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READ THIS FIRST 
Never has the need for competent reporters who understand public 
affairs been greater.  

At the time of writing this, the third edition of Reporting Power, the 
UK was gripped by the worst pandemic for more than 100 years. 
The actions of the Government, the NHS, the care sector and wider 
public services were (and remain) pivotal if the loss of life is to be 
minimised. By June 2020, the death toll had already passed the 
40,000 mark, double what Government advisors initially thought 
would be a “good result” (Heffer, 2020).  

In this moment of national crisis, audiences for trusted news sharply 
increased (Mayhew, 2020a, Mayhew 2020b). Why? Because people 
needed journalists. They needed journalists who could understand 
how governments, the NHS and other key structures worked and 
who could report honestly and accurately what was going on.  

This, at its most profound, is why every student journalist needs to 
study public administration. 

What was extraordinary about the year 2020 was the scale and 
depth of the challenges but they were not unique.  

The day I began writing the first edition of this book, firefighters 
and police officers were combing the charred, smoking structure of 
Grenfell Tower in North Kensington for human remains. 72 people 
had died. 

Grenfell Tower was Britain’s worst fire disaster since the Piper 
Alpha oil rig blaze that killed 167 in 1988.  

A public inquiry was subsequently launched into how the council-
owned tower block, home to an estimated 400-600 people, became 
a death trap. 

In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, reporters were turning to 
those who bore responsibility for Grenfell. To Kensington & 
Chelsea Borough Council. To the Department for Communities & 
Local Government. To the local tenant management organisation.  

In isolation, on a normal day, these bodies and their responsibilities 
might be considered dull.  
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But they are not dull when their actions, policies and spending 
decisions have contributed to the construction of a building so 
hazardous that it turned into a blazing inferno in just 15 minutes, 
condemning scores of innocent men, women and children to an 
appalling death whilst their horrified neighbours watched in the 
streets below, powerless to help. 

Reporters working on this story did not have time to ask: “Who is 
responsible for housing? What’s a council? And who do I talk to in 
a council?”  

They needed to know already so they could pick up the phone 
immediately to the right people. 

This is why journalists need to understand civic structures.  

This e-book will therefore demonstrate how civic structures work 
(or don’t work) and how you set about reporting them.  

We shall do this largely by walking through news stories which 
have dominated the headlines. All the stories are thought-
provoking. Some may make you angry. It is, regrettably, the nature 
of news that our focus tends to be on what goes wrong in life rather 
than what goes right.  

The key stories we examine are not unique. The abuse of the 
vulnerable, the construction of dangerous buildings, celebrity arrests 
and decisions to go to war will all, inevitably, happen again. This 
book will show you how to report them.  

It also provides you with the background for some of the long-term 
stories that will dominate the news for decades to come. We shall 
examine Brexit, the impact of both the global banking crash and the 
pandemic, the struggle for peace in Northern Ireland and the debate 
on independence in Scotland.  

In the process we shall look at some fabulous journalism and some 
poor journalism.  

There will also be news writing exercises. Through the links in this 
book, you will attend real press conferences, scour real 
parliamentary transcripts, gut real inquiry reports and more, 
building your journalism skills and putting your civic structure 
knowledge into practice – so when you come to do it for real, you 
will know exactly where to go, what to look for and who to ask.  
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Part A covers the core central and local government structures plus 
those of the devolved institutions. It will explain how you report 
them and how to use them to get stories, quotes and clips.  

Part B takes a deeper look at councils, focussing on child protection 
and housing & planning. We examine the deaths of two small boys, 
the abuse of hundreds of young girls and the tragedy of Grenfell. 

Part C is a series of case studies of national governments and 
parliaments in action. Through the prism of tuition fees, we see how 
policy evolves across the UK. We look at how the UK Government 
and Parliament took the decision to launch military attacks against 
terrorists in Syria. New for this edition, is a primer on Brexit, 
flagging the issues to watch over the coming years, and, given the 
extraordinary events of 2019-20, a case study on the role of the 
Prime Minister.  

Part D focuses on money. Money always matters. It’s vital you 
understand how government budgets work and the consequences of 
spending decisions. To help you learn, you get to devise your own 
budget. Can you do better than the Chancellor?  

Part D finishes with a case study of the impact of Government 
spending decisions on the courts which will complement your 
training in court reporting. You need to understand the funding of 
justice too, not least because it will help you make sense of what 
you see in court.  

Part E looks at two important public services. The first chapter 
examines the NHS, fully updated to reflect the Covid-19 pandemic, 
while the next chapter looks at the police with reflections on 
policing the pandemic lockdown, plus a case study on the pop star, 
the police force and the BBC.  

Part F provides you with a guide on how to compile a civic 
structures news diary for use in your newsdays. This will make it 
easier for you to find stories. Good luck. 

Kate Ironside 
University of Northampton 
Email: Kate.Ironside@northampton.ac.uk 
Twitter: @IronsideKate 
September 2020 

mailto:Kate.Ironside@northampton.ac.uk
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Please note: civic structures are perpetually being tweaked, 
modified and renamed. Why? Because those in power frequently 
think change is good. And sometimes it is. During the writing of this 
book, government departments changed their names and multiple 
politicians changed jobs. All names and structures were correct at 
the time of going to press.  

Likewise all urls are correct at the time of publication. Urls are 
periodically modified. If a url no longer works, a short online 
search should help you find the up-to-date version.   
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coronavirus coverage, Press Gazette, 7 April, 
https://www.pressgazette.co.uk/ft-and-reach-titles-hit-new-online-
records-with-coronavirus-coverage/ (Accessed 8/6/2020) 

https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-experts-once-said-20-000-deaths-was-a-good-outcome-so-where-is-the-uk-headed-now-11978609
https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-experts-once-said-20-000-deaths-was-a-good-outcome-so-where-is-the-uk-headed-now-11978609
https://news.sky.com/story/coronavirus-experts-once-said-20-000-deaths-was-a-good-outcome-so-where-is-the-uk-headed-now-11978609
https://www.pressgazette.co.uk/uk-broadcasters-reaching-record-audiences-during-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.pressgazette.co.uk/uk-broadcasters-reaching-record-audiences-during-coronavirus-crisis/
https://www.pressgazette.co.uk/ft-and-reach-titles-hit-new-online-records-with-coronavirus-coverage/
https://www.pressgazette.co.uk/ft-and-reach-titles-hit-new-online-records-with-coronavirus-coverage/


Part A: The Overview 
Structures and how to report them 

In Part A you will find your essential guide to how the UK 
Government & Parliament, the devolved institutions and local 
government work. 

In the process we will look at the release of a mass murderer, attend 
press conferences and find out how the monkey mascot for 
Hartlepool United FC became the town’s mayor. 

You will also find out: 

How to contact politicians 

How to contact governments, parliaments and councils 

And how to use their online services to find the agenda items, 
briefing papers, transcripts of proceedings and official reports - all 
of which could give you cracking story ideas. 

Throughout the book, hyperlinks will take you to the places you 
need. 

Do remember to download the book as a pdf. The hyperlinks will 
then open in a separate window. That way you can return to where 
you left off in the book when you have finished with the hyperlink. 
If you read the pdf in your browser, you will be taken back to the 
start of the book each time you finish with a hyperlink. 



1. UK Government & 
Parliament 

How They Work and How You Use 
Them 

How the UK is governed depends entirely on where you live. There 
are different arrangements for each of the four constituent parts of 
the UK - an arrangement which lacks coherence but which reflects 
different histories and traditions. The more you understand that 
history, the better. There are some useful books and documentaries 
on key moments in recent politics listed at the end. 

The common strand is the UK Government and Parliament. All 
areas of the UK elect MPs to the House of Commons in 
Westminster. 

Westminster is responsible for the UK’s foreign and defence policy, 
constitutional policy, immigration, most social security, trade & 
industry and most taxation throughout the UK. It is also the only 
seat of governance for England. 

The devolved institutions - the Scottish Parliament, the Welsh 
Parliament and the Northern Ireland Assembly - deal with health, 
education, local government and more in their respective areas. The 
Scottish Parliament has the widest range of powers and the greatest 
power to raise its own revenue. We shall address them in the 
following chapters. 

What this chapter covers: 
The UK Government:   Types of Government  

The Prime Minister 
Ministers & Government Departments 
Resignations  

UK Parliament:  The Essentials 
Getting information, clips, story ideas & 
briefings from Parliament 
Speaker of the House of Commons 
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Shadow Ministers 
Whips 
Members of Parliament 
Voting 
Frontbenchers and backbenchers 
Making Law: The Passage of a Bill 
Select Committees & Why They Matter 
Adjournment debates – a great source of 
local stories 
Law & Reporting Parliament 
Parliament in the Pandemic  
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THE UK GOVERNMENT 
The Government is usually formed by the party that wins most seats 
(constituencies) in a general election to the House of Commons. 
Most ministers are drawn from the pool of MPs from the governing 
party or parties in the House of Commons. Each Government 
department however will have a minister who is a peer and whose 
job it is to represent the department in the House of Lords.  

At its simplest, the Government runs much of the UK, protects all 
its citizens, represents the country abroad and puts forward 
proposals to change the law. To change the law, it needs 
Parliament’s support. It therefore needs to win votes in Parliament. 
It is scrutinized and held to account by Parliament. Governments 
come in different types. 

Types of Government 

Majority Governments 

The strength of the Government is largely determined by the size of 
its majority in the House of Commons, essentially how many more 
MPs its party has than all the other parties added up together.  

It’s all about the maths. The maths matter because the most 
important decisions in Parliament are taken by votes.  

Each MP in the House of Commons has one vote. If one party has 
more MPs than all other parties in the Commons combined, it 
should always win a Commons vote – assuming that all its MPs 
vote the same way.   

The key question for any majority government is how many more 
MPs does it actually have? How big is its actual majority? This can 
determine its strength. Lets explain why. 

In 1997, Tony Blair’s Labour party won an extraordinary landslide, 
winning a total of 418 of the 650 seats in the House of Commons. 
That result gave Labour 179 more MPs than all the other parties 
combined – the largest government majority since the national 
government of 1935.  
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Blair’s first (and second) governments were unbeatable in the 
House of Commons. He was able to push through policies despite 
not just opposition from rival parties but also some significant 
rebellions from his own MPs – the most notable being over the 
decision to raise tuition fees during his second government. His then 
majority of 161 was slashed to just five as scores of his MPs 
rebelled but he still won the vote. Just.  

By contrast, in October 1974, Harold Wilson’s Labour party won a 
majority of just three seats. If two Labour MPs rebelled or else 
resigned, fell sick or died and were replaced, in by-elections, by 
MPs from another party, the Government’s majority would be 
destroyed – and indeed by 1977, its majority had disappeared 
completely. It proceeded to limp on supported by precarious deals 
with smaller parties. In such circumstances, the Government is at 
the mercy of its rebels.  

The Labour Government of 1974-79 could not afford for just one 
Labour MP to vote against it. Blair, by contrast, could and did 
ignore scores of Labour rebels. 

Coalition Governments 

UK governments are usually made up of ministers from just one 
party. But in 2010, no party won a majority of the seats in the 
Commons. Lets go back to the maths.  

For a majority of just one – a perilously weak position - a governing 
party needs to win 326 seats. In 2010 the results were as follows: 

Conservatives 307 

Labour 258 

Liberal Democrat 57 

Others 28 

No party had made it past 326 seats.  

The Conservatives, who had been in opposition for 13 long years, 
promptly made what their leader David Cameron described as “a 
big, open and comprehensive offer” (BBC 2010) to the Liberal 
Democrats.   
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While Labour’s Prime Minister Gordon Brown brooded in Downing 
Street, the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats hammered out a 
coalition deal during five days of fraught negotiations.  

Together they formed a joint government of both parties, 
commanding a healthy 77 seat majority in the House of Commons. 
The Liberal Democrat Leader Nick Clegg became Deputy Prime 
Minister and the Lib Dems were given ministerial posts across 
government.  

The decision to go into coalition – not an easy one – proved 
disastrous for the Liberal Democrats. At the 2015 general election 
the party was reduced from 57 seats to just eight.  

Great journalism:  Search online for the BBC’s Five Days That 
Changed Britain, presented by Nick Robinson. It may be available 
again on iplayer. If not, you can find it on BoB, the archive video 
service many universities subscribe to. Note the use of shots, music, 
punchy clips and script to convey the sense of drama. The link to 
BoB is here: https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand 

Minority Governments 

An alternative outcome when no party wins a majority in the House 
of Commons is for one party to rule as a minority government. This 
means the governing party, alone, does not have enough MPs to 
enable it to win votes in the House of Commons. Such governments 
are inevitably weak and vulnerable. They do not last long. 

