NEW LOCAL GOVERNMENT NETWORK

------

Lol L | "”i.mé
| TRLLLLY LT

T T
i lLﬂLLl il ijlllll.l ik

i bl bl Il sy il |

'_ i m llI#L-lﬂhlLﬂuuu

Changing Whitehall's DNA

Reforming Whitehall to free cities and counties
An NLGN Paper by Dick Sorabiji

www.nlgn.org.uk



.HL.J-EH_..-.L

- Bkl & il
-..“-i u_nl v"“uﬂ\. ¥ l’ rhl‘lkLL\ H-I. -ll._.li,

ik

Tel 020 735;'7 00 . Email info@nlgn. orq k "w" - -




Changing Whitehall s DNA Contents 3

Contents

1 Introduction 4
2 The development of PSAs 7
3 Breathing life into PSAs 9
4 The potential of PSAs 15
5 Political accountability for PSAs 17
6 Implications for constitutional reform 24
7 From political accountability to managerial delivery 27

8 Changing Whitehall s DNA 33



Changing Whitehall s DNA Introduction

1 Introduction Who reforms the reformers?

For a decade the senior civil service has overseen deep seated
reforms in every branch of the public service; other than itself. A new
landscape has been created in which the central question for the next
phase of public service reform is: “Who reforms the reformers?”

Organisations have their own internal dynamics programming them to work
in a particular way; even when their leaders do not want them to. This is like
a genetic code, or DNA, unique to each organisation. The larger and more
complex the organisation, the harder it is for leaders to deliver policies that
go against that DNA.

So it is with the civil service programmed to look upwards to individual
Ministers and to think in departmental silos. This genetic programming is
now an obstacle to the aspirations for public service reform that have been
at the heart of the Labour s programme. It con icts with the demand that
services be designed around people and not around departments. The

need for delivery to have at least as much status as policy goes against

the deepest of assumptions about talent within the civil service. Devolving
decision making closer to citizens is a task that the civil service has been best
at applying to public services other than itself.

As Prime Minister, Tony Blair referred to the “scars on my back” resulting
from reform that went against the DNA of the civil service. Blair s preferred
mechanism for overcoming institutional inertia was to create high pro le
units including amongst others the Social Exclusion Unit, the Performance
and Innovation Unit and the Prime Minister s Forward Strategy Unit. Most
successful was the Prime Minister s Delivery Unit.

In each case a high level team with the status of Prime Ministerial approval
was bolted onto the civil service. This changed the pressures acting on the
senior civil servants, but did not change the underlying DNA of Whitehall.
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As Prime Minister, Blair reinforced the authority of these Units by aligning
them with his personal political vision. The civil service is programmed to
respond to the person of Prime Minister. That is why occupants of Downing
Street have found that clear political vision is a powerful management tool
as well as a political skill. The clearer the vision, the more chance it has had
of overcoming civil service genetic programming. This partial reform brought
with it unwanted side-effects. The need for clarity risked over-simpli cation,
which in turn could produce error.

With a change of Prime Minister even these partial reforms have been
weakened. Civil service DNA programmes it to interpret those policies as
extensions of the person of a speci ¢ Prime Minister. As a result once the
Prime Minister is gone the pressure to work differently is also gone.

A new Prime Minister has a choice. Either they must commit themselves to
use the reform tools of their predecessor, or they must create new tools.
Until one of these options is chosen, the civil service inevitably defaults to its
preferred ways of working.

This is why as a new Prime Minister Gordon Brown s vision is not only a
factor in political battles at Westminster it is also of central importance to the
effective management of government.

In normal circumstances the choice of fundamental reform of Whitehall,
changing the DNA, comes at too high a price. Lengthy internal disagreements
divert government from the task of delivering its promises, leading eventually
to punishment at the ballot box.

Yet as Prime Minister, Gordon Brown inherits a fragment of organisational
genetic code developed by his predecessor s Chancellor that can change
the internal dynamics of Whitehall so that it works with the grain of the next
phase in public service reform.

This report describes that fragment of the Whitehall genome and maps the
rst steps in nurturing it to become a fully edged programme for reforming
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the heart of government. Success offers the chance of faster improvement
across all public services without needing to pay the huge cost of Whitehall
reforms that has deterred past Prime Ministers.
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2 The development of PSAs

As Chancellor, Gordon Brown has been re ning the idea of Public
Service Agreements (PSAs) since 1997. The incoming Labour
government accepted the previous government s spending plans for
1998 and 1999 primarily for political reasons. The goal was to end
Labour s reputation for being careless with public nance.

