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do the individuals within 
them. Finding out who does 

what is the key to shaping and 
in� uencing decisions.  

We all accept  that Number 10 is important, 
but few know what goes on behind that 
famous black door. Indeed many of the key 
players could walk past us on the pavement 
and we wouldn’t recognise them. We hope 
this guide helps MPs and those working both 
inside and outside the Westminster village to 
better understand the workings of Downing 
Street.  
GISELA STUART MP EDITOR
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N
umber 10, Downing Street may 
or may not be the most famous 
political of�ce in the world. It 
is certainly the oddest, being in 
effect a terraced house which was 

lucky to survive in a cul-de-sac which has 
now all but disappeared. 

One cannot fully appreciate what goes on 
in the building today without understanding 
a little of its history over the last 277 years. 
In 1682, George Downing, who had been 
head of intelligence for Oliver Cromwell after 
the beheading of Charles I, began to build 
a series of 15 houses in what is now known 
as Downing Street. The present Number 10 
in fact consists of two houses, the smaller 
built by Downing at the front and a grander 
residence built on slightly higher ground, 
erected in about 1677.

George II (1727-60) offered Number 10 to 
Sir Robert Walpole, generally accepted to be 
the country’s �rst Prime Minister. Walpole 
declined the offer as a personal gift, but later 
accepted it in his capacity as ‘First Lord of 
the Treasury’. The brass letter box on the 
black front door to Number 10 still bears 
these very words. The popular Palladian 
architect, William Kent, was employed to 
adapt the buildings at the front and rear to 
a residence suitable for Walpole. Kent 

Anthony Seldon explains 
the history of the terraced 
house at the heart of the 
British state

Last year saw the 50th 
anniversary of Downing Street 
in its new guise
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was employed to enhance the building, 
and a second connecting corridor was built 
between both houses, creating the inner 
courtyard still present today. The Cabinet 
Room as it now stands was created in 1796, 
by knocking down a wall and extending 
the room to the east, using two double 
Corinthian columns to support the structure. 
They still stand proudly two hundred years 
later. 

In the 1820s, another celebrated architect, 

linked both houses, creating grand rooms 
and staircases in the larger house at the back. 
Walpole himself lived in the house until 
1742, but for a time after that the house was 
occupied by lesser politicians. It enjoyed a 
revival when William Pitt (the ‘Younger’), 
the longest serving inhabitant of the building 
(1783-1801, 1804-06) moved in. He deemed 
further work necessary to what he described 
as his “vast, awkward house”. Robert Taylor, 
another distinguished architect of his day, 
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John Soane, was employed to spruce up the 
house further, creating the wood-panelled 
State Drawing Room, as well as the smaller 
dining room or breakfast room on the �rst 
�oor at the side of the house. But the 19th 
Century saw mixed fortunes for the house, 
and it narrowly survived a plan in 1839 
to demolish all Downing’s houses on the 
north side of the street. In the late 1860s, 
the buildings on the south side of Downing 
Street were pulled down to make way 
for George Gilbert-Scott’s imposing and 
monumental Foreign Of�ce, which utterly 
dwarfs Number 10 on the other side of the 
road. Number 10 had another narrow escape 
when, in 1879, �re destroyed Number 12, 
leaving just Number 10 and Number 11 

standing from the initial cul-de-sac. When 
Benjamin Disraeli moved into Number 10 
in 1877, he demanded improvements and 
modi�cations which included hot running 
water. Electric lighting came to the house in 
1894, replacing the gas and candlelight that 
had up until that point been the source of all 
illumination. Telephones seem to have been 
introduced in the same decade. 

The �rst half of the 20th Century 
saw the building steadily decay. Neville 
Chamberlain, who became Prime Minister 
in 1937, had ambitious plans to rectify the 
problems and give Number 10 a facelift, 
which disappeared from view with his own 
departure in 1940. The house suffered near 
misses and structural damage during the 
Blitz in the autumn of 1940, and in the 

In the post-war period, 
a consensus was emerging 
that this awkward house 
had served its time
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post-war period, a consensus emerged that 
this awkward house, far from ideal as either a 
residence or an of�ce for the Prime Minister, 
had served its time.

Incoming Prime Minister Harold 
Macmillan duly established a committee 
in July 1957 to consider ‘proposals for 
reconstruction’ of Number 10, 11 and 
12 Downing Street. Years of Whitehall 

squabbling followed, concluding in a 
compromise to retain the facades of Number 
10 and 11 with substantial re-building inside, 
and to reconstruct Number 12 wholesale. 
Macmillan and his staff moved out of 
Downing Street in July 1960 and settled into 
Admiralty House, between Trafalgar Square 
and The Mall, to clear the space for work 
scheduled to take two years or less. But trade 
union disputes, and the shocking state of 
the building and its foundations, led to the 
project taking over three years. It was not 
until September 1963, at a �nal cost of £1 
million – over double the initial estimate – 
that Macmillan was able to move back into 
his new Downing Street of�ce and home. 
Within a month, he had fallen from power, 
damaged irreparably by the Profumo Scandal.

Last year, 2013, saw the 50th anniversary of 
Downing Street in its new guise. The building 

If Walpole were to walk 
into Number 10 today there is 
much about the building he 
would still recognise 
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today is still very substantially the same as 
that which Macmillan re-entered in 1963. 
In the 1980s, Margaret Thatcher employed 
the classical architect, Quinlan Terry, who 
had worked on the building in 1960-63, to 
undertake some elaborate interior redecoration 
in the three interlinked State Drawing Rooms 
at the back, overlooking the garden. As Terry 
said of Mrs Thatcher, “she wanted the rooms 
to be more imposing. She wanted pictures of 
achievers, like Nelson and Wellington, and 
she felt that, after the Falklands War, the time 
had come to do something mildly triumphalist 
and con�dent.” 

The building survived an IRA 
mortar bomb landing in the garden in 
February 1991. With Number 10 an ever 
greater terrorist target, the building was 
strengthened during the summers of 1993 
and 1995, and new computer cabling 
installed to bring it into the digital age. 
Residential accommodation on the top 
�oors of Numbers 10, 11 and 12 has been 
altered with the coming and going of Prime 
Ministers, and Number 12 morphed from 
the Chief Whip’s of�ce to a communication 
centre for the PM. Of�cials have been 
removed from the of�ce at the end of the 
Cabinet Room, which became the ‘den’ of 
Tony Blair and now David Cameron.

If Walpole were to walk into Number 10 
today, there is much about the building he 
would still recognise. Its survival through the 
vicissitudes of approaching 300 years is one 
of the wonders of British history.  

Anthony Seldon is Master of Wellington College and 
author of several books on No 10 and Prime Ministers

For more on the history of 10 Downing Street, please 
visit http://www.number10.gov.uk/history-and-tour/ 
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W
ithin days of coming into 
of� ce in 2010, David 
Cameron drew a � rm line 
under the Blair-Brown era 
of micromanagement of 

Whitehall. He disbanded the Prime Minister’s 
Delivery Unit and the Prime Minister’s 
Strategy Unit, both New Labour creations, 
and in their place created a single Policy Unit.

His approach was guided by two key 
legacies from his time in Opposition. First, 
his party had committed itself to ending the 
Labour era of special advisers by pledging a 
cut in their numbers (and thereby their cost).

