department, and Clarke 
brought back, proving to be one the most 
dynamic and reforming health secretaries in 
the department’s history.

As the NHS learnt to live with the new 
“purchaser/provider split” that resulted from 

the review, the department’s relationship 
with the NHS Executive waxed and waned. 
The relationship depended heavily on the 
personality of the secretary of the state and 
how far he or she wanted to be seen to be 
running the service. Public health, another of 
the department’s core responsibilities, likewise 
rose and fell in status and impact over the 
years, depending on the interest of ministers 
and prime ministers, and on the effectiveness 
of the chief medical officer of the day.

By 2000, after another financial crisis had 
seen Tony Blair pledge to get NHS spending 
up to the EU average, Alan Milburn was 
secretary of state. Milburn, like Clarke, was 
determined to drive a huge modernisation 

programme. Milburn had some regard for the 
managers in the department. He had rather 
less time for many of the civil servants. But 
he effectively isolated both as, along with 
Number 10 and clutch of powerful special 
advisers, he devised the way his new NHS was 
to operate. When Sir Alan Langlands decided 
to move on as NHS chief executive, Milburn 
took the unprecedented step of merging the 
posts of permanent secretary and NHS chief 
executive.

This was, so to speak, the moment when 
the lunatics took over the asylum. In so far 
as anyone other than ministers and special 
advisers were making policy, it was the 
managers who were leading – and proving 
not to be that expert at the job. The civil 

The ministry’s 
relative lack of openness 
led Whitehall wits to dub it 
the Department of Stealth 
and Total Obscurity
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1961: The National Blood Transfusion 
Service gives out badges for long-
time donors, presented by Minister 
for Health Enoch Powell. Powell talks 
to Mrs E Neslop of Newcastle under 
Lyme who has given 50 transfusions
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2007: Prime Minister Tony Blair 
and Health Secretary Patricia 
Hewitt look at equipment in the 
Blood Science Laboratory at Kings 
College Hospital, south London

Kenneth Clarke proved to 
be one the most dynamic and 
reforming health secretaries in 
the department’s history

Kenneth Clarke proved to 
be one the most dynamic and 
reforming health secretaries in 
the department’s history

1989: Secretary of State 
for Health, Kenneth Clarke
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service side of department lost much of its 
policymaking capability. This deeply unhappy 
experiment ended in 2005 with the departure 
– after yet another fi nancial crisis – of Sir 
Nigel Crisp. The jobs were split again.

The department set about rebuilding. It 
was a fair way down the road when Andrew 
Lansley arrived in 2010 to breach the 
Coalition Government’s promise of “no more 
top down reorganisations” with the biggest 
single shift of power and accountability in 
the NHS’s 65 year history. That involved 
far more than can be explained here. But 
for the department, a core part was that a 
“commissioning board”, now known as 
NHS England, was to be made statutorily 
independent from the department – a status 
the NHS Executive had never had. It was to 
be given a rolling “mandate”, defi ning 

The moment Milburn 
merged the posts of 
permanent secretary and 
NHS chief executive was, 
so to speak, the moment 
when the lunatics took 
over the asylum

2002: Secretary of 
State for Health Alan 
Milburn meets heart 
patient Peter Read on 
a visit to St George’s 
Hospital in Tooting, 
South London
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Andrew Lansley’s 
reforms represented the 
biggest single shift of power 
and accountability in the NHS’s 
65 year history

2012: Health Secretary 
Andrew Lansley with 
staff during a visit to 
Birmingham Queen 
Elizabeth Hospital
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thus its understanding of how a policy might 
be implemented, and thus how it should be 
devised – has moved with him. Tensions 
between NHS England, the Secretary of 
State, and the department about how the new 
relationship will work are palpable. The health 
department is right in the middle of one of its 
most challenging periods.  

Nicholas Timmins was public policy editor at the 
Financial Times and is a senior fellow at the Institute 
for Government and the King’s Fund

what ministers wanted the NHS to deliver, 
and then given the autonomy to get on with 
the job. Politicians, finally and formally, were 
to be taken out of the day to day management 
of the service.

It is very early days – little more than six 
months into the new dispensation. But it 
has not worked out like that. Jeremy Hunt, 
the current Health Secretary, has so far 
proved as interventionist as many of his 
predecessors. Yet Sir David Nicholson, the 
NHS chief executive who moved across to 
NHS England, has ensured that almost all 
the department’s operational expertise – and 

4-13 Health Guide Timmins.indd   13 26/11/2013   11:32:24
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T
he National Health Service matters 
to the British in a way other 
countries’ healthcare systems don’t 
seem to, as the 2012 Olympic 
opening ceremony reminded us. 

In opinion polling, the NHS is consistently 
rated at or near the top of a list of reasons to be 
proud of being British.

The current likelihood seems that, come the 
May 2015 general election, the NHS may be a 
prominent battleground in very much the way 
that it wasn’t in 2010, when the British Social 
Attitudes survey recorded historically high 
70% public satisfaction with the NHS.

While the Coalition afforded the NHS 
(alongside education and overseas aid) 
protection from spending cuts, real-terms 
funding has been effectively flat, with annual 
rises of about 0.001% on its £112bn annual 
revenue budget. Other spending ministries’ 
envious glances are understandable, but 
healthcare has an unusual problem.

Most experts agree that healthcare systems 
in the developed world tend to have inbuilt 
cost increases of 3-4% a year, driven by new 
technologies, growing prevalence of long-term 

conditions like diabetes and heart disease – 
and to a lesser degree, our ageing population. 
Obviously, there’s a gap between that 3-4% 
and the 0.001% available. 

Since the market bust in collateralised 
debt obligations on US sub-prime mortgages 
caused the global financial crisis, NHS 
leaders have known public spending would 
be hit by the tax revenue collapse from the 
UK‘s booming financial sector. The DH’s 
2008-9 medium-term financial plans were 
made accordingly: the NHS was given 
notice to make gains in innovation, quality, 
productivity and prevention worth £20bn 
over this current Parliament.

Commons Health Select Committee chair 
(and ex-health secretary) Stephen Dorrell MP 
called this ‘The Nicholson Challenge’, in a 
smart bid to personalise delivery onto civil 
servant Sir David Nicholson, the NHS’s chief 
executive.

This ‘Challenge’ is huge: no developed 
world health system has ever achieved 
sustained reductions of this kind over four 
successive financial years. Strikingly, the 
£20bn savings plan still looks on course (the 
vast majority from national wage freezes and 
cuts to the NHS payment-per-procedure 
tariff; rather than quality, productivity or 
innovation), while in the main continuing to 
deliver on waiting times and quality measures.

However, pressures are now emerging at 

With A&Es under pressure 
and budgets squeezed, the 
NHS may be a prominent 
battleground come 2015, 
says Andy Cowper 

Departmentthe
Dissecting 
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the front line, with an A&E ‘winter crisis’ 
evident this August and A&E usage rising 
year-on-year. It is too early to be sure, but 
a tipping point may have been passed. And 
modelling likely tax revenues 2015-2020, 
economists from the Kings Fund, Nuffield 
Trust and Institute for Fiscal Studies suggest 
this squeeze will continue over the next 
Parliament, with a further £30bn-worth of 
efficiencies to be found.

Since 2010, the NHS has also undergone 
yet another top-down system-wide re(dis)
organisation, thanks to what became 2012’s 
Health And Social Care Act.

Andrew Lansley’s plan for ‘Liberating The 
NHS’ created independent commissioning 
board NHS England to oversee a 
system of clinically-driven, area-based 
commissioning membership groups of GP 
practices, delivering to a mandate set by the 
operationally hands-off Health Secretary and 
refreshed annually.

Pressures are now 
emerging at the front line, 
with A&E usage rising year-on-
year. It’s too early to be sure, 
but a tipping point may have 
been passed
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The legislation’s stated aims were to raise 
quality for patients by putting clinicians in 
charge and increasing competition. (For the 
definitive account of the politics of the Act, 
read Nicholas Timmins’ seminal ‘Never 
Again?’.) These reforms were unpopular in 
most of the NHS, and lamentably explained 
(Lansley told the Royal College of Nursing 
Congress, “I’m sorry if what I’m trying to do 
has not communicated itself”), causing the 
legislation to ‘pause’ for consultation in 2011. 

The resulting volume of political noise (if 
not always clarity of debate) left many people 
aware that the Coalition has ‘done something’ 
to the NHS, if perhaps unclear about what 
that ‘something’ is. The political risk for the 
Government is that anything that goes wrong 
in the NHS before the election may be blamed 
on their reforms.

