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            “Everyone knows government isn’t working. But what can we do about it? Drawing on her experience of working inside Downing Street and her tireless work outside the system, Caroline Slocock explains how we can quite easily turn ‘bad’ into ‘good’ government.”

            Anthony Seldon, author and historian

            “A brilliant and easy-to-read guide to what makes good and bad government by someone who deeply understands it. All voters should read this – and give it to their MP.”

            Krishnan Guru-Murthy, broadcaster

            “Part memoir, part political history, this beautifully observed book offers a rare glimpse behind the closed doors of British political life. Drawing on years spent in the Private Offices of Margaret Thatcher and John Major, as well as at the Equal Opportunities Commission, the author combines sharp insight with humanity, wit and compassion. Rich in personal anecdote and animated by a lifelong commitment to equality – especially for women – it is both an important record and an absorbing read.”

            Sayeeda Warsi, politician, lawyer and former co-chair of the Conservative Party

            “Caroline Slocock has worked at the heart of government and knows where the bodies are buried – and how trust turns to dust when ‘country before party’ becomes ‘party before country’. Bad Government is required reading for everyone interested in why UK politics feels broken. Starting with our politicians.”

            John Crace, Guardian columnist and author

            ii“This is essential reading for anyone struggling to understand why government doesn’t work as well as it should.”

            Gus O’Donnell, former Cabinet Secretary

            “Is Britain becoming ungovernable? This book presents a vision for government to overcome distrust and the extremes of populism. Through dramatic behind-the-scenes glimpses of how government actually works (and doesn’t), Slocock provides a hopeful alternative to the broken status quo. Brilliant.”

            Polly Curtis, CEO of Demos

            “Packed with fresh, urgently relevant insights about how to govern more effectively, combined with a compelling personal account of what it’s like facing the impossible challenges at the heart of power.”

            Steve Richards, author, columnist and presenter

            “I’ve been struck over and over again by Caroline’s combination of immense knowledge and experience and her firm moral compass. They’re all here in spades. Let’s hope politicians and civil servants are bracing themselves!”

            Polly Neate, social sector leader and commentator
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            To all those who died in Grenfell Tower, and to my grandson, Fred, who has just entered this world.
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            Preface

         

         When Keir Starmer became Prime Minister in 2024, trust in government in the UK was at a record low;1 levels were among the lowest in the world in 2023, having been undermined by Brexit’s extravagant promises and the subsequent chaos of Partygate – those illicit gatherings at No. 10 during the Covid pandemic – not to mention Liz Truss’s disastrous premiership.2 Like many new Prime Ministers before him, Starmer promised to put country before politics and restore that trust. But trust has continued to fall, and many are now saying that Britain is broken. These are often the very same people who are at each other’s throats and inflaming tensions across the country.

         Is Britain ungovernable? We’re used to ministers fighting with themselves, but the relationship between ministers and civil servants had very publicly exploded before Labour took power, with one resigning Permanent Secretary threatening to take his Home Secretary to an employment tribunal, a former top official from the Foreign Office calling out a serving Prime Minister for lying and a Cabinet Secretary’s WhatsApps revealing complete chaos inside No. 10 while Covid raged. No wonder these relationships broke xdown, after civil servants were accused of being a ‘Blob’ (in Dominic Cummings’s words), full of activists with their own agenda, while ministers broke so many rules. It wasn’t long before Starmer, who on entering government told the civil service that ‘together, as one team, we can deliver our mission of national renewal and change’, was publicly berating civil servants for being ‘comfortable in a tepid bath of managed decline’. He then went on to sack his chosen Cabinet Secretary, amid briefings that he was blocking reform, and ended up being publicly berated by former senior civil servants for sacking the Head of the Foreign and Commonwealth and Development Office, Olly Robbins, without the chance to defend himself. Some saw this as an attempt to deflect blame to the civil service for his own disastrous decision to appoint Peter Mandelson as an Ambassador and save his own skin.

         The hidden wiring of government has been sparking for all to see. Over decades, No. 10 has sucked ever more power into itself, micro-managing, while the business of government seems to lack purpose and direction and deep-seated problems remain unaddressed. When things go horribly wrong, as they did at Grenfell Tower and the Post Office, no one seems to be accountable and lessons are rarely learned. People with money and power seem far better at getting a hearing from government than people at the sharp end of its policies. The Mandelson and Greensill scandals leave many wondering, who is government really for – them or us? And when more and more Prime Ministers catastrophically fall, it begins to feel like no one is up to the job.

         If governments don’t get their act together, Donald Trump’s ‘strong man’ approach to politics might take hold. We have seen how easy it is for Prime Ministers like Boris Johnson and Liz Truss xito ignore democratic norms. Some politicians, including ministers under the last Conservative government, are portraying judges, lawyers, charities, campaigners and protesters as a block to democracy rather than key components of it. Rights are being attacked, communities are being divided and the truth is being inverted in the service of US-style culture wars.

         Is it possible to turn the ship of state around?