Second, as one old hand recalls, the 

Tory leader had been ‘superstitious’ about 
spending time putting together a detailed 
‘top team’ for Downing Street policy. “He 
kept saying we shouldn’t be seen ‘measuring 
the curtains’ for No.10,” an insider says. The 
focus was on getting legislation and individual 
departments ready for Day One of the new 
Coalition, rather than the PM sorting out his 
own policy chiefs.

Cameron was in� uenced perhaps by Oliver 
Letwin, who recalled that in ‘the old days’ of 
previous Tory governments, No.10’s policy 
team had needed just three people: himself, 
John Redwood and David Willetts.

But over his � rst 18 months or so, the 
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new Policy Unit had not performed well. 
In an interview with The House magazine 
in 2012, the PM confessed that the Unit 
was “something I didn’t get right �rst time 
round”. “We were so keen to get the Coalition 
going and everything working here, I didn’t 
put in place a strong enough policy unit.”

Having been forced on the back foot by 
a series of policy U-turns from the ill-fated 
NHS Bill to forest sell-offs, he decided that 
it was time to get a ‘grip’ on policy. Cameron 
realised what each of his predecessors over the 
past 40 years has realised: that Downing Street 
often needs strong central clout to craft and 
deliver policy change. He decided to create 

a combined ‘Policy and Implementation 
Unit’, a 12-strong Brains Trust and uber-
management consultancy. Yet, still mindful 
of his pledge on special advisers, he staffed 
it with civil servants rather than political 
appointees: the exact opposite of Blair and 
Brown’s habit of getting politicos to run the 
policy machine.

The Policy and Implementation Unit (PIU) 
was staffed by a mixture of old and young 
of�cials, some of whom have links to the 
Conservatives, some of whom are traditionally 
neutral civil servants. Many had worked both 
in and out of Government. All of them had to 
not just ‘man mark’ individual departments, 
they had to cut across departmental 
boundaries to ensure policy was joined up.

Viewed by the Conservatives and Liberal 
Democrats as a ‘shared resource’, it was 
used ‘50-50’ by them and their Tory policy 
counterparts. Lib Dem policy chiefs Polly 
Mackenzie and Richard Reeves were meant to 
work with it as closely as Tories Steve Hilton 
and his deputy Rohan Silva.

Yet there was another development 
which further boosted the civil service’s 
dominance of the unit. Seen as disillusioned 
in different ways, both Hilton and the PM’s 
Policy Director, James O’Shaughnessy, left 
Government in 2012. While Hilton was 
seen by insiders as providing the PM with 
“emotional intelligence”, O’Shaughnessy had 
provided the “rational intelligence”, the yin to 
Hilton’s yang.

We were so keen to get 
the Coalition going and 
everything working here, I 
didn’t put in place a strong 
enough policy unit

David Cameron’s 
Policy Unit may have 
had a chequered 
history since 2010, 
but has the PM finally 
found a means of 
delivering the more 
‘political’ policy he 
seeks? Paul Waugh 
has the inside track
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But when they left No.10, neither special 
adviser was replaced directly. Many detected 
the in�uence on the PM of Jeremy Heywood, 
who had lobbied for and �lled the new post of 
Permanent Secretary of the Prime Minister’s 
Of�ce. With fewer pesky special advisers, civil 
servants in the new PIU were meant to get on 
with the ‘implementation’ agenda.

Former Number 10 insiders believed that 
although Cameron had learned that he needed 
a �rmer central grip on his departments, he was 
storing up further trouble by watering down 
the status of his political advisers. Under Blair 
and Brown, political policy unit staff sat in on 

all key departmental meetings and were seen 
as the PM’s “man in the room”. They weren’t 
more powerful than Cabinet ministers, but 
often they had more clout than ministers of 
state and stood up to civil servants as a result.

In January 2013, the Coalition Mid-Term 
Review was published, ticking off which 
policies had been delivered. But many now feel 
that was a natural break point between the �rst 
and second halves of the Parliament and within 
three months of its publication, there was yet 
another change.

Paul Kirby, the head of policy 
development who had been on secondment 
from KPMG, left Government in March 
and the Prime Minister decided yet another 
big shake-up was needed. In April last year, 
the PIU was effectively abolished and the 

current No.10 Policy Unit was born. Out 
went the civil servants and in came many 
more special advisers.

Jo Johnson was appointed as the new head of 
the Unit, a signi�cant signal that this was now 
going to be much more of a political unit, led by 
an MP and advised by a newly-created Policy 
Board of backbenchers. Cameron felt that the 
second half of the Parliament allowed him to 
focus more on the politics of policy, with the 
2015 general election looming ever closer.

At the same time, the Liberal Democrats 
quietly boosted their own special adviser 
numbers and, unnoticed by most in 
Westminster, began to create what was 
effectively a separate DPM’s Policy Unit 
(given the presence of a Tory as head of 
policy, the Unit could no longer function as a 
Coalition entity). The days of a central, shared 
resource for both parties were over.

The current system, with two separate sets 
of policy structures, was actually an option 
for Cameron back in 2010. But he was so keen 
on presenting a united front that he decided 
it was best to have a joint Policy Unit, while 
he focused on grappling with being Prime 
Minister and the Chancellor tried to get a grip 
on the de�cit.

Looking back, one Conservative says that 
the Mid Term Review was a “classic example 
of a missed opportunity”. Seen as incredibly 
thin on new ideas, it only served to show how 
little both parties had to offer. Kirby, who has 
since been busy blogging, has revealed just 
how frustrated he was that more ‘creative’ 
policy was not allowed to �ourish in the 
PIU. Whitehall had kept on top of policy 
implementation but failed to come up with 
fresh thinking.

Both parties in the Coalition are now much 
happier with their own policy engines. There 
are still some civil servants in the Tory-led 

Ministers and spads 
don’t always trust civil 
servants, not because they 
aren’t up to the job but more 
because they don’t have a 
shared interest
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Policy Unit, but in areas like defence where 
innovation is not seen as a priority. Most areas 
are now covered by spads who have a keen eye 
on what the Parliamentary Party wants, as 
well as ministers.

“Ministers and spads don’t always trust 
civil servants, not because they aren’t up to 
the job but more because they don’t have a 
shared interest,” one insider says. A minister 
or departmental spad can now look to a spad 
in No.10 and see them as the ‘mothership’, 
with a shared language, incentives and agenda.

As for the PM himself, he’s “not a policy 
curious person”, according to one former 
aide. As a former special adviser rather than 
a think tanker, Cameron’s strengths are more 
as a people manager and problem solver. 
Admirers say he has the right judgement and 

temperament for the job and likes to trust his 
policy team to get on with it.

Another factor in the PM’s lack of focus on 
policy early in the Parliament was the shock 
of just how much of his time would be taken 
up by foreign affairs, particularly EU affairs, 
rather than domestic issues.

Part of the problem is a natural one. 
In Opposition, parties can focus almost 
exclusively on policy development, largely 
because they have little else to do. In 
Government, busy Cabinet ministers lack 
the ‘bandwidth’ to think about policy in a 
creative way.

The structure is now in place for better 
‘political’ policy. Tory backbenchers – and 
the PM – hope that Jo Johnson can now 
deliver. 

