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‘Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter.’

Martin Luther King, Jr
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The Unlikely Leader of the PAC

I grew up in a family that knew more than most about what it was like to live in fear of extremism and intolerance. My parents were Jews who had emigrated from Europe to Egypt in the 1930s only to find that after the Second World War and the founding of Israel they were unwelcome there.

My family were grateful to find sanctuary in Britain but arriving here in 1949 from Alexandria we were confronted with the rigid British class system which left me bewildered and thinking of myself as an outsider. That sense remains with me to this day, despite all that has happened; from becoming a government minister, to being appointed as a member of the Privy Council and, eventually, a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire.

My childhood experience also instilled in me a fierce anger at injustice and a determination to strive for fairness and equality. Democracy cannot just be a game where the winner takes it all.

At the same time, as a woman who came of age in the sixties, I have always felt optimistic. I believed that with determination and co-operation we could make the world a better place. Striving to challenge privilege and eradicate inequality guided my work and my choices.

When we came to the UK, I was four, the middle child of five – all of us born in Egypt except for my youngest sister. The photograph of the family in Egypt shows me at the centre, lots of curly hair, but pretty determined, cheeky and confident.


[image: image]



Someone had hurled a stone through the window of the steel stockyard my father ran and with memories of the Holocaust still very fresh in his mind, he decided it was time for us to leave. He struggled to find a country that would accept a large Jewish family and we found ourselves rejected by the United States and Canada. My dad was forever grateful to Britain for allowing us to come and live here.

That immigrant identity and experience dominates the memories of my early years. I remember the bed and breakfast we lived in when we first arrived, with the horrid porridge and the tasteless, overcooked greens we had to eat – very different from the spicy food and succulent fresh fruits I had been used to in Egypt. I remember the man who screamed at my father, who had a strong foreign accent, calling him ‘a useless bloody foreigner’ after my dad was involved in a minor car accident.

I remember the bizarre process we had to go through to secure our British passports. By that time I was nine years old, my younger sister was six and my other siblings were away at university and boarding school. My father was at work and my mother was terminally ill in hospital when we went through a test devised by the British immigration authorities. An inspector came to tea at our house, to ascertain how ‘British’ these two young girls had become before we were granted citizenship.

Tea at home was never served in the sitting room. It usually consisted of a soft-boiled egg with fingers of toast eaten in the kitchen, but on this occasion my father organised cucumber sandwiches and fruitcake, served from a trolley in the sitting room. I loathed fruitcake, but my father told us we had to pretend that the cake and the cucumber sandwiches had become our traditional fare just to show how British we now were!

So we sat through this awkward occasion, nibbling at the fruitcake, while we were questioned about the books we read, the friends we had and the games we played. We passed the test and got our British passports, but I am not sure the process was any more welcoming then in 1954 than are the immigration controls used today to keep out as many immigrants as we can. We were definitely made to feel like outsiders.

After my mother died when I was ten, I became an impossible teenager and was bundled off to a boarding school in Oxford. That was where the British class system really impinged on my consciousness. The school was a direct grant school and had a mixed intake, with girls whose parents worked at the car plant in Cowley learning alongside the children of middle-class academics from the university. The Cowley girls mixed with the Cowley girls; the middle-class girls mixed with the middle-class girls. The Cowley girls didn’t mix with the middle-class girls and I didn’t mix with either lot. I hated the way girls were pigeon-holed on the basis of their background. Again I was definitely the misfit and outsider, struggling to find my identity and not feeling I belonged.

But moving from that background to becoming a Member of Parliament and then chair of arguably the most important committee in the House of Commons would appear to make me a typical member of the British establishment. Yet I have never felt myself to be an establishment insider. I still feel like an outsider and, perhaps like others, an outsider visiting the inside.

As an outsider it has been second nature for me to challenge the establishment whether in politics, business or the Civil Service, and as I have challenged it, I have come to understand how strong the establishment is in protecting its own. Whatever wrong someone may have committed, however foolish they may have been, the unwritten establishment rules assume that you don’t criticise people publicly if you went to school or university with them, if you worked with them, if they gave you a job or a public appointment, or if they live nearby and you mingle in the same social circles. You may censure them under the radar or behind their backs, but it is a betrayal to challenge their behaviour or judgement publicly. That’s the establishment rule but I never bought into it. I never felt part of it.

I drifted into politics by chance. When I had my first child in 1971, I gave up work, partly because that was still the accepted norm, but also because my work involved foreign travel that I felt I couldn’t manage with bringing up babies.

Much as I love children (and I am now the very proud mother of four children and grandmother of eleven), I became frustrated as a stay-at-home mum. It was a friend who suggested I should stand for Islington council in 1973. In her words, ‘it would keep me sane while I was changing nappies!’

Forty years later I am not sure about my sanity, but it has helped me to enjoy a purposeful and fulfilling working life. Even in those early days I focused on the practical delivery of council services. For me, the most fertile ground for developing new policy ideas came from the hands-on experience of delivering for local residents.

In the mid-1970s I became chair of Islington’s housing committee. I inherited the challenge of what to do with over ten thousand beautiful Islington properties, mainly Georgian or early Victorian houses that the council had bought from the private sector. Most of them had no inside toilet and bathroom; some still used gas as the only form of energy for lighting in the home.

At the time that I took on the responsibility for this rehabilitation and renewal programme, we were only completing a meagre dozen newly renovated homes annually from that stock of houses. Within twelve months we had accelerated the programme so that we were delivering 1600 newly modernised homes each year. This effort complemented a new building programme, delivering around 2000 new homes. Thus we were creating between 3000 and 4000 decent homes per annum at a rent people could afford, extraordinary by today’s standards.

That early experience taught me about the essential ingredients for the successful implementation of a complex project: proper planning, clear milestones, strong and consistent leadership, appropriate commercial and technical skills; and ensuring that those responsible for delivering a programme were also accountable for it.