         Part memoir, part history, part manifesto for a different kind of governing, this book looks at what’s wrong with government and how to make it better. It takes a long view of government from Margaret Thatcher’s administration to the present day, through my eyes, as a former civil servant who in a minor way has also been part of that history. I was the first female Private Secretary in No. 10, the only other woman in the Cabinet Room when Thatcher resigned, and I welcomed a new Prime Minister into No. 10 a few hours after she left. I took forward key reforms to how government works under Thatcher and Tony Blair that remain in place to this day – and are now themselves urgently in need of reform. I championed advances in childcare, equal rights and working practices, including as CEO of the Equal Opportunities Commission, which helped establish new social norms that are now under increasing threat. Since I left government, I set up and led a think tank, which seeks to deepen government’s connection with civil society. I’ve been working with people who are transforming public services; campaigning for ways to improve government and democracy; and critiquing government initiatives, like the Big Society, that may have had good intentions but failed. More recently, I have been working with government to help it join forces with civil society to strengthen our democracy and make it better.xii

         I joined the civil service because I believed that government can be done well or it can be done badly, regardless of who is in power, and that I could make a difference. It is this same belief that lies behind this book.

         I am passionate about the changes that are needed and believe that a new model of government is possible – but don’t expect this book to be a treatise. It’s more of a journey. My aim is to make you feel what it is really like to be in government and to experience its myriad challenges as if you were there yourself. Now you’re in these shoes, I’d like you to explore with me how we can make government better.
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            Chapter 1

            How Government Begins

         

         Do you remember your first day in a new job? That excitement, and also that nervousness? Am I really up to this job? Will they still like me when they really get to know me? Will I like them? Will there be buyer’s remorse? And what am I going to wear?

         One thing’s for sure: you won’t have stayed up all night to hear whether you’ve been appointed only to find yourself just a few hours later standing outside the door of your new workplace, in front of a bank of television cameras and journalists who are waiting for you to tell everyone what you’re going to do, before you’ve even got your feet under the desk.

         But that’s how government in the UK begins.

         
            •    •    •

         

         ‘Our country has voted, decisively. For change. For national renewal. And a return of politics to public service.’

         Sir Keir Starmer, our new Prime Minister, is speaking from a podium outside the door of No. 10. The nation is hanging on his every word. Can he turn the tide after the collective traumas and 2psychodramas created by Brexit, Boris Johnson, Liz Truss and even Rishi Sunak, who promised when he was on the steps of No. 10 to deliver ‘integrity, professionalism and accountability at every level’ but failed to deliver a government which the people could trust? Will Starmer’s government be any better?

         And so we listen and hope to believe.

         ‘When the gap between the sacrifices made by people and the service they receive from politicians grows this big, it leads to a weariness in the heart of a nation. A draining away of the hope, the spirit, the belief in a better future that we need to move forward, together.’

         ‘Weariness’? Or is it anger and exasperation? But weariness is not a bad word for the many who’ve ‘drained away’ and stopped voting. Around 40 per cent of the eligible population didn’t turn up the previous day, a massive decline since the last high of 1997, when over 70 per cent voted. But many of those probably won’t be listening to what he’s saying today, because they’ve literally switched off. We’re still listening, though…

         ‘Now, this wound, this lack of trust, can only be healed by actions not words. I know that. But we can make a start today with the simple acknowledgement that public service is a privilege…’

         That subtle use of the word ‘we’ creeps in. It’s not just Keir Starmer who’s starting a new job, but a whole government, the first Labour government in fourteen years, but does he also mean us?

         And then comes a pledge:

         
            Politics can be a force for good – we will show that. And that is how we will govern. Country first, party second. You have given us a clear mandate and we will use it to deliver change. To restore 3service and respect to politics, end the era of noisy performance and tread more lightly on your lives…

         

         But what about us?

         ‘So with respect and humility, I invite you all to join this government of service in the mission of national renewal,’ he says.

         There it is: government is not just them, but us, and we’re all in it together.

         ‘Our work is urgent. And we begin it today.’

         
            •    •    •

         

         Set aside any feeling that we’ve heard it all before, or that politicians are all the same. This is a fresh start, a moment of optimism, and I for one am buying it, glad like many to see the back of some spectacularly bad government in recent years.

         But there’s a slight feeling of déjà vu. OK, it’s a much more sober moment than Tony Blair’s triumphant entry into Downing Street in 1997 to the tune of ‘Things Can Only Get Better’. In 2024, there’s no money and very little growth. But the words are similar. Blair promised ‘a government that seeks to restore trust in politics in this country. That cleans it up, that decentralises it, that gives people hope once again that politics is and always should be about the service of the public.’ Many good things followed in 1997, including investment in public services, peace in Northern Ireland and action to end child poverty, and the electorate voted him back two further times. But those non-existent weapons of mass destruction and the highly unpopular invasion of Iraq, not to mention the Westminster expenses scandal in 2009, did little to restore trust in politics.

         4In 2010, David Cameron also said something very similar to Starmer on becoming Prime Minister:

         
            One of the tasks that we clearly have is to rebuild trust in our political system. Yes, that’s about cleaning up expenses, yes that is about reforming Parliament and yes it is about making sure people are in control – and that the politicians are always their servant and never their masters. But I believe it is also something else. It is about being honest about what government can achieve. Real change is not what government can do on its own – real change is when everyone pulls together, comes together, works together, where we all exercise our responsibilities to ourselves, to our families, to our communities and to others.