The now-defunct Policy Implementation 
Unit was designed as a ‘shared 
resource’. Lib Dem policy chiefs such as 
Polly Mackenzie (left) were supposed 
to work with it as closely as Tories 
Steve Hilton and his deputy Rohan Silva
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city’ responsibilities of Rohan Silva, but also 
works on ‘global race’ macroeconomic policies 
of competitiveness, exports and inward 
investment. With Patrick Rock (another 
deputy head) now departed, he has even more 
in� uence.

Tim Luke
Business
The longest-serving special adviser in the unit, 
he’s known the PM since they were at Eton 
together. Luke worked at Lehman Brothers 
before moving on to Barclays Capital. He 
joined the then Policy and Implementation 
Unit in the summer of 2011.
Key in microeconomic policy such as tax 
breaks, red tape and other measures to help 
small business, he keeps the Steve Hilton � ame 
alive on ‘challenger’ and ‘disruptive’ � rms, 
while keeping big business happy too. He 

Jo Johnson
Head of Unit
The 42-year-old MP for Orpington is one 
of the smartest guys in the Commons, but 
perhaps the least well known. The younger 
brother of Boris deliberately keeps his pro� le 
low, having quietly got on with a successful 
career on the FT while his sibling grabbed the 
headlines over the past decade.
Cerebral but not easily � ustered, David 
Cameron chose him to head the Policy Unit not 
just for his brains but also for his temperament. 
But with a small team and tight resources, 
he’s under huge pressure to deliver not just a 
radical manifesto that will keep backbenchers 
happy, but also keep a close eye on current 
implementation. His special adviser is Kate 
Marley.

Antonia Williams
Deputy Director
The most senior civil servant in the team, 
Williams cut her teeth in Government as a 
policy adviser in the Cabinet Of� ce under Tony 
Blair, before becoming a team leader in the 
DWP. She left Britain in 2009 to work for PwC 
and then Ernst & Young in Sydney, Australia. 
She offers some continuity from the previous 
Policy Unit set-up, having joined in May 2012.

Chris Lockwood
Deputy Head of Unit
A friend of David Cameron’s since their 
Oxford days, he made a career in journalism 
for The Telegraph and most recently as US 
Editor of The Economist. He’s one of the six 
journalists the PM referred to as a personal 
friend while giving evidence to the Leveson 
Inquiry. He’s taken over some of the ‘tech 

WHO’S WHO IN THE NO. 10 POLICY UNIT

Head of the Policy 
Unit Jo Johnson
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Cambridgeshire. He has sought to reconnect 
backbenchers with health policy, not least 
during Health Question time in the Commons.

Tara Singh
Energy, Environment and Cost of Living
With perhaps one of the most important briefs 
in the Unit, Singh is highly rated for her nous 
and political antennae. She impressed the PM 
while at CCHQ in Opposition and has also 
worked for Centrica (parent company of British 
Gas) and public affairs � rm Hill & Knowlton.

achieved 15 minutes of fame when ridiculed by 
James Corden for walking in front of the TV 
cameras during the Brits.

Laura Trott
Education and Young People
Highly rated by Michael Gove and the PM 
alike, Trott was initially drafted into No.10 
to beef up the ‘women’s vote’ policy area. A 
former special adviser to Francis Maude and 
also a Camden councillor. Seen as a very well 
organised operator, she covers young people 
and childcare issues as well as the ‘women’ 
agenda. Not to be confused with the Olympic 
cyclist of the same name, she lost out in the race 
for Tory candidacy of Croydon South.

Nick Seddon
Health
Seddon is a former deputy director of the 
Reform think tank (where he spent three years) 
but it was his other former post working for 
private healthcare � rm Circle Health that 
caused controversy when he was brought into 
No.10 last year. He was head of public affairs 
at the � rm, the � rst private company to win 
an NHS franchise – to run Hinchingbrooke in 

Laura Trott

Nick Seddon
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Emily Ackroyd
Welfare and Work
The newest addition to the team, Ackroyd was 
appointed only in February 2014 but is a civil 
servant with expertise from her time in the 
DWP’s Job Seekers and Skills Directorate and 
as Deputy Director for Social Justice, among 
other posts in the department.

Alex Morton
Housing, local government
A former civil servant (he worked in the 
Department of Health as a FastStream 
graduate), Morton impressed Peter Lilley 
when working for him on the Tory party’s 
globalisation and global poverty group. 
A specialist in housing and planning, he’s 
authored papers advocating a sale of social 
housing to fund new homes.

Tim Kiddell
Civil Society/DCMS
Kiddell replaces Michael Lynas, who went off 
to work for the new National Citizen Service. 
He’s a career civil servant, having worked for 
Gordon Brown as private secretary and speech 

writer. Before joining No.10 under Labour, 
he led the ‘cross-government delivery unit for 
the Health, Work and Wellbeing Strategy’, 
supporting Dame Carol Black’s review of 
the health of Britain’s workforce. A former 
King’s College, Cambridge choral scholar he 
is also a keen footballer – having led No.10’s 
partnership with charity Street League (which 
brought Pele to Downing Street for an event).

Conrad Bailey
Defence
A career civil servant rather than a spad, he 
replaced Dr Richard Freer (who left to join 
Bechtel) last year. Bailey is a former Head 
of Con� ict Department at the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Of� ce and has also served as 
Acting Command Secretary at the Ministry of 
Defence.

Daniel Korski
Tech/Life Sciences/Innovation
A former colleague of Ed Llewellyn during his 
time in Bosnia with Paddy Ashdown, Korski 
has also worked in Brussels for EU foreign 
affairs chief Baroness Ashton. Now responsible 
for Rohan Silva’s tech and life sciences brief, he 
is described by insiders as a ‘dynamo’ for his 
energetic approach to the brief.

Andrew Dunlop
Scotland
A former aide to John Major, George Younger, 
and before that to Margaret Thatcher in her 
policy unit (a fact that led the SNP to pick up 
on his role in Scottish tax policy at the time of 
the Poll Tax), he was appointed in February 
2012. With the independence referendum 
looming, he has to devise policy for both 
possible outcomes. 

Paul Waugh is Dods Parliamentary Editor in Chief

Clockwise from top: 
Tim Kiddell, Tara Singh, 
Christopher Lockwood 
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N
umber 10’s Conservative Policy 
Board had a dif�cult �rst six 
months. Initially dismissed 
by many as a sop to angry 
backbenchers, a pressure valve 

allowing them to let off steam, it was unclear 
how much power the team of MPs would 
have. And despite the presence of some of 
the most outspoken and respected thinkers in 
the Party, the board failed to make much of a 
splash. Reports soon emerged that the MPs 
had failed to gel and were not getting along. 
Then, to make matters worse, one of the 
board’s most highly regarded members, Jesse 
Norman, was forced out in September over his 
decision to ignore the Government’s three-
line whip and abstain in the vote over military 
action in Syria. 

But Norman’s departure, and the reshuf�e 

the following month – which saw board 
members Jane Ellison and George Eustice 
moved to ministerial positions – gave 
David Cameron the chance to shakeup and 
reinvigorate the team. Five new names were 
brought in, with several of them, particularly 
Priti Patel and Nadhim Zahawi, previously 
considered leading Tory ‘rebels’. The move 
signalled a shift from Number 10, away 
from forging policy for this Parliament, 
and towards policy for the 2015 general 
election. The Prime Minister’s aim is to take 
the backbench rebels with him and offer 
them some ‘ownership’ of the manifesto, 
following four years in which many of them 
have felt alienated. With some of the sharpest 
Conservative thinkers on the team, the board 
will undoubtedly play a key role in drawing up 
the party’s offer to the public next May. 