Quality issues have come to the foreground, 
with February’s publication of the Francis 
Public Inquiry report into the Mid-
Staffordshire Hospital care scandal of the 
last decade, and an forthcoming inquiry into 
maternity care at Morecambe Bay.

The emergence of more recent cases, most 
recently at Colchester where cancer waiting 
lists were falsified, confirms that care quality 
remains far too variable. 

The Care Quality Commission regulator 
has replaced its leaders and senior team, and is 
now conducting far more hands-on inspections 
of hospitals, GP practices and social care. 
14 hospitals have already been identified as 
significantly challenged on quality grounds.

Meanwhile, the greater emphasis on 
competition led to the remarkable decision 
by the Competition Commission to block a 
proposed merger between Bournemouth and 
Poole Hospitals which was supported by local 
clinical leaders, on the grounds it would cause a 
‘substantial lessening of competition’.

Another regional reconfiguration triggered 
by the bankrupt South London Healthcare 
Trust, which was supported by current health 
secretary, was successfully challenged in court 
because its plans to reshape neighbouring 
services intervened in clinically and financially 
successful Lewisham Hospital’s A&E.

The DH is hyper-aware of the risks of a 
serious A&E winter crisis in the months ahead. 
Jeremy Hunt is holding weekly meetings with 
system leaders to ensure that performance is 
maintained, which goes against the spirit (if not 
the letter) of Andrew Lansley’s plans for the 
health secretary to be hands-off the day-to-day 
running of the NHS.  

Andy Cowper is the editor of Health Policy Insight 
and the Comment editor of Health Service Journal
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O
ne of the most unusual outcomes of 
Coalition policy of NHS reform is 
the current silence on what has been 
achieved. Despite pushing through 
the biggest health reform Act ever, 

and despite using up most of the political 
capital that the Prime Minister had accrued 
though his support of the NHS, nowadays the 
Coalition never ever refers to its reform of the 
health service.

Listen to Government’s story about its 
activities. There is always mention of getting 

on top of national debt, followed by pride in 
the reform of welfare and education. But you 
will never find reform of the health service 
mentioned.

There is a congruence about this silence. 
The lack of a contemporary 2013 narrative 
about what the Coalition has achieved fits 
very well with the lack of a narrative about 
what they were trying to achieve in 2010-2013 
when they were carrying out the reforms.

In political speak – as the reforms were 
going through there was no compelling 
narrative. It is this failure to explain why 
they were reforming the NHS that makes the 
Coalition’s health service reform such a clear 
case study for how important it is to have 
a clear public story to describe what your 
reforms are trying to achieve.

Across the world socialised national health 
services matter enormously to the public. 
The public not only know that they are their 
families safety depends upon the health 
service, but in the case of the NHS they 
know that this is one of the most important 
institutions in the country. It didn’t need the 
Olympic ceremony to tell the English that 
their NHS mattered to them (but it helped 
that the world was watching). 

From 2010 onwards the public wanted to 
know why, given they thought the NHS was 
doing better than before, it needed such a 
dramatic upheaval. But the Coalition never 
really told them what was wrong and how 
their reforms were going to solve the problem. 

If the Government doesn’t explain why 
it is making such a large set of changes to 
the public’s NHS, then others walk into the 
void to explain their motivations for them. 
Therefore by April 2011 about 60% of the 
public felt that there was a secret Conservative 
plan for privatise the NHS.  This led the 
Prime Minister to call for a three month 

The Coalition has failed 
to create a compelling 
narrative to sell its health 
service reforms, says    
Paul Corrigan  
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halt in the progress of the reforms to try to get 
a clearer narrative.

But if the Government could not explain 
what it was originally trying to achieve when 
it was in charge of its reform process, it would 
never manage it after then when they had 
outsourced their reforms to others. 

The lack of a narrative meant that few were 
persuaded of how the reforms would improve 
the NHS and once they were passed few knew 
how the new system would work to create a 
new NHS.

The current NHS Secretary of State comes 
in with a clear set of actions that need him 
to run the system from Whitehall. It’s a pity 
therefore that before he took this post up 
he voted so consistently for the Coalition 
NHS reforms which created a number of 
independent quangos that he doesn’t run.

• NHS England was created as an 
independent quango to be in charge 
of commissioning NHS health care in 
England. 

• Monitor was to be the system regulator 
which meant that the Secretary of State 
could not interfere in how the system was 
run

• The NHS Trust Development Agency was 
to independently performance-manage 
those NHS trusts that were not Foundation 
Trusts and to keep the Secretary of State 
from interfering in the running of hospitals

Looking at the announcements that this 
activist Secretary of State makes, the fact that 
he doesn’t run the organisations that could 
carry out the actions that he wants creates a 
real problem.

The Coalition reforms gave up the powers 
over the NHS that the current Secretary of 
State uses.

One of the clearest problems for the current 
Secretary of State concerns the targets that the 
NHS had in the past been consistently hitting. 
In its first year the Government was strongly 
against such NHS targets and on June 21 2010 
the Secretary of State wrote to John Heyworth 
president of the Royal College of Emergency 
Medicine and said “I have decided that the 
four hour standard [for waiting at A and E] 
should be abolished from April 2011”. 

The NHS takes such letters seriously. They 
took the Secretary of State at his word only to 
find that after their abolition they have been 
reinstated. The current Secretary of State takes 
this target very seriously and, recognising 
how important it is to the public will judge 
the success of the NHS this winter against the 
target that his predecessor abolished.

Governments who want to reform the NHS 
need to explain what the problem is and how 
their reforms will solve that problem.  

Paul Corrigan is a management consultant and 
executive coach, and a former senior health adviser 
to Tony Blair

The lack of a 
narrative meant few were 
persuaded of how the 
reforms would improve 
the NHS, and once they 
were passed few knew 
how the new system 
would work
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ay back in 1992, Bill Clinton’s 
campaign guru James Carville 
pinned up a small note in their 
HQ in Little Rock, Arkansas. 
His now-famous memo listed 

the main electoral messages as follows: “1. 
Change vs. more of the same. 2. The economy, 
stupid. 3. Don’t forget healthcare”.

Notwithstanding the state of the economy, 
as Jeremy Hunt leads the Department of 
Health into the next election, both he and 
David Cameron are acutely aware that neither 
of them can ‘forget healthcare’ either.

It’s not quite as simple as Carville’s missive, 
but the Coalition has seen its mission as 
evolving and improving what Nigel Lawson 
once dubbed “the closest thing Britain has to a 
national religion”.

The Health Secretary’s very own 
Reformation includes both major cultural 
change (in ‘care’ for patients) and a 
determination to take on vested interests in 
the medical profession. After the turbulence 
of Andrew Lansley’s controversial tenure, 
some expected that a more telegenic, mild-
mannered Hunt was sent to Richmond House 
to merely calm things down in the run up to 
2015. Yet the Health Secretary has proved just 
as, if not more, radical – and more combative 
– than his predecessor.

From the Francis Report and the new GPs’ 
contract to worries about a dreaded NHS 
winter crisis, Hunt has led from the front ever 
since the Prime Minister promoted him to his 
current role in 2012. But he has also relied on 
a political and civil service team of advisers to 

Vital

From his trusted aides to some 
of the sharpest civil servants, 
Jeremy Hunt is proud of the 
team effort at the DH. Paul 
Waugh investigates

Organs
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implement policy and sell the Government’s 
key messages. So just who are the people who 
help Hunt keep on top of his brief, at the apex 
of a system that employs more people than the 
Indian railways?

Hunt’s private offi ce is led by Kristen 
McLeod, his Principal Private Secretary and 
Deputy Director. A former Deputy Director 
of NHS Provider Policy, she moved over 
after impressive spells at the Cabinet Offi ce 
as Deputy Director for Flexible Resourcing 
and Development and as Senior Policy 
Adviser in the Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit. 
The Health Secretary’s Private Secretary is 
Rebecca Besalel, who also worked for him at 
DCMS.

Another DCMS colleague is Sue Beeby, 
Hunt’s long-standing special adviser. Beeby 
has been at his side since he fi rst took on 
the Shadow Culture brief in Opposition in 
2007. As both of them joke, they’ve known 
each other longer than each of them has 
been married. Beeby, who emerged from the 
Leveson Inquiry as unscathed as her boss, 
is fi ercely loyal and has that quality that the 
best spads require: she knows the mind of the 
Secretary of State and she knows the media 
inside out. Currently on maternity leave with 
her second child, she is due back in post next 
spring.