         

         Rather than the country pulling together, his Brexit referendum ripped families – and Britain as a whole – apart, to the point that, even today, many people can’t bear to speak about Brexit for fear of coming to blows. Cameron’s ‘Big Society’ initiative fizzled out, and many felt it simply offloaded responsibilities to others as he cut the state back. But he did an enormous service for society by introducing gay marriage, to the surprise of the many in his party who were against it. Now that was good government: showing leadership by doing the right thing and serving the whole country, not just your narrow political ends.

         ‘Restoring trust’, ‘returning government to the service of the people’ and ‘pulling together’ are common words on many a new Prime Minister’s lips. Even Boris Johnson, who probably did more than any Prime Minister to undermine trust in politicians, promised the people when he first took power in 2019 that he would ‘restore trust in our democracy’ – by finally delivering Brexit, of course. 5There was no whisper about illegally proroguing Parliament or of setting rules for us that he had no intention of following himself.

         As Rishi Sunak, the last Prime Minister before Keir Starmer, said in his Downing Street speech, ‘Trust is earned. And I will earn yours.’ Which, sadly, he didn’t.

         Do I believe that new Prime Ministers simply rehash the same material for their first speech, like Joe Biden’s plagiarism in 1987 of words from a Neil Kinnock speech, which some believe cost him the nomination for the presidency first time around? No. I believe trust, public service and the country pulling together so often feature because they are the foundation of good government, and it’s right that an incoming Prime Minister should solemnly promise to deliver them, particularly when these qualities have in the past been so conspicuously absent.

         Pledges on the steps of No. 10 are one thing, being in government is another. Despite what Keir Starmer has promised, politics, not country, often ends up first – and bad government inevitably follows.

         
            •    •    •

         

         It’s a massive shift from being Leader of the Opposition to becoming Prime Minister, with no pause for breath, let alone training, and, as Starmer concludes his speech, he’s about to make the leap by walking through the door of No. 10.

         A few hours earlier, I’d been talking on the Today programme on Radio 4 about that difficult transition. I was inside No. 10 when John Major had taken over from Margaret Thatcher and I remembered how excited – and slightly nervous – we were about a change of boss. We were watching Major’s speech outside No. 10 from within.

         6I told Today’s listeners how, from that moment, Starmer would be ‘Prime Minister’, not ‘Keir’. Instead of a small circle of trusted political aides, he would have the whole civil service machine – ultimately around half a million people – at his disposal to put his plans into action. As a former civil servant, he’d have a better idea than most of how the civil service works, and he’d be accompanied by his Chief of Staff Sue Gray, also a former civil servant. But, however well prepared he was, it was still going to be a shock.

         He was about to hand over much more of himself to the office of Prime Minister and No. 10 than many of us would feel comfortable with. How he spends his time, what he reads and what he says will now in large part be controlled by those working for him, and absolute trust in his team is going to be critical. They are there to serve, but if Starmer is not careful it will feel more like he’s being driven than being in the driving seat. And then, of course, there are ‘events, dear boy, events’, as Harold Macmillan put it, and the media constantly finding fault on a news cycle so fast it can make your head spin. A Prime Minister can be thrown off course, unless they keep a clear head and know exactly what they stand for and who they are.

         And there would be a loss of personal freedom, too. Out and about, Starmer would never be alone, a security detail with him at every turn. Where he goes and who he talks to will be mapped out for him in advance, with briefs that tell him what to do, what to say and where to stand to be photographed.

         But then Starmer had already surrendered something of himself on his path to No. 10. The suit and glasses that he’s wearing today, donated by Labour peer Lord Alli of Norbury, are designed to make him look the part, or at least as smart as his opponent in the general election, multi-millionaire Rishi Sunak.

         He’s not alone. I’ll never forget my surprise when I met David 7Cameron, back when he was Leader of the Opposition, and saw he was wearing foundation on his face. Here was a man who was primed for television cameras and a mass audience, and who was prepared to look faintly ridiculous in front of everyone else.

         But then there is the insecurity that many feel when they take on a public-facing role which seems so much bigger than they personally are. When Margaret Thatcher became Leader of the Opposition in 1995, she confessed in an interview with Radio 2 presenter Jimmy Young how hard it was at first to reconcile her private self with the mantle of the new role: ‘I don’t think that one has still come to the surface because there is so much to do that one hasn’t really realised the Leader of the Opposition is me! I think it’s only “me” still.’ Her voice and tone are self-effacing, girlish even, and she’s prepared to show vulnerability. But it wasn’t long before she received voice coaching to lower her voice and slow down her words, so she could take on the gravitas of a man, which her male advisers thought was essential if she was to be taken seriously. The greatest actor of her day, Sir Laurence Olivier, had a session with her on how to act and ‘project herself’ into her words. She was also told how to dress so that she looked less like a ‘Tory wife’ and more like the potential leader of a country. She ditched the hats and fussy clothes, as advised, but kept the pearls that her husband had given her. With Thatcher, you were always going to get her authentic self, however inauthentic her voice had become. This was one reason why she still connected to the people who voted for her.