I was leader of Islington council for a decade from 1982–92, a difficult time, when Margaret Thatcher was bearing down on public spending and was determined to smash the power of both the trades unions and Labour councils. We found ourselves caught up in the battles around rate capping and were hounded by the press for what they deemed ‘Loony Left’ antics.

Much of what was then described as ‘Loony Left’ has become accepted orthodoxy today. For instance, we introduced childcare facilities for our employees, which was condemned as extreme profligacy then but is widely accepted as good practice today. We monitored the allocation of council homes to ensure that there was no discrimination, which was ridiculed as ‘political correctness gone mad’ and is commonplace today.

We brought together early years education and childcare so that services were delivered around the needs of children and families, rather than around the requirements of professionals – work that I later developed into the children centres model as Children’s Minister.

Of course, as was much publicised at the time, we also did do some mad things, like declaring Islington a Nuclear Free Zone and banning foxhunting on the A1, which came through the borough – and this was long before Islington residents were troubled by the current proliferation of urban foxes.

Equally, many of the mad things we were alleged to have said or done were pure fiction, invented by journalists who lived and drank in Islington pubs and made the stories up over a pint of beer. So we never banned the singing of ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ in council-run nurseries on the grounds that it was racist. But the power of the media meant that some of our nursery workers read it in the papers and assumed it must be true and so denied young children in their care the joy of singing one of their favourite nursery rhymes. With so many media folk living in Islington and with ‘Loony Left’ stories making such good copy, we were rarely out of the spotlight and received endless criticism.

I learned important lessons from this period. Most obviously, you couldn’t make the world a better place by passing resolutions in the council chamber. Labour nationally lost not just the 1979 General Election but those of 1983, 1987 and 1992. For many people, their only experience of Labour in power was the Labour-controlled authorities. Our performance locally could influence Labour’s prospects nationally. We would not be trusted as a party if we did not demonstrate that we could deliver value-for-money services for the taxpayer. So we in local government had to stop thinking we could change the world by proclamations from the council platform and we had to start showing our competence in answering phones, replying to letters and making sure dustbins were collected efficiently and on time.

We were lambasted daily by the local and national press, and by 1992, when Labour had lost its fourth General Election in a row, I had had enough and was preparing to leave politics.

At that very moment, as I was coming to the end of a ten-year stint as the leader of the council, the Evening Standard published an exposé with allegations of paedophile activity in Islington’s children’s homes.

I took the allegations seriously and carried out lengthy and, as I thought, appropriate investigations. Although it seems incredible today, my colleagues and I did what was normal at the time. We questioned the professionals, the social workers and the police, but we failed to talk directly to the children who were the victims of the abuse.

I accepted the strong assurances given to me by my officials that there was no paedophile activity in our children’s homes. Whether those officials knew and were covering up, or whether they themselves believed that the allegations made by the children were unfounded, I will never know. But our naivety then seems incredible today. It was only after an inquiry some three years later that I learned the allegations were true.

After that experience I was determined never to make the same kind of mistake again. It transformed my whole approach to politics and government in two important ways. First, I now understood how important it was to talk to the users of services, in this case the children, when trying to get at the truth. Similarly, talking directly to the elderly about what is happening in care homes, or to benefit claimants about the service they experience in jobcentres, is vital to an understanding of the effectiveness of those public services.

Second, I became deeply sceptical of the way in which officials can account for themselves and therefore determined to be more rigorous and persistent in my questioning of them, particularly when I suspected that they were covering up mistakes or being ‘economical with the truth’.

That scepticism influenced me and was reinforced by my time as both a minister and chair of the Public Accounts Committee.

I was a minister through most of the Blair/Brown years, serving in a range of roles in a variety of government departments. I was the first Minister for Children. I held two other portfolios in education. I also held the welfare-to-work brief in the Department for Work and Pensions. My last job was as Minister for Culture and the Creative Industries in the Department for Culture, Media and Sport. I saw at first hand the dedication and brilliance of many civil servants and learned that success depends on a strong and positive working partnership with your civil servants. However, my experience also persuaded me that the Yes Minister sitcom has too much of the truth in it for comfort!

The reality is that the Civil Service is permanent and ministers are transient. If they don’t like what you are doing, they can either conveniently forget to implement your directions in the hope that you will also forget, or they can delay and delay in the hope that you will become bored, be reshuffled or sacked before your decisions can be implemented. They can also recommend a radical rethink after you depart. The rhetoric of Civil Service professionalism all too often hides the reality of where much of the power and authority lies. You have to be pretty determined and persistent if the civil servants disapprove of what you want to do.

I had one memorable experience of how civil servants regarded ministers when I was Minister for Children. I was determined to improve the quality of the service provided by the Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS). Its job was to support the child’s interests in all court proceedings but as a result of a sloppy amalgamation it was causing considerable delays by failing to provide courts with the appropriate social work reports on the children in a timely manner.

I decided we needed radical action and wanted to change the entire board and start again. I had to talk to Lord Falconer about doing this, because he was then Lord Chancellor and we shared responsibility for CAFCASS. The responsible official working to me could not be present when the two of us spoke on the phone. So she sent what she thought was a helpful note to my private office. In it she said: ‘I have drafted up a one page of “what to say” and “what not to say”. That sounds very Sir Humphrey … but if there are any awkward questions it’s entirely open to Margaret just to say – That’s a matter for you, Lord Falconer. In fact, she would be wise to do so. Sympathetic nods, “mm interesting” and “I see” are good too.’

I was left in no doubt that my role was seen as that of the puppet on the string controlled by the Civil Service.