Hunt’s current special adviser for media 
relations is Christina Robinson, a former aide 
to Lansley who knows better than most 

Hunt has made sure civil 
servants at all ranks go out 
into hospitals for several 
weeks a year to experience the 
front line for themselves
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the pitfalls and opportunities of the health 
brief. Robinson worked as Communications 
Director of Circle Health, which last year 
became the first private health group to 
run an NHS hospital (Hinchingbrooke in 
Cambridgeshire), for more than two years 
before taking up Beeby’s maternity cover.

Robinson has proved canny in her relations 
with the national press, even supplying the 
Mail on Sunday with her own photograph 
(which she copyrighted) of Hunt in a nurse’s 

uniform and ‘scrubs’ when he went on the 
‘front line’ to clean hospital beds.

Another former director of comms at Circle 
is Nick Seddon, who went on to be a deputy 
director of the think tank Reform and is now 
the health specialist in the No.10 Policy Unit 
under Jo Johnson. Seddon works closely with 
the Hunt team to ensure the Prime Minister 
is across the very latest developments. Like 
many Conservative policy thinkers, Seddon 
fought hard for Lansley’s reforms until they 

20-24 Health Guide insider.indd   22 26/11/2013   12:06:55



| THE HOUSE MAGAZINE |  23NOVEMBER 2013

former journalist, ex-GMTV Sian Jarvis 
who was hired under Alan Milburn. Along 
with his Head of News, Tim Jones, he is a 
fi rm believer in getting the department ‘on 
the front foot’, both in terms of rebuttal of 
criticism and promotion of policy. With health 
regularly a top headline of the day, the media 
department can get up to 1,000 calls a week on 
everything from the failed 111 phoneline to 
measles outbreaks. 

Lister is one of the few Whitehall 
communications directors who is active on 
Twitter, perhaps taking the lead from his 
Secretary of State, who still regularly uses 
social media. Lister can be seen regularly 
correcting what he feels are misleading 
reports about Government or NHS policy. 
But he’s also taken a more strategic approach, 
reorganising the DH media team from its 
general ‘news room’ feel into more specialist 
areas with press offi cers informed about 

were ‘paused’ and then watered down by 
the Liberal Democrats. He hit the headlines 
this year when the Evening Standard found 
that at Reform he’d advocated an end to the 
moratorium on hospital closures and a cut in 
NHS headcount by 150,000. When Cameron 
ended his ‘pause’ on the Lansley bill with 
a retreat from greater competition, Seddon 
wrote: “David Cameron paid lip service to the 
principle of choice but in practice his speech 
defended the status quo in NHS provision, 
was recalcitrant about competition and 
outright hostile to the private sector.” It can 
be safely assumed that the PM has forgiven 
him since, preferring to use his brains for 
the next party manifesto as much as ongoing 
reform. Acutely aware of the politically toxic 
dangers of the NHS and any ‘winter crisis’, 
Cameron has recently taken a very direct 
role, insisting that he is briefed on all the key 
performance statistics.

Hunt’s own personal policy special adviser 
is Ed Jones, a former Deloitte, Hanover and 
Mandate staffer who was drafted in this May. 
Jones, like Beeby (and Hunt himself when he 
fi rst started), is not an expert in health policy 
but has proved a quick learner and, crucially, 
knows where his minister wants ‘cut through’.

In the DH press offi ce, the director of 
communications is Sam Lister. As a former 
Health Editor at The Times, he knows the 
press backwards as well as having a special 
knowledge in the fi eld. Lister replaced another 

The media department 
can get up to 1,000 calls a 
week on everything from the 
failed 111 phoneline to 
measles outbreaks

NHS chief Sir David 
Nicholson meets 
Hunt’s inner circle 
on a weekly basis
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their own briefs (ranging from social care to 
NHS to ‘breaking news’).

Backing up the Hunt operation in the 
Commons is PPS Andrew Hanson Jones, 
appointed recently in the reshuffle after Rob 
Wilson was poached by the Chancellor.

The entire inner circle meets twice a week 
to check the media and policy temperature, 
with 8.30am meetings on Sunday (to sum up 
the weekend and look at the week ahead) and 
Wednesday (to map out the rest of the week). 
Hunt, McLeod, Robinson, Lister and Jones 
and other press officers will gather to compare 
notes, with Seddon feeding in the No.10 
position when necessary.

The team also meets to liaise weekly with 
NHS chief Sir David Nicholson, as well as 
Monitor bosses, and the DH’s ministers, to 
ensure delivery is working. But Hunt himself 
loves to take a ‘hands on’ approach and since 
spring 2013 has made sure civil servants at 
all ranks go out into hospitals for several 
weeks a year to experience the front line for 
themselves. When he worked at Watford 
General on the A&E unit this year, his Private 
Secretary Besalel was also on the surgery ward.

One of Hunt’s predecessors, Aneurin 
Bevan, famously said at the birth of the 
NHS that its creation would mean that “the 

sound of a dropped bedpan in Tredegar [his 
constituency hospital] would reverberate 
around the Palace of Westminster”. 

Thanks to his frontline visits, the Health 
Secretary hopes he can hear that clatter for 
himself. “I’ve been washing beds in A&E 
departments, I’ve been photocopying forms, 
I’ve been issuing prescriptions, registering 
people,” he told The House magazine this year.

Although some have claimed Hunt is more 
a patients’ advocate than a chief executive, his 
team prefers to think of him doing both. “It’s 
all about making sure you are delivering for 
patients,” says one insider.

His big strategic challenges remain to sort 
out the A&E pressures, and transform the 
culture of care in the wake of Mid Staffs and 
the Francis Report. He wants to inject a new 
transparency through a Chief Inspector of 
Hospitals role and more data for patients, 
but also to harness new technology to drive 
through efficiencies and better service. There’s 
a lot on Hunt’s plate for the remainder of 
this Parliament, but he knows he can rely 
on his team of advisers to ensure no one in 
Government will ‘forget healthcare’.  

Paul Waugh is Dods Parliamentary Editor in Chief

Perhaps taking the 
lead from Jerermy 
Hunt, Sam Lister 
(above) is one of 
the few Whitehall 
communications 
directors who is active 
on Twitter
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Over recent months there has been a great deal  
of discussion around zero hour contracts.
Zero hour contracts are desirable for some people. But they are not right  
for everyone. They provide no guaranteed work and can lead to uncertainty  
for employees. 

That’s why Allied Healthcare will be offering our care workers employment 
contracts with a guaranteed weekly minimum of 18 hours. 

Our 15,000 care workers already receive holiday and sick pay. But guaranteed 
hours – and guaranteed weekly pay – will make a significant difference to 
their lives. It will help them should they wish to secure credit, enabling them  
to plan with more certainty. And it will give them the confidence to commit to  
a long-term career in care.

By 2032, nearly one in four people in the UK will be over 65. Nine out of ten  
of us would prefer to retain our independence and be cared for in our own 
home for as long as possible.

This will require more and better care than is currently available. At Allied 
Healthcare – the UK’s largest provider of home care – we believe this level  
of care will only be possible if we look after those compassionate and 
dedicated care workers who provide it.

This is our first step in that journey.

To find out more, go to alliedhealthcare.com/bettercare

Our communities 
need better care. 
We’re determined  
to provide it.
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“D
ance comes from the 
heart and that’s one thing 
he has – a big heart.”  
So enthused Joseph 
Koniak, one of the leading 

authorities on Latin dancing in the country, 
and the Modern Salsa teacher at the Pineapple 
Dance Studio in Covent Garden. The big-
hearted gentleman in question is Jeremy Hunt: 
Health Secretary, Conservative MP for South 
West Surrey, and the Coalition government’s 
undisputed King of the Dancefloor.  

Hunt’s passion for the Lambada has been 
well documented ever since Michael Gove 
let slip his colleague’s hip-swivelling hobby 
in a radio interview last year. “If you ever 
want to liven up a party by cutting the rug, 
then Jeremy is the man to invite,” Gove 
announced, sparking a frenzy of Photoshop 
mocks-ups of a besequined minister strutting 
his stuff. 

Gove’s unchoreographed intervention came 
at an especially sensitive time for Hunt, at the 
height of controversy over his involvement 
with media giant News Corp, and particularly 
its bid to takeover BSkyB. The then-Culture 
Secretary was facing questions from the press, 
the Opposition, and the Leveson Inquiry over 
his relationship with media empire heir James 
Murdoch, and the extent of contact between 
his special adviser, Adam Smith, and News 
Corp public affairs director Fred Michel.  