The Number 10 Policy Board may not have made much of a 
splash so far, but it contains some of the sharpest thinkers 
in politics and will play a key policy role in the lead up to 
2015. Daniel Bond runs through the team  

aboardAll
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Andrea Leadsom 
Before becoming an MP Leadsom spent 
25 years working in the � nancial sector, 
culminating in a decade as Head of 
Corporate Governance at Invesco Perpetual. 
A member of the 2010 intake, Leadsom 
was quickly elected to the Treasury Select 
Committee and has backed tough reforms to 
restore credibility to the sector, including the 
break up of state-owned RBS, the creation of 
new challenger banks and greater powers for 
regulators. She also serves as Co-chair of the 
APPG on European Reform, and is a leading 
� gure in the pro-EU reform project Fresh 
Start. 

Policy areas of interest: fi nance and banking, 

early years development, child protection, European 

reform

Nadhim Zahawi  
Another member of the 2010 intake, 
Zahawi is also a member of the BIS Select 
Committee. The Stratford-on-Avon MP 
has called for students to be removed from 
immigration � gures and has publicly backed 
a one-off amnesty for illegal immigrants. 
Zahawi was slapped down by Number 10 

just weeks after joining the board, when he 
suggested that child-related welfare bene� ts 
should be restricted to two children per 
family. “This is not Government policy and 
is not supported by the Prime Minister,” a 
Number 10 source was quick to point out. 

Policy areas of interest: business, trade and 

investment, immigration reform, EU reform, foreign 

affairs 

Paul Uppal
The Conservatives’ � rst ever Sikh MP, 
Uppal narrowly won Enoch Powell’s old 
seat of Wolverhampton South West in 2010, 
after appearing on the ‘A-List’ of favoured 
candidates. A former businessman, Uppal 
also serves as PPS to BIS minister David 
Willetts. He describes himself as a “radical 
progressive” and has previously backed 
lower taxes and moves to reduce the burden 
on small businesses. Like Zahawi, Uppal has 
also backed removing foreign students from 
overall immigration � gures. Chairs the All-
Party Group on Urban Development. 

Policy areas of interest: Law and order, health, 

enterprise, trade relations

Nadhim Zahawi 
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Priti Patel
Patel began her political career as a press 
of� cer for the Referendum Party, before 
joining the Conservatives in 1997 and 
becoming leader William Hague’s Deputy 
Press Secretary. Another name on the 
‘A-List’, Patel became the Tories’ � rst Asian 
woman MP in 2010 and was immediately 
tagged as ‘one to watch’. A member of the 
Free Enterprise group and co-author of After 
the Coalition and Britannia Unchained, she 
is also known for her tough views on law and 
order: she has backed capital punishment, 
supports tougher mandatory sentences and 
has called for the introduction of a new 
‘Victims Law’. 

Policy areas of interest: international trade, 

business and enterprise, Europe, law and order, 

immigration 

Chris Skidmore
A historian by trade, before entering politics 
Skidmore worked as a researcher and tutor at 
Bristol University, and has authored books on 
Elizabeth I and Edward VI. Before arriving 
at Parliament in 2010 Skidmore also worked 
as an education adviser to David Willetts 
and Michael Gove, and was chair of the 
Conservative think-tank Bow Group. He has 
previously sat on the Health and Education 
select committees, and has campaigned for the 
rights of disabled people as Secretary of the 
Disability APPG. He also co-authored After 
the Coalition and Britannia Unchained with 
Priti Patel, Kwasi Kwarteng, Dominic Raab 
and Elizabeth Truss. 

Policy areas of interest: health, education, 

disability rights, business and enterprise, 

immigration

Priti Patel
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Nick Gibb
One of only two members of the Board to be 
elected before 2010, Gibb has been MP for 
Bognor Regis and Littlehampton since 1997. 
The only member to hold a ministerial post 
under this Government, Gibb served under 
Michael Gove as Minister for Schools until 
the 2012 reshuf� e, and still retains an interest 
in education policy and reform. A chartered 
accountant by trade, Gibb spent more than a 
decade at KPMG before entering politics. Has 
previously sat on the Treasury, Education, Social 
Security and Public Accounts committees. 

Policy areas of interest: education, economics, 

taxation, social security 

Peter Lilley 
Elected in 1983, Lilley is the longest-serving 
MP on the board by long stretch, and was 
a Cabinet minister in both the Thatcher 
and Major Governments. After serving as 
Shadow Chancellor and Deputy Leader of the 
Conservatives under William Hague, Lilley 
returned to the backbenches. A vocal climate 
sceptic, Lilley voted against the Climate 
Change Act, has backed the use of fracking 

and has been a member of the Energy Select 
Committee since 2012. Also takes a keen 
interest in international development, and 
chairs the Trade out of Poverty APPG. 

Policy areas of interest: economic policy, 

business, climate change, energy, international 

development, foreign affairs 

Alun Cairns 
The multi-lingual Cairns (he speaks Welsh, 
Esperanto and Italian) began his career as 
a business consultant for Lloyds Banking 
Group, before a 12-year stint as a Member of 
the Welsh Assembly. In 2010 he was elected 
MP for Vale of Glamorgan and made the 
switch from Cardiff to Westminster. Cairns 
is also a member of the Free Enterprise 
Group, campaigning on competitiveness and 
deregulation, and a member of the so called 
‘curry club’ – a group of young, independent-
minded and rebellious 2010 Tories who hold 
regular meetings at Indian restaurants.

Policy areas of interest: economy, trade, culture, 

media and sport, defence

Alun Cairns

Nick Gibb
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Margot James
Another 2010 Tory from Cameron’s A-List, 
James has previous experience of internal 
Conservative policy-making, having worked 
with the Women’s Policy Group and served 
as the party’s Vice-Chair for women’s issues 
between 2005 and the election. Since 2012 she’s 
served as chair of the Trade and Investment 
APPG, and worked as PPS to Trade and 
Investment Minister Lord Green, and his 
successor Lord Livingston. Before entering 
politics she had a long and successful career 
in business and public relations, co-founding 
Shire Health Group, a health PR � rm voted 
‘Consultancy of the Year’ on three occasions. 

Policy areas of interest: Business, trade and 

investment, health and social care, education, prison 

reform

Jake Berry 
Berry was responsible for the Policy 
Board’s � rst big victory late last year, when 
Communities Secretary Eric Pickles launched 
the ‘Tenants’ Charter’, aimed at helping 
families secure longer-term tenancies from 
their landlords. The idea was � rst proposed 
by Berry in his New Deal for Generation Rent 
brie� ng paper in 2012. After his election in 
2010, the lawyer, who specialised in property 
and development law, was made PPS to 
then-Housing Minister Grant Shapps, and 
followed him to CCHQ after his promotion to 
Conservative Chairman. Berry has backed the 
use of enterprise zones and the localisation of 
business rates. 