Another memorable experience came in my final job, as Minister for Culture. One of the minister’s tasks is to oversee public appointments to our national museums and art galleries. On assuming the responsibility, I discovered that only 26 per cent of the new appointments went to women. There seemed no reason whatsoever for our not being able to ensure equal representation on the boards of these national cultural bodies and I was determined to change this. Working with officials, we compiled a list of strong women candidates. We then talked to the chairs and the members of the individual bodies who had direct responsibility for short-listing and interviewing. I told them that I wanted to change the profile of the boards and made clear that I was prepared to use my authority to turn down their recommendations if they did not show that they had achieved a better balance on the boards.

Achieving the change involved many struggles. Initially officials told me that what I was trying to do was impossible and illegal. I sought advice from the Solicitor General and that proved very helpful in overcoming opposition from the Civil Service. Then some of the chairs of the boards put up resistance. They thought it was simply political correctness. It was extraordinary how many of the men really thought that introducing more women would mean a lower-calibre board. However, with determination and persistence I won through, and within a year we had achieved my goal. Just under 50 per cent of the new appointments went to women.

It was then in 2008 that my husband Henry was diagnosed with leukaemia. I wanted to spend my time with him in his fight against cancer. It was my close friend Harriet Harman who suggested asking the Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, for compassionate leave and an assurance that I could return to the job. To his great credit, Gordon agreed. No minister had ever been granted compassionate leave before, so it was an important first, which simply would not have happened without Harriet’s strong support.

About a year later, after Henry died, I did return as Minister for Culture, with less than a year to go to the 2010 General Election. Picking up the issues in my portfolio again, I was taken aback to discover that, within a year, the department had reverted to its old habits. Only a quarter of the public appointments made during the year that I was on compassionate leave had been given to women. That really taught me how fleeting the influence of ministers sometimes is – and how entrenched the Civil Service culture can be.

Which isn’t to say that I did not enjoy really constructive relationships with many civil servants, but the stories are illustrative of the deep-seated problems that I shall explore in this book.

Of course, my time as a minister would influence the way I chaired the Public Accounts Committee. I was accustomed to obfuscation, the failure to answer questions directly and attempts just to get through meetings saying as little as possible. At PAC hearings, I wanted to extract as many full and honest answers as I could.

While I was a government minister things became very tough in my constituency. I was elected the MP for Barking in 1994. At the time, the local Labour Party basically told me not to worry about what happened in Barking and Dagenham, but to put my energies into Westminster. The seat was a safe Labour seat and the party had become used to weighing rather than counting the votes in at elections.

The then Labour leader of the local council had been a member of the Labour Party since the 1930s, when he had joined the Labour League of Youth, but he had never knocked on a single door to canvass support at election time.

The party in Barking and Dagenham was inward-looking. It had close links to the trades unions both at Ford in Dagenham and among the council workers, but it was unrepresentative of the community as a whole. It was chock-a-block with white middle-aged men who spent their time talking and bickering among themselves instead of engaging with the people they were elected to represent.

At the same time the borough was undergoing a rapid transformation. To illustrate the point, data from the census carried out by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) charted the change. The ONS only started collecting data on ethnicity in 1991 but the figures from then onwards are stark. In 1991, 93.2 per cent of the borough’s population was white. Twenty years later the percentage had dropped to 58.3 per cent. In 1991, 2.2 per cent of the people living in Barking and Dagenham were black; twenty years later that had risen to 19.9 per cent. In 1991, 4.1 per cent of the citizens were classified as Asians; by 2011 that had risen to 15.9 per cent.

All of us find change difficult. It is unsettling and challenging when your neighbours suddenly change, when the food sold in the local shops changes, when there are many more minority ethnic community faces in the playgrounds.

This change coincided with the decline of Ford in Dagenham. Unemployment soared and at the same time finding alternative work was made more difficult by an entrenched culture of low aspirations for educational attainment.

All of this was further exacerbated by a huge decline in the council’s housing stock as tenants exercised their right to buy. And nobody was building decent homes for the sons and daughters of those for whom Barking and Dagenham council had provided down the generations at a price local people could afford.

Finally, the physical condition of many of the council estates was poor and neglected. The lifts smelled of urine; condoms and needles from drug injections littered the common areas. The 1997 Labour government had been busy building new schools and hospitals, but had neglected the important investment people wanted in their local environment.

With this toxic mix of rapid demographic change, high unemployment, the loss of traditional industrial jobs and a lack of housing – all coupled with a Tammany Hall-style council and a moribund Labour Party – it is no wonder the people of Barking and Dagenham revolted against the Labour Party. Out of anger, not apathy, and in part as a protest at Labour’s failure to listen and respond to their concerns and their aspirations, they turned to the British National Party.

In 2006, the BNP won twelve seats on the council. It was utterly obvious to me that I had to radically change the way I did politics in the constituency if we were to halt the slide away from Labour and stop in its tracks the growing support for the BNP. Failure to change could have led to my losing the parliamentary seat.

So I stopped spending my time in small rooms talking to Labour activists; I stopped going to meetings in the town hall or cutting ribbons at openings. Instead I operated on the principle that every activity I undertook had to pass my simple reconnection test. Just one simple question – would it help to re-establish trust with those whose support I needed to retain and to see off the BNP?

I knew that my constituents were fed up with politicians who refused to talk about immigration and its impact on their community. Understanding their concerns and engaging with the issues that mattered to them did not mean conceding anything to the BNP’s racist agenda. Indeed, I believed that the only way to beat the BNP was by democratic means and open debate.

I started holding regular coffee afternoons, during which I didn’t come and lecture constituents on what they should be thinking about. I didn’t preach to them about the latest hot issue that the Labour leadership in the Westminster bubble had instructed MPs to focus on. People simply talked and I simply listened. Their concerns often arose from what was happening in their immediate area. I was able to respond to many local issues, such as broken pavements or the siting of a bus stop. By listening, responding and taking action where I could and then telling people what I had done, I started to rebuild trust and draw people away from the BNP and back to Labour.

None of this was rocket science but it was hard work and it took time. Indeed, it took me four years to really rebuild trust and the techniques I used then, whether coffee afternoons, street meetings, campaigns on local issues, or door-to-door canvassing, are things I still do today.