         But not every candidate to become Prime Minister dresses themselves up for the role. Boris Johnson – the man ‘born to be king’ – felt there was no need and continued with his trademark dishevelled style. Voters seemed to like this ‘devil may care’ indifference to political and social norms, giving him a hefty majority in 2019, 8but many were turned off when they saw what that meant in practice. Jeremy Corbyn also took little care over his appearance, like Michael Foot before him, and was dressed down by Prime Minister Cameron, who said that his mother would tell Corbyn to ‘put on a proper suit, do up your tie and sing the national anthem’, during Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs).

         Labour politicians generally know they have to look the part, believing voters do not see them as the natural party of government. That’s why New Labour representatives in 1997 suddenly adopted sharp suits and good haircuts before the election, and Labour politicians in 2024 did the same. People like their politicians to look like politicians, not themselves, and then blame them for all being the same. Those who have a natural sense of entitlement, like Boris Johnson, don’t need to bother. They project themselves, and that’s enough.

         Johnson didn’t need to speak about his personal life in public to come across as authentic with the electorate, and he had plenty he could have said about his childhood to get sympathy – about how his mother had to spend eighteen months in a psychiatric hospital and later his parents split up – but he had a better tactic: to make people laugh. He didn’t need to invite the media into his kitchen and open up his cupboards, like Thatcher did to demonstrate she was a good housewife. Nor did he need to sit on the One Show TV sofa with his spouse and talk about ‘girl and boy jobs’ in the home, as Theresa May felt obliged to do. (Philip May, we learned, takes out the dustbins. Boris, one suspects, does not.)

         Making their private lives public is what politicians – especially those who are naturally buttoned up – are often encouraged by their spin doctors to do. Poor Theresa May, known for her stiffness, was forced to go on LBC radio and tell the whole world that she and 9Philip had been unable to have children and how sad this made her feel. Did we need to know? Or that she owned about 100 recipe books and would cook Donald Trump a slow roast shoulder of lamb if he were to go to her house for dinner? Imagine what she must have felt inside, after that, even if her political advisers were patting her on the back for showing the public who she truly was. It was possibly up there with Donald Trump holding her hand as her top cringeworthy moment.

         This is how many politicians now attempt to connect with the public, as face-to-face contact has become increasingly rare. Gone are the days when a Prime Minister could directly address the electorate in person, as when John Major stood on a soap box on a street corner during the 1992 election, talking to anyone in the crowd who came to listen, and successfully (despite predictions) winning the public over to gain the Tories another term. Understandably, voters want to get close to judge a future Prime Minister’s character, but for me that character is shown by what they stand for, their vision and how well they respond to pressure, not personal details given in set-piece interviews and speeches, or footage of them embracing and kissing their spouses while the audience applauds, as often happens now. It’s so common it’s becoming something of a cliché. A live TV audience laughed when Starmer told them during the 2024 election that his father was a toolmaker. I don’t think this was because they thought this was funny, but because they were sick of hearing him making the same point, again and again. I feel for him. When he became Leader of the Opposition, according to the book Get In by Gabriel Pogrund and Patrick Maguire, he employed a voice coach who tried to train him to sound authentic when he spoke about himself and his private life. It was a struggle for such a private man to get the words out without it sounding scripted (and maybe that was because they were).

         10Becoming a Leader of the Opposition and, if you’re lucky, a Prime Minister, can mean sacrificing a part of yourself. Your ‘me’ is now a ‘we’, with everyone telling you how to be you.

         It’s not just Starmer himself but his family whose lives were about to be sucked even further into the machine. They would shortly be moving into one of the two Downing Street flats, along with their rescue cat JoJo, with enormous upheaval all round. Not everyone wants to live above the shop, but for PMs there really isn’t another option. At least they get Chequers at weekends, with its considerable space, gardens, grounds and a swimming pool, and servicemen and women to cook meals. Leaving their former family home is the only way to ensure their security and privacy; had they stayed in an ordinary London street, they would be surrounded by photographers and have to put up with invasive security to protect them from any intruders, or (as happened after they had moved out) arson attacks.

         What would his two teenage children make of all of that? A new home, far from their friends, inside their father’s workplace, with many eyes on their comings and goings. Perhaps Starmer’s children may already have heard the story about Euan Blair. Euan, aged sixteen, was taken into custody by the police for being incapacitated on a pavement the day he finished his GCSEs. He tried to keep it quiet, giving a false name and his old address, but it ended up all over the newspapers. It’s hard being the child of a Prime Minister, but especially terrible during the teenage years.

         To navigate this, Starmer has tried to protect his children by not releasing their names to the public, and also offering them the carrot of a pet dog. Some weeks later – and after what Sir Keir himself described as ‘long negotiations’ – the promised dog instead became a Siberian kitten, Prince, who gained huge attention from the media, appearing in a photograph with the new Prime Minister, looking 11startled and uncomfortable (but also very cute) on the PM’s desk. What would the Downing Street cat, Larry, make of it? Lots of speculation naturally followed, and the official spokesperson informed the media that the two cats hadn’t yet met. We loved Prince, but did it make us feel any closer to the Prime Minister? Maybe just a tiny bit. The spin doctors must have loved it.