Minority governments may be propped up by confidence & supply 
deals with smaller parties.  

Under the terms of such deals, a smaller party or parties promise 
their MPs will vote with the Government in the House of Commons 
on budget matters and votes of confidence, securing it a majority for 
the most important votes - but they refuse to join them in 
government as a formal coalition.  

There is always a heavy price to pay for such support. In 1977, the 
minority Labour Government had to offer the prospect of home rule 
or devolution for Scotland and Wales in order to seal a deal with the 
Scottish and Welsh nationalist MPs.  

A more recent, agonizing example of minority government was 

https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand
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provided by the Conservatives between 2017 and 2019. Theresa 
May inherited a small but just about serviceable government 
majority of 12 when she replaced David Cameron as Prime Minister 
in 2016.  

Intoxicated by heady opinion polls suggesting she would win a 
landslide against Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party, May called an 
unscheduled election in 2017 and blew it. Instead of winning a 
landslide, she ended up in a worse position, nine seats short of a 
majority. 

In desperation, she negotiated a confidence & supply deal with the 
Democratic Unionist Party from Northern Ireland, which had 10 
MPs – just enough to drag her over the line. It wasn’t cheap. The 
deal came with a £1 billion price tag of extra investment in 
Northern Ireland.  

You can see the terms of the deal here.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/conservative-and-
dup-agreement-and-uk-government-financial-support-for-northern-
ireland/agreement-between-the-conservative-and-unionist-party-
and-the-democratic-unionist-party-on-support-for-the-government-
in-parliament 

The danger of such deals is that the minor party can walk away at 
any point. While the deal holds however, the minor party wields a 
disproportionate influence to its size, as Mrs May found out to her 
cost.  

Barely six months later, she was enjoying a convivial lunch with the 
European Commission President, prior to announcing a major 
advance in the Brexit talks. The lunch was interrupted by a phone 
call from the DUP leader Arlene Foster who told May bluntly that 
the deal she was working on was unacceptable. That single call, 
from a small party leader who wasn’t even an MP, brought the 
UK:EU talks juddering to a halt (Schofield, Ashmore, 2017). 

And it only got worse. The DUP remained scathing of May’s frantic 
further contortions to find a solution to the Irish border problem and 
despite the confidence & supply agreement, its MPs repeatedly 
voted against her Brexit deals, helping to first paralyse and then 
terminate her premiership.  

Great journalism: How do you turn the apparently dry process of 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/conservative-and-dup-agreement-and-uk-government-financial-support-for-northern-ireland/agreement-between-the-conservative-and-unionist-party-and-the-democratic-unionist-party-on-support-for-the-government-in-parl
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/conservative-and-dup-agreement-and-uk-government-financial-support-for-northern-ireland/agreement-between-the-conservative-and-unionist-party-and-the-democratic-unionist-party-on-support-for-the-government-in-parl
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/conservative-and-dup-agreement-and-uk-government-financial-support-for-northern-ireland/agreement-between-the-conservative-and-unionist-party-and-the-democratic-unionist-party-on-support-for-the-government-in-parl
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/conservative-and-dup-agreement-and-uk-government-financial-support-for-northern-ireland/agreement-between-the-conservative-and-unionist-party-and-the-democratic-unionist-party-on-support-for-the-government-in-parl
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/conservative-and-dup-agreement-and-uk-government-financial-support-for-northern-ireland/agreement-between-the-conservative-and-unionist-party-and-the-democratic-unionist-party-on-support-for-the-government-in-parl


1. UK Government & Parliament 13 

the Conservative:DUP talks on a confidence & supply deal into 
riveting journalism? Let BBC Radio 2’s Tim Johns show you how.  

https://audioboom.com/posts/6038431-conservatives-dup-deal-or-
no-deal?playlist_direction=forward 

The Prime Minister 
We shall use the first year of Boris Johnson’s extraordinary 
premiership as a case study but here we will sketch out the basics. 

The Prime Minister of the Government is, by convention, the MP 
who commands the confidence of the House of Commons. Usually 
the Prime Minister will be the leader of the largest party in the 
Commons but if two smaller parties join forces to form a coalition, 
it might be the leader of a smaller party.  

That individual only becomes Prime Minister when they have been 
asked by the monarch, the Head of State, to form a government. 
Queen Elizabeth II has found herself inviting people to form 
governments who were not even born when she first ascended the 
throne. 

By convention, she does not choose the Prime Minister, but simply 
appoints the individual most likely to win votes in the House of 
Commons. Whenever there is a hung parliament, the modern Palace 
hangs back, waiting for the politicians to resolve the problem 
amongst themselves. Only once the politicians have sorted it out, 
will the chosen individual get a call to visit the Queen.   

The call from the Palace follows one of two events. Either an 
individual leads their party to victory in a General Election. Or they 
replace a Prime Minister who has resigned in between elections. 
Not all Prime Ministers who win elections last a full term in office. 

Since 1979 only three politicians (Thatcher, Blair and Cameron) 
became Prime Minister for the first time by winning a General 
Election or, at least in Cameron’s case, by ending up as leader of the 
winning coalition. The other four (Major, Brown, May and 
Johnson) all became Prime Minister for the first time because they 
won their respective party leadership contests after the sitting Prime 
Minister had been forced to resign mid-term. Politics can be brutal.  

Rules for party leadership contests change. If one is pending, check 

https://audioboom.com/posts/6038431-conservatives-dup-deal-or-no-deal?playlist_direction=forward
https://audioboom.com/posts/6038431-conservatives-dup-deal-or-no-deal?playlist_direction=forward
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the House of Commons library for the latest briefing. Always check 
who gets to nominate candidates and who gets to vote.  

The powers and role of a Prime Minister have never been formally 
codified.  

The role comes with significant powers of royal prerogative – 
powers of the monarch devolved down to the Prime Minister. These 
include the power to appoint and fire ministers, sign treaties and 
take this country into war, although, as we shall see, Prime 
Ministers sometimes consider it prudent to seek Parliament’s 
support on this score first. 

He or she chairs the cabinet, the weekly meeting of the most senior 
ministers and determines its agenda. 

He or she determines the content of the Queen’s Speech, delivered 
by the monarch at every State Opening of Parliament which sets out 
the Government’s agenda for the coming parliamentary session.  

Despite having a Foreign Secretary, the Prime Minister will 
represent the country abroad while back home he or she will, in 
consultation with leading ministers, determine the Government’s 
policy priorities at home.  

A vigorous Prime Minister, supported by his or her cabinet, can 
push through radical changes.  

However even the most successful Prime Ministers are vulnerable. 
Both Margaret Thatcher and Tony Blair were forced out by MPs 
within their own parties despite each winning three successive 
general elections with handsome majorities. Internal policy 
disagreements, bitter personal differences and a conviction that the 
Prime Minister had become an electoral liability were key factors in 
fall of both Thatcher and Blair.  

The Prime Minister works from No 10 Downing Street which has a 
press office. If you want a Downing Street quote, ring it. The 
number, obtainable online, is 0207 930 4433. Alternatively, if your 
news organization has lobby correspondents permanently based at 
Westminster, ask your colleague to raise the question for you in the 
daily lobby briefing. 

You can find transcripts of speeches and much more on the 
Downing Street website here:  
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https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/prime-ministers-
office-10-downing-street 

Ministers & Government Departments 
There is a government department for each function of government. 
The oldest are the Foreign & Commonwealth Office, which deals 
with foreign policy, the Treasury, which deals with funding, and the 
Home Office, now much reduced and limited only to England and 
Wales. These are frequently referred to as the ‘Three Great Offices 
of State’. 

In each government department there are three ranks of ministers 
appointed by the Prime Minister. 

The most important are the Cabinet ministers, whose formal titles 
usually include the phrase Secretary of State. They are the most 
senior ministers in their departments. They meet with the Prime 
Minister and other cabinet ministers, usually weekly, in the cabinet 
room at Downing Street. 

You will find the list of ministers here:  

https://www.gov.uk/government/ministers   

It is the role of the cabinet minister to: 

Oversee his/her department 

 Lead on the formulation of policy for that department 

 Lead the representation of that department both in and outside 
Parliament 

 Lead on any bills that department puts through Parliament 

 Negotiate with the Treasury how much money that department 
should have to spend. 

In essence, the Cabinet minister is a key policy maker, the leader 
and chief representative of the department and its principal bread- 
winner. 

The next tier, of middle-ranking ministers, are Ministers of State. 
These individuals will be allocated particular policy areas to 
specialize in. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/prime-ministers-office-10-downing-street
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/prime-ministers-office-10-downing-street
https://www.gov.uk/government/ministers
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The most junior ministers, Parliamentary Under Secretaries of State, 
have the longest titles and the least power. The Labour MP Chris 
Mullin, who once served as a junior environment minister, said the 
biggest decision he was responsible for was cutting the speed limit 
for boats on Lake Windermere down to 10mph (Wilby, 2011). 

All ministers are supported by the Civil Service. The role of the 
Civil Service is to advise ministers and to implement ministers’ 
decisions. Civil servants range from the most powerful officials 
running the administration of government departments to lowly 
clerks. They are required to be politically impartial so they can 
serve whichever party is elected to office.  

The more senior ministers will also have special advisors who are 
political appointees. These individuals are personally appointed by 
their ministers and lose their jobs when their minister leaves the 
government. They provide the minister with political, rather than 
administrative advice. 

Referring to Ministers and their Departments in 
Copy 

Ministerial titles can be excessively long. To stop the reader 
switching off, it is perfectly acceptable to shorten the titles when 
you are writing or talking about them. 

 Secretary of State for Defence can be abbreviated to Defence 
Secretary 

 Minister of State for Defence can become Defence Minister 

 The awful sounding Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for 
Defence can be reduced to Junior Defence Minister. 

If you are working on placement or in your first job, check with 
your news organisation’s style guide about the preferred way of 
referring to ministers. 

If ministerial titles are cumbersome, government department names 
can be even worse. Some have commendably short, simple names. 

The Ministry of Defence is a case in point. Governments however 
are periodically tempted to re-name departments and give them the 
most awkward of names. The consequences for ministerial titles are 
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grim. 

In 2018, the government department for local government in 
England was renamed the Ministry for Housing, Communities and 
Local Government. 

That meant that the correct title for Heather Wheeler, then one of 
the most junior ministers in that department, was the Parliamentary 
Under Secretary of State for the Ministry of Housing, Communities 
& Local Government – a title both tedious and far too long to read 
on air. 

In the interests of retaining your audience’s attention, it is far better, 
therefore, to refer to Mrs Wheeler (or rather her successors) as the 
Junior Housing Minister. It’s accurate and to the point. 

All Government departments have websites you can check for 
information and transcripts of ministers’ speeches and consultation 
documents. They also have press offices you can ring. If you have a 
query, reach for the phone. 

EXERCISE: 
Choose a government department that interests you. Identify its 
Cabinet minister, ministers and junior ministers. 

How much can you find out about their backgrounds in five minutes 
searching online? 

Find the telephone number of the department’s press office. Write a 
list of what that department does. 

Find the most recent speech by the cabinet minister and find a good 
quote from it. 

Resignations 
You always remember reporting your first political resignation. 
Mine was Edwina Currie’s in 1988. The then health minister 
damaged British confidence in the humble egg by asserting on ITN 
News that: “Most of the egg production in this country is now, 
sadly, infected with salmonella.” (Doig, 1989). Less than a fortnight 
later, as egg sales halved and farmers protested, she resigned. 
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What leads to a resignation? 

That varies. The most serious are over fundamental matters of 
policy. Theresa May lost a string of ministers, including her Foreign 
Secretary Boris Johnson over her Brexit deals. Blair lost cabinet 
minister Robin Cook over the Iraq War. In these circumstances, the 
ex-minister frequently takes the opportunity to make a personal 
statement to the House of Commons. These can be moments of 
intense political danger for the Prime Minister. 

More usually resignations follow political ineptitude, as in the case 
of Currie or improper behaviour, usually either sexual or financial. 
Adultery, once a resignation issue, is now largely deemed a private 
matter. Johnson was not the first occupant of Number 10 to have 
had a turbulent private life although there was a certain novelty in 
having a Prime Minister who refused to say publicly how many 
children he had. 

Sexual harassment however should be a different matter. Brooks 
Newmark resigned as a minister in 2014 when news broke he had 
been sexting someone he thought was a young woman interested in 
the Conservative party. Tory blonde bombshell Sophie Wittams was 
actually a male tabloid reporter hiding behind a photo montage 
(Moss, Drake, 2014). The sting was deemed in the public interest 
because Newmark also held a post within the Conservative Party in 
which he was tasked with specifically encouraging women into 
politics.  