Policy areas of interest: Housing, planning and 

development, business and enterprise, localism, 

apprenticeships 
Jake Berry

Margot James
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PM’s official spokesman 

Jean-Christophe Gray 

Campaign strategist

Lynton Crosby

Deputy spokesman

Helen Bower

Political Secretary

Stephen Gilbert 

Head of Policy Unit 

Jo Johnson

Director of 

Communications

Craig Oliver 
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Graeme Wilson
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Cabinet Secretary

Jeremy Heywood
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Sheila Gunn, political press secretary 
to John Major between 1995 and 1997, 
refl ects on her time working at the heart of 
British politics

How did you come to work in Number 10?
I was appointed political press secretary to 
John Major in the autumn of 1995 and split 
my time between No 10, Conservative Central 
Of� ce and the Commons.

What was the most satisfying aspect of 
the role?
Working for a Prime Minister with a great 
team who were doing their very best for 
UK plc in spite of all the madness which 
surrounded us.

What was the least satisfying?
It could be quite a long list, but mainly daily 
crises, and dealing with a few arrogant and 
pompous people within our own party who 

Tales
Survivors’

Five alumni of Number

10 recall the highs and 
lows of their time in 
Downing Street
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seemed to be working to help Tony Blair take 
over.

Why did you leave?
We lost the 1997 general election rather badly.

What would be your advice to people 
working there now?
Keep a diary, especially recording the odd, 
surreal and funny incidents which won’t 
necessarily make it into the history books. 
Really appreciate all of those working there, 
especially the doorkeepers and messengers. 
And be wary of going through doors if you 
don’t know what’s behind them. I did that 
once and found myself in the men’s loo.

Can you suggest how it should be 
improved?
No. It is very much a British institution. And 
it should always have a good, working cat on 
the staff. 

Viscount Monckton recounts 
his experience of working 
in Thatcher’s Policy Unit 
between 1982 and 1986

How did you come to work in Number 10?
Sir John Hoskyns, the �rst head of Margaret 
Thatcher’s Policy Unit, asked me to join in 
1980. Nervousness at letting loose a Catholic 
in No 10 delayed my appointment for two 
years. I ended up praying weekly at Downing 
Street with the evangelical Protestants who 
had wanted me excluded. Our common 
enemy was the drab, atheistic humanism 
of a classe politique that today cheerlessly 
petitions our unelected masters in the 
European tyranny-by-clerk for the power to 
ban the wearing of cruci�xes at work. I wear 
one daily.
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What was the most satisfying aspect of 
the role?
It was a delight to work for a Prime Minister 
who was fascinated by ideas and – quite 
contrary to her carefully-nurtured reputation 
for steely in�exibility – was always willing 
to change even a long-held political opinion 
when confronted with hard evidence that it 
was untenable. The Downing Street wonk 
has one real power: to stop costly nonsense 

before it happens. If I had still been there at 
the time of the Maastricht Treaty, I should 
have tried to prevent the handover of our 
law-making from elected hands here to 
unelected hands elsewhere. I was born in a 
democracy; I do not live in one; but I intend 
to die in one.

What was the least satisfying?
I was saddened by the myopic disloyalty of 
those of the Prime Minister’s colleagues who 
eventually cast down one of modern history’s 
greatest leaders because the towering 
generosity of her global vision of universal 
liberty overshadowed their Pooterish little-
Europeanism. Events have shown that she 
was right on all counts: but there is nothing 
more fatal to a political career than to be right 
when everyone else is wrong.

Why did you leave?
The normal stint at No 10 was two years. I 
enjoyed four. I wish it had been eight.

What would be your advice to people 
working there now?
The Dalai Lama once wrote: “In love, 
as in cooking, be bold.” Likewise for 
policymaking: you cannot do the unthinkable 
unless you think it �rst. But remember 
Canute’s warning: if even the divinely-
anointed King could not stop sea-level 
rise, still less can you. You are the people’s 
servant, not they yours. It is the people’s 
money, not yours, so count the beans, for 
nobody else will. Fashion, in politics as in 
dress, is as costly as it is pointless. Be merry: 
policymaking should be accompanied by the 
popping of champagne-corks. Above all, let 
every policy be formed and informed by the 
precept of precepts from the King of Kings: 
Love is all you need.
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What advice would you have for those who 
are there now?
Humility – remember every day what a 
privilege it is to serve the country by walking 
through that famous front door.

How could it be improved?
In the end, the Prime Minister sets the tone 
and the key is for him (or her) to build a great 
and collaborative team with a clear mission. 
Then no matter what happens – and a lot 
always does! – it will be a marvellous place to 
be! The police of�cer test (above) works; ask 
those at the front door about the atmosphere 
and you can tell whether there is a cohesive 
team in there! 

How did you come to work in Number 10?
I had been Chair of the Council of Economic 
Advisers at Treasury and became head of the 
Policy Unit and Senior Economic Adviser at 
No 10 when Gordon Brown became PM. I am 
an economist by profession, worked as a civil 
servant in Employment and Treasury in the 
1980s, at IPPR in the 1990s and for various 
Labour ministers for much of 1997-2010, as 
well as being head of local government think 
tank NLGN from 2002-5.

What was the most satisfying part of the 
role?
Being in a position to be able to try to make a 
difference to the social and economic well-
being of the country especially to those who 
are most in need. I think the steps we took to 
minimise the effects of the world �nancial 

Dan Corry is chief executive 
of NPC. He was Head of the 
No 10 Policy Unit and Senior 
Adviser to the Prime Minister 
on the Economy from 2007-10

Sir Michael Barber led the 
Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit 
(PMDU) from 2001 to 2005. 
He is now Pearson’s Chief 
Education Adviser

How did you come to work there?
After the 2001 election Tony Blair invited 
me to set up and lead a new Prime Minister’s 
Delivery Unit (PMDU), to focus exclusively 
on ensuring the implementation of the PM’s 
domestic policy priorities. He had seen the 
progress we had made on education in the 
previous Parliament and wanted the discipline 
of delivery we had shown there to be brought 
to bear across his priorities.

What was most satisfying?
The PMDU was an innovation not just 
in British government but globally and it 
worked! During that Parliament crime fell, 
health outcomes improved, health waiting 
times fell, school performance improved and 
even the trains became more reliable!

I also loved being part of a great team 
dedicated to the PM, all pulling together 
during some tough times, especially before, 
during and after 9/11 and the Iraq War.

What was least satisfying?
Seeing genuine achievement across the public 
services trashed by the media who preferred to 
listen to the voices of a handful of cynics was 
frustrating but that’s the way of the world; in 
fact I loved every minute of being there.

Why did you leave?
By the time of the 2005 election, I had spent 
eight years working in and around Whitehall 
and saw the potential of what I had learnt to 
in�uence other governments around the world 
to improve government and the public sector.
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James O’Shaughnessy was 
David Cameron’s Director of 
Policy from 2010-2011. He 
is now chief policy adviser at 
Portland Communications

meltdown on families and businesses was a 
job well done given the circumstances. I also 
enjoyed working with a terri�c set of people in 
the Policy Unit and wider No 10, civil servants 
and political appointees alike.

What was the least satisfying?
Seeing much less of the PM than I had of 
Secretaries of State when I was a special adviser 
at DTI, DTLR, Education etc. This made it 
harder always to know the PM’s mind and to 
move agendas on. I also have regrets that it is 
impossible to achieve as much as one wants – 
and that the constant 24/7 feel of the agenda 
makes time for thinking very rare. Work-life 
balance left something to be desired too.