         
            •    •    •

         

         But all this is yet to come…

         The door of No. 10 opens and Starmer enters. He’ll be greeted with the words ‘Prime Minister’ by the Cabinet Secretary, Simon Case, clapped by Downing Street staff in the lobby, watched by cameras (a new development, making this so much more stage-managed than in my day) and will be taken to the Cabinet Room and, after meeting his Private Secretaries, he will be briefed on security. There will be enormous goodwill, too much detail and too many faces, just like on any other first day at work. But those first days do not involve giving written instructions on when to use nuclear weapons, appointing Cabinet members and junior ministers, or receiving congratulatory calls from heads of state around the world. All on very little sleep, but massive doses of adrenaline.

         At some point in that first busy day, he and his wife will be shown the two Downing Street flats and will reach a decision about which one they will move into. The smaller flat is above No. 10, the bigger one above No. 11, accessed via the corridor that connects the two buildings (so, for all practical purposes, it might as well be in No. 10). Decisions will need to be made about when to move and whether to redecorate first or just accept what’s there. Make bad decisions, and public criticism may follow.

         12Boris Johnson spent at least £112,000 redecorating his flat, on top of the (checks notes) £30,000 annual allowance already given from the public purse for that purpose. According to one visitor, the couple had inherited a ‘John Lewis furniture nightmare’ from Theresa May. Boris Johnson later said that, after he’d removed the carpets because their dog Dylan was being housetrained, it looked like a ‘crack den’ and needed refurbishing.1 The money initially came from Conservative donor Lord Brownlow, who the PM personally approached via a WhatsApp message saying ‘the flat is still a bit of a tip’. He asked if Lord Brownlow could provide the ‘approvals’ to their interior designer, Lulu Lytle, so she could get on with it, also mentioning in the same message that he would get back to him about a pet project Lord Brownlow had been promoting.2 A scandal eventually ensued and the Prime Minister repaid Lord Brownlow from his own purse when all of this came to light. Photographs were published to demonstrate the result of this expenditure. One Twitter user commented, ‘It looks like a Moroccan brothel’ – it certainly was distinctive.3 The allegedly gold wallpaper, which cost £840 a roll, was painted over by Liz Truss when she became Prime Minister and the next inhabitant, Chancellor Jeremy Hunt, told the press the wallpaper was starting to peel off.4

         It was very different in Margaret Thatcher’s day. Public records show that Thatcher, who took the No. 10 flat (as all Prime Ministers before Tony Blair did), was not happy with the provisions already made by the public purse on her behalf. Too much had been spent, and she was worried about public criticism when the numbers came out. The £1,836 expenditure included cleaning and relaying carpets and cleaning a furniture cover but also new bed linen and pillows for the two bedrooms, as well as £19 on a new ironing board. She told her Private Secretary that she would pay for the ironing board herself and only needed bed linen for the one bedroom they used.

         13Hopefully Jeremy Hunt, the last inhabitant of the No. 11 flat, left it in good condition, as this is the flat the Starmers eventually chose as their own, unsurprisingly as it has four bedrooms and the teenagers would be able to have their own rooms.

         
            •    •    •

         

         What is it like saying goodbye to one Prime Minister and hello to a new one, a few hours later? Sad, exciting and busy, in my experience. It’s what civil servants are there for, to seamlessly work for whoever is sent to us and help them settle in.

         When Margaret Thatcher left No. 10, she had been there for eleven and a half years. I was a civil servant, specifically the Private Secretary (Home Affairs) to the Prime Minister, and one of five Private Secretaries who at that time formed her small inner circle of civil service support. In this case, it wasn’t an election but a resignation that led to a change of Prime Minister. She had won three elections, but her popularity was falling due to a disastrous new form of council tax: the community charge, generally known as the poll tax, since anyone who could vote would have to pay it. To avoid what looked like certain defeat at the next election, her colleagues turned against her and an ill-judged speech in the House of Commons railing against Europe was the final nail in her coffin for a then pro-EU party. Her resignation was a major trauma for the Conservatives and tears were shed in the Cabinet Room when she informed her ministers of her decision, including by some of those ministers themselves, even though the night before they had advised her to step down. I know this because I saw it, the only other woman in the Cabinet Room that day.

         As a fresh leadership election was launched, flowers from 14well-wishers flooded in; eventually there were so many that she sent them down from the flat to line the corridors of No. 10, and we were told to take some home, which many of us did, wrapped in bin bags so the media outside would not see them. There was a leaving party involving everyone in No. 10, at which we gave Mrs Thatcher a present which I had chosen with help from one of her friends (a rare volume of Rudyard Kipling poetry, a favourite poet of hers) and a shortwave radio which the BBC gave us for free (so that – as the head of No. 10 Andrew Turnbull told her at the party – she could get angry with the BBC wherever she was in the world).

         Work was suspended for a while, as government was in limbo. The removal company was already taking possessions away and had given each of us a miniature version of their van, which I had left on my desk. I felt bad when Margaret Thatcher looked down on it, wistfully. But she knew the score – ministers come and go, and we remain.

         She was with us in the office when the news of the election of the new leader of her party was announced. John Major was her chosen candidate, and she said enthusiastically, ‘Come on, let’s go over to No. 11 and congratulate him.’ We traipsed after her, our eyes on her rapidly advancing back as she went in a huge burst of energy down toward No. 10’s front door, then turned right into the connecting corridor to No. 11, and up the stairs to the first-floor reception room where people were gathering. John Major dashed up the stairs beside us in his shirtsleeves, full of excitement, and stopped to kiss some of the women – including me – on the cheek. When we reached the room and started milling with the other well-wishers, I looked over to Mrs Thatcher, who was now on her own in a corner. Power drains away so quickly.