Defence Secretary Michael Fallon resigned after a pattern of 
inappropriate behaviour was raised by women journalists and fellow 
cabinet minister Andrea Leadsom. It’s worth noting Fallon’s 
resignation was at the height of publicity for the #metoo movement 
and was promptly accepted by a woman Prime Minister. There is a 
danger that in future such behaviour may once more be tolerated. It 
should not be. 

What is actually just as interesting is what doesn’t lead to a 
resignation. 

Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn did not resign in the wake of the 
Brexit referendum when the majority of his frontbench walked out 
on him and he lost of vote of confidence of Labour MPs by 172 
votes to 40. Once that scale of opposition would have forced a 
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leader’s resignation. Corbyn just dug in, insisting, correctly, he had 
an overwhelming mandate from the wider Labour movement who 
had elected him leader (ITV News, 2016). 

The Prime Minister’s Special Advisor Dominic Cummings also 
broke new ground in resignation refusals. The long-standing 
Westminster convention is that once a minister or a special advisor 
becomes a sustained and damaging story, it is time to go. Advisors 
are deemed particularly vulnerable as they are backroom staff who 
are not supposed to dominate the headlines.  

During the pandemic lockdown, Cummings drove his wife, who he 
suspected to have C19, and their small son 264 miles from London 
to his parents’ farm in Durham. Then, after he had contracted and 
recovered from the illness, drove his family on a 40 mile round trip 
to beauty spot Barnard Castle, apparently to test his eyesight. Both 
trips appeared to be straightforward breaches of lockdown rules.  

Already one government advisor and the Chief Medical Officer for 
Scotland had resigned when they were caught breaching lockdown 
rules. Revelations about Cummings’ trips sparked sustained critical 
media coverage and equally as importantly tens of thousands of 
emails of protest to MPs’ inboxes from members of the public who 
had respected the rules of lockdown despite often considerable 
personal suffering (Proctor, Murray, Brookes, 2020).  

Yet Cummings, with the Prime Minister’s support, simply dug in, 
holding a bizarre and, for a special advisor, unprecedented press 
conference in the Downing Street rose garden in which he blamed 
the media reporting. You can watch the full press conference here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IGLRBwYZEHs  
(Channel 4 News, 2020) 

UK PARLIAMENT 

The Essentials 
This is a bicameral parliament which means Parliament has two 
chambers: the House of Lords and the House of Commons. The 
House of Commons is the most important as all its members (MPs) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IGLRBwYZEHs
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are elected. The UK is divided into 650 constituencies and each 
constituency elects one MP. 

Each MP has to swear an oath of allegiance to the crown before 
they can take up their seat in Westminster and participate in 
parliamentary business. Sinn Fein MPs elected to constituencies in 
Northern Ireland refuse to swear the oath because they refuse to 
recognize the UK as the legitimate government of any part of the 
island of Ireland. They therefore do not take their seats in 
Parliament. As we shall see, it doesn’t stop them taking part in the 
devolved Northern Ireland Assembly. They just draw the line at 
Westminster. 

The less important House of Lords currently has around 800 
members, the overwhelming majority of whom are life peers, 
appointed by the Queen, on a recommendation from the political 
parties or, if non-party-political, from the House of Lords 
Appointments Commission. There are 26 bishops from the Church 
of England entitled to sit in the Lords. 

Ironically, the only elected members of the House of Lords are 90 
hereditary peers who inherit their titles from their relatives. They 
are elected by their fellow hereditary peers to the slots reserved for 
them. Two more hereditary peers hold ex officio posts. Most 
hereditary peers were removed in a limited reform of the upper 
house during the Blair years. 

To make new laws or change old ones, Parliament must pass Acts 
of Parliament. These begin as Bills which must pass through both 
the House of Commons and the House of Lords. 

The Lords are free to amend Bills but have limited power to veto 
them. Peers cannot block financial Bills and by convention do not 
block Bills promised in the manifesto of the party of Government. 
An impasse can also be resolved by the Commons invoking 
Parliament Acts. This means the will of the House of Commons 
ultimately prevails. 

Getting information, clips, story ideas & 
briefings from Parliament 

Parliament has an excellent and informative website 
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www.parliament.uk which includes transcripts of debates, videos of 
committee hearings and parliamentary publications, all of which can 
provide you with story ideas, angles and contacts – plus clips of 
parliamentary proceedings for your news programmes/websites. We 
shall be looking at examples in our case studies. 

The website also has plenty of useful sections explaining what each 
part of Parliament actually does.  

Also handy are the briefing papers put out by the Libraries of both 
the House of Commons and the House of Lords on trends, statistics 
and topical policy problems. If you are working on a news story or a 
documentary on these subjects, why not benefit from the same 
briefing which parliamentarians get on the subject? It’s free and just 
a few clicks away. Have a look.  

http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/ 

Speaker of the House of Commons 
This is an MP elected by the House of Commons to chair its 
proceedings. The Speaker also represents the House of Commons to 
the monarch and other outside bodies. On becoming Speaker, the 
MP abandons their party allegiance and becomes neutral. The 
Speaker who selects the amendments for debate thus, in part, 
shaping the debate. That made the role pivotal during the Brexit 
debates when a minority government was facing a deeply divided 
House of Commons. The Speaker is supported by three Deputy 
Speakers, the most senior of whom is also known as the Chairman 
of Ways and Means and who, by convention, presides over Budget 
debates. These MPs also put aside their party allegiances. 

John Bercow, the Speaker during the bruising Brexit battles, 
attracted an international following during the Brexit debates for his 
theatrical roars of “Order! Order!” He also became the first Speaker 
not to be automatically given a seat in the House of Lords. His 
successor Sir Lindsay Hoyle was a more emollient character who 
named his wide range of eclectic pets after prominent politicians. 

Shadow Ministers 
Shadow ministers are not part of the Government. They are MPs or 

http://www.parliament.uk/
http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/
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peers from the largest party of opposition. Shadow ministers are 
appointed by the Leader of the Opposition to hold individual 
ministers to account in both the House of Commons and the House 
of Lords. They also lead on the formulation of opposition policy in 
that particular area. In essence they mark a minister much like a 
defending player in a football team would mark a forward player on 
the opposing team. 

In essence they mark a minister much like a defending player in a 
football team would mark a forward player on the opposing team. 
At the time of writing, the Defence Secretary, the Conservative Ben 
Wallace, appointed by the Prime Minister Boris Johnson is held to 
account in the House of Commons by the Shadow Defence 
Secretary, Labour’s John Healey, appointed by Labour leader Sir 
Keir Starmer.  

It was Healey’s job to be across everything Wallace was doing, to 
question and challenge it, and to set out Labour’s alternative policy. 
Middle-ranking ministers and junior ministers will likewise be 
marked by shadow ministers. You can find the list of shadow 
ministers on the Opposition party website.  

To get interviews with shadow ministers you can: 

Ring the party’s press office 

Ring the contacts on the shadow minister’s individual website 

Ring Parliament’s switchboard on 0207 219 3000 and ask to be put 
through the relevant shadow minister’s office. 

Contact them by email or social media – but ringing is always best. 

Contact their Special Advisors – although direct contact with the 
politician is preferable. 

Whips 
Each parliamentary political party relies on Whips. These are MPs 
or peers who are responsible for ensuring party discipline and 
communication and for ensuring that the MPs in their party vote the 
way its leader wants them to.  

The Whips tell MPs every week which votes they must attend and 
how they should vote. If a vote is a three line whip, it means MPs 
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must attend. A two line or one line whip is less important. If MPs 
vote against the wishes of the party leadership, they are considered 
rebels. 

The Whips are one rung down from ministers, although the Chief 
Whip is usually a full member of the Cabinet and a key ally of his 
or her party leader. Each government department has a Whip, and 
each Whip is responsible for a group of MPs, often on a regional 
basis. Whips can be formidable or ineffective. Some rely on charm. 
Others are more brutal.  

Potential rebel MPs can be cajoled or bullied or threatened if they 
show signs of “defying the whip” and voting against their party 
leadership. The most brutal whipping results in a practice called the 
meat rack, when seriously ill MPs are brought in ambulances from 
their hospital beds into Parliament’s main courtyard and are counted 
in as voting by their party’s whips.  

The whips are not always successful. Before he became Labour 
leader, Jeremy Corbyn voted against his party leadership 533 times. 
This made it somewhat awkward for him to demand loyalty in 
return when he became leader.   

During the Brexit crisis, the whipping system of imposing 
parliamentary discipline broke down. Theresa May’s Chief Whip 
Julian Smith described the period as the “worst example of ill-
discipline in British political history” (BBC, 2020) 

You can see the whips in operation in Laura Kuenessberg’s 
programme, flagged above, “The Brexit Storm.” Whips don’t 
normally speak in public. 

Members of Parliament 
Members of Parliament are the beating heart of Parliament. They 
hold their places through election. They represent us. They have 
two places of work: Westminster and their constituency, wherever 
in the UK that might be. 

Their composition is steadily changing.  

The General Election of 2019 saw the highest number of women 
ever elected to Parliament: 220 out of 650.  
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For the first time the majority of Labour and Liberal Democrat MPs 
were women. The pool of Conservative MPs, despite strenuous 
efforts of their former leader Theresa May to increase the number of 
Conservative women, was 75% male.  

Ten percent of all MPs elected in 2019 were BAME, compared to 
14% of the population as a whole. They are not evenly spread 
across the UK.  

All 65 BAME MPs were elected in English constituencies. Of 
those, 41 were Labour, 22 Conservative and two were Liberal 
Democrats.  

At least 45 are openly gay, lesbian or bisexual. (Data Journalism 
Team, 2019) Forty years ago such acknowledgements would have 
terminated political careers. Today it is inconsequential.  

It is not easy to become an MP. As Hardman argues: “The cost of 
standing for Parliament is absurd. It is an embarrassment to 
Westminster, not just because requiring people to shell out a sum of 
money comparable to a deposit on a house naturally filters out good 
candidates, but also because few in the Bubble acknowledge just 
what a problem it is” (Hardman, 2019, p6).   

That is just the financial cost. Standing for Parliament leads to a 
string of broken relationships, mental health issues and walls of 
abuse on social media.  

The quality of those elected varies. In my own experience of 13 
years at Westminster, MPs come in all shades of ability and 
temperament. A few are extraordinarily dim, some are dazzling 
clever. Most are principled. Many are ambitious, some 
excruciatingly so. A few are crooks. Some are alcoholics. Others are 
pompous. Many are great company. My private test of character of 
an MP, especially cabinet ministers, was the courtesy they showed 
to reception staff at BBC Westminster. 

But what do MPs actually do?  

The role of every MP, whether a minister or not, is to: 

Represent their constituents in the House of Commons 

Scrutinize legislation  

Hold the Government to account.  
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Some also juggle part-time jobs outside Parliament.  

Since the Blair years, MPs have increasingly focused on 
constituency work, sorting out individual problems of constituents. 
Once this occupied a fairly small amount of many MPs’ time. Now 
MPs frequently describe themselves as “glorified social workers” 
(Hardman, 2019, p60).  

In Westminster, they are also required to take part in parliamentary 
debates, question ministers and sit on parliamentary committees.  

Not all MPs are, curiously, fluent public speakers but some are 
exceptional. The SNP’s Mhairi Black, elected for the first time in 
2015 when she was just 20-years-old, gave a memorable maiden 
(first) speech. Traditionally, in their very first parliamentary speech, 
MPs describe their constituency and pay tribute to their predecessor. 
Have a listen to her here. What’s the key quote?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lZAmhB55_-k 

Almost every MP these days has a functioning website and a social 
media presence.  

EXERCISE: 
Find the names of all the local MPs in your area. 

See how much you can find out about them by searching online for 
five minutes. 

You can start with the link for MPs’ contact details on the 
Parliament website: https://members.parliament.uk/constituencies/ 

Then search more widely. How many methods of contacting these 
MPs can you find? 

They will all have a local office in their constituency and an office 
in the House of Commons. Keep the contact details you find. 

Voting 
This is the single most important duty of any parliamentarian, be in 
they in the Commons or the Lords. They routinely vote on bills and 
motions. The most important are votes of confidence. If a 
government loses a vote of confidence, it historically falls. The 
current Fixed Term Parliaments Act does give a government up to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lZAmhB55_-k
https://members.parliament.uk/constituencies/
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14 days to try and win another vote of confidence but, as things 
stand, the Johnson Government is committed to scrapping the Act.   

Except in two narrow circumstances, explained below, MPs always 
have to vote in person. Some go to extraordinary lengths to do this.  