In the autumn of 2009, Nick Griffin, the then BNP leader, decided he would challenge me at the election in the following year. He had clearly calculated that Barking was the place where he was most likely to secure a seat in Parliament. Battling for Barking became the most important event in my long political life. I continued to focus on reconnecting with people and I talked about immigration.

Unlike the leaders of the mainstream political parties, I never promised we could reduce immigration numbers. With increasing globalisation, there will inevitably be more migration. Just as capital becomes global and crosses national borders, so people will cross borders more often and in greater numbers. Migration is a feature of globalisation.

The Chinese are poised to fund and build a new nuclear power station, the Germans are building our trains and the French run some of our energy companies. Similarly, our hospitals are staffed with people from all over the world, our hotels and restaurants are kept going on migrant labour, and our infrastructure is designed and constructed by an international workforce.

Pledging that you can cut immigration numbers in a global environment is a pledge all governments make but find they can’t keep. Yet when politics is held in such disrepute and politicians enjoy so little trust, our leaders keep promising what they cannot deliver and so lose the very trust they need to inspire.

I learned from fighting the BNP that offering a false prospectus simply doesn’t work. You have to be straight with people. So I did not pledge to turn the clock back on the numbers of migrants coming to Barking and Dagenham. But I could and did talk about rationing access to public goods, whether it was social housing or welfare benefits, so that the time someone had spent in a place like Barking and Dagenham was as important as ‘need’ in determining whether or not they were eligible for housing from the local council or benefits from the government.

By suggesting that there should be a link between the time spent in a place and entitlement to public services, I was able to lance the boil that the BNP had exploited – the perceived unfairness felt by long-standing residents that newly arrived migrants were jumping the queue. This was highly controversial in 2008 but has been widely accepted today. It was a way of promoting tolerance rather than inviting division.

We crushed the BNP in the election, and I increased both my numerical vote to nearly 25,000 and my share of the total vote in what was a very difficult election for the Labour Party. Nick Griffin was pushed into third place with only 6620 votes. The BNP also lost all the seats it had won on the council.

Our triumph was the most important achievement of my political lifetime. Smashing the BNP in Barking helped lead to the rapid decline of the BNP as a force in British politics – for the time being.

My experience in Barking transformed my approach to politics. I learned how important it was to be direct and straight and not to use the pompous and somewhat obscure language often associated with politicians and parliamentary debates. I learned how vital it was to raise the issues and ask the questions that my constituents and people like them wanted answered, instead of the ones that the Westminster elite believed were important. I learned that, if we wanted to restore some credibility to politics and politicians, we had to do our politics in a different way, one that connected with voters candidly and honestly. I tried to take those lessons with me into the work of the PAC.

I made sure that I took the opportunity, whenever possible, to ensure that issues raised with me by local people set the agenda for the Public Accounts Committee. For instance, two constituents came to me to complain about the cost of using 0845 numbers when contacting their GP. Ringing a premium 0845 telephone number from a mobile phone can cost 11p a minute; one of my constituents had accumulated a £30 bill trying to get appointments for her disabled son. We challenged the Cabinet Office at a PAC hearing on the use of 0845 numbers by public bodies.

It is mainly poor people who contact public services because it is the poor who are more likely to use and rely on such services. Charging them premium rates is wrong and regressive. Exposing that injustice publicly through the Public Accounts Committee led the civil servants to agree to instruct all those who provide public services to offer 01, 02 or 03 telephone numbers. Not only did my constituents benefit from the change forced on GPs, but anybody contacting any government department no longer has to pay extra for that phone call.

While campaigning against the BNP I was also nursing my husband Henry through his battle with leukaemia, a struggle he tragically lost when he died at the early age of sixty-five in June 2009. The emotions I experienced during his illness and the utter misery I felt at his death gave me a very different slant on politics and Westminster. Playing the traditional political games seemed utterly irrelevant and wasteful.

Immediately after Henry died, I was thrown into the struggle against Nick Griffin and the BNP, so my time was filled with political campaigning. Fighting the extreme right did feel worthwhile and important. But after the 2010 General Election, I felt empty and wondered what on earth I could do with my life. The vacuum left by Henry’s death was gigantic and finding a purpose that would help me through the trauma seemed impossible. Yet my early experience as an immigrant and self-defined outsider had always led me to seek out a purpose rather than to accept the hand circumstances dealt me.

Although the 2010 election had been a triumph for me personally, it had been a disaster for the Labour Party nationally. I am not a natural Opposition politician and the thought of becoming a member of the Opposition frontbench team filled me with gloom. I had spent eighteen long years in the 1980s and 1990s surviving in Opposition and working on new policies for the Labour Party, and frankly didn’t have the appetite to do it again.

By chance I was having a cup of tea with an old friend of mine. He suggested I put my hat in the ring for election as chair of the Public Accounts Committee. It had never occurred to me that I might enjoy what at first sight appeared to be very dry audit work, monitoring government spending. But at that particular moment I simply knew I had to be busy if I were to have any chance of managing life without Henry. Spurred on by the encouragement, I went directly to my office and wrote out my CV for the job. I had no idea whether or not I could win.
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Following the Taxpayer’s Pound

Having just emerged from the gruelling fight against the BNP, I suddenly found myself thrown into a new electoral battle. Traditionally the chair and members of all the select committees, including the Public Accounts Committee, had been patronage appointments agreed by the party whips and party leaders. This changed in 2010, with Parliament deciding to introduce elections for these positions.

The rivals for the chairmanship of the Public Accounts Committee were thus the first candidates to confront the need to be elected by all of our parliamentary colleagues. There were six of us, all Labour MPs, because the post had to be filled by a member of the Opposition. However, all six of us had to compete to win the support of a majority of our 649 colleagues across all the political parties in Parliament. The strongest contenders appeared to be Brian Donohoe, a popular Scottish colleague who could count on the Scottish Labour vote, and Hugh Bayley, who had apparently had his eye on the job for many years. I was the only woman and had decided to enter the race at the last minute. I felt daunted by the challenge. I had only a couple of weeks to convince my colleagues I was the right person.