Why did you leave?
Labour lost the election in 2010. After a period 
at FTI Consulting I am now Chief Executive 
of charity think tank and consultancy NPC, 
trying to use my knowledge and experience to 
help make the social sector more effective in 
helping bene�ciaries.

What is your advice to people there now?
Keep focused or you will drown. Pay attention 
to detail but you must keep an eye on the 
overall narrative of the government – if No 
10 is not worrying about this nobody else 
will. And enjoy working in the place – it is an 
honour and won’t last forever.

Can you suggest how it should be 
improved?
Probably more support in terms of civil 
servants. Cabinet Of�ce can be very helpful 
but compared to working in a department 
as a special adviser, support is pretty thin in 
Downing Street. The rooms (and bathrooms) 
upstairs where the Policy Unit worked could 
also do with a bit of modernisation! 

How did you come to work in Downing 
Street?
I was part of David Cameron’s team in 
opposition, and so transitioned over when 
we – I hesitate to say won the election – 
but when the Conservatives formed the 
Government.

What was the most satisfying aspect of 
the role?
I think for me, coalition was a novel 
experience, and the process, particularly 
at the beginning, of bringing the two 
manifestoes together, turning that into a 
single Programme for Government, which I 
helped author with my opposite number for 
the Lib Dems, Polly Mackenzie, and then 
turning that into an actual legislative agenda 
and other reforms, that was immensely 
satisfying; very challenging, but incredibly 
satisfying.

What was your proudest achievement 
working in Downing Street?
In general, creating the Programme for 
Government, which I think will stand the 
test of time. This Government has achieved 
a lot on the back of it. A more speci�c thing 
is school reform. I spent the best part of 
10 years working on school reforms from 
my �rst job as a junior researcher in the 
Conservative Research Department, through 
to becoming Director of Policy in Number 
10, and seeing great swathes of it being 
carried out, which I obviously only played a 
small role in, is immensely satisfying.
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What was the least satisfying aspect?
It probably wasn’t a thing, a policy. I was lucky 
because I was there in probably the best, most 
productive period of the Government. But I 
suppose what did really shock you if you’ve 
not worked in government, which obviously 
I hadn’t, was just how long everything takes, 
and how many people are involved. Because 
if you’re in opposition, obviously you don’t 
really control anything, but you control what 
you say. And going from conception through to 
commitment, as it were, is a very short process, 
which involves a small number of people. 
Whereas it is kind of shocking in a way just 
how slow and cumbersome government is.

How difficult was that transition from party 
to government?
They weren’t so different, the jobs. Obviously 
you go from having responsibility just for the 
policy framework, to responsibility for actual 
implementation and responsibility for things 
that actually happen, rather than things you say 
will happen. So the pressure and responsibility 
ratchets up.

How has the working relationship between 
the Coalition partners evolved over the four 
years in government?
Because I worked there in the �rst 18 months 
of government it was very constructive, very 
positive. Obviously there were trade-offs, 
there were arguments, all the kind of stuff you 
would except when you’ve got two different 
parties in government together. But overall it 
was pretty productive. I didn’t �nd that per se a 
problem. It was just the nature of the beast, and 
everybody wanted to make it work.

In the last two and half years the 
relationships have changed a lot, and have 
gone through some pretty bad periods I think 
where there was a lot of bickering. The way 

I’d describe it is, it’s gone from being quite a 
trusting relationship to being a much more 
transactional one. So now it’s a case of ‘well if 
you want that, I want this’. Whereas before it 
was like, ‘well you guys want that thing, that’s 
�ne, we’re not going to ask for anything as a 
speci�c trade-off, but when we come to focus 
on the stuff that we prioritise you’ve got to let 
us do that’. It was more trusting. Now it’s very 
much counting on the ledger, who’s got what, 
who’s up, who’s down.
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Why did you leave?
I left because I wanted to, having spent 10 
years working on school reform and helping 
to create a school system which encouraged 
people to come from non-educational 
backgrounds and try and innovate and 
improve what goes on in schools, I thought 
it’s time to walk the walk. So that’s what I’m 
doing. As well as working for Portland I’ve 
set up a charity, which is beginning to open 
primary free schools and academies. So I’m 
trying to do what I’ve been encouraging others 
to do for a long time.

What advice would you have for those 
working in Downing Street now?
I think two pieces of advice; one, be relentless. 
Government rewards relentlessness, so just 
keep going, and keep going till everyone’s 
bored of what you’re trying to do and just 
agrees to it, basically. It’s very hard, and 
there’s a lot of people involved in making a 
decision, so you have to persevere.

The second thing is, always be guided by 
what motivates you, what you care about. 
Don’t just do things because they seem right 

politically or tactically, or whatever. If you 
have that wonderful opportunity to actually 
in�uence what happens in a government’s 
policy agenda, make sure you’re doing what 
you believe to be right.

How could the running of Number 10 be 
improved?
No comment! No, obviously I haven’t been 
involved in the last two and a half years, so 
it’s dif�cult for me to comment on what’s 
going on there now. I think they do get stick, 
everyone gets stick. I think actually one of the 
signal achievements of that of�ce is they kept 
a government going – which is not just made 
up of many different elements within a party, 
but two parties, and it’s still productive. And 
that kind of leadership that David Cameron 
has offered enables other people, his other 
Cabinet ministers, to �ourish and to pursue 
their goals, whether that’s welfare reform, 
education, police, all the rest of it. And that’s 
really quite remarkable, and that ability to 
kind of hold the Big Tent together is a big 
achievement. And I think it’s underrated by 
people. 
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t took Tony Blair a term to get the central 
operation that seemed to work for him. It 
is not clear that Gordon Brown ever quite 
got the machinery that worked for him.  
David Cameron has already been through 

a number of different arrangements – it is not 
yet clear that he has achieved a steady state. 

Time was that Prime Ministers broadly 
took the central machinery they were given – a 
small civil service staffed private of�ce, a small 
press operation – with an option of a civil 
service or political lead press spokesperson, a 
handful of advisers tucked upstairs in No.10 
and for the rest they relied on the Cabinet 
Secretary’s wise counsel and the permanent 
machinery of Cabinet government. When 
John Major displaced Margaret Thatcher 
as Prime Minister in 1990 he changed some 
people (Gus O’Donnell notably replacing 
Bernard Ingham as Press Secretary, and 
appointing Sarah Hogg to run his Policy Unit) 

Jill Rutter from the IfG 
explores how different 
Prime Ministers have 
approached the central 
machinery of government

Can the
centre
hold?

but essentially he stuck with the structure 
he had grown up with as a minister. Even 
so there were bits that creaked at the seams 
– despite the domination of Maastricht and 
Northern Ireland through the Major years, 
foreign affairs and Northern Ireland was 
left for most of the time to one FCO private 
secretary and a lone foreign affairs adviser. 
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Nothing really prepares a 
Prime Minister for the job. 
What works in opposition is a 
poor guide to the structures 
that are needed to achieve in 
government
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Subsequent Prime Ministers have wanted 
to shake things up. But they have found 
getting the structures right a tough challenge 
– not least because nothing really prepares a 
Prime Minister for the job. What works in 
opposition is a poor guide to the structures 
that are needed to achieve in government. And 
a Prime Minister who makes the transition 
to No.10 from a government department, 
suddenly � nds himself with a much bigger 
agenda, but much thinner resources. That is 
why the Institute for Government has decided 
to take another look at how Prime Ministers 
should think about centre, drawing on past 
experience, what happens in other countries 
– and how the centre might need to adapt to 
meet future challenges. 