During the parliamentary battles over Brexit, Labour MP Naz Shah 
defied doctor's orders and left hospital in Bradford, where she was 
being treated for serious injuries from a car crash to cast her vote 
(BBC, 2018). The following year Labour's Tulip Siddiq postponed 
her caesarean operation so she too could take part in a key Brexit 
vote (BBC, 2019a). Both MPs had to go through the division 
lobbies in wheelchairs. 

Parliament produces this excellent guide to parliamentary votes 
here: 

https://guidetoprocedure.parliament.uk/articles/B3JwLFJs/what-
happens-in-the-chamber-when-theres-a-vote 

The essence of the process is that once the Speaker or their deputy 
has called a division (another word for the process of voting) the 
lobby area outside the Commons chamber is cleared of all 
journalists and other members of the public. 

The division bell starts ringing to alert MPs elsewhere in the 
Parliamentary estate or in its neighbouring pubs and restaurants that 
they have just eight minutes to get to the chamber to vote. Pints and 
meals are abandoned as politicians dash back to the chamber.   

If they make it in time (and not all do) they then join the MPs who 
were already in the Commons chamber, to shuffle through the 
division lobbies – two corridors to the right and left of the chamber.  

Those voting Aye go one way, those voting No the other way. They 
inch through the corridors – which get very cramped until they get 
to a narrow funnel of two podiums. At the podiums are clerks 
recording the names of the MPs voting as they walk past. There are 
also two tellers on each side. The tellers are two MPs, usually but 
not always whips, appointed from each side to monitor the vote to 
ensure it is fair.  

The two tellers on each side tot up the totals and then all four tellers 
present themselves in the Commons chamber opposite the Speaker. 
One of the tellers from the winning side announces the results and 

https://guidetoprocedure.parliament.uk/articles/B3JwLFJs/what-happens-in-the-chamber-when-theres-a-vote
https://guidetoprocedure.parliament.uk/articles/B3JwLFJs/what-happens-in-the-chamber-when-theres-a-vote
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passes the details to the Speaker. The whole process takes an 
average of 17 minutes.  

During the cliff-edge Brexit debates on the hung parliament of 
2017-2019, these moments become prime time viewing. Audience 
figures for Parliamentlive.tv and BBC Parliament soared. The 
average daily viewing figures for Parliamentlive.tv went up by 
237% while, as Marshall (2019) wryly noted BBC Parliament 
briefly out-rated MTV. 

Here’s one of the most dramatic moments: the tellers announcing 
the result of the biggest recorded defeat of a Government in modern 
times – the first time MPs voted down Theresa May’s Brexit deal 
on 15 January 2019. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-46885828 (BBC, 2019b)  

Attempts to introduce electronic voting, used by the United States’ 
House of Representative since 1973 and by other legislatures such 
as the European Parliament, have been fiercely resisted.  

It was only when Parliament’s back was metaphorically against the 
wall, at the height of the coronavirus lockdown in spring 2020, that 
it briefly forayed into the world of electronic voting. Although other 
parliaments manage it perfectly well, MPs found it problematic. The 
Chancellor Rishi Sunak was just one of several Conservative MPs 
managed to vote against the Government by mistake (Ryan & 
Wheeler, 2020). The experiment was promptly scrapped when 
Parliament resumed. 

At the time of writing there were two narrow circumstances in 
which MPs unable to physically get to the chamber are able to 
arrange a proxy vote – to get another nominated MP to cast their 
votes for them. Both were considered temporary measures.  

The first is if an MP is on maternity or paternity leave. It took a 
sustained campaign to win this concession for new parliamentary 
parents. At the time of writing, it was scheduled to be terminated 
within weeks. I anticipate by the time you read this, it will have 
been extended but do check. 

The second exception, again purely temporary, was for those MPs 
who for either age reasons or because they had underlying health 
reasons needed to continue shielding during the pandemic. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-46885828
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Frontbenchers and backbenchers 
These are just words. Frontbenchers are ministers or shadow 
ministers who sit on the front row of seats in the House of 
Commons either side of the central table, on which rest two large 
wooden despatch boxes, gifts from New Zealand, which nowadays 
contain the Bible or other documents used when new Members take 
their oath of allegiance when ‘swearing-in’ after an election. When 
a minister or shadow minister is addressing the Commons, they do 
so standing at the despatch box. Search for the latest video of Prime 
Minister’s Questions and you will see the Prime Minister and the 
Leader of the Opposition in action at their respective despatch 
boxes. 

Backbenchers are MPs who are not ministers, shadow ministers or 
whips and who sit on the seats behind ministers or anywhere on the 
rows of seats furthest from the Speaker’s Chair. 

Making Law: The Passage of a Bill 
Bills usually have to be passed by both Houses of Parliament to 
become law - although it is possible for the Commons to over-ride 
the Lords by invoking a Parliament Act. You can follow the 
progress of bills on Parliament’s website here. Go and have a look. 
http://www.parliament.uk/business/bills-and-legislation/ 

Transcripts of all the debates will be found under the Hansard 
section on the Parliament website here: 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/ 
Which Stages Matter to Journalists? 

All Bills have to go through these stages in both the House of Lords 
and the House of Commons. It doesn’t matter which House they 
start in. 

First Reading: Usually a formality and not normally newsworthy. 

Second Reading: The first major debate on the principles of the Bill 
as it stands – the single most important stage. Often, if MPs or peers 
are going to rebel against the party line on the Bill, this is where 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/bills-and-legislation/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/
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they will make their first stand. 

Committee stage: The Bill is then scrutinized line by line in the 
Commons by a committee of MPs set up specifically to look at that 
Bill or by the House of Lords. Much of this will not be newsworthy 
but given the devil is in the detail, key and very newsworthy 
changes can happen to Bills at this stage. We shall see examples of 
this later. 

Report stage: The minister in charge of the Bill reports back to the 
full chamber on the changes made in committee to the Bill. Not 
normally newsworthy. 

Grand Legislative Committee: For English only or English & Welsh 
only Bills in the House of Commons. There may be, at the 
Speaker’s discretion, a further committee to examine these Bills. 
MPs on this committee will only be from England or England & 
Wales as appropriate. This committee has the power to derail the 
Bill completely so has the potential to be highly newsworthy. (See 
Chapter 3, final section Consequences for England for further 
details.) 

Third Reading: A short debate on the principles of the Bill as 
amended in committee. Not normally newsworthy. 

The Bill then passes to the other House and starts the process all 
over again. 

If the Commons and Lords disagree, the Bill goes through a process 
formally called Consideration of Amendments but more popularly 
called ‘ping pong’ when the Bill is batted to and fro between the 
Commons and the Lords as they try to resolve the final differences. 

The final stage is Royal Assent when the monarch signs the Bill and 
this converts it into an Act of Parliament. This is now a formality. 
The last monarch to refuse to sign a Bill was Queen Anne in 1707. 
Should the monarch refuse to sign a Bill today, it would trigger a 
major constitutional crisis that would threaten the future of the 
monarchy. 

Once a Bill becomes an Act it becomes statutory law. 
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Enforcement of Acts 

The overwhelming majority of all Acts are then put into practice. 
However, just because an Act has Royal Assent, it doesn’t 
necessarily mean that every part of the new Act will actually be 
implemented. Important parts of the Coroners & Justice Act 2009, 
brought in after the Shipman serial killings, were not enacted 
because subsequent ministers had second thoughts. 

Ministers also thought twice about enacting a law that many in the 
news industry argued would have had a crippling effect on press 
freedom. Section 40 of the Crime & Courts Act 2013 would have 
made those news organisations not regulated by Ofcom or Impress 
pay the legal of costs of anyone who sued them, even if the news 
organization won the case. Given that legal costs can easily run into 
millions, Section 40 would have had ruinous consequences for 
many news organisations. It was never actually implemented and on 
1 March 2018, Culture Secretary Matt Hancock said the 
Government would repeal that part of the Act (Hancock, 2018). 

Select Committees & Why They Matter 
These are made up of backbench MPs from all parties, reflecting the 
state of the parties in the Commons. Usually they monitor the 
activities and policies of a specific government department, for 
example the Health Select Committee monitors the Department of 
Health, the Defence Select Committee monitors the Ministry of 
Defence and so on. Sometimes there are joint select committees 
where several committees pool their resources to look at a common 
issue. Alternatively, some committees, such as the Public Accounts 
Committee has the licence to roam over all areas of government 
activity. 

Why do they matter? They frequently hold inquiries into topical 
subjects. Their sessions are usually held in public, with transcripts 
and videos of the sessions available afterwards, and some are 
streamed live on www.parliamentlive.tv 

The committees issue reports with recommendations for 
Government action. Ministers usually pay close attention to select 
committees and sometimes they even act on their recommendations 

http://www.parliamentlive.tv/
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– although they are not obliged to. A united select committee is 
more influential than one that splits down party lines. 

Where to find their material? Go to the select committee page on 
the parliamentary website and browse. 

https://committees.parliament.uk/ 

Example of a select committee 

The Defence Select Committee monitors the Ministry of Defence. 
At the time of writing the third edition of this book, it was holding 
inquiries on the security of the 5G network and the Ministry of 
Defence’s role in combatting the Covid-19 pandemic. It invites 
ministers and other key players to answer questions, takes written 
evidence and pulls together a report. Many hearings are videoed and 
transcripts are published.  

The committee is made up of 11 MPs. At the time of writing, there 
were five Conservative MPs, including its chairman Tobias 
Ellwood, a former soldier, four Labour, one Scottish Nationalist MP 
and one Democratic Unionist MP.  

Follow the link and see what it is up to now. 

https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/24/defence-committee/ 

Adjournment debates – a great source 
of local stories 

At the end of the session in the main chamber an individual MP can 
hold a short debate, often on a pressing local issue. Usually there is 
only one other participant – the junior minister required to stay up 
and reply. However, these debates – and the debates held in the 
Commons’ second chamber Westminster Hall - can be excellent 
sources of local stories. A random sample from June 2018 included 
strong human interest stories about the difficulties living with 
invisible disabilities in Scotland, court closures in Calderdale, the 
prosecution of old soldiers for alleged offences committed in 
Northern Ireland in the 1970s and problems in a Blackpool NHS 
trust. 

https://committees.parliament.uk/
https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/24/defence-committee/
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You can find the transcripts in Hansard. The guide to What’s On in 
Parliament www.parliament.uk will tell you what debates are 
coming up and https://www.parliamentlive.tv/Guide will tell you 
which sessions are being streamed live. You may wish to use quotes 
or clips from the debates in your news story. Alternatively it may 
just give you a cracking story idea to chase up outside Parliament. 

Law & Reporting Parliament 
Parliamentarians are protected from lawsuits, while taking part in 
parliamentary proceedings, by absolute privilege. Your reports of 
all parliamentary proceedings are protected by qualified privilege, 
providing your reports are fair, accurate and without malice. Please 
note the politicians are not protected by privilege – and nor are you 
– if they make legally risky comments in the television or radio 
studio, on the phone, in the pub or on social media. 

Here are two examples where MPs have used parliamentary 
privilege to make defamatory accusations, or break super-
injunctions, which journalists were then able to report. 

DUP MP Jim Shannon used parliamentary privilege to accuse a 
man of committing murder – a highly defamatory allegation. 
Qualified privilege enabled journalists to repeat the allegation 
without fear of a libel suit. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-17293092 

When footballer Ryan Giggs took out a super-injunction to stop 
reporting of his private life, details rapidly leaked onto Twitter. 
Fans were taunting Giggs as he ran on to the pitch. Yet mainstream 
news organisations were not able to breach the super-injunction 
until Liberal Democrat MP John Hemming used parliamentary 
privilege to name Giggs in the Commons. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-politics-13509868/injunctions-
debate-mp-names-footballer-as-ryan-giggs 

News organisations promptly reported the Hemming comments. 

http://www.parliament.uk/
https://www.parliamentlive.tv/Guide
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-17293092
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-politics-13509868/injunctions-debate-mp-names-footballer-as-ryan-giggs
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-politics-13509868/injunctions-debate-mp-names-footballer-as-ryan-giggs
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Parliament in the Pandemic 
Parliament has always been physical. It meets. In person. Face to 
face. Proceedings in the Commons chamber only begin after the 
Royal Mace has been formally carried in at the start of the session. 
The pandemic forced it into new ways of working.  

During the height of the spring 2020 lockdown, Parliament moved 
into a hybrid form, with a few ministers and a handful of 
parliamentarians in the chamber and all others joining via video link 
before, as we saw above, trying, with varying success, to cast their 
votes electronically. 

Parliamentary committees moved swiftly and effectively to virtual 
meetings.  