         That night, she invited the Private Office up to the flat to share their last meal, moussaka, with us. It was a painful affair. Upbeat, 15she spent the whole time giving us her thoughts on who John Major should appoint to his Cabinet and some of us chipped in, while her husband Denis told her repeatedly to let it be.

         The next morning, she walked down the Downing Street stairs with Denis and their son, Mark, to the Private Secretaries, including me, who were waiting for her at the bottom. Her first words to us were, ‘We’ll throw a party, when you are all less busy.’ She looked down the well of the staircase to the basement at the great globe that the French President, François Mitterrand, had given her. It was too big to take away. Then they shook our hands, and we were in tears. She said, ‘I’ll go quickly, Andrew’, aware of the crowds of staff lining the long corridor to the front door. It was too much for her. And, when she walked along the hallway, the flashlights outside began to go off, the light coming through the windows above the No. 10 door. As she left, many were in tears, and her own shone in her eyes as she gave a final, short speech to the press outside.

         And then, just a few hours later, John Major came through the door. The flowers were long gone, the stage had been reset and he was happily clapped in, with no sense of the emotion that had earlier filled the air.

         I was glad to see the new PM, despite my empathy at the sadness of Margaret Thatcher’s departure. I was not a political supporter but, in any case, I thought it was right that she should go. She had been in power too long, and ultimately power corrupts.

         With one exception (Bernard Ingham, her longstanding and ever-loyal press secretary, who chose to resign), the civil servants remained in power when she lost hers and left the building, along with her political staff.

         We adapted to the new man immediately, because that was our job – to get to know him and what he wanted and to deliver it. Our 16submissions came out of the box signed ‘J’, not ‘MT’, reflecting not just a change in personnel but also in personal style. The rate of turnaround of decisions also changed, but the decisions eventually came, and that was what we needed to do our job.

         He quickly settled in, perhaps helped by a private meeting with Jim Callaghan, a former PM who like him had gained power through the resignation of his boss and knew what it was like to come suddenly into office. They were chasms apart politically, but were also united in being that rare thing in modern times: a Prime Minister who had never gone to university. OK, the police protection officers did complain to me at first that he would sometimes slip away from their protection, but I guess he must have bowed to the inevitable loss of freedom, as the complaints soon stopped. He was more approachable and less dogmatic than his predecessor, and unlike her, he clearly liked women, so I preferred working for him. He didn’t just watch cricket, as she did, but he also played it, and we saw him practising his cricket moves in the Private Office. But when we gave him the Wisden for the year of his birth for his birthday, quite uncharacteristically he didn’t thank us. We weren’t the home team anymore, as we were with his predecessor. In his case that was his Cabinet, who seemed happier too, and it all made sense to me.

         
            •    •    •

         

         Back to 5 July 2024: the defeated Prime Minister had probably said his farewells long ago, so inevitable had the result seemed. Did the civil servants feel like we did back in 1990 – sad to see someone you’d worked with closely go, but excited by the prospect of a new boss? Yes, probably.

         The new Prime Minister will walk up the staircase and see the 17previous Prime Ministers who have done his job: Margaret Thatcher, John Major, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown, David Cameron, and then like a merry-go-round going faster and faster, Theresa May, Boris Johnson and Liz Truss – but not yet Rishi Sunak, whose official portrait will be taken and added in due course. Each new Prime Minister has to walk past these ghosts of Prime Ministers past: a potted history, as it were, of government in this country, good and bad.

         Each frame is roughly the same size, so they can easily be shifted to a new place as the next ex-Prime Minister joins them. Liz Truss, who was Prime Minister for only forty-nine days, occupies a similar size plot as the longest-serving Prime Minister of the modern era, Margaret Thatcher, who served eleven years and 209 days. However spectacularly bad your government, however painful your defenestration, the No. 10 staircase is forgiving. They were all masters and mistresses of this building once, and that is never to be forgotten. Every ex-Prime Minister has a serene face, the highs and lows of office evened out through an official portrait.

         But it’s very different when you are actually inside No. 10, doing the job, with so much that is unexpected being thrown at you and everyone piling in to tell you where you’re going wrong…

         So, there it is. The set in No. 10 is cleared for another government once again, for a new drama, each time different but with some familiar elements, like the plots of romantic comedies or Shakespearian tragedies. Which is it to be here, as Keir Starmer settles in? We take our seats, and wait to see what emerges from the wings: the ministers who resign in protest or have to be pushed, the overmighty adviser who has to eventually fall on their sword, the rebellious MPs who turn against a policy before eventually turning against the PM, the unexpected events that throw all best laid plans 18off course, the promises that are broken and the hopes that end, as with all Prime Ministers, with a speech outside the doors of No. 10, opening a new chapter for a building that has seen it all, and always carries on, as Prime Ministers and their governments – good and bad – come and go.
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            Chapter 2

            No. 10 and the Use and Abuse of Power

         

         
            ‘Country first, party second.’

            Keir Starmer as he entered No. 10

         

         
            Bad government: performative politics; focusing on holding on to power rather than working with others to deliver lasting change.