But Hunt was given the full backing of the 
Prime Minister, and, despite the Lib Dems’ 
late decision to abstain, the Culture Secretary 
survived a Commons vote on a Labour 
motion calling for a probe into his conduct. 

Indeed he not only survived, but thrived. 
Just weeks after overseeing the Olympics, 
Hunt was promoted to Health Secretary, and 
quickly succeeded in lowering the temperature 
around the contentious NHS shake-up which 

caused such headaches for his predecessor, 
Andrew Lansley. 

This Teflon quality has served Hunt well, 
and saw him emerge relatively unscathed after 
criticism over his expenses (he repaid more 
than £9,500 after allowing his political agent 
to live in his taxpayer funded home), and over 
controversial comments he made regarding 
Liverpool fans and the Hillsborough disaster. 

Clean-shaven, sharp-eyed and a canny 
media performer, Hunt is, in many ways, 
the archetypal Conservative MP. Born into 
a military family (his father was an Admiral 
in the Royal Navy), he was educated at the 
private Charterhouse school in Godalming, 
before attending Oxford to study Politics, 
Philosophy and Economics. A contemporary 
of David Cameron and Boris Johnson, Hunt 
threw himself into student politics, rising to 
become chairman of the Oxford Conservative 
Association in 1987. 

After a brief stint at a management 
consultancy firm, the young Hunt spent two 
years teaching English in Japan, an experience 
which sparked his lifelong love of the country 
and its language. Back in the UK, he co-
founded Hotcourses, a hugely successful 
education publishing business, before being 
selected to succeed Virginia Bottomley as 
Conservative candidate in South West Surrey. 
(The recent sale of Hunt’s stake in Hotcourses 
reportedly netted him around £17m, making 
him the wealthiest member of the Cabinet.)

Hunt won his seat with a significantly 
increased majority in 2005 and, after 
supporting David Cameron’s leadership 
bid, found himself fast-tracked to the top, 
becoming shadow minister for disabilities 
in the new leader’s first team, and Shadow 
Culture Secretary two years later. 

The South West Surrey MP was one of the 
few members of Cameron’s top team to retain 
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as a future leadership contender. Jeremy 
Hunt is “the man to watch” in the race to 
succeed David Cameron,” journalist Matthew 
d’Ancona wrote in a piece for GQ magazine. 
“If he can build up a backbench following in 
the next few years, he will be hard to beat.” 

The News Corp row undoubtedly set back 
his ambitions, but Hunt is again beginning to 
emerge as a potential steady hand should his 
party lose in 2015. If the dance-loving Health 
Secretary can avoid treading on too many Tory 
toes, he may find himself centre-stage before 
too long.  

his portfolio when the Coalition was formed, 
and entered the DCMS in 2010 warning of 
swingeing cuts to come. The department often 
dubbed the ‘Ministry of Fun’, Hunt warned, 
was about to get “very horrible”. 

He faced stinging criticism from some 
of the biggest names in film, theatre and 
television, particularly over the decision to 
cut the Arts Council budget by 30% and to 
scrap the UK Film Council. But his tight 
grip on the department’s finances, and his 
savvy media performances, endeared Hunt to 
Conservatives, and he was soon being touted 

Words: Daniel Bond Secretary of State for Health

Hunt
Jeremy
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T
his Lib Dem fixer’s star has been 
on the rise ever since his election 
in 2001. Lamb read Law at the 
University of Leicester but delayed 
his entry into the legal profession 

in favour of stint as a researcher for Labour 
MP Greville Janner. During this time the 
young Lamb took a risk following a meeting 
with Shirley Williams and decided to join the 
fledgling SDP. 

His new party encouraged him into local 
politics and he served on Norwich City 
Council before becoming the parliamentary 
candidate for the North Norfolk seat in 1992. 
The election saw him take a large chunk from 
the sitting Conservative MP’s majority, which 
was then further eroded in 1997. Having been 
convinced to stand for a third time in 2001 
Lamb finally won the seat with a 438 vote 
majority, becoming the first Liberal MP for 
Norfolk since 1929 – a fact he was keen to 
point out in his maiden speech. 

Once in Parliament he was quickly 
recognised as a promising Lib Dem talent, 
becoming the frontbench spokesman for 
International Development shortly after 
being elected. His hard work was rewarded 
by Charles Kennedy, who made Lamb his 
Treasury spokesperson in 2002. Despite being 
a protégé of Kennedy, Lamb played a key role 
in the Lib Dem leader’s ousting; threatening 
to walk out if Kennedy did not resign. Lamb 
then supported Ming Campbell in the ensuing 
leadership contest, and was rewarded with 
a role as Campbell’s Chief of Staff, before 
becoming Health spokesperson later that year.

In 2009, it emerged that Lamb had re-
mortgaged his house to invest £10,000 in 
his son Archie’s independent record label, 
Takeover Entertainment. The company, 
whose main export is the grime artist Tinchy 
Stryder, has had commercial success since 

Lamb’s initial investment and the Lib Dem 
MP has often been spotted at up-and-coming 
artists’ gigs.

Following the 2010 election Lamb was 
unexpectedly bumped from the health brief, 
with incoming Secretary of State Andrew 
Lansley reportedly vetoing his appointment 
after a series of clashes in opposition. “One 
day I will tell the story of what happened,” 
Lamb told The House magazine in an 
interview last year, adding: “But it’s probably 
best if I don’t develop that theme at this 
stage.”

Lamb was instead given a cobbled-together 
trio of posts – Assistant Government Whip, 
PPS to Nick Clegg and Chief Political and 
Parliamentary Adviser to the Deputy Prime 
Minister – effectively becoming Clegg’s right-
hand man, and the Lib Dem leadership’s eyes 
and ears in the Commons. 

After a brief stint at the Department of 
Business, Innovation and Skills, Lamb finally 
joined Jeremy Hunt’s new-look Health team 
as Care Minister in September 2012. His 
most recent campaign has seen him call for a 
“revolution in joined up care” in an attempt 
to put an end to the “crazy fragmented system 
which divides mental health from physical 
health, healthcare from social care and 
primary care from hospital care”.  
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D
r Dan, as he likes to be called, 
is a sporty, young, consultant 
gynaecologist who was elected 
to the seat of Central Suffolk and 
North Ipswich in the 2010 election. 

Since arriving in Westminster, Poulter 
has been a regular contributor to health 
debates and has also sat on the Health Select 
Committee. With such fitting credentials, 
his promotion in last autumn’s reshuffle to 
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State in the 
Department of Health came as little surprise.

According to his website, Poulter “is a 
strong believer in MPs having experience of 
life outside of politics and uses his background 
as an NHS doctor to stand up for the needs 
of the people of Suffolk on many local issues, 
particularly fighting for high-quality local 
health care services”. But in September 2012 
one aspect of his experience was called into 
question. Dr Dan had on a few occasions 
claimed he worked “100-hour weeks” as 
a junior doctor. Yet Poulter did not start 
working until 2006 – two years after the 
European Working Time Directive specified 
that doctors should not work more than 
58 hours per week. Perhaps his work as a 
councillor for Reigate in Surrey, where he was 
deputy leader, topped up his working week.

In May last year Poulter resigned from 
the British Medical Association after its 
decision to strike over pensions. In a Guardian 
article, he wrote that he was “proud that this 
Government is committed to delivering the 
largest ever cash increase in the basic state 
pension”. He went on to criticise doctors’ 
decision to strike, claiming it would not 
only damage the reputation of the medical 
profession but the consequences could put 
patients at risk. For Poulter, “striking as a 
doctor can never be justified”. 

Poulter’s brief at the DH encompasses 

everything from nursing and NHS pay to 
maternity services and midwifery. On the 
latter topic Poulter – who is a member of the 
maternity APPG – spoke recently of a marked 
increase in satisfaction with the provision of 
maternity services since 2007, saying that 85% 
of mums and dads are now “very happy” with 
the quality of care they receive. As he still 
works for the NHS on an unpaid, part-time 
basis, Poulter was also able to back up the 
stats with firsthand experience of maternity 
wards, saying: “I’m sure from my own 
experience working on the front line that we’re 
in a much better place now in 2013 than we 
were in 2007.”