Cabinet minister Jacob Rees-Mogg was the Leader of the 
Commons. As such, it was his job to lead the organization of 
Commons business. As lockdown eased in England, he announced 
that MPs would resume business normally from 2 June 2020. That 
meant only MPs who were physically present at Westminster could 
vote and they would have to do so in person. 

 The response was uproar. MPs like the Conservative MP Robert 
Halfon who has cerebral palsy and who was instructed by his doctor 
not to return, said he and his colleagues were being made into 
“parliamentary eunuchs,” arguing that “Those MPs on maternity 
leave are able rightly to vote by proxy but those affected by Covid 
are not” (BBC, 2020a). Within 24 hours the Government backed 
down, and those MPs who needed to shield were given proxy votes. 

All other MPs however had to take part in the “Mogg conga”, a 
socially distanced, two metres apart queue to vote that snaked all 
through the precincts of Westminster, through New Palace Yard, 
Westminster Hall and beyond. It took four times longer than a 
normal vote.  

Great journalism: Broadcast journalists need to be able to write 
vividly online as well. Read Sky News’ Chief Political 
Correspondent Jon Craig’s lively account as he witnessed the first 
socially-distanced queue for a parliamentary vote. 

https://news.sky.com/story/long-queues-and-lost-mps-socially-

https://news.sky.com/story/long-queues-and-lost-mps-socially-distanced-voting-didnt-go-all-that-well-in-westminster-11999493
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distanced-voting-didnt-go-all-that-well-in-westminster-11999493 
(Craig, 2020)  

Further reading/watching 
Timmins, N (2017, third edition) Five Giants, London, William 
Collins. An excellent look at how government and parliament have 
dealt with key areas of social policy. 

Jenkins, S (2007) Thatcher & Sons, London, Penguin. A readable 
look at how Thatcher stamped her mark on the next three Prime 
Ministers. 

Rawnsley, A (2010) The End of the Party, London, Penguin. A 
compelling look at the rise and fall of New Labour. 

Laws, D (2010) 22 Days in May, London, Biteback. Blow by blow 
account of the negotiations that built the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat coalition of 2010-15 by the lead Liberal Democrat 
negotiator. 

BBC (2010) Five Days that Changed Britain – compelling BBC 
documentary on the coalition negotiations by Nick Robinson. 
Search online to see if it is again available on BBC iPlayer. 
Alternatively, you may find it on Bob. 

King & Crewe, (2016) The Blunders of our Governments, London, 
Oneworld Publications. A useful look at how governments screw 
up. 

Seldon & Snowden (2016) Cameron at 10, The Verdict, London, 
William Collins, comprehensive history of David Cameron’s time 
in office, covering the London riots, the withdrawal from 
Afghanistan and his two referendum gambles. 

Plus any biography or autobiography of leading politicians. 

Recommended: 

Bew, J (2016) Citizen Clem, London, Riverun. Excellent biography 
on Labour’s first majority government and the one most Labour 
politicians consider their most successful PM. 

Moore, C (2013 and 2015) Margaret Thatcher: The Authorised 
Biography vols 1 & 2, London, Penguin. A comprehensive look at 

https://news.sky.com/story/long-queues-and-lost-mps-socially-distanced-voting-didnt-go-all-that-well-in-westminster-11999493
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the politician who still shapes politics today. 

Blair, T (2010) A Journey, London, Hutchinson. Readable if 
informal memoir by Labour’s most successful Prime Minister 

Prince, R (2016) Comrade Corbyn: A Very Unlikely Coup, London, 
Biteback 
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2. Devolution: How We Got 
Here 

Introduction 
The British constitution is only semi-written. It also periodically 
evolves - and will keep evolving. One of the most significant 
constitutional changes in the last 40 years has been the devolution 
of power away from Westminster and down (or back) to Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. This was carried out by the Labour 
government of Tony Blair. It doesn’t matter where you end up 
working in the UK, you must understand how and why this system 
functions because it is a constant source of stories. 

We shall be looking specifically at the Covid-19 pandemic, justice, 
terrorism, health spending, Brexit and examples of political 
hardball, all of which had ramifications beyond any one individual 
part of the UK. 

But first we need to break this down into chunks. We shall do the 
background here. In Chapter 3 we will deal with Wales, Scotland 
and England. And then in Chapter 4 we will deal with the 
extraordinary story of Northern Ireland. In the process we will look 
at how the devolved institutions work, where to find stories and 
contacts, attend some press conferences and look at some powerful 
journalism. 

Please note that you will frequently hear journalists referring to the 
devolved institutions by their geographic locations. It’s a convenient 
shorthand. In this context in their reports Holyrood refers to the 
Scottish devolved institutions, Cardiff to those in Wales and, 
Stormont refers to the Northern Ireland devolved institutions. You 
will also hear the Welsh Parliament being called Senedd 
(pronounced Senn-eth). 

In this chapter we will look at:  
How the UK was built 
Home Rule Debate in Scotland & Wales 
Devolution Delivered 
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How the UK was built 
To understand devolution’s significance, you need some 
understanding of British history. What follows below is not a 
substitute for your own reading of the histories of England, 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland but it starts you off. 

This country is currently called The United Kingdom of Great 
Britain & Northern Ireland. It was not always thus and it may not 
always be. Some - including three former Prime Ministers Sir John 
Major, Tony Blair and Gordon Brown - fear the UK could, in the 
foreseeable future, be reduced to the United Kingdom of England & 
Wales (McKeown, 2016, Major, 2019, Brown, 2019). How? 

Since 1990, the UK Government’s official position has been that it 
is up to the people of Northern Ireland whether or not they stay part 
of the UK while Scotland has already held one referendum on 
whether to break from the UK in 2014. It opted then to stay. 

The three former Prime Ministers however feared that a hard Brexit 
might split the UK apart. Under this scenario, Northern Ireland, 
which voted Remain in the EU Referendum of 2016, would choose 
to leave the UK to join the Republic of Ireland, which remains in 
the EU. This is not a fanciful suggestion. The Government of the 
Republic of Ireland has certainly contemplated how it could absorb 
the UK-owned Northern Ireland post Brexit (Connelly, 2018). Sinn 
Fein, one of the leading political parties operating in Northern 
Ireland, has been actively campaigning for the break. 

Scotland voted even more heavily to remain in the EU. The 
devolved Scottish Government was therefore was contemplating 
holding a second independence referendum in the event of a hard 
Brexit, again holding out the possibility of remaining in (or 
rejoining) the EU. To understand how we got to this point and 
where we may go in the future, we must understand the past. 

Once, the islands of Great Britain and Ireland were inhabited by 
warring regional tribes and clans. England, Wales and Scotland 
emerged as recognisable nations with single leaders during the 9th 
and 10th Centuries CE. 

In 1282, Edward I of England conquered Wales and ever since, 
barring a few early revolts, the Principality of Wales has been ruled 
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by the English crown. Since 1301, the heir to the English & Welsh 
throne has carried the title Prince of Wales. The law of England was 
formally imposed on Wales in an Act of Union in 1536. But the key 
point is the early conquest meant that the governance of Wales has 
been deeply enmeshed with the governance of England for almost 
800 years – the emotional and cultural consequences of which live 
on to this day and have shaped the modern devolution process for 
Wales. 

English monarchs also repeatedly invaded Ireland, but it wasn’t 
until 1541 that England completed the conquest of Ireland under 
Henry VIII. England’s grip on Ireland would prove by turns 
catastrophic and chaotic. The tensions between the native Roman 
Catholic Irish, the established Anglo-Irish and the Scottish and 
English Protestant invaders and settlers would veer over the years 
from brutal, bloody conflict to uneasy peace and back. Those sharp 
tensions still plague politics on the island today. Peace in Northern 
Ireland remains a fragile, precious thing. 

Scotland would prove an infinitely more robust neighbour to her 
“auld enemy” England, a rivalry which today primarily lives on in 
sport. Scotland’s eventual union with England in the 18th century 
would come about entirely peacefully. 

The first steps towards that union began with the betrothal of a little 
girl and the subsequent, wilful refusal of an English queen to marry 
and have children. In 1496 Henry VII of England betrothed his 
seven-year-old daughter, Margaret to King James IV of Scotland. 
Little Margaret grew up, had children and her son became King of 
Scotland on his father’s death. The monarchs of Scotland & 
England were now cousins. South of the border, Henry’s 
granddaughter Elizabeth I succeeded to the English throne, flirted 
with her courtiers and much of European royalty but stubbornly 
refused to marry any of them. Consequently, when she died 
childless in 1603, the English throne passed to Elizabeth’s nearest 
suitable relative, her young cousin (and Margaret’s great-grandson) 
James VI of Scotland. He duly became James I of England. In the 
person of King James, the three crowns of England, Ireland and 
Scotland were united for the first time. 

However, the kingdoms of Scotland and England & Wales 
continued to operate separately until 1707 when the two parliaments 
agreed to an Act of Union. The Scottish and English & Welsh 
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Parliaments became one single British Parliament, with Scottish 
MPs moving south to Westminster. Scotland’s separate religious, 
legal and educational systems continued untouched. This was a 
voluntary (if vigorously debated) merger of two equal nations. The 
point is important because it has shaped today’s devolution 
settlement. 

Another Act of Union, that between the British and Irish 
Parliaments in 1800, could not have been more different. Far from a 
voluntary, peaceful merger, this was an enforced abolition of the 
Irish Parliament in response to the latest Irish rebellion. It was 
vigorously opposed within the Irish Parliament and it took the offers 
of multiple peerages and substantial financial rewards to swing the 
debate Britain’s way. The inducements worked. 

For the next 122 years, this country was called the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain & Ireland. Both islands were governed from 
Westminster. Then it all began to unravel. The first great break 
would, inevitably, be with Ireland but we will deal with Scotland & 
Wales first. 

Home Rule Debate in Scotland & Wales 
The debate about returning to some form of home rule re-emerged 
in the 19th century and, off and on, kept simmering. Interest was 
always far more vigorous in Scotland than in Wales but commanded 
limited traction with the wider public. The scale of support could, in 
part, be measured by the small number of MPs the nationalist 
parties managed to get elected to Westminster. These nationalist 
parties advocated full independence from the UK. 

The modern Scottish Nationalist Party returned its first MP to 
Westminster in a surprise by-election win in 1945. Robert McIntyre 
promptly lost the seat three months later but from 1967 onwards, 
the SNP consistently won at least one seat or more at Westminster 
in every election. The modern Welsh nationalist party Plaid Cymru 
won its first Westminster seat in 1966, in part thanks to the 
controversial decision to flood the Welsh village of Capel Celyn to 
create a reservoir to improve the water supply to the English city of 
Liverpool. Plaid Cymru has consistently won a tiny number of seats 
since 1974. Although the numbers of nationalist MPs at 
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Westminster were small, they were about to get their day in the sun. 

In the general election of October 1974, the SNP won 11 seats in 
the House of Commons and Plaid Cymru won three. Usually such 
numbers condemn political parties to virtual irrelevance at 
Westminster and yet it was during this Parliament, from 1974-1979, 
that Home Rule for Scotland and Wales forced its way to the top of 
the political agenda. 

This reflected, in part, the substantial intellectual work completed, 
particularly in Scotland, on the possibility of Home Rule and the 
genuine growth of interest in the idea across Westminster. This was 
not just a nationalist bandwagon. There were supporters of Home 
Rule in the Labour, Conservative and Liberal parliamentary parties. 

The key driver, however, was the Westminster arithmetic. It was 
this that catapulted the small group of Scottish and Welsh 
nationalist MPs from parliamentary irrelevance to parliamentary 
powerbrokers and ensured devolution Bills were pushed through 
Westminster. 

The Numbers Game – and the Price 

Labour had won the October 1974 election with a majority of just 
three which, inevitably, didn’t last long. By 1976, when James 
Callaghan replaced Harold Wilson as Labour Prime Minister, it had 
disappeared. To survive in power, to win votes in the House of 
Commons, Callaghan had to reach out to other parties. He wasn’t 
going to talk to the Conservatives, the main opposition party, but he 
could and did make agreements with smaller parties. Callaghan did 
a deal with the 13-strong Liberal Party. And he did a separate deal 
with the 14-strong block of Scottish and Welsh nationalists. The 
price the nationalists demanded for their support in Parliament was 
devolution – or Home Rule – for both Scotland and Wales. 
Callaghan agreed. 

Parliamentary Ambushes 

Callaghan duly pushed Bills through Parliament to create some 
limited home rule for both nations. He was supported by the 
Liberals and, of course, by the nationalists. The Conservatives 



2. Devolution: How we Got Here 43 

opposed the legislation despite two leading Scottish Conservative 
frontbenchers resigning in protest. 