Not on the face of it a great time to go on holiday! But I was exhausted from the General Election campaign, I was still trying to come to terms with my husband’s death and probably a little part of me wanted a plausible excuse when inevitably someone else got the job. I decided the week’s holiday was a must. Having written out a CV, I sent it to every Member of Parliament and went away on holiday.

It came as no surprise, when I returned, to find that the others in the race were well ahead of me. I started canvassing as many MPs as I could. Two things worked in my favour – first, trouncing Nick Griffin helped me to win votes across every political divide, and second, I was a woman. To every female MP I simply said: ‘I’m a woman. There’s never been a woman chairing the Public Accounts Committee. Vote for me please!’

It was during this frenetic campaign that I encountered Richard Bacon, the Tory MP who had been a member of the Public Accounts Committee since 2001 and who was by then its senior Conservative member and, in effect, its vice-chair. Not having come across him before, I had not understood his role. ‘What do you think of Amyas Morse?’ he asked. I hadn’t a clue what he was talking about. Only a little later did I discover that Amyas Morse had recently been appointed the Comptroller and Auditor General at the National Audit Office, a person with whom I would need to work closely. I should have done my homework. I pleaded ignorance and immediately lost Richard’s vote. Fortunately that didn’t prove fatal and we became good colleagues and friends. He is an extremely able, voluble and knowledgable man who should be a minister but has probably always been too independent-minded for any Prime Minister.

I am very much a Marmite politician and there were plenty of people on the Labour side who would always vote against a metropolitan, middle-class woman, so my expectations were not high. The outcome was incredibly difficult to call, but to my surprise I beat Hugh Bayley in the fifth round by just five votes to become the first woman chair in the Public Accounts Committee’s 150-year history.

The first thing that I learned was that I would have to move into the office reserved for the chair of the committee. I had just secured an office in the modern Portcullis House near all my close political friends. The last thing I wanted was to change offices and become isolated from my soulmates. But I forced myself to go and have a look at what was on offer.

The office turned out to be a splendid Pugin-style room on the upper committee corridor of the original Palace of Westminster. ‘Chairman of the Public Accounts Committee’ was engraved in gilded lettering over the door. There was a stunning view over the River Thames and Pugin wallpaper adorns the walls. It was love at first sight so, a little guiltily, I deserted my friends for the office that would become my working home for the next five years.

One wall of the room was covered with photographs of my predecessors. Among them was Harold Wilson, who chaired the committee from 1959 until 1963, becoming Prime Minister the following year. I couldn’t understand why he had done the job at that point in his political career. Then somebody explained the reason to me. During Harold Wilson’s time, Opposition Members of Parliament did not have offices. Everybody was allocated an old-style school desk with a chair physically attached to it. These desks lined the committee corridors and were where MPs were expected to work. The only person to be allocated a room of their own was the chair of the Public Accounts Committee. Harold Wilson took the job to get the room. Legend has it that he used to hold regular drinking sessions there with loud renditions of ‘The Red Flag’ echoing down the committee corridor.

The Public Accounts Committee is the oldest select committee of the House of Commons, founded by William Gladstone when he was Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1861. The Standing Order establishing the committee originally said ‘That there shall be a Standing Committee to be designated the Committee of Public Accounts, for the examination of the Accounts showing the appropriation of sums granted by Parliament to meet the Public Expenditure.’

Reading those words, I was not surprised to learn that Gladstone thought the committee’s duties would be of ‘a dry and repulsive kind’.

I got a similar reaction when I told my brilliant and loyal researcher, Liz Bradshaw, that I was going to chair the committee for the entire five years of the new Parliament. She pulled a face and told me that she thought the work would be excruciatingly boring.

I thought it might be too. Little did we both know how wrong we were.

As we quickly found, there were good reasons for Peter Hennessy, the historian, bestowing on the committee the title of ‘Queen of the Select Committees’.

The role of the Public Accounts Committee is to hold the government to account for the way in which it spends public money. My regular mantra thus became – we follow the taxpayer’s pound, wherever it goes. The committee does not take evidence from ministers but requires accounting officers – for the most part, the permanent secretaries who head up government departments – to give evidence on whether taxpayers’ money is spent efficiently and effectively. That convention of not taking evidence from politicians, but calling bureaucrats to account, makes for more effective accountability. On the whole, heads of departments give a more honest version of events; they are less susceptible to immediate political and media pressure, and their tenure in post is more secure. Of course that is not true of all the senior civil servants, all of the time, as some of the stories in this book will reveal. But during my five years, we took evidence from ministers only once and that session did not yield much, maybe because politicians were more skilled at not answering questions.

In 1861, the Public Accounts Committee was responsible for overseeing some £69 million of public spending – less than £8 billion in today’s money. Today we oversee more than £700 billion of public spending. In fact, the budget for 2016–17 has been set at £772 billion.

In the early years most public money was spent directly by or through the big government departments. It was relatively straightforward to hold these departments to account. Today over half of the expenditure on goods and services (as opposed to expenditure on pensions or benefits) is channelled through private sector companies. Furthermore, many public sector organisations are much more fragmented than they were even a generation ago. We now have a plethora of independent institutions such as foundation trust hospitals, free schools, academy schools, private university colleges and so on, all spending the taxpayer’s pound. Following that pound has become much more difficult and complex.

When the Public Accounts Committee was first founded in the nineteenth century, it met only between December and May and reported once a year in the summer, covering all government expenditure during the previous financial year. In the five years between 2010 and 2015, we met throughout the parliamentary year, held 276 evidence sessions and published 246 unanimous reports.