One man who will surely be glad to 
see Poulter flourishing in the DH is Guy 
Opperman. Dr Dan diagnosed his fellow 
Tory MP with a brain tumour in May 2011 
after he’d complained of a headache, and sent 
Opperman straight to St Thomas hospital 
where the tumour was successfully removed. 
When asked about saving his colleague’s life, 
Poulter replied modestly: “I was just pleased 
to be there.” It seems that a doctor’s work is 
never done.  
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W
itty, personable and 
well-liked by fellow 
parliamentarians from across 
the spectrum, Frederick 
‘Freddie’ Howe took his place 

in the Lords in 1984 when he inherited his 
earldom from his cousin Viscount Curzon, 
the 6th Earl Howe. Educated at Rugby 
School, he went on to study at Christ Church 
College, Oxford, where he read ‘Mods and 
Greats’. After graduating, Howe joined 
Barclays where he held several managerial 
positions before leaving to become London 
director of the prestigious private bank 
Adam & Co. 

After inheriting his title in the mid-80s, 
Howe left the banking world in order to 
focus on parliamentary duties and also the 
managing of the 1,200-acre family farm in 
Buckinghamshire – experience which would 
serve him well when he was appointed 
Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for 
Agriculture in 1992. 

With water usage part of his brief as an 
agriculture minister, Howe later admitted 
that he struggled to keep a straight face while 
answering questions on the ‘flushability’ 
testing of toilets brought about by new EU 
standards. A sideways move to Defence 
came in 1995, and it was in this role that 
Howe famously criticised Princess Diana’s 
trip to Angola as part of her anti-landmine 
campaign. Howe said her decision to call for 
a blanket ban on the use of landmines was 

ill-informed and that the Princess was “a loose 
cannon”, although he later distanced himself 
from the comments.

In October 1997 Howe became the 
Conservatives’ health spokesman in the Lords 
– a position he held until 2010, when, with 
13 years’ experience of the health brief under 
his belt, he was made Parliamentary Under-
Secretary for Quality in the Department 
of Health in the newly formed Con-Lib 
Coalition.

A major task Howe has since undertaken 
for the Coalition was to steer the Lansley Bill 
(now the Health and Social Care Act, 2012) 
through the Lords – no mean feat, given 
its ‘pause’ and watering down in the face of 
Liberal Democrat, Labour and crossbench 
criticism.

Howe has also been the minister in charge 
of piloting the Care Bill through the Lords; 
a task he successfully completed in October. 
The Bill will most likely have its second 
reading in the Commons in the New Year. 
In the meantime, the junior health minister 
has been in the news after calling on the EU 
to change its ruling on the classification of 
wine so that lower alcohol versions could be 
sold more easily in shops – something he said 
would be in “the long term interest” of the 
public’s health.  
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F
ollowing a string of unsuccessful 
attempts to enter Westminster 
– in 1996, 1997, 2000 and 2005 
respectively – the Bradford-born and 
Oxford-educated Jane Ellision finally 

got her break, becoming Conservative MP for 
Battersea in 2010.

Ellison’s working life before Parliament was 
spent entirely at the John Lewis Partnership, 
where she rose from graduate trainee to senior 
manager of the customer magazine, Source.  
Promising to bring the values she learnt 
at John Lewis to her career as a politician, 
she has clearly impressed those at the top, 
becoming in the October 2013 reshuffle one 
of a number of her intake to be handed a 
ministerial role – in her case Parliamentary 
Under Secretary of State for Public Health.

Ellison’s tireless campaigning to eradicate 
female genital mutilation may also have got 
her noticed. It’s an issue about which she’s 
deeply passionate – she has been chair of 
Parliament’s genital mutilation APPG and 
recently told the Evening Standard that the 
deplorable practice was “child abuse”.

Although under her departmental 
predecessor Anna Soubry two of the 
Government’s most contentious policies 
– minimum alcohol unit pricing and 
standardised tobacco packaging – were quietly 
shelved, Ellison insists ministers will continue 
to look “very carefully” at the issue of plain 
packaging. And smoking remains a key area of 
focus, especially with the EU’s own Tobacco 
Directive threatening to take power out of the 
Government’s hands. 

In a recent interview with The House Ellison 
was keen to stress that her job necessitates 
“treading a careful line”, and striking a 
balance between ‘top down’ legislation and 
‘bottom up’ grass roots work such as the 
‘Stop-tober’ initiative. She does not, she says, 

want a return to “those scenes of mothers 
rebelling against school food rules and passing 
burgers in through the fence at school”. 

Her office’s main area of focus at present is 
the Responsibility Deal, an agreement with 
producers and retailers across industry to 
tackle issues such as obesity. Although the 
initiative has run into opposition from the 
BMA, which claims companies should not 
be allowed to pick and choose schemes to suit 
their own situation, Ellison remains sanguine 
about its impact: “We’ve now got 70% of 
fast food meals in the high street labelled for 
calories…the UK is world leading in terms of 
its salt reduction. I think we’ve actually got 
some very significant wins”.  
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T
he Department of Health is very 
confusing. For the first week I 
worked there, I had no idea how 
to find the exit. “Way out” signs 
point to nowhere in particular, and 

Ministers’ offices – where I worked – are 
located on the fourth floor of a building which 
has no third floor. Then there is the slightly 
surreal quality of working in a building 
which has a 1980s façade bolted onto a row 
of Regency terraces. It is easy to find yourself 
walking from a low-ceilinged, open-plan office 
straight into the glorious splendour of an oak-
panelled library. The policy unit appeared to 
be working in an unfinished loft extension. 

The juxtapositions don’t stop on the inside. 
On the outside, the modern frontage squats 
uneasily on Whitehall among the great offices 
of state. There is no better manifestation 
of the way in which the postwar settlement 
shook up the old order than having what was 
constructed as the Department of Health and 
Social Security gatecrashing the road from 
which most of the world was once run.

I am certain it was located there so the 
Treasury opposite could keep an eye on 
it. Even today, shorn of its social security 
responsibilities, the Department is responsible 
for spending around one-tenth of the UK’s 
gross domestic product –or around £3,000 
every second. That money bankrolls a health 
and care system bewildering in its magnitude. 
On average, the NHS deals with 430 patients 
every minute and issues 45,000 prescription 
items every hour. Almost 60,000 people a day 
go to A&E. 

Bill Morgan recalls his time 
at the DH, a department 
where the politically desirable 
and the operational reality 
seldom meet
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That activity drives, deservedly, the public 
interest in the Department. It responds to 
almost 2,500 Freedom of Information requests 
a year, and 60,000 letters and emails from 
Members of Parliament and members of the 
public. It also answers 5,000 parliamentary 
questions (although the SpAd in me still 
questions whether this is a good thing). 

And on top of everything, it has for over a 
quarter of a century sought to guide the NHS, 
through the oft-changing goals demanded by 
its political masters, on a meandering journey 
from a command economy to a market 
economy. It has done this whilst reassuring 
the NHS’s 1.3 million staff that sometimes 
violent policy u-turns were in fact only gentle 
evolutions. (The ‘Delivering the NHS Plan’ 
Command Paper of 2002 was actually an 
ideological repudiation of the ‘NHS Plan’ of 
2000 which it was meant to be delivering.) 
This must be an achievement almost 
unparalleled in administrative history.  

I am fortunate to have been a policy person 
observing and advising on all of this, rather 
than a press SpAd having to explain it. I did 
answer my colleague’s phone – once – to be 
told by the press office that an A&E would 
shortly be suspended on safety grounds. The 
answer to my question, ‘when?’ – “in an hour” 
– left precious little time to find out what was 
actually happening, and then tell local MPs 
why. It was not the first time that what was 
politically desirable conflicted with what was 
operationally necessary. The Department is a 
crucible in that respect. 

The press office, and my successors as 
SpAds, continue to deal with issues like this 
every day. From A&Es to breast implants 
to cloned cows, they have to field dozens of 
questions on operational issues that they 
may never have encountered before, and 
on politically-charged issues for which the 

Department is often not responsible. In so 
doing, they have to forage for information 
from amongst the Department’s 17 arm’s 
length bodies, each of which fiercely guards 
its own independence. That this labyrinthine 
operation works – more often than not – 
reflects the abilities and perseverance of 
everyone involved.
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Scrutiny from outside government comes 
with the territory of being in a department 
frequently at the centre of events, but such 
scrutiny also comes from inside. Though 
Number 10 may have been underpowered 
at the start of the Coalition, by the end of 
my tenure the operation had strengthened 
– to the extent that we had regular sets of 
fortnightly and monthly meetings there, 
leading one official to remark that it felt ‘like 
the old days’. Admittedly I was never sure 
of their value: one of the early meetings was 
called because a senior official wanted us to 
know that they were “obsessed with waiting 
times”, but since we cared about them too 
the comment was somewhat redundant. 
Nonetheless, I am sure it allowed Number 
10 to replicate its Blairite best by demanding 
monthly spreadsheets showing that waiting 
times were fine.  