            Good government: governing through vision and values; orchestrating, rather than seeking to do more and more yourself.

         

         How many times, particularly over the last decade, have we seen reporters outside No. 10 speculating about intrigue or dysfunction, talking about the premature departure of advisers, MPs rebelling and ministers resigning, or Prime Ministers being forced out, only for another to take their place and start the cycle all over again? Often, we see a weak Prime Minister seeking to gain political control by changing the staff at No. 10, only to find that it is not No. 10 that is the problem – but them. Meanwhile, many of the nation’s biggest challenges, the things that fall squarely on the Prime Minister’s desk, 20are neglected, and unexpected crises like the Covid-19 pandemic are handled chaotically. They have power, but their focus too often seems to be on how to keep it, rather than on how to use it for the good of the country – on campaigning rather than governing. All eyes are on No. 10, instead of what government should really be for.

         It generally starts so well, with those promises delivered on the steps of No. 10, and a wave of public goodwill often follows the new Prime Minister as they walk through the door, wanting to believe that a new chapter has been reached. So how do we get to the point where that same person becomes the very figure that the public comes to hate? What goes wrong inside No. 10 itself that prevents government from being good?

         Is it the people within or, as some think tanks advise, No. 10 itself that needs reform, with an expanded Department of State merged with the Cabinet Office, for example? Or is it that it has become too big and instead should concentrate on what only it can do – leadership – and provide a clear sense of vision, purpose and direction? It should be the conductor of an orchestra, rather than trying to play every instrument itself.

         
            •    •    •

         

         There are those who think the building is the problem.

         Four months after Starmer first entered Downing Street as Prime Minister, the journalist Tom McTague wrote of

         
            many of those inside No. 10 who have already come to see the creaking, mice-infested building of No. 10 Downing Street as a symbol of Britain’s failed state. There are a number of senior figures close to Starmer who have even concluded that the building 21is not suitable as the hub of a 21st-century government and needs to be closed down, and turned into a ceremonial museum.1

         

         This came some six weeks after the spectacular resignation of Sue Gray, Starmer’s first Chief of Staff in No. 10 on 6 October 2024, preceded by many weeks of bitter, hostile briefing against her clearly coming straight from inside No. 10. It had not been a happy place. But according to many inside, it’s the building that’s the issue, not those who inhabit it.

         I take a different view. On 20 November 2024 I found myself in a BBC studio talking with Matt Chorley and Tom McTague on BBC Radio Five Live about whether No. 10 is no longer fit for government. Tom explained that ‘senior figures close to the Prime Minister’ think it is too old-fashioned, with its nooks and crannies and its many rooms. It was very far from the open plan that Labour had enjoyed when it was in opposition, particularly during its election campaign. In an open plan everyone would know what was going on and could be on the same page. If there had been an open plan, his sources were suggesting, this falling out between Sue Gray and the others might not have happened.

         Gray, of course, was already all too familiar with the dark corners and secrets of No. 10, and probably had her own views about whether it is the people inside or No. 10’s working environment which is the ultimate source of Britain’s ills. Her bland but informative Partygate report into what happened during Boris Johnson’s tenure during the pandemic found that there were ‘failures of leadership and judgement in No. 10 and the Cabinet Office.’2

         One of these now infamous lockdown parties, on 18 December 2020, was billed as an ‘end of year meeting with wine & cheese’ and took place in the foyer just outside the press office. A custodian and 22a Downing Street police officer dropped by when one attendee set off a panic alarm and found ‘a large number of people in the area outside of the main press office and one individual giving a speech. Inside the press office a further fifteen to twenty people were present.’ They simply let them get on with it. This was No. 10 after all – and they made the rules. Who were they to say otherwise? The next day, the Prime Minister announced that due to the spread of a highly contagious new Delta variant, tight restrictions would lead to Christmas being ruined for most people. Members of the press office had been working on the announcement while they partied and, hours after they’d all gone home, cleaners discovered red wine spilled up the walls and over photocopying paper.3

         Was it the building that was at fault? I don’t think so.

         Back in the BBC studio, Tom said that people inside No. 10 were even thinking that the day-to-day running of government should be moved to the Treasury, the Foreign Office or even the Home Office. Jonathan Powell had considered the idea when he first entered No. 10 as Chief of Staff in 1997, and I recall that Tony Blair had thought of setting up his Office of the Prime Minister in the nearby QEII Conference Centre before he was in government. But such plans came to nothing. They couldn’t afford the upheaval then, and people in No. 10 now are apparently weighing up the same issue. Doubtless they would come to the same conclusion.

         Governing is different to campaigning, I said to Matt Chorley. No. 10 works well together when there’s a clear vision and plan in place, not because the political staff can hear everyone else’s conversation (which in some cases should not be overheard anyway, for national security or management reasons). Strong leadership, not the office configuration, gives everyone a sharp purpose so they can get on with their job rather than fighting each other.