More dangerously, Labour backbenchers opposed to devolution 
fought a deadly campaign of attrition as the Bills crawled through 
Parliament. It was a masterclass of parliamentary sabotage and a 
prime example of why journalists need to understand the passage of 
a Bill. (See section on Passage of a Bill in Ch 1 UK Government & 
Parliament.) 

Before the Second Reading vote (the first major vote on the 
principles of the Bill), the Labour rebels secured a Government 
pledge that Home Rule would not come into force unless the public 
in both nations had given their consent in a referendum. 

Then, at the tail-end of the lengthy committee stage on the Scottish 
Bill, as MPs scrutinised it line-by-line, rebels rammed through an 
amendment requiring the whole Home Rule process to be 
abandoned if less than 40% of the eligible voters supported it in the 
referendum. The rebels triumphed over their own Government by 
just 15 votes. The seeds of destruction had been sown. Such are the 
perils of the small print. 

The Bills duly completed their progress through Parliament, the 
Queen gave them Royal Assent and they became Acts of 
Parliament. All that was left was the public approval through the 
two referendums which were held in March 1979. 

In Wales, the referendum result was a resounding rejection of 
devolution: 80% voted against and only 20% in favour. Devolution 
in Wales was dead in the water. In Scotland, it was much closer: 
52% voted yes to devolution and 48% voted no – but those voting 
yes only made up 33% of the eligible voters. Thanks to that little 
amendment of the 40% threshold, snuck into the committee stage of 
the Bill, devolution in Scotland was also dead. 

Huge amounts of parliamentary time had been wasted. The 
nationalists had rolled the dice and lost but from Callaghan’s 
perspective, it had all helped to keep his Government afloat for its 
final two years. 
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Rejection to Renaissance, 1979-1997 

Devolution was now deemed a busted flush. The 1979 referendums 
plainly demonstrated that the Welsh people weren’t interested and 
the Scottish people were not sufficiently interested. So why, just 20 
years after those referendum defeats, would the new Scottish 
Parliament and the Welsh Assembly open their doors? 

One partial answer is Margaret Thatcher. Two months after the 
1979 devolution referendums, she led the Conservatives to the first 
of the party’s four successive election victories. Although both 
Scotland and Wales had a long tradition of returning Conservative 
MPs, their numbers more than halved during the Conservatives’ 18 
years in power. Thatcher, in particular, was a Marmite politician – 
either loved or loathed. As she tightened her grip on Westminster, 
with the Conservatives making considerable gains in England, she 
was losing seats in Scotland and Wales. 

In Thatcher’s last election, 1987, the Conservatives won just 10 of 
the 72 available Scottish parliamentary seats and lost 11. Labour, by 
contrast, won 50 of the 72 Scottish seats. In Wales, the 
Conservatives held onto just eight of the 28 Welsh parliamentary 
seats and lost six while Labour hoovered up 24. 

Opponents portrayed Thatcher’s administration as English Tories 
imposing their will on Labour Scotland and Wales. Unable to break 
the Conservatives’ grip at Westminster, Labour began a serious 
rethink on devolution. The party had long been divided on the 
subject but now its devolution sceptics were coming round. 

Home Rule seemed the best way to protect “their people” from 
English Tory rule. Labour became one of the lead participants in the 
Scottish Constitutional Convention, set up in 1989 without 
Government approval, to develop practical proposals for devolution. 
Its work would be immensely influential. 

Devolution Delivered 
In the 1997 general election, Tony Blair’s Labour party ended 18 
years of Conservative rule with a comprehensive rout. Labour won 
a landslide majority of 179. In the process, the Conservatives lost 
every single seat they held in Scotland and Wales. 
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One central plank of Labour’s manifesto was devolution for both 
nations. Both before and during the campaign, the soon-to-be- 
defeated Conservative Prime Minister John Major repeatedly 
warned that devolution would lead to the break-up of Britain. He 
argued the nationalists would see the deal as just a stepping stone to 
full independence (Wynn Davies, 1994, Donegan, 1997). As indeed 
they did. But that would come later. 

Back in 1997, Labour offered the two nations different deals, 
shaped by their different histories and enthusiasm for home rule. 
Scotland, which only formally merged with England in the 18th 
Century on equal terms, was offered a Parliament with 
responsibility for a wide range of domestic policies, the powers to 
make laws and to vary income tax rates. The long-ago conquered 
Principality of Wales, by contrast, was offered a much more limited 
Assembly with no independent right to raise its own cash, more 
limited functions and the right only to pass secondary (minor) 
legislation. 

Yet again, both proposals were to be subject to referendums, this 
time to be held before any Bill was put before Parliament. Blair was 
not going to waste parliamentary time on measures voters didn’t 
want. 

In 1998, the Scots voted by 74.3% to 25.7% in favour of their 
Parliament and by a lesser margin of 63.5% to 36.5% in favour of 
giving it the power to vary the income tax rates set at Westminster. 
The turnout was a respectable 60%. 

In Wales, where I was reporting the results, it was far closer. The 
Welsh voted yes to their Assembly by 50.3% to 49.7%, on a turnout 
of 50%. There was a majority for devolution of just 6,712 votes. But 
it was enough. The legislative process to devolution could begin. 

On 6 May 1999, elections were held for the new Scottish Parliament 
and Welsh Assembly. 

EXERCISE: 
Put yourselves in the shoes of UK ministers. You are devising plans 
to devolve power to Scotland and Wales. Which of the following 
powers would you give to Scotland and/or Wales and which do you 
think the UK Government should keep at Westminster? Think 
seriously about why. 
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Abortion, genetics & medicine Broadcasting 

Constitutional policy Defence 

Drugs 

Education  

Energy  

Farming  

Fire services  

Fisheries 

Foreign Policy  

Housing  

Immigration  

Justice 

Local Government  

Police 

Social Security (benefits & pensions)  

Taxation 

Transport 

You can follow this link to the UK Government’s guide to 
devolution. Click on each section – Scotland and Wales – to see the 
list of reserved powers the UK Government chose to keep to itself. 
Do you agree? 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/devolution-of-powers-to-scotland-
wales-and-northern-ireland 

Before we move on to examine the devolved governments, please 
note that you will frequently hear journalists referring to the 
devolved institutions by their geographic locations. It’s a convenient 
shorthand. In this context, in their reports Holyrood refers to the 
Scottish devolved institutions, Cardiff to those in Wales and 
Stormont refers to the Northern Ireland devolved institutions. You 
will also hear the Welsh Parliament being called Senedd 
(pronounced Senn-eth). 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/devolution-of-powers-to-scotland-wales-and-northern-ireland
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/devolution-of-powers-to-scotland-wales-and-northern-ireland
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3. Reporting Wales & 
Scotland 

Power In Practice - Wales, Scotland & 
England 

The Covid-19 pandemic has been a stark demonstration of the 
impact of devolution on people’s lives. It also demonstrates neatly 
why you need to understand the structures below.  

Too often when UK ministers stood behind their podiums to deliver 
those televised Downing Street pandemic briefings, they were 
speaking merely as the Government of England.  

In Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, other administrations were 
making their own decisions.  

This is just a sample of the different rules in place on 15th June 2020 
as the UK started to edge out of (what was hopefully the first and 
only wave) of the pandemic. 

If you wanted to get married in England or Scotland, you couldn’t. 
All weddings were postponed.  

In Wales, weddings were permitted if one partner was terminally ill. 

But in Northern Ireland up to 10 people could attend any wedding 
outdoors. If one partner was terminally ill, their wedding could be 
held inside, again with up to 10 people attending.  

In England and Northern Ireland, six people from six different 
households could meet outside as long as they stayed 2m apart.  

In Scotland a maximum of eight people from just two households 
could meet outside while in Wales two households could meet 
outside with no limit on numbers.  

Open air markets and car showrooms were open in England and 
Northern Ireland but not in Scotland or Wales. Libraries were only 
open in Wales.  

Places of worship had been open for private prayer and drive 
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through services in Northern Ireland since 20 May. In England, they 
opened for private prayer only on 15th June. They remained closed 
in Scotland and Wales. 

I could go on. You get the drift.  

That is the impact of devolution in a nutshell. It affects people’s 
lives. So, journalists need to understand it.  

Two decades since their birth, both the Scottish Parliament and the 
Welsh Assembly-turned-Parliament must be deemed constitutional 
successes. Their record on delivering quality public services and 
supporting economic growth may, inevitably, be as chequered as 
Westminster’s but both have seen their powers and role increase.  

In this chapter, we will look at:  
Wales:  Impact of Devolution 

The Welsh Government: How it works 
The Senedd: How It Works 

Scotland:  Impact of Devolution 
Case study: The Lockerbie Disaster 
Independence Referendum 
The Scottish Government: How it Works 
The Scottish Parliament: How it Works. 

Consequences for England 
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WALES 
Despite a shaky start, overseeing a not entirely convinced 
population, the Welsh Government & Assembly has gone from 
strength to strength. Its structures have been fine-tuned, it has 
acquired primary law-making powers and from 2019, will have the 
power to vary income tax rates set at Westminster and to borrow 
money. .In 2020 it upgraded its name to the Welsh Parliament, also 
known as the Senedd Cymru. We shall refer to the Welsh 
Parliament from now on as the Senedd. It is based in the Welsh 
capital of Cardiff. 

It is responsible for the Welsh NHS, education and training, 
economic development, fire & rescue, local government, planning, 
agriculture, forestry, fisheries, the environment, housing, highways, 
sport, tourism, flood defences and the Welsh language. It is not 
responsible for the police or the courts which remain under 
Westminster control. 

Impact of Devolution 
Despite its limited powers, Wales was soon to demonstrate the 
ability of devolution to affect people’s lives. Fittingly for the land 
that produced Aneurin Bevan, the minister who built the NHS, it 
was on a health issue. Bevan had resigned from the UK cabinet in 
fury in 1951 when his own Labour Government introduced limited 
prescription charges, breaking what he saw as one of the cardinal 
principles of the NHS: that it should be free at the point of delivery. 
More than half a century later, the heirs of Bevan did him proud 
when the Welsh Senedd abolished all NHS prescription charges for 
people living in Wales. 

Today, because of that devolved decision, people living in Gwent 
do not pay prescription charges whilst their neighbours a few paces 
down the road in the English county of Gloucestershire do. Those 
living on the Welsh side of the Severn Bridge pay no prescription 
charges but those living the other side of the Bridge, in Bristol, do. 
The Northern Ireland Assembly and the Scottish Parliament would 
duly follow the Welsh and scrap prescription charges too. Thanks to 
devolution, therefore, the only place in the UK where patients pay 
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NHS prescription charges is England. 

Wales was also the first part of the UK to pass legislation for a 
plastic bag tax of 5p. Whilst the Senedd had no powers to raise 
taxes, it created the charge as part of secondary legislation it could 
pass, and the money raised was allocated to charities. 

Devolution has, however, exposed challenges. Welsh schools have 
the poorest performances in the UK (Hume 2016, Dixon 2016) and 
its health service is struggling (Press Association, 2014, BBC, 
2018). Its economic development remains variable. These are just 
some of the areas in which the Welsh Government and Senedd 
deserve the most rigorous of scrutiny by journalists. 

The Welsh Government: How it works 
The members of the Welsh Government are all elected members of 
the Senedd. The First Minister has always been the leader of the 
largest party in the Parliament and is confirmed in their post by the 
monarch, just like the UK Prime Minister. To date, the First 
Minister has always been a Labour Member of the Senedd (MS). 
Labour has held the single largest number of seats in the Senedd t 
but never enough to command an outright majority. Consequently, 
it has either governed as a minority administration or as a coalition 
with either the Liberal Democrats, Plaid Cymru or Independent 
MSs in support (see Ch 1 UK Government & Parliament for 
minority and coalition governments). 

The First Minister appoints a Cabinet drawn from Members of the 
Senedd just as the Prime Minister in the UK appoints Cabinet 
ministers to oversee UK Government departments. The role of the 
Welsh ministers is much the same – to represent their departments 
in the Senedd, to oversee those departments and to lead on policy 
for those departments. 

Lists of the Cabinet will always be online. You can find them here:  

https://gov.wales/about/cabinet/cabinetm/?lang=en  

Agendas, papers and minutes of Cabinet meetings are available 
online, albeit with commercially sensitive, budgetary, confidential 
and potentially harmful information redacted and never earlier than 
six weeks after the meeting. You can find them here: 

https://gov.wales/about/cabinet/cabinetm/?lang=en
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https://gov.wales/about/cabinet/meetings/?lang=en  

Just as at Westminster, the ministers are supported by a politically 
impartial civil service which is there to advise ministers and to carry 
out ministerial decisions 

Finances 

The Welsh Government’s funding has historically come in a block 
grant, direct from the UK Government, decided on a formula basis, 
and approved in the Westminster Parliament. 