One thing has become clear from our work 
so far – the � rst question a putative Prime 
Minister needs to answer is not “how do you 
want to organise the centre?” but “what sort of 
Prime Minister do you want to be?” and “how 
do you want to govern?”

There are some � xed points that no 
Prime Minister can avoid. EU and other 
international obligations occupy an increasing 
amount of prime ministerial time and 
attention which cannot be shuf� ed off – even 
when the Prime Minister has faith in their 
foreign secretary. The support arrangements 
that were built up under Tony Blair and 
Gordon Brown transferred pretty seamlessly 
to David Cameron – with even continuity in 
the top role.

But David Cameron exercised his discretion 
when he came to No.10, based on his view of 
how he would want to govern: 
• He committed in opposition to fewer 

special advisers: so the political policy 
operation within No.10 was scaled back; 

• He was to be the chair, not chief executive, 
with accountable departments in control 

Thatcher’s loyal press secretary 
Bernard Ingham was notably replaced 
with Gus O’Donnell when John Major 
became Prime Minister in 1990
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– so the mechanisms to develop and drive 
policy from the centre were disbanded 
– the Prime Minister’s Delivery Unit, 
already sitting in the Treasury under 
Gordon Brown, disappeared and the 
Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit followed 
shortly afterwards; in place was a small 
Implementation team in No.10 to check 
progress on the business plans departments 
themselves would develop; 

• He would beef up the arrangements for 
collective decision-making on national 
security – appointing a Permanent 
Secretary level National Security Adviser 
and strengthening the National Security 
Secretariat – and he would chair the weekly 
meeting of the National Security Council; 

• He would place two key lieutenants in 

The result of the 2010 
election meant that David 
Cameron’s discretion was 
constrained. Coalition meant 
that the Government had to 
have more formal decision-
making processes

Sarah Hogg, a former 
economics editor at the 
Daily Telegraph, pictured 
at her desk in 10 Downing 
Street, after being named 
as the new head of 
Major’s policy unit in 1990
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ministerial roles in the Cabinet Of�ce – 
normally a ministerial graveyard: Francis 
Maude to promote “Ef�ciency and 
Reform” and Oliver Letwin to coordinate 
across the policy spectrum as the of�cial 
“Minister for Government Policy”;

However the result of the 2010 election 
meant that David Cameron’s discretion 
was constrained. Coalition meant that 
the Government had to have more formal 
decision-making processes. At the start the 
Policy Unit worked to both Prime Minister 

36-41 Rutter.indd   40 25/03/2014   15:10:04



| THE HOUSE MAGAZINE |  41MARCH 2014

Jill Rutter is a Programme Director at the Institute for 
Government and is leading its work on the centre of 
government, which will be published later this year 

and Deputy Prime Minister – which meant 
it had to be staffed by civil servants or more 
neutral technocrats. One is reported to have 
likened the task of providing separate and 
different brie� ngs on the same policy to both 
as “like playing chess against yourself”. 

But today’s centre operation differs in key 
respects from the original blueprint. Many of 
the people who came into No.10 with David 
Cameron have gone – but the structures have 
changed as well.

The Policy Unit has been through a 
number of incarnations. The failure to spot 

the problems with the health reforms and 
the forest sell-off led to a strengthening of 
policy, but not political, capacity in No.10. 
More recently the technocrats have moved 
out and the Policy Unit has become a political 
operation with a Minister, Jo Johnson, in 
charge. In parallel Nick Clegg has developed 
his own Brussels style cabinet arrangement.

The “delivery” unit and strategy unit 
have remained in the dustbin – but a 
strengthened Implementation Unit in the 
Cabinet Of� ce chases progress on the Prime 
Minister’s priorities – and can intervene with 
departments on areas where progress is too 
slow. The Cabinet Secretary has himself set 
up new arrangements for more coordinated 
horizon scanning. 

The Prime Minister has stuck with his 
commitment to make national security 
a personal priority of his premiership – 
and, even with recent criticisms that it is 
more tactical than strategic, the revamped 
machinery is working better than its 
predecessors. Francis Maude and Oliver 
Letwin are displaying remarkable longevity 
for Cabinet Of� ce ministers. 

But could David Cameron have got to 
grips with what he needed for his style of 
government sooner if he had a clearer way 
to think through the support he would need 
to be an effective Prime Minister? And 
are there functions that the centre could 
and should perform better, irrespective of 
prime ministerial preference? These are the 
questions we hope to answer in our report 
later this year. 

Minister for the Cabinet 
Offi ce Francis Maude – along 
with Minister for Government 
Policy Oliver Letwin – are 
displaying remarkable 
longevity for Cabinet Offi ce 
ministers, says Jill Rutter
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owning Street is at the heart of 
Whitehall. The Prime Minister 
is the most powerful �gure in 
Government, because he appoints 
every minister, and is chairman 

of the Cabinet, but that’s the paradox. In 
Cabinet, he is merely primus inter pares (�rst 
among equals). He is not president. The 
power to determine what actually happens 
in government rests with the Secretaries of 
State of the great departments of state whom 
he appoints, particularly those which control 
big budgets. So as UK politics has become 
more presidential, and more and more praise 
and blame is reserved personally for the party 

leaders, successive Prime Ministers have 
tried to re�ect this by taking to themselves to 
initiate policy, to announce things and to be 
seen to get things done.

More and more people work in No 10 or 
in the Cabinet Of�ce, which tries to behave 
like the HQ of Government, but Whitehall’s 
federal structure does not easily respond. 
The effect of attempting to centralise 
power is seen as interference in the work of 
government departments which No 10 does 
not fully understand. The centre is not set 
up to take over the policy and running of all 
the departments. In No 10 and the Cabinet 
Of�ce, this is felt as resistance, or even 
disloyalty. It is understandable for the civil 
servant (or minister, for that matter) in the 
department, if there is disagreement between 
No 10 and a Government department, to fear 
taking decisions. 

It is this sense of increasing powerlessness 

The deeper problems that exist in 
the culture of Whitehall can only 
be exposed and addressed through 
external scrutiny by an independent 
body, says Bernard Jenkin

Whitehall woes
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amongst many ministers and of�cials which 
led the Committee which I chair, the Public 
Administration Select Committee, to conclude 
our inquiry into the future of the Civil Service 
with a report which catalogues a collapse of 
con�dence and trust between ministers and 
of�cials in parts of Whitehall. Ministers feel 
blocked and that their decisions are being 
thwarted. Civil servants feel that they are 

being publicly criticised by ministers and 
made scapegoats for failure. Whole agencies 
like the Borders Agency have collapsed 
altogether. Divided leadership and confused 
accountabilities in Whitehall have led to 
problems such as a low level of engagement 

amongst civil servants in departments and 
agencies, and slow and risk-averse decision-
making. 