         23But there is certainly a size issue, and No. 10 has become too big. Since Thatcher’s and Major’s day, it has grown exponentially, but has it actually become more effective? In Thatcher’s time, there were only around 100 people working in the building, and that included cleaners who were only there at night and people like messengers who would not exist today. There were very few political staff: the Parliamentary Private Secretary and Political Secretary shared a room adjacent to the Cabinet Room and around a dozen people in the Policy Unit located at the front of the building occupied cramped rooms along a narrow corridor on the upper floors overlooking Downing Street. Under Tony Blair, the number of political advisers and civil servants ballooned, and this trend has continued under successive PMs, such that it is reported that there are now some 300 staff in No. 10, so many that they have spread into No. 11, No. 12 and even the Cabinet Office, all connected by corridors with No. 10 (so you can still enter through that famous door and maintain the illusion of small government as No. 10 spreads its tentacles ever wider). In Thatcher’s day, there were only five Private Secretaries; when I told Theresa May this at a Downing Street party to celebrate the women who had worked in No. 10, she was amazed and said she had many more (thirteen, I think she said). And by March 2025, there were forty-two special advisers.4

         Does bigger actually mean better? Whatever you think of Thatcher’s policies, no one would say that she struggled to implement them. Trying to govern everything that happens in Britain from the centre will never work, whatever the size or design of the building, especially as the challenges become more complex and drift further outside their control.

         Yet successive think tanks have recommended a beefing up of the centre: in 2024, for example, the Institute for Government called for 24a new ‘Department of the Prime Minister’ including much of the current Cabinet Office.5 John Major, speaking at their launch event, lamented that No. 10 was now three and a half times bigger than in his day but no more effective, in his view. Major said, ‘We are not a presidency and I do not wish to see an increase in the power of No. 10. The PM has many powers and with a large majority it can be almost unconstrained. I prefer effective Cabinet government to Prime Ministerial diktat.’ Gordon Brown, speaking at the same event, also expressed shock at how big No. 10 and the centre had become, even since his day, and said that what was needed was not more people but better coordination and communication, specifically a National Economic Council staffed by the Treasury and the Cabinet Office, including relevant departments and agencies, and a Council of devolved nations. I agree with them both.

         As I said to Matt Chorley, infighting inevitably happens inside No. 10, not because people aren’t working in an open plan, but because their principal is weak and doesn’t have a clear vision or inspire loyalty. Political advisers dominate when campaigning rather than governing is the key objective. It’s government, not the building or even the composition of No. 10, that needs to change. No. 10 needs to look outwards to the rest of Whitehall and open its doors to wider social actors, like civil society and business, rather than constantly speaking to itself.

         But let’s get back to the building. Jack Brown, author of No. 10: The Geography of Power at Downing Street, joined our conversation on Matt Chorley’s show. He said that Gordon Brown created a mini open plan around him in the shape of a horseshoe on which his closest aides sat, but the plan didn’t really work. Everyone wanted to be in the horseshoe, of course; everyone in No. 10 wants to be as close as they can to the Prime Minister. Some things never change. 25Privately, I think of the newspaper reports of Brown allegedly throwing a mobile phone or stapler at his team in an outburst of anger or frustration. Clearly, proximity has its dangers.

         Jack explained that the building, which was constructed on a swamp, is really two buildings, one facing Downing Street and built in the seventeenth century, then connected in the eighteenth century to another, much larger one, where all the state rooms are housed. It has since been endlessly adapted to the needs of successive Prime Ministers, who each use different rooms in varying ways. Boris Johnson, I recall, worked in the room adjacent to the Cabinet Room, in my day occupied by the Principal Private Secretary, Andrew Turnbull, and the Foreign Affairs Private Secretary, Charles Powell, the two most senior of us five. Johnson worked there when he had Covid and had to be stopped from coming out and infecting everyone else; to this end, staff erected a ‘puppy gate’ of two chairs at the entrance to the office.6

         Matt Chorley reminded us that the current PM likes to work in what has long been known as the study. Starmer chose to remove the portrait of Margaret Thatcher which had been hanging there, which had led to it being called ‘the Thatcher room’. Gordon Brown had commissioned it after inviting Lady Thatcher to tea at No. 10 in September 2007. According to the artist, it is the first painting of a former Prime Minister ever to be commissioned by Downing Street.7 Starmer rather awkwardly defended his decision to move it to another room by saying that he disliked being looked down upon when working and always had (even when he was a barrister, he hated being surrounded by pictures of judges – he prefers landscapes, apparently).8 This decision to move Thatcher’s portrait caused some outrage from political opponents, almost as much as Starmer received from Labour supporters when, in the run-up 26to the election, he praised her in a piece in The Telegraph, writing that she was a leader who effected ‘meaningful change’ and that she ‘sought to drag Britain out of its stupor by setting loose our natural entrepreneurialism.’ Later, he said it was not her politics but her ‘sense of purpose’ that he admired.9 A hard act to follow, or indeed to be looked down upon by. Finding your own sense of purpose, judging by recent Prime Ministers, is even harder.

         When Thatcher died in 2013, Tony Blair confessed, ‘I always thought my job was to build on some of the things she had done rather than reverse them’ and described her as ‘a towering political figure.’10 Her long shadow still hangs over recent politics, from Liz Truss’s attempts to mimic her – that headscarf on top of a tank or that pussybow blouse during her leadership contest – and Rishi Sunak’s decision to launch his leadership campaign at her birthplace of Grantham, to, perhaps most surprisingly, Rachel Reeves choosing to call herself ‘the Iron Chancellor’.

         In the radio interview, I was invited to reminisce about the study in Thatcher’s day
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