For me, I was privileged to work for a 
Health Secretary– in Andrew Lansley – who 
set his sights higher than just keeping waiting 
times low. In those two hectic years I was at 
the Department, we drafted from scratch a 
major piece of legislation, dismantled the 
old hierarchies which have been so widely 
discredited in the Stafford Hospital inquiry, 
and handed on plans for the fundamental 
reform of social care now being implemented. 
That stands not only as testament to Andrew’s 
formidable skills, but also to the Herculean 
efforts of the Department – which managed it 
all on top of what it called ‘business-as-usual 
activity’. “We’ve done a hell of a lot of work”, 
one official said to me as I found my way out 
on my last day. Indeed, we had.  

The DH’s modern 
façade squats uneasily in 
Whitehall among the great 
offices of state, a physical 
manifestation of the 
postwar settlement

Bill Morgan was Andrew Lansley’s Special 
Adviser between 2010-12 and is a Founding 
Partner at Incisive Health
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Tony Blair would cajole, 
interrogate and encourage 
civil servants and ministers 
to pursue the reforms 
further and faster. It was 
part-high court trial, part 
dressing-room pep talk

W
hen I arrived at the 
Department of Health (DH) 
in 2005 what struck me first, 
like a sledgehammer, was the 
bewildering complexity of 

the government’s NHS reform programme. 
The revolution started by Alan Milburn and 
John Reid was well under way: investment in 
the NHS had doubled. There were an extra 
27,000 doctors in post or in training; 79,000 
more nurses; over 100 new hospital building 
projects underway; 500,000 more operations 
per year. By 2005, 97% of people were seen in 
A&E within four hours. Deaths from heart 
disease were down by 27%.

Our watchword was ‘contestability’: the 
use of non-NHS providers to provide NHS 
services. The Labour manifesto couldn’t 
have been clearer: “whenever NHS patients 
need new capacity for their healthcare, we 
will ensure that it is provided from whatever 
source.” Added to this was ‘payment by 
results’, the spread of NHS foundation 
trusts, more NHS walk-in centres, and a 
choice of four hospitals for your operation. In 
the background was the infamous NHS IT 
project.

The health secretary I worked for, Patricia 
Hewitt, used all of her formidable brain-
power to master the complexity of this 
healthcare revolution. She was served by 
assiduous senior civil servants, and by a 
brilliant, young private office. The special 
advisers, myself, Liz Kendall (now a shadow 
minister), and a policy adviser Matthew 
Swindells, were based in a cramped office 

Former Labour Special Advisor 
Paul Richards looks back on 
a turbulent few years at the 
Department of Health 
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directly off the secretary of state’s palatial 
suite. Patricia always had fresh flowers on a 
side table, and an oil painting by Vanessa Bell 
on the wall. The SpAd office door had a glass 
window, and we could see who was with the 
secretary of state at all times.

Tony Blair took a direct interest in the 
NHS. Because Richmond House is across 
Whitehall from No.10, Blair’s advisers, such 
as Professor Paul Corrigan, could appear 
within minutes. More likely was a summons 

in the other direction: to attend  one of Blair’s 
regular ‘stock takes’, conducted with DH 
ministers and civil servants at one side of 
the cabinet table, and the prime minister at 
the other. Here, Tony Blair would cajole, 
interrogate and encourage civil servants and 
ministers to pursue the reforms further and 
faster. (‘Further, faster, madder’ we used 
to joke.) It was part-high court trial, part 
dressing-room pep talk.

Despite the billions extra in funding 
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and improvements in the quality of care, we 
had plenty of opponents. The trade unions, 
especially the BMA, were implacably opposed. 
I was watching on the TV in the SpAd offi ce 
when my boss was barracked off stage by 
nurses from the Royal College of Nursing.

When some of the local NHS organisations 
over-shot their spending targets, the media 
started to run ‘NHS defi cit’ stories. This 
meant that although billions of pounds were 
being pumped into the NHS, the public were 
left with the impression of fi nancial crisis. 
Ironically, this was a golden age compared to 
before, and afterwards.

My lasting impression of the Department of 

Health, with its labyrinthine corridors, myriad 
satellite offi ces across London (there used to 
be a free bus that ran between them all day) 
and its canteen serving chips with everything, 
is that 90% of its effort is spent on the NHS. It 
is, in effect, the department for the NHS. The 
whole issue of ‘public health’ has always been a 
poor relation. Yet the one thing I’m most proud 
of my time at DH was helping to ensure that 
a full ban on smoking in public places became 
law. That had little to do with the NHS, yet has 
already saved countless lives.  

Paul Richards was a special adviser at the 
Department of Health from 2005 to 2007

Patricia Hewitt’s speech to the Royal College of 
Nursing is met with protests. Despite the extra 
funding pumped into the NHS, Labour faced plenty 
of opposition to its reforms, says Paul Richards
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T
he Department of Health, or DH 
in civil service vernacular, has led, 
funded and shaped the National 
Health Service (NHS) since 1988. 
Now in its sixty-fifth year, the NHS 

is world famous for its universal coverage 
and free access to healthcare. It is a national 
institution, both in the literal sense and in 
the psyche of the public it serves, ensuring 
it commands fierce political loyalty and is 
often one of the principal battle grounds come 
election time. This is understandable, given it 
receives a mammoth annual budget, in excess 
of £107bn split between the NHS (£95bn) 
and the DH executive budget (£15.7bn).

Given DH’s significant purchasing power, 
and as an arbiter of standards and priority 
setting, DH has often been caught in the 
public firing line, especially when major 
projects have failed, such as the mothballed 
National Programme for IT; a host of 
costly private finance initiatives (PFIs) and 
operational blunders surrounding the junior 
doctor recruitment crisis. 

These glaring failures were subjected to 
intense media coverage, which is hardly 
surprising, given how the NHS covets such 
an emotive public reaction to criticisms of 
mismanagement. Any campaign that can hit 
the DH where it most hurts, in the media, will 
certainly get ministers to sit up and listen. The 
patient-led coalition to rid hospitals of MRSA 
and Clostridium Difficile is testament to this, 
prompting a multi-million pound deep clean 
across the NHS as a result. 

Likewise, the media’s desire for an NHS 

duty of candour to avoid a repeat of the 
Mid Staffordshire scandal was ultimately 
successful. Key to the success of the campaign 
was how the families of patients affected 
brought to life their tragic ‘human stories’ 
allowing people to connect with the mother 
or grandmother in the story, which ultimately 
led to the issue becoming a genuine public 
concern in light of the Francis Report. Jeremy 
Hunt has declared he wants to run the NHS 
‘through the eyes of the patient’, which is a 
central theme underpinning his priorities – 
improving the standard of care throughout 
the system so that quality of care is deemed 
as important as quality of treatment, through 
greater accountability. 

Andrew Lansley, credited as the architect of 
the reforms brought about by the Health and 
Social Care Act, was driven to change what he 
viewed as decades of overt politicisation of the 
NHS, top-down initiatives, short-termism, 
and constantly shifting priorities. He sought 
to ensure commissioning decisions are made 
by the clinicians who have day-to-day contact 
with patients, as this would make the NHS 
more efficient and responsive to patients’ 
needs. On 1 April, Parliament effectively 
transferred operational control of the NHS 
away from politicians for the first time in its 
65-year history.  

DH has had to change to reflect its new 
responsibilities and priorities and has been 
significantly streamlined in both budget 
and headcount. As the ‘system leader’ 

Campaigns that can save 
the NHS money and improve 
outcomes should find 
engaging with the DH easy, 
writes James Tyrrell 

Any campaign that can 
hit the Department where it 
most hurts, in the media, 
will certainly get ministers 
to sit up and listen

46-49 Health Guide Lobbyist.indd   47 26/11/2013   12:22:29



48 | THE HOUSE MAGAZINE | November 2013

it is responsible for shaping and leading 
the new NHS, public health and social care 
systems, yet, crucially, DH is no longer the 
headquarters of the NHS, nor will it manage 
any NHS organisations.