The UK system of government is a 
Rolls Royce machine, but it is in need of 
modernisation and repair – not quite the envy 
of the world which it used to be. There has 
been much successful change in the Civil 
Service over the years, such as in procurement 
and IT. There is ambition to embrace new 
technology, openness and transparency 
of data, new ways of interfacing citizens 
and public services, and there is much to 
commend in the Government’s Civil Service 
Reform Plan. However, ministers themselves 
profess that it is no more than a programme 
of “incremental change” in Whitehall. It 
therefore lacks strategic coherence and fails 
to analyse why things in Whitehall go wrong, 
and what is causing the problems in the 
relationships in Whitehall. 

The Civil Service exhibits some of the 
key characteristics of a failing organisation. 
Most people know that parts the system are 
failing, but nobody knows how to talk about 
it. Meetings take place where things 

Divided leadership and 
confused accountabilities in 
Whitehall have led to problems 
such as a low level of 
engagement amongst civil 
servants, and slow and risk-
averse decision-making
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are agreed, and people leave and say or do 
something different. And the leadership 
are the last people to understand the true 
scale and nature of the failure they face. The 
culture of Whitehall has become ‘political’, 
where everything has to be presented as better 
than it really is, and things that go wrong 
must be blamed on individuals or previous 
governments. This promotes the �ltering of 
honest and complete assessments to ministers. 

The Government’s reform plan addresses 
some of the symptoms of failure, rather 
than causes. The lack of strategic coherence 
re�ects a lack of clear leadership from a 
united team of ministers and of�cials. Unless 

the Prime Minister and his most senior 
ministers make Civil Service reform their 
priority, why should anyone change what they 
are doing? In any case, it does not address 
the question of attitudes and behaviour in 

Whitehall. No independent witness suggested 
the Government’s present programme 
of reforms would succeed in creating the 
transformational change which is required. 

The Civil Service exhibits 
some of the key characteristics 
of a failing organisation
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The Public Administration Select 
Committee’s recent report into Civil 
Service reform therefore contained only one 
recommendation: that Parliament should 
establish a Joint Committee of both Houses 
to sit as a Commission on the future of the 
Civil Service. It should be constituted within 
the next few months and report before 
the end of the Parliament. First, it must 
open up a conversation about why people 
tend to behave as they do, and establish a 
consensus about what is going wrong. Then 
it should propose a comprehensive change 
programme for Whitehall with a timetable to 
be implemented over the lifetime of the next 

Parliament which addresses those problems. 
Whitehall needs this because the governing 

marriage between ministers and of� cials, 
upon which so much of the stability of our 
constitution and government rests, can only 
be refreshed by experienced but detached 
examination and discussion, which should 
lead in turn to deeper understanding and 
agreement about what is wrong and what 
needs to change. The deeper problems in the 
attitudes and culture of Whitehall can only be 
exposed and addressed by external scrutiny 
by an independent body. Only if its analysis 
is accepted by all will ministers and leading 
of� cials be able to inspire and to lead change. 

The Prime Minister has already dismissed 
this recommendation. On the one hand, 
ministers say it would be a distraction from 
implementing policy. On the other, one senses 
from within the Civil Service, there is a degree 
of denial about the failings in Whitehall. 
There is a collective inability from within to 
see what Whitehall has become: less effective 
than it should be. This is not to deny that our 
system of government is still one of the best in 
the world, but sadly it is no longer the best.

Addressing the relationship between 
ministers and of� cials will primarily require 
learning new attitudes and behaviour, 
and spreading these throughout the entire 
organisation. Such change is the hardest type 
to achieve, and may take years. But without 
a vision and agreement amongst a strong and 
united leadership including both ministers 
and of� cials, there will be either be no change, 
or any change which there is will be minimal 
and take far longer.  

Bernard Jenkin is Chair of the Public 
Administration Select Committee and Conservative 
MP for Harwich and North Essex

The centre is not set 
up to take over the 
policy and running of 
all the departments. 
In No 10 and the 
Cabinet Offi ce, this is 
felt as resistance, or 
even disloyalty, says 
Bernard Jenkin
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Australian strategist 
Lynton Crosby has been 
credited with sharpening 
Number 10’s message. 
Alex Deane explains 
why the man known as 
the ‘Wizard of Oz’ will 
be key to a Conservative 
victory in 2015 

I 
regard the fact that Lynton Crosby is 
the subject of so much hostility from the 
Left as a symptom of his success. Having 
worked in junior roles in two campaigns 
he’s led (for the Conservatives in the UK 

in 2005, and the Liberals in Australia in 
2007), I know that he brings clarity and vigour 
to the gruelling street�ghting of party politics. 

Part of that clarity is the disciplined 
weeding done to messaging to hone it 
down to the bare essential and nothing else. 
If something is central to the campaign 
message, it needs to be repeated – ad 
nauseum. If something isn’t central to the 
message, it needs to be ruthlessly culled from 
one’s announcements – no matter how much 
a Minister or powerbroker might like it. 

Those who don’t like such a campaign, 
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regarding it as reductive or excessively 
simplistic, should re�ect on whether or not 
they like to win. After all, the Crosby approach 
underpinned and supported the remarkable 
electoral achievement of John Howard, 
Australia’s Prime Minister from 1994 to 2007 
– arguably the most successful politician on 
the centre-right in the modern era. 

It’s no wonder, then, that he runs one of the 
most successful �rms in my profession, public 
affairs. The skillsets are complementary, after 
all – the ability to persuade, to advocate for a 
cause, to campaign. The difference is that in 
the industry, one is working with professionals 
– alongside you, and as clients – whilst in 
parties one is working with a mix of grizzled 
professionals and passionate members – “true 
believers”, if you will. 

Can

win
Wizard

it?

the

If something isn’t central 
to the message, it needs to be 
ruthlessly culled from one’s 
announcements – no matter 
how much a Minister or 
powerbroker might like it
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kept the Conservative Party from further 
harm, as it did, then it would be a good result. 
Whereas now, he has a party sitting in a 
coalition in which it does not really believe, 
with a mixed and short record of government, 
and an audience for which anything short 
of outright Conservative majority will be a 
failure.

As a Tory who fervently wants a good 
result in 2015, but looks at the polling and 
appreciates quite how hard that will be, 
there’s nobody I’d rather have at the helm 
than him. 

Alex Deane is Head of Public Affairs at Weber 
Shandwick and a former aide to David Cameron

But that’s a point that Crosby embraces. 
He works on our side of the aisle, and insists 
on reminding staffers that this is more 
than a campaign to be turned in as a day 
job: whether it’s keeping the campaign on 
message in the media regardless of what’s 
thrown at the party or ignoring polls to keep 
the team’s focus on the only poll that matters, 
the election itself, Crosby’s point for staffers 
is that “we’re not political observers; we are 
political participants.”

The challenge Crosby faces now is perhaps 
his toughest yet. In John Howard, he had a 
campaigner with an incredible track record 
of proven experience and contribution to 
national life. In the 2005 campaign he ran 
here, he had a realistic audience which 
realised and appreciated that if his campaign 

Lynton Crosby at the Australian Liberal 
Party HQ in Canberra. The strategist 
worked alongside John Howard, 
“arguably the most successful 
politician on the centre-right in the 
modern era”, Alex Deane says 
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“…you can tell a lot about a society by how much 
it enables people to live in dignity and security in 
their old age.” ~ 

      David Cameron, 24th March 2014
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