This is called the Barnett Formula after Joel Barnett, the Labour 
Chief Secretary to the Treasury who, in the late 1970s, devised a 
system for distributing UK funding to constituent nations. 

Wales’s budget in 2018-19 was £15.5bn (Welsh Government, 
2017). It is up to the Welsh Government & the Senedd to decide its 
spending priorities. 

It is acquiring some powers over tax. It now has the power to set its 
own Stamp Duty and landfill taxes. From April 2019, it will has had 
the power to vary the income tax rates set by the UK Chancellor. 

Press Office 

The Welsh Government’s Press Office maintains a website here 
where it posts press releases and useful statistics & research: 

https://gov.wales/newsroom/?lang=en  

The Senedd: How It Works 
The role of the Senedd is to represent the people in Wales, hold the 
Welsh Government to account, make some (but not all) laws for 
Wales and approve the Welsh Government’s proposed budget. It 
has an extremely useful website that explains how it works. Links to 
key parts will be provided below. 

Members of the Senedd or MSs are elected every five years to the 
60 seats in the Welsh Senedd. Voters get two votes. The first is for 
their local constituency member. There are 40 Senedd 

https://gov.wales/about/cabinet/meetings/?lang=en
https://gov.wales/newsroom/?lang=en
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constituencies, elected using the same first past the post system that is 
used for Welsh council and Westminster elections. The second vote 
is for their regional Senedd members. Wales is divided into five 
regions, which elect four regional MSs each, a total of 20, using a 
system of proportional representation called the Additional Member 
System. 

Details are here: 

https://senedd.wales/en/gethome/elections-referenda/Pages/abt-
nafw-how-assembly-elected.aspx 

MSs, like elected politicians anywhere, are always a source of 
quotes and stories. Finding them should be straightforward. The 
Senedd has a full guide to MSs on its website, including contact 
details. If you are working or on assignment in Wales, find the local 
and regional MSs for your area and their contact details. Can you 
find other contact details by searching more broadly online? 

http://senedd.assembly.wales/mgMemberIndex.aspx?FN=PARTY&
VW=LIST&PIC=0 

The MSs sit in the Senedd. The way the Senedd works is similar to 
that of the House of Commons. Their plenary (full) sessions are 
chaired by the Llywydd or Presiding Officer or his/her deputy. Both 
are MSs who then become politically impartial. Their role mirrors 
the role played by the Speaker and his/her deputies in the House of 
Commons. 

During the plenary sessions, MSs question Welsh ministers, hold 
debates, hear ministerial statements and debate proposed new laws. 
The business is announced on a weekly basis. If you want to find 
out what’s coming up in the Welsh Senedd, click here:  

https://business.senedd.wales/mgCalendarWeekView.aspx?MR=1 

Away from the plenary, MSs sit on committees. Subject specific 
committees operate much like select committees at Westminster, 
monitoring Welsh government functions and holding inquiries into 
relevant topics. Unlike Westminster which has separate committees 
for this function, they also carry out the line-by-line scrutiny of 
Bills in their area of expertise. 

At the time of writing, for example, the Children, Young People and 
Education Committee was in the process of investigating the impact 

https://senedd.wales/en/gethome/elections-referenda/Pages/abt-nafw-how-assembly-elected.aspx
https://senedd.wales/en/gethome/elections-referenda/Pages/abt-nafw-how-assembly-elected.aspx
http://senedd.assembly.wales/mgMemberIndex.aspx?FN=PARTY&VW=LIST&PIC=0
http://senedd.assembly.wales/mgMemberIndex.aspx?FN=PARTY&VW=LIST&PIC=0
http://senedd.assembly.wales/mgMemberIndex.aspx?FN=PARTY&VW=LIST&PIC=0
https://business.senedd.wales/mgCalendarWeekView.aspx?MR=1
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of the pandemic on children and young people. Previously it had 
conducted the line by line scrutiny of the Childcare Funding 
(Wales) Bill and carried out inquiries into the mental health of 
children and young people, the impact of Brexit on university and 
college education in Wales and the provision of textbooks & 
learning resources for pupils. All of those subjects were potential 
news stories or documentaries. You can find out details of the 
committees here.  

https://senedd.wales/en/bus-
home/committees/Pages/committees.aspx 

Each separate committee page lists its members, their contact 

details and their activities. The MSs on each committee can be 
interviewed not just about their inquiries but about news stories in 
their subject area. Normally you would go to the top – to the MS 
chairing the committee. 

These committees can sometimes stray outside the remit of the 
devolved policy areas. For example, the Culture Committee has 
reviewed the state of the radio industry in Wales, even though the 
Senedd has no powers over broadcasting legislation in Wales. This 
has led to allegations of ‘mission creep’ by critics of the Senedd. 

Transcripts/Recordings of Proceedings 

Both the plenary sessions and the committee hearings are broadcast 
live on senedd.tv and an archive is kept here. 

https://www.senedd.tv/  

There are also written transcripts of all plenary (full Senedd) and 
committee hearings. Note that draft plenary transcripts are provided 
within an hour while transcripts of committee hearings may take a 
few days. Either way, if you are researching a story, it is worth 
having a trawl here. Click on Search Record. 

https://senedd.wales/en/bus-home/Pages/cofnod.aspx 

Passage of Legislation 

The passage of a Bill is similar to that in Westminster, with a debate 
on its general principles, followed by line-by-line scrutiny in 

https://senedd.wales/en/bus-home/committees/Pages/committees.aspx
https://senedd.wales/en/bus-home/committees/Pages/committees.aspx
https://www.senedd.tv/
https://senedd.wales/en/bus-home/Pages/cofnod.aspx
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committee and then a final debate on the Bill as amended before it 
goes for Royal Assent. 

A useful guide to the stages can be found here: 

https://senedd.wales/NAfW%20Documents/Assembly%20Business
%20section%20documents/flowcharts-
AssemblyScrutinyofPublicBills/flowchart-AssemblyScrutinyBills-
En-Screen.pdf 

Research Briefings 

Just like the Westminster Parliament, the Senedd has a research 
section which provides useful briefings for MSs. These briefings are 
also available to the public. Why not benefit from the same briefing 
if you are researching a story or documentary idea? 

https://senedd.wales/en/bus-home/research/Pages/research.aspx 

Press Area 

There is an online Press Area with useful links plus copyright-free 
images and video clips which you can use. 

https://senedd.wales/en/newhome/press-area/Pages/press-area.aspx 

Further reading 
Mungham & Morgan (2000) Redesigning Democracy: The Making 
of the Welsh Assembly, Bridgend, Seren – a muscular and gripping 
look at the Welsh Assembly’s birth 

Wyn Jones & Scully (2012) Wales Says Yes: Devolution and the 
2011 Referendum, Cardiff, University of Wales 

Dixon, P (2016) Testing Times: Success, Failure & Fiasco in 
Education Policy in Wales Since Devolution, Wales, Welsh 
Academic Press 

Gower, J (2013) The Story of Wales, London, BBC Books/Random 
House 

Davies, J (2007) A History of Wales, London, Penguin 

https://senedd.wales/NAfW%20Documents/Assembly%20Business%20section%20documents/flowcharts-AssemblyScrutinyofPublicBills/flowchart-AssemblyScrutinyBills-En-Screen.pdf
https://senedd.wales/NAfW%20Documents/Assembly%20Business%20section%20documents/flowcharts-AssemblyScrutinyofPublicBills/flowchart-AssemblyScrutinyBills-En-Screen.pdf
https://senedd.wales/NAfW%20Documents/Assembly%20Business%20section%20documents/flowcharts-AssemblyScrutinyofPublicBills/flowchart-AssemblyScrutinyBills-En-Screen.pdf
https://senedd.wales/NAfW%20Documents/Assembly%20Business%20section%20documents/flowcharts-AssemblyScrutinyofPublicBills/flowchart-AssemblyScrutinyBills-En-Screen.pdf
https://senedd.wales/en/bus-home/research/Pages/research.aspx
https://senedd.wales/en/newhome/press-area/Pages/press-area.aspx
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SCOTLAND 

Impact of Devolution 
Scotland’s Parliament was, and remains, the most powerful of the 
devolved institutions created by the Blair Government. It has both 
inadvertently, and sometimes quite deliberately, muscled into policy 
areas the UK government sought to keep to itself. 

Like the Welsh Senedd, it took over responsibility for health, 
education, social services, local government, agriculture, fisheries, 
housing, planning and the environment. Unlike Wales, it was given 
control of both the police and the justice system, a recognition of 
the different legal traditions north of the border. Unlike Wales, it 
also had, from the very beginning, both primary law-making powers 
and the power to vary income tax rates set at Westminster by up to 
3%, although it was noticeably coy about using this power. 

For many years its funding, just like that of Wales, came in a block 
grant from Westminster, determined by the Barnett formula. From 
2016, however, the Parliament also got the power to raise half of 
Scotland’s income tax. This gives it serious financial autonomy. 
From 2019, it will also be automatically given half of the VAT 
raised in Scotland. It has acquired powers to set some social 
security benefits, enabling it to start shaping its own version of the 
welfare state. The parliament is based in the Holyrood area of 
Edinburgh. 

The Scottish Government’s impact extends well beyond its borders. 
We will look elsewhere at Scotland’s decision to abolish university 
tuition fees, which had knock-on consequences for higher education 
across the UK. The Scottish Government also succeeded, briefly 
and unintentionally, in ruffling Anglo-American relations even 
though foreign policy was an area retained by the UK Government. 
It all started with a bomb on a plane. 

Case study: The Lockerbie Disaster 
On 21 December 1988, a bomb exploded on board Pan Am Flight 
103 as it flew over the Scottish town of Lockerbie, carrying many 
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Americans home for Christmas. All 259 people on board were 
killed, as were 11 people on the ground. For an example of an early 
form of breakfast television news, have a look at this BBC 
Breakfast Time (1988) report on the disaster. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zwgKQSJrcDE 

In 2001, a Libyan national Abdelbaset al-Megrahi was sentenced to 
life imprisonment in a Scottish jail for his part in the bombing. 

In 2009, al-Megrahi developed prostate cancer. The doctors said it 
was terminal. Scotland has a long tradition of compassionate release 
for convicts with terminal illnesses. Such releases however are not 
automatic. It fell to a member of the Scottish Government’s cabinet, 
Justice Secretary Kenny MacAskill to decide whether or not to 
allow al-Megrahi, the murderer of 270 people, to go home to die in 
the bosom of his family. It was not an easy decision. 

Let’s go to MacAskill’s press statement announcing his decision. It 
appears long. It has some jargon in it. Don’t be put off as there is a 
big news story in there. One tip: go to the conclusion. That’s where 
the key quotes are. Which would you choose? (Scottish 
Government, 2009) 

https://www2.gov.scot/News/Speeches/Speeches/Safer-and-
stronger/lockerbiedecision 

Do you agree with MacAskill’s decision or not? Many of the 
bereaved American families were horrified. Their pain only 
intensified when al-Megrahi was flown home to Libya to a hero’s 
welcome. Click on the link below to see this Sky News package on 
his return home to an effusive greeting by the President’s own son, 
while around the plane, delighted supporters can be seen waving the 
Saltire, Scotland’s blue and white flag (Duke, 2010). 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LqHmPCnUfFM  

There was now real anger in the United States. The White House 
described the al-Megrahi’s hero’s welcome as “disgusting and 
outrageous” (Beaumont, MacAskill, Watt 2009) 

Had al-Megrahi rapidly died after his release, the row might have 
blown over but he didn’t. The terminally-ill terrorist continued to 
live. And the American government, the UK’s number one ally, 
made its displeasure crystal clear. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zwgKQSJrcDE
https://www2.gov.scot/News/Speeches/Speeches/Safer-and-stronger/lockerbiedecision
https://www2.gov.scot/News/Speeches/Speeches/Safer-and-stronger/lockerbiedecision
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LqHmPCnUfFM
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The following year the British held a general election and the 
Conservative leader David Cameron became UK Prime Minister. 
As is customary for a new Prime Minister, Cameron flew to 
Washington for an introductory session with the President, Barack 
Obama. By now the US Congress was investigating allegations that 
al-Megrahi’s release had been part of a UK deal for oil concessions 
in Libya. A single decision from a lone politician in Holyrood had 
created an area of tension in Anglo-American relations. 