Within the Treasury it was also an opportunity for a fundamental review of
spending through the innovation of the Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR).
The aspiration for governance went further than changing the goals of public
spending. The Chancellor announced that in future “At every stage, money will
be tied to output and performance” through the mechanism of PSAs.

CSR 1998 created about 600 PSA targets. These de ned departmental goals
rather than goals for the government as a whole. Later research by the House
of Commons Treasury Select Committee suggested that only 11% of these
were outcome targets. The majority re ected processes and outputs, useful
for internal management but not directly relevant to the public.

By the time of the Spending Review 2000 (SR 2000), the number of targets
had been slashed to 160 and the National Audit Of ce concluded that 67%
were genuine outcome targets. Service Delivery Agreements (SDAs) were
created showing how each department intended to meet their goals.

However, as shown by the need for SDAs, the target regime continued to
be shaped around existing departmental boundaries. Only 28 targets were
shared across departments. These 28 targets focussed on the Sure Start
programme, Welfare to work, criminal justice, illegal drugs policy and local
government.

SR 2000 also delivered the rst linkage between the PSA target regimes for
national government as a whole and targets applied to local government. 20
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local authorities ran pilot local public service agreements (LPSAs) focusing on
around a dozen outcomes. The success of the programme led to its adoption
across all 150 upper tier and unitary local authorities in England.

SR 2002 cut the number of targets to 125. The Spending review of 2004
developed the PSA regime still further incorporating the conclusions of the
Devolving Decision Making Review published by HM Treasury in the same
year. The Chancellor argued that “PSAs are also key to increasing local
autonomy”. The number of targets was cut again to 110.
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3 Breathing life into PSAs

In autumn 2007 the second ever CSR delivered a step change in the
quality of the PSA process. The result has been to align managerial
delivery to political policy goals, as well as to political accountability
systems and to performance accountability in the wider public
sector.

The number of targets was cut to just 30. The connection to individual
Whitehall silos was nally broken. Instead each PSA is now de ned
around goals that are meaningful to citizens and politicians, rather than to
departments.

Accountability for delivery has been strengthened. The old practise de ned
PSAs to t Whitehall departments. Political accountability may have been
allocated to the relevant Secretary of State, but it was just one aspect of
their accountability for the department as a whole. Accountability merged is
accountability lost.

For the minority of cross-departmental PSAs accountability was held
jointly by several Ministers. Again merged accountability allowed each
Minister freedom to claim that any failures were not their personal
responsibility.

Under the new regime a single Secretary of State is responsible for delivering
each of the 30 PSAs even though every PSA depends on the work of more
than one Whitehall department. In effect it is a second and separate job to
the job of running their department.

The PSAs and the Secretaries of State responsible for delivering them are
listed in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 The PSAs and Secretaries of state responsible for delivering them.

PSA 1: Raise the productivity of the UK economy (BERR)

PSA 2: Improve the skills of the population, on the way to ensuring a world-class
skills base by 2020 (DIUS)

PSA 3: Ensure controlled, fair migration that protects the public and contributes to
economic growth (HO)

PSA 4: Promote world-class science and innovation in the UK (DIUS)

PSA 5: Deliver reliable and ef cient transport networks that support economic
growth (DfT)

PSA 6: Deliver the conditions for business success in the UK (BERR)

PSA 7: Improve the economic performance of all English regions and reduce the
gap in economic growth rates between regions (BERR)

PSA 8: Maximise employment opportunity for all (DWP)

PSA 9: Halve the number of children in poverty by 2010-11, on the way to
eradicating child poverty by 2020 (HMT)

PSA 10: Raise the educational achievement of all children and young people (DCFS)
PSA 11: Narrow the gap in educational achievement between children from low
income and disadvantaged backgrounds and their peers (DCFS)

PSA 12: Improve the health and well-being of children and young people (DCFS)
PSA 13: Improve children and young people s safety (DCFS)

PSA 14: Increase the number of children and young people on the path to success
(DCFS)

PSA 15: Address the disadvantage that individuals experience because of their
gender, race, disability, age, sexual orientation, religion or belief (Gov Equalities

Of ce in DWP)

PSA 16: Increase the proportion of socially excluded adults in settled
accommodation and employment, education or training (Cabinet Of ce)

PSA 17: Tackle poverty and promote greater independence and well-being in later
life (DWP)

PSA 18: Promote better health and well-being for all (DH)

PSA 19: Ensure better care for all (DH)

PSA 20: Increase long-term housing supply and affordability (DCLG)