These changes pose a challenge to those 
who have spent years cultivating relationships 
with Ministers and civil servants. Effective 
engagement is underpinned by what you 
know, rather than just who you know. As such, 

it is important to recognise that DH is now 
split into fi ve directorates: the NHS, Adult 
Social Care, Public Health, an operations 
directorate; and a new directorate responsible 
for engagement with the array of partner 
organisations in the system. These include the 
new Clinical Commissioning Groups, Public 
Health England, Health Education England, 
the Care Quality Commission, NICE, 
Monitor and local authorities, who are all 

David Cameron and NHS Medical 
Director, Professor Sir Bruce Keogh
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required to adhere to a clear set of priorities. 
Arguably DH’s most powerful role in holding 
the NHS to account is setting strategy, policy 
and outcomes through the NHS Mandate and 
the NHS Constitution. 

At the centre of the new NHS model 
is NHS England, led by its Chairman, 
Professor Sir Malcolm Grant, outgoing Chief 
Executive, Sir David Nicholson, and arguably 
one of the most important figures, Medical 
Director, Professor Sir Bruce Keogh. They are 
supported by non-executive directors from a 
wide range of backgrounds outside the NHS. 
NHS England’s responsibility is to ensure 
the NHS spends its £95bn budget effectively 

by obtaining the best value, clinical 
outcomes and measurable improvements for 
patients. Understanding how this complex 
organisational puzzle operates is central to 
developing an effective engagement strategy.

Traditionally the role of DH was to direct 
doctors, nurses and patients. By contrast, 
NHS England seeks to empower them, 
while promoting clinical leadership and 
accountability. Now it is more commonly 
clinicians, rather than civil servants, who 
have the power to shape commissioning 
standards and make decisions on treatment 
options. Engagement targets must be 
prioritised in relation to both their impact 
on the issue at stake, and their capacity to 
influence. This applies at a national level, 
through NHS England and its Specialised 

Clinical Reference Groups; at the sub-
national level, through Clinical Senates, 
Strategic Clinical Networks, and Operational 
Delivery Networks; or at the local level, via 
Health and Wellbeing Boards and Clinical 
Commissioning Groups. 

Crucially, any engagement with DH 
or the NHS must present tangible and 
implementable policy solutions alongside 
the problems. All too often campaigners 
are only equipped with the problems - a 
fundamental oversight especially where NHS 
staff time is limited. Moreover, where ideas 
can be shown to save money and improve 
outcomes, and subsequently gain traction, 
campaigners should not leave it to the NHS 
to spread the innovation. Networks such as 
NHS Improving Quality can help expand 
innovation if it is encouraged to do so, as long 
as campaigners concentrate on helping the 
system help itself. 

Perhaps the greatest opportunity to engage 
with the DH and the NHS centres around 
how the NHS model can remain sustainable 
in the long term, given the need to save £30bn 
by 2020. This is because of the perfect storm 
created by lagging health outcomes, an ageing 
population and rising demand, which are 
likely to necessitate costly integration of health 
and social care. 

So, where an organisation can present 
proven treatments, technologies or models of 
care that can save money, and improve quality 
outcomes, productivity, and prevention, 
engaging with the Department of Health 
should be easy. Not just because engaging 
with partners in pursuit of novel solutions is 
a DH priority, but because the future of the 
NHS depends on it.  

James Tyrrell is Director of Insight Public Affairs

All too often 
campaigns are only equipped 
with the problems. Any 
engagement with the DH or 
NHS must present tangible 
policy solutions
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Ensuring doctors have sufficient English 
language capability

Consultation on giving more power to the 
General Medical Council to act if there are 
concerns about a doctor’s English language 
capability.

Organisation: Department of Health

Published 7 September 2013

Applies to: England

This consultation closes on 2 December 2013
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Consultations

Detail 
This consultation seeks views on proposals 
to change the Medical Act 1983 to give the 
General Medical Council (GMC) more power 
to take action where concerns arise about a 
doctor’s English language capability. 

The proposals are designed to complement 
and strengthen the existing language controls 
imposed through the responsible officer 
regulations, performers list regulations and 
other checks undertaken at a local level.

The Department of Health has been 
working with the GMC and other 
stakeholders to develop these proposals.

50-55 Health Guide Consultation.indd   50 26/11/2013   12:26:03



| THE HOUSE MAGAZINE |  51November 2013

 

Funding placements for social work 
students

Consultation on funding placements for 
social work students to ensure money is 
spent efficiently and gives students great 
opportunities. 

Organisation: Department of Health

Published 13 September 2013

Applies to: England

This consultation closes on 8 December 2013 

Detail 
The consultation is asking for people’s views 
on how the Education Support Grant (ESG) 
could be set up to make sure it stays within 
its £28 million budget. The grant has been 
running more and more over budget year 
on year and the current annual overspend is 
about £3 million.

It also looks at how the quality of 
placements can be improved as a result of 
these proposals. This includes looking at 
giving higher education institutes more 
flexibility over how this grant is spent, so 
they can reward the providers that offer high 
quality placements or work with others to 
improve standards. This will ensure every 
social work student has access to high quality 
practical experience before they begin their 
career.

The Department of Health has worked with 
a range of stakeholders in developing these 
options.
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Special Educational Needs (SEN) Code of 
Practice and regulations

We’re consulting on a new SEN code of 
practice and on replacing SEN statements 
with 0 to 25 education, health and care plans.

Organisations: Department for Education 
and Department of Health

Published 4 October 2013

Policy: Increasing options and improving 
provision for children with special educational 
needs (SEN)

This consultation closes on 9 December 2013

Details  
The Children and Families Bill, currently in 
Parliament, will bring changes to the special 
educational needs (SEN) framework, subject 
to royal assent.

This consultation proposes replacing SEN 
statements (for schools) and learning difficulty 
assessments (for young people in further 
education and training) with single 0 to 25 
education, health and care plans.
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Special Educational Needs (SEN) Code of 
Practice: 16 to 25 

We’re consulting young people on a new code 
of practice and on replacing SEN statements 
with 0 to 25 education, health and care plans.

Organisations: Department for Education 
and Department of Health

Published 18 October 2013

Policy: Increasing options and improving 
provision for children with special educational 
needs (SEN)

This consultation closes on 20 December 2013

Details 
The Government is changing the law on 
special educational needs (SEN) and has 
written a draft code of practice. Now we want 
to hear what young people think about the 
areas it covers. 
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Special Educational Needs (SEN) Code of 
Practice: under-16s 

We’re consulting young people on a new code 
of practice and on replacing SEN statements 
with 0 to 25 education, health and care plans.

Organisations: Department for Education 
and Department of Health

Published 18 October 2013

Policy: Increasing options and improving 
provision for children with special educational 
needs (SEN)

This consultation closes on 20 December 2013

Details 
The government is changing the law on 
special educational needs (SEN) and has 
written a draft code of practice. Now we want 
to hear what young people think about the 
areas it covers.
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New requirements for NHS audit 
committees 

Proposed new requirements for some NHS 
audit committees from 2015 onwards, when 
the Audit Commission is expected to close.

Organisation: Department of Health

Page history: Published 18 October 2013

Applies to: England

This consultation closes on 31 December 2013

Details  
This consultation seeks views on proposals 
for new constitutional requirements for the 
audit committees of NHS Trusts and Clinical 
Commissioning Groups.

These proposals are designed to ensure 
that these audit committees are appropriately 
constituted to advise their governing 
boards on the selection, appointment and 
maintenance of independent relationships 
with external auditors from 2015 onwards, 
when the Audit Commission is expected to 
close (subject to the approval of Parliament).