Our work was immensely varied, the tapestry vast. In our two hearings each week, we might hear evidence on major defence projects on a Monday and examine how the NHS was responding to diabetes on a Wednesday; at the same time we considered draft reports on anything from tax avoidance to rural broadband. We only failed to agree on one report, covering the highly contentious sale of Royal Mail. Achieving unanimity was hugely important and although it was sometimes challenging, we worked hard to find agreement – and succeeded.

There is much in the committee’s history that we would recognise today. On one memorable occasion in 1887, the committee raised concerns about the taxpayer being ripped off by a private contractor. They could have been talking about the revelations of 2013 when G4S and Serco overcharged the Ministry of Justice tens of millions of pounds on their electronic-tagging contract; the MOJ paid out taxpayers’ money for tagging prisoners, but included in the bills were people who had been discharged from prison and even ex-prisoners who had died.

The scandal in 1887 involved the War Office and a contract with a company called Davis and Co. that supplied ribbon to the army, for which it was charged twenty shillings, when the previous contract with Thorp and Son had cost only fourteen shillings – an increase of over 40 per cent. Then, as so often happens now, the committee met with considerable resistance from the department as it tried to get to the bottom of the situation and establish whether the taxpayer had been cheated. The War Office refused to reply to questions, claiming that the Comptroller and Auditor General had no powers ‘to enter upon matters of administration’. The Public Accounts Committee responded: ‘If, in the course of his audit, The Comptroller and Auditor General becomes aware of facts that appear to him to indicate an improper expenditure or waste of public money, it is his duty to call the attention of Parliament to them.’ We could have penned identical words today.

In 1881, the Public Accounts Committee ordered a Colonel Synge, who was a British adviser to the Ottoman gendarmerie, to personally refund money paid as a ransom to rescue him in Turkey. The sum was £24,000, the equivalent of nearly half a million pounds today.

In 1920, the committee found that an officer at the Ministry of Information had approved a number of payments totalling £101 6s 3d, described as ‘personal remuneration and allowances’, without obtaining the proper authorisation from the Treasury. Colonel Buchan had been asked to close down the Ministry of Information after Armistice Day. He overruled the accounting officer at the Ministry of Information and paid out money to a number of individuals. In one case, he paid £7 11s 6d to one officer to travel into London from his country home. In another, he paid two men £35 in lieu of notice although they had been working abroad during their notice period and had already been paid for that. Another payment was for accounting work not sanctioned by the Treasury. A year later the committee ordered that the money be repaid, and reported: ‘We are glad to know that the disallowance recommended in Paragraph 61 of our third report 1920 has been duly effected. The Accounting Officer of the Ministry of Information having repaid the exchequer from his own pocket the sum of £101 6s 3d.’ In those days those responsible were also made to account for their actions – a link that is much weaker today.

In 1960, Harold Wilson – as chair of the committee – took the Ministry of Defence to task for spiralling costs and delays in the Blue Streak missile programme, commenting: ‘I think that the House must agree that the system of control and the estimating in this case have been utterly deplorable.’ More than fifty years later I could have made an identical speech in the House of Commons about the failures of successive governments on the Queen Elizabeth aircraft carrier project. That enduring and depressing failure to learn the lessons of the past was one of the most frustrating aspects of my experience as chair of this historic and important committee, to which I shall return later.

Looking back through the long history of the committee, I found that many colourful characters served as its chair. Curiously there have been more assassinations of chairs of the Public Accounts Committee than there have been of Prime Ministers. Lord Frederick Cavendish (who chaired the PAC between 1877 and 1880) was stabbed to death in one of the so-called Phoenix Park Murders. It later transpired that it was a case of mistaken identity and his assassins, a group known as the Irish National Invincibles, had actually wanted to kill Cavendish’s companion, Thomas Henry Burke, the most senior British civil servant in Ireland.

In 1944, another parliamentarian, Walter Guinness, Lord Moyne, who had chaired the committee twenty years earlier, fell victim to terrorism. He was shot and killed in Cairo by members of the Zionist militant group Lehi, more commonly known as the Stern Gang.

Three chairs, all Labour MPs, served time in prison. Morgan Jones (1931–8) became the first conscientious objector to be elected to Parliament after the First World War, having been imprisoned for his pacifist views during the conflict. Frederick William Pethick-Lawrence (1938–41) served a six-month prison sentence in 1912 for his involvement in the campaign for women’s suffrage, and George Benson (1952–9) was imprisoned as a conscientious objector during the Second World War.

The first Labour chair was a man called Frederick William Jowett (1923). He was a Christian Socialist and one of the founders of the Labour Party, who during his time as a councillor in Bradford pioneered the first ever free school meals programme. Unlike most of his predecessors, who had been educated at the country’s top public schools, Jowett left school at the age of just eight and first worked in a textile mill.

Another well-known chair was Sir Edward du Cann (1974–9), a prominent Conservative politician in the Thatcher era, who led the Public Accounts Committee for five years. He later managed to leave a trail of financial disasters behind him in his associations with Keyser Ullman Bank and an endowment policy company called Home Assured, and he was finally declared bankrupt. Not all PAC chairs have been saints.

Harold Wilson was the most famous politician to hold the post. Even somebody as tough as he was, regarded the committee’s style of questioning as occasionally brutal: ‘My colleagues … are normally kind-hearted men, kind to animals and men, who in their private lives, would not hurt a fly’; ‘When they enter Committee Room 16 upstairs they take on what Shakespeare’s Henry V called a terrible aspect and enter on their duties in the Committee hunting season … in a way which less understanding observers might regard as sublimated blood lust.’ We still meet in Committee Room 16.

During my political life there have been a range of eminent individuals who have chaired the committee, from Joel Barnett – of Barnett formula fame – to Edmund Dell and Robert Sheldon, who was probably the longest-serving chair (1983–97). Most recently I was preceded by David Davis (1997–2001) and Sir Edward Leigh (2001–10), both of whom continue to be powerful voices in the House of Commons and are strong advocates for parliamentary accountability.

I knew when I took the job that I had a hard act to follow. During my time as chair I often met people who were well aware of our high-profile inquiries, but who had never previously heard of the Public Accounts Committee and were curious to understand how we worked. The committee is a cross-party committee. While it is chaired by an Opposition MP, its membership reflects the composition of the House of Commons, with the result that it always has an in-built majority for the government of the day. During my tenure, there were seven Conservative MPs, five Labour members (including me) and one Liberal Democrat.

There was some turnover of members as individuals were promoted or could no longer cope with the workload.

Matthew Hancock, the extremely ambitious and young-looking Conservative MP who had worked as chief of staff for George Osborne before entering Parliament in 2010, was the only member who invariably prioritised the Conservative Party interest over the public interest. He quickly secured promotion.

Boris Johnson’s younger brother, the Conservative MP Jo Johnson, was promoted at the same time, but his contribution to the committee’s work was far greater. He was a clear, lateral thinker with an urbane and civil manner who was prepared to express independent views based on the facts.

Some of the Conservatives remained on the committee for a number of years and contributed much to our success. Among them was our effective vice-chair Richard Bacon, who always sat next to me and played a key role in keeping us together as a group. While he strongly believes in a small state and is vigorously anti-European and I am both pro-Europe and pro-public expenditure, we nearly always agreed about everything to do with value for money and tax avoidance. If the Conservatives on the committee felt that the criticism of a government programme in a particular report was too strident, he would single-mindedly focus on the evidence and seek a compromise in the wording that everybody could support.

We were a very cohesive group and spent a lot of time together – I grew to like them all. Conservatives who worked hard on the committee included Stewart Jackson, the colourful MP for Peterborough, who certainly didn’t fit the Cameron mould with his strident views on immigration, Europe and gay marriage, and who often asked direct and incisive questions that might have embarrassed the government; Chris Heaton-Harris, who had spent ten years as a Member of the European Parliament before entering Westminster to campaign against Europe, and who in a very nice way tried to curb my overzealous instincts but who did see his role as minimising the damage our reports might inflict on the Conservative-led government; and Jackie Doyle-Price, who was the only Conservative woman on the committee. She often contributed towards the end of any hearing, perhaps because she wrongly lacked the confidence to intervene earlier; she and I shared a great deal in that we represented neighbouring constituencies with similar challenges. The sole Liberal Democrat, Ian Swales, gave me consistent support; I thought he felt more comfortable with his Labour colleagues than with his coalition partners and his extensive experience outside Parliament meant he always asked penetrating questions.

On the Labour side, Dame Anne McGuire provided brilliant support to me personally and she had a very gentle but firm manner that made her a fearsome interrogator; she constantly gave good and honest advice; Fiona Mactaggart was also a wonderful friend and supporter. She saw her role as being a bridge builder across the political divide, seeking out common ground and persuading people, especially the Conservatives, to accept critical findings and recommendations. Her propensity to deafness often helped us get over difficult moments. Austin Mitchell, who reached his eightieth birthday in 2014, always attended the committee, was completely dependable and was very funny. He never missed the opportunity to take a swipe at the government but he also recognised the importance of reaching a consensus. Meg Hillier joined the committee in October 2011 and used the time to enhance her skills and knowledge so that she could take over chairing the committee after I retired in 2015.

Having been elected as chair for the whole five years of the Parliament, I enjoyed better security of tenure than I had ever enjoyed as a minister. Knowing I had five years made a huge difference to my approach to the job. It allowed me to pace the work and time the inquiries in a much more structured and effective manner. We were still able to respond quickly to topical issues of public concern.

I worked hard to build and maintain consensus. We all had widely differing views and came from different wings of our parties. We might never agree on Europe or gay rights. But unanimity in every report was important to us all, as unanimous reports from a cross-party committee carry much more weight in Parliament, with the government and with the public. We wanted our recommendations to be implemented and we had a greater chance of success if we produced unanimous reports.

There were many reasons that helped make consensus possible. First, our task was to hold government to account for all its expenditure, so we mostly looked at the past record, rather than trying to develop new policy ideas. Our job was not to question government policy but to examine how it was implemented and to assess whether the government was getting value for money. Clearly the line between formulating and delivering policy is blurred and we often found ourselves trespassing into the policy domain. But we tried to focus on whether government, in putting a policy choice into practice, was acting efficiently and effectively. It was this focus on implementation that helped keep crude tribal politics at bay and establish consensus.

Second, we were all elected by our peers and not appointed by party leaders and that gave us a new-found authority and confidence to act independently of the party machines, leaving our political loyalties outside the door of the committee room. Coalition government also helped to change the culture and break down traditional party loyalties. It gave MPs greater freedom to come to their own views.

Third, following the dreadful impact of the 2009 expenses scandal on the reputation of all Members of Parliament, many MPs felt a determination to restore our credibility among voters. We believed that demonstrating independence of thought on a committee of Parliament and calling the executive to proper account would help to rebuild trust and confidence, showing people we were really working on their behalf.

Finally, I believe that my personal approach to the work also helped build unanimity. In the very early days of my tenure we looked back at the record of the Labour government, of which I had been a part. Indeed, one of our earliest inquiries was into the welfare-to-work programme for people with disabilities, for which I had briefly held ministerial responsibility. The report by the National Audit Office was critical of the design of the programme and of the outcomes achieved. The evidence was clear, and I accepted the unfavourable judgements, which were then reflected in our published report. Similarly, when we took our first look at the aircraft carrier programme initiated by the Labour government, it was absolutely clear that the Labour government’s actions had led to a terrible waste of taxpayers’ money, and I was as tough as anyone in my criticism.