The Department of Health has been 
working with NHS stakeholders to develop 
these proposals.
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Deputy Director, Head, Accountability and Regulation

Mr Peter Howitt

Deputy Director, Legislation and NHS Constitution

Mr Gareth Arthur

Deputy Director, NHS Commissioning Policy and 

Sponsorship

Miss Una O’Brien

Permanent Secretary

020 7210 5762

una.o’brien@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Mr Iv Rees

Principal Private Secretary, Permanent Secretary

Miss Kristen Mcleod

Principal Private Secretary, The Secretary of State

Mr Bob Gann

Head, Strategy, NHS Choices ICF

Finance and NHS 
Mr Richard Douglas

Director-General
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richard.douglas@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Doctor Keith William Ridge

Chief Pharmaceutical Officer
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Mr Andrew Sanderson
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Mr Martin Campbell

Deputy Director, NHS Finance - Payment by Results 

Development

Ms Claire Stoneham

Deputy Director, NHS Provider Policy

Miss Sarah Butler

Deputy Director, Performance Insight

Mr John Warrington

Deputy Director, Policy and Research

Mr Simon Reeve

Head, Clinical and Cost Effectiveness

Mrs Jeannette Howe

Head, Pharmacy

Ms Katy Peters

Head, Pricing, Prescription and Supply Team

Mr Richard Carter

Branch Head

Mrs Philippa Weare

Branch Head, Budgets Analysis and Reporting

Information and Group Operations
Ms Karen Wheeler

Director-General

020 7210 2755

karen.wheeler@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Mr Pete Sellars

Director, Estates and Facilities

Mr Robert Edmondson-Jones

Director, Estates and Information Services

Mrs Shirley Pointer

Director, HR

Mr Steve Verdon

Director, Legacy Management Team and PPD Centre 

of Expertise

Mrs Claire Pacey

Director, Our DH Programme

Mr Mark Davies

Director, Partnerships and Information

Mr Paul Macnaught

Assurance Director

Mr Dave Bell

Shared Services Programme Director

Mr Steve Phillips

Deputy Director

Mr Graham Addicott

Deputy Director Finance and Business Management

Mrs Geraldine Mansbridge

Deputy Director LMT

Ms Patsy Northern

Deputy Director, Business Reform

Mr Peter Hall

Deputy Director, External Partnerships Team

Mr Stephen Waring

Deputy Director, Group Capability Development

Ms Jane Rintoul

Deputy Director, Head, Engagement and Change, 

Transformation Team

Mrs Bronwyn Baker

Deputy Director, Head, Internal Audit
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Mr Dale Cox

Deputy Director, Human Resources Business 

Partnering and Capability Development

Mrs Philippa Parr

Deputy Director, Human Resources Change Team and 

SCS Unit

Mr Simon Claydon

Deputy Director, Human Resources Policy and 

Workforce

Ms Rachel Neaman

Digital Leader and Deputy Director, Digital, Channel 

Strategy and Publishing

Mr John Ryder

Head, Business Engagement

Mr Bob Armstrong

Head, ICT Futures and Shared Services

Mr Neill Goulder

Head, Service Delivery

Office of the Chief Medical Officer 
Dame Sally Davies

Chief Medical Officer

020 7210 5151

sally.davies@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Professor David Walker

Deputy Chief Medical Officer

Professor John Watson

Deputy Chief Medical Officer

Mr Gerard Hetherington

Director, Chief Medical Officer Special Project

Mr Martin Sturges

Head, Clinical Excellence Awards Policy

Public Health 
Doctor Felicity Harvey

Director-General

020 7210 5522

felicity.harvey@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Ms Clara Swinson

Director

Ms Elizabeth Jane Woodeson

Director, Health and Wellbeing

Mrs Helen Shirley-Quirk

Director, Health Protection and Emergency Response

Doctor Mark Bale

Director, Health Science and Bioethics

Professor David Salisbury

Director, Immunisation

Mrs Kathryn Tyson

Director, International Health and Public Health Policy

Mrs Vivienne Bennett

Director, Nursing for DH and PHE and the 

Government’s Principal Advisor on Public Health 

Nursing

Professor Peter Furness

Interim National Medical Advisor

Doctor Jennie Carpenter

Consultant in Public Health Medicine

Mr Ted Webb

Deputy Director
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Mr George Leahy

Deputy Director

Doctor Hilary Walker

Deputy Director, Emergency Preparedness, Resilience 

and Response

Mr Nick Tomlinson

Deputy Director, EU and Global Affairs

Ms Siobhan Jones

Deputy Director, Alcohol and Drugs

Doctor Clair Baynton

Deputy Director, Emergency Prepardness Resilience 

and Response

Ms Tabitha Brufal

Deputy Director, G8 Dementia Research Summit and 

Behaviour Change

Doctor Dorian Kennedy

Deputy Director, Genetics and Scientific Development

Mr Mike Batley

Deputy Director, Head, Analysis, Health Improvement
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Mr Nick Adkin

Deputy Director, Health Visiting

Ms Carolyn Heaney

Deputy Director, Immunisation Branch

Doctor Ailsa Wight

Deputy Director, Infectious Diseases and Blood Policy 

Branch

Doctor David Foster

Deputy Director, Nursing

Mr Richard Cienciala

Deputy Director, Obesity

Mrs Rosemary Marr

Deputy Director, Operations

Mr Geoff Dessent

Deputy Director, Physical Activity, Health and Work 

and Education settings, Healthy Food Schemes

Ms Jazz Bhogal

Deputy Director, Reducing Premature Mortality 

Programme

Mrs Jane Allberry

Deputy Director, Screening and Sexual Health

Mr Timothy Baxter

Deputy Director, the Public Health Development Unit

Doctor Peter Bennett

Head, Analysis, Health Protection

Research and Development
Doctor Russell Douglas Hamilton

Director, Research and Development

Doctor Louise Wood

Deputy Director, Head, Research Infrastructure and 

Growth

Ms Simone Bayes

Deputy Director, Head, Research Regulation and 

Governance

Doctor David Cox

Deputy Director, Research Finance and Programmes

Mr Peter Knight

Deputy Director, Research Information and 

Intelligence

Social Care, Local Government Care 
Partnerships
Mr Jon Rouse

Director-General

020 7210 5348

jon.rouse@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Mrs Flora Taylor Goldhill

Director, Children, Families and Maternity and Health 

Inequalities

Mr Shaun Gallagher

Director, Social Care

Doctor Glen Mason

Director, Social Care Leadership and Performance

Ms Lyn Romeo

Chief Social Worker

020 7210 5284

lyn.romeo@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Ms Karen Turner

Acting Director, Mental Health, Disability and Equality
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Mr Richard Campbell

Deputy Director

Mr Ian Bainbridge

Deputy Director, Social Care and Local Partnerships

Mrs Claire Phillips

Deputy Director, Developing Well

Miss Patience Wilson

Deputy Director, Equality and Inclusion Team

Ms Alison Ismail

Deputy Director, Health Inequalities and Partnerships

Ms Frances Smethurst

Deputy Director, Independent Living

Mr Neil Paterson

Deputy Director, Maternity Services and Starting Well

Mrs Anne Mcdonald

Deputy Director, Mental Health and Disability

Ms Lindsay Wilkinson

Deputy Director, Mental Health Strategy

Ms Rachel Holynska

Deputy Director, MIDLANDS and EAST

Ms Wendy Balmain

Deputy Director, North of England

Mrs Gillian Ayling

Deputy Director, Older People and Dementia

Miss Charlotte Buckley

Deputy Director, People, Communities and Local 

Government

Mr Paul Richardson

Deputy Director, Quality and Safety

Mr Simon Medcalf

Deputy Director, Social Care Policy and Legislation

Mr Sebastian Habibi

Deputy Director, Social Care Strategic Policy and 

Finance

Mr David Jones

Deputy Regional Director, People Communities and 

Local Government (London)

Ms Jane Verity

Head, Maternity, First Years and Families

Strategy and External Relations
Professor David Harper

Director-General

020 797 5522

david.harper@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Mr Charlie Massey

Director-General

020 7210 5368

charlie.massey@dh.gsi.gov.uk

Mr Sam Lister

Director, Communications

Ms Marion Furr

Director, Ministerial Business and Parliamentary 

Accountability

Mr Gavin Larner

Director, Professional Standards

Ms Anna Dixon

Director, Strategy and Quality
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Mr Keith Derbyshire

Deputy Chief Analyst

Mr Jamie Rentoul

Director, Workforce Strategy

Ms Mary Agnew

Deputy Director

Mr Simon Thompson

Deputy Director, Workforce Capacity and Information

Mrs Claire Armstrong

Deputy Director, Care Priority, Adult Social Care 

Workforce, NHS Equalities and Leadership

Miss Nikki Yorke

Deputy Director, Citizen Insight

Mr William Vineall

Deputy Director, CQC Sponsorship and Quality 

Regulation

Mrs Elaine Darbyshire

Deputy Director, Dementia Communications

Mr Barry Mussenden

Deputy Director, External Partnerships

Doctor Simon Peck

Deputy Director, Head, External Relations Analysis

Mr Timothy Jones

Deputy Director, Head, News

Mr Timothy Peter Sands

Deputy Director, NHS Pay Pensions and Employment 

Services

Mr Steven T Pollock

Deputy Director, Policy Communications

Mr Alan Robson

Deputy Director, Workforce Development Strategy

Doctor Nicholas Paul Clarke

Head, Professional Regulation

Full contact details and organisation structures are 
available on 
www.civilservicepeople.com 
Call 020 7593 5586 or email jason.lower@dods.co.uk
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