That willingness to be critical of the actions of the Labour government – indeed, to be critical of my personal involvement – almost certainly reassured the Conservatives on the committee that I was genuinely focused on the quest for better value for money and was not trying to use the committee for party political advantage. This determination to make judgements based on objective evidence helped secure cross-party support for our reports.

That brings me to the role of the National Audit Office. Our hearings were mostly based on reports prepared by this independent body, headed by the Comptroller and Auditor General. The Audit Office staff of eight hundred people were mostly auditors – auditing government accounts – with some economists, statisticians and social scientists employed to focus on the value-for-money work. Their reports provided us with the uniquely reliable and independent evidence that was necessary to enable us to do our job. Few ever quarrelled with the facts set out in those reports, which were mostly agreed with the government departments before they were published.

The Audit Office evidence informed our judgements. On that basis I was prepared to criticise the aircraft carrier programme of the Labour government and the Conservatives were willing to criticise the Conservative flagship Work Programme, aimed at moving people off welfare and into employment. The National Audit Office began life in 1866 as a rather different creature from the one we know today. It was then the Exchequer and Audit Department, another of Gladstone’s innovations. The Act that brought it into being also established the job of the person with the somewhat pompous-sounding title of Comptroller and Auditor General.

The earliest reference to a public official responsible for auditing public expenditure dates back as far as 1314 and variations of this role have existed ever since. What was important about the 1866 Act was that, for the first time, government departments were required to produce annual accounts, to be audited by the Auditor General, who would then report to Parliament. This was a major step towards strengthening parliamentary accountability and improving the capacity of the legislature to hold the executive to account.

One can find examples of how it all worked at that time. During the Boer War the Comptroller and Auditor General undertook a high-profile inquiry into expenditure on horses. He discovered that the agent sourcing horses for the British Army in Spain (we had run out of horses) was being paid a commission both by the British Army and by the dealer selling the horses.

It was the Conservative patrician Norman St John-Stevas who in 1983, working from the backbenches after being sacked from the Cabinet by Margaret Thatcher, put the Comptroller and Auditor General on a modern footing. He steered the National Audit Act through the Houses of Parliament and established today’s National Audit Office. The Act made clear that the Auditor General is an officer of Parliament, accountable to MPs, and that his staff are independent of the Civil Service. It is this mandate that has enabled the Audit Office under the direction of the Comptroller to publish value-for-money studies on issues right across the public sector. These studies have formed the basis of much – but not all – of the Public Accounts Committee’s programme of work.

When I became chair, the National Audit Office was recovering from a low point in its history, following the resignation of Sir John Bourn, who had held the job for twenty years. His resignation followed huge controversy over his expenses, with a series of exposés in Private Eye detailing lavish foreign trips, full of five-star hotels and first-class flights, and a personal chauffeur, all funded by the British taxpayer. This unsavoury episode dealt a blow to the National Audit Office’s reputation. However, both the interim leader, Tim Burr, and the current Auditor General, Sir Amyas Morse – appointed in 2009 – have worked successfully to restore the organisation’s reputation.

During the early days in the job I had a somewhat fractious relationship with Amyas Morse. Amyas is a highly intelligent man, always well dressed and well groomed, who had spent most of his life at PricewaterhouseCoopers. The early tensions between us arose more from our similarities than our differences; we were both strong and determined people. We both liked to get our own way. We shared similar views on the importance of value for money, the failings in government and the reforms necessary to secure better value for the taxpayer’s pound.

But I inherited ways of working that I felt inhibited my committee. The Audit Office would produce a report, the Public Accounts Committee would hold a hearing based on that report, and the Audit Office would then – believe it or not – write the Public Accounts Committee report, which would then be duly published. Every now and then, with really scandalous issues, that way of proceeding could give us three opportunities to capture the public’s attention. But it felt that, as a committee, we were the end of a sausage machine, created and controlled by the Auditor General and the Audit Office, and that we were not adding much value to the work.

I was determined not to become a mere mouthpiece for the National Audit Office. I wanted us to be genuinely independent, to look at issues we thought mattered, to seek evidence from sources other than the Audit Office and to come to our own conclusions on the issues we considered. I wanted us to champion taxpayers’ and citizens’ interests. I wanted us to make a difference.

That change of approach did lead to some difficult moments. For instance, I wanted the committee to appoint a couple of advisers to work directly with us, independently of the National Audit Office. Our committee staff had no time to provide independent advice and support; they were hard pressed to ensure we all received the right papers at the right time and that the right witnesses turned up when asked. With such an active committee, their time was filled by the bureaucratic logistics that were essential to ensure its smooth running.

I talked to members of the committee individually to persuade them that advice and support independent of the National Audit Office would strengthen our effectiveness. I thought I had convinced all of them of the case.

However, the proposal was just too threatening to the Auditor General and the National Audit Office. They saw it as weakening their influence. So the Auditor General – completely inappropriately in my view – talked to the Conservative members of the committee privately, without my knowledge, seeking to dissuade them from making the new appointments I thought necessary.

I arrived at the next full committee meeting, when we were to thrash out the details of how and whom we would appoint, only to find that I had lost the support of the Conservative members – a majority of the committee.

I was furious, but the episode made me even more determined to act independently of the National Audit Office. So, unbeknown to most of the committee members, I recruited three experts I knew personally to provide me with advice and to act as regular sounding boards. We met every week on a Thursday morning in my office and spent a couple of hours reflecting on what had happened during the previous week, planning for the following week’s hearings and discussing issues that were important or causing me concern.

The three became known in my office as the ‘Three Wise Men’. I had known Steve Bundred since the 1970s, when we had been councillors together on Islington council. Highly intelligent and very private, he went on to spend time as the chief finance officer at Birkbeck College, London, moving to become chief executive of Camden council and then chief executive at the Audit Commission. I had known Tony Travers, who is a professor at the London School of Economics, for years; with a brilliant brain and a great ability to cut to the core, he is universally respected as a leading expert on public finance and the public sector. David Walker is also an old and valued friend
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