Let’s now go to the White House and join Cameron and Obama’s 
press conference. To his discomfort, Cameron found himself 
fielding questions from American and British journalists about al- 
Megrahi’s release and the UK Government’s role in it. Note how he 
attempts several things. He distances himself from the decision to 
release the bomber. It had, after all, been nothing to do with him 
personally. He also tries to explain that it was a decision by the 
Scottish Government not the UK Government. Go in on the link 
below at 17’19” and listen to Cameron until 20’33 (The Obama 
White House, 2010) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SLlJYFtiG-U 

Postscript: al-Megrahi finally died at his family home in May 2012, 
three years after his release. 

Independence Referendum 
The Scottish Government’s biggest assault on powers Westminster 
thought it had reserved to itself was on constitutional change. The 
Scottish National Party is committed to full Scottish independence. 
It has been campaigning for this since its formation in 1934, when it 
took up the baton from earlier champions. Devolution offered the 
SNP an opportunity. As the Conservative Prime Minister John 
Major argued during the 1997 general election, home rule could be 
used as a stepping stone to independence. The more you devolve 
power away from Westminster, the less important the remaining ties 
with Westminster may become and more practical a proposition full 
independence becomes. The SNP was acutely aware of that 
possibility. 

It progressively built up its presence in the Scottish Parliament, 
overtaking Labour to become the biggest single party in 2007. The 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SLlJYFtiG-U
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SNP’s first minority administration saw a flurry of consultative and 
policy work on the possibility of independence – although, legally, 
this was an area outside the Scottish Parliament’s jurisdiction. 
Westminster had deliberately refused to devolve down powers over 
constitutional change. SNP First Minister Alex Salmond was not a 
man to let such details hold him back. 

In the 2011 elections, the SNP went on to win a clear majority in the 
Scottish Parliament on a manifesto that expressly promised a 
referendum on independence. The irrepressible Salmond was now 
ready to call Westminster’s bluff. 

In early 2012, he announced Scotland would press ahead with an 
independence referendum in 2014, whether Westminster liked it or 
not. Salmond’s choice of date had particular resonance. The year 
2014 marked the 700th anniversary of the Battle of Bannockburn, 
when a small Scottish army led by Robert the Bruce inflicted a 
crushing defeat on a much larger English force. Sweeping aside 
frantic bleats from Westminster that any such referendum would be 
unlawful without UK consent, Salmond blithely told Sky News: 
“This has to be a referendum which is built in Scotland, which is 
made in Scotland and goes through the Scottish Parliament.” 
(Carrell & Watt, 2012) 

The UK Government was caught in a trap. The devolution 
legislation gave Westminster sole responsibility for constitutional 
policy. Therefore, legally, only Westminster could decide to hold a 
referendum on independence. The UK Government was flatly 
opposed to Scottish independence. Yet the Scottish people had 
clearly voted for an SNP majority in the Scottish Parliament on a 
manifesto promising a referendum. How could democrats in 
Westminster not listen to the voice of the people? Ten tortuous 
months later, the UK Prime Minister David Cameron gave way and 
agreed the referendum could go ahead. The voting age, normally 18, 
was lowered to 16. The Scots would be asked to vote Yes or No to 
independence on 18th September 2014. 

The Referendum Campaign of 2014 

The campaign was electric, generating huge public interest. It is 
testament to its success that 84.6% of the eligible population turned 
out to vote, the highest turnout recorded in a public vote in the UK 
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since the introduction of universal suffrage. 

The SNP were the prime leaders of the pro-independence Yes 
campaign. Ranged against them was an alliance of the three main 
UK-wide parties: Labour, the Conservatives and the Liberal 
Democrats, united for once against a common threat. For Labour, 
the great architects of modern devolution, the referendum posed a 
particularly deadly risk. Scotland was a major Labour power base. 
In 2014, Labour held 41 of Scotland’s 59 Westminster 
constituencies. 

Without those Scottish seats, it would be much more difficult for 
Labour in future to win a majority at Westminster. 

For the Conservatives, the dilemma was different. While the 
prospect of perpetual Tory rule in a Westminster shorn of Scots 
attracted a few excitable types, the party’s full name was the 
Conservative & Unionist Party. It was fully committed to the 
current union of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, there was a 
long tradition of Scottish Conservativism and the Conservative 
leader David Cameron certainly didn’t want to be the Prime 
Minister who presided over the break-up of the UK. But he had a 
problem. The new and engaging leader of the Scottish 
Conservatives Ruth Davidson might have been leading a revival in 
the party’s fortunes north of the border but she was building from a 
low base. The party had been obliterated in Scotland in 1997 and it 
still suffered from its ‘English Tory’ tag. Its firepower - and ability 
to shape the debate in Scotland - was limited. 

It was also unfortunate that at this point, all three UK-wide parties 
were led by Englishmen with little personal resonance in Scotland. 
Labour’s Ed Miliband was a Londoner, while the Conservative 
Cameron and his Liberal Democrat coalition partner Nick Clegg 
were both privately-educated Home Counties boys. Westminster, at 
this point, looked much more English and privileged then it had just 
four years previously when both the Prime Minister and Chancellor 
had been Scottish. 

Conscious of this, the UK parties stepped back and left the former 
big beasts of Scottish Labour, Scotland’s dominant political party, 
to lead the No campaign. Initially, those in Westminster had 
assumed the referendum would be, if not a walk in the park, at least 
a straightforward win. That belief was shaken to its core just 11 
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days before the referendum, by a Sunday Times opinion poll 
suggesting that the Yes campaign had come from 22 points behind 
to a narrow two point lead – and it still had time to build its 
momentum further. 

*A note of caution: opinion polls are not always reliable guides to 
how people will vote on the day. Some are more accurate than 
others. Always treat them carefully and report them with caveats. 
They may be completely wrong. Nevertheless politicians (and 
journalists) follow them closely and they are, at least, indications as 
to what the public may be thinking. 

Panicked by the Sunday Times poll, the now frantic UK-wide 
parties united to offer Scotland still more devolved powers, 
providing voters promised to stay in the union. That offer was made 
on the front page of the Scottish Daily Record and was labelled The 
Vow and was signed by the Conservative, Labour and Liberal 
Democrat leaders. Anyone interested in page design should look at 
the Record’s front pages here. Look first at the Record’s withering 
view of the UK-wide parties’ response to the Sunday Times poll: 
“Hear no devo, see no devo, speak no devo” and then the 
subsequent “Vow” front page. 

https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/incoming/gallery/pictures-daily-
record-set-agenda-4533653 (Daily Record, 2014) 

Despite the concessions, the Yes campaign continued on a roll. The 
SNP Leader and Scottish First Minister Alex Salmond was in his 
element. You can watch him in action here, the day before the vote: 
Go in at 4’40 and have a listen. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Kj3D5Fit2o 
(Weewildycamper, 2014) 

To counteract Salmond’s appeal, the UK-wide parties turned to 
Scottish Labour’s biggest beast, the former UK Prime Minister 
Gordon Brown who gave a rival speech the same day in favour of 
staying in the union. You can find the full transcript here but scroll 
down to the video and go in and listen to Brown’s rhetoric. These 
speeches are meant to be listened to. Go in at 2’30. 

https://www.cityam.com/gordon-browns-better-together-speech-
eve-scottish-independence-referendum-vote-full-video/ 
(Cityam, 2014) 

https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/incoming/gallery/pictures-daily-record-set-agenda-4533653
https://www.dailyrecord.co.uk/incoming/gallery/pictures-daily-record-set-agenda-4533653
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Kj3D5Fit2o
https://www.cityam.com/gordon-browns-better-together-speech-eve-scottish-independence-referendum-vote-full-video/
https://www.cityam.com/gordon-browns-better-together-speech-eve-scottish-independence-referendum-vote-full-video/
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The Result and its Aftermath 

The No campaign clinched it. On 18th September 2014, Scotland 
voted to stay in the union by 55% to 45%. A shattered Alex 
Salmond promptly resigned as SNP leader and First Minister of 
Scotland. And a mightily-relieved UK Prime Minister David 
Cameron was able to ring the Queen with the good news that her 
kingdom wasn’t splitting in two – although he would later have to 
apologise to her for being caught on camera regaling an American 
with details of that supposedly private call. You can see the video 
below. It’s a useful reminder to journalists as well as politicians of 
what can be caught on a microphone. 

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2014/sep/23/david-
cameron-queen-purred-scotlands-no-vote-video  

Conventional wisdom, particularly at Westminster, assumed the 
SNP, crushed by the referendum defeat, would now crawl away to 
lick its wounds. And yet a curious thing happened. 

The day before the referendum, membership of the SNP stood at 
25,000. Two weeks after the referendum defeat, it had jumped to 
75,000 and kept climbing. By end of the following year, it had 
reached 115,000 and had become, in terms of membership, the 
UK’s third largest party (Audickas, Dempsey, Keen, 2018). 

In 2010, the party had won six seats of Scotland’s 59 Westminster 
seats. In the 2015 general election, less than a year after the 
referendum defeat, the SNP won an extraordinary 56 of the 59 
Scottish Westminster seats. Labour, the Conservatives and the 
Liberal Democrats were reduced to one seat each. It was a 
devastating rejection of the UK-wide parties and a reminder that the 
independence debate was not over yet. 

The Brexit referendum of 2016 then handed independence 
campaigners a potential bonus. The UK, as a whole, voted by 52% 
to 48% to leave the EU, but within those figures lay a very different 
Scottish vote. Scotland voted by 62% to 38% to remain. Scotland 
was going to be taken out of the EU against her wishes. 

The SNP’s hold on Westminster seats did momentarily drop to 35 
seats in the 2017 general election before pushing back up to 48 seats 
in the 2019 election. Yet both numbers are still extraordinary 

http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2014/sep/23/david-cameron-queen-purred-scotlands-no-vote-video
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/video/2014/sep/23/david-cameron-queen-purred-scotlands-no-vote-video
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figures for a party that prior to 2015 had never won more than a 
handful of Westminster seats. Emboldened, the new SNP Leader 
and Scottish Government First Minister Nicola Sturgeon continued 
to press on with policy work for potential separation. In May 2018 
she published the latest analysis of the economics of an independent 
Scotland. 

https://www.snp.org/snp_growth_commission 

The results of the 2021 Scottish Parliament elections would be 
crucial. A large SNP win would intensify the pressure even more 
and make it hard for the UK Government to refuse consent for a 
second independence referendum. The long game continues. 

The Scottish Government: How it 
Works 

Since devolution, the Scottish First Minister has been the leader of 
the largest party elected to the Scottish Parliament and, like the 
Welsh First Minister and the UK Prime Minister, is confirmed in 
office by the monarch. 

The First Minister then appoints Cabinet ministers and more junior 
ministers to oversee the Scottish Government’s functions. These 
ministers are drawn, like the First Minister, from the Members of 
the Scottish Parliament or MSPs. 

The list of Scottish Government ministers is available online here: 
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/  

You will find their contact details on the Scottish Parliament web- 
site which we will get to in a moment. However, you can also get in 
touch with them via the Scottish Government press office. The press 
office can also answer queries about Scottish Government activities. 
Its contact details are here:  

https://news.gov.scot/contacts/news-desk-contacts  

It places press releases online here: https://news.gov.scot/  

The Scottish Government Cabinet meets weekly, usually at Bute 
House in Edinburgh while the Parliament is sitting. The ministers, 
like all ministers across the UK, are supported by a politically- 

https://www.snp.org/snp_growth_commission
https://beta.gov.scot/about/who-runs-government/
https://news.gov.scot/contacts/news-desk-contacts
https://news.gov.scot/
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neutral civil service. The Scottish Government is divided into 
directorates as opposed to ministries or departments in Westminster 
– but in essence it is a different name for the same thing: a 
government department which carries out a particular function or 
functions of government, eg health, education etc. 

You can find a list of the directorates, along with their ministers 
here: 

https://beta.gov.scot/about/how-government-is-run/directorates/  

The Scottish Parliament: How it Works 
The role of the Scottish Parliament is to represent the people in 
Scotland, hold the Scottish Government to account, make many of 
the laws for Scotland and approve the budget proposed by the 
Scottish Government. Its proceedings, committee work and 
politicians are all sources of stories. It is based in Holyrood. 

Initially, elections to the Scottish Parliament were held every four 
years. Now it is every five years. As in Wales, the MSPs are elected 
by the Additional Member System which is a mix of the first-past- 
the-post system and proportional representation. 

Voters get two votes. The first is to elect the local constituency 
MSP using the same first-past-the post system that is used to elect 
MPs to Westminster across mainland Britain. Each constituency 
returns one MSP. There are 73 constituency MSPs. The second vote 
is for regional parliamentary members. Scotland is divided into 
eight regions, each of which return seven regional MSPs, a total of 
56 MSPs. These are elected using a closed list system of 
proportional representation. The voter gets to choose between 
parties not individual candidates – although if independents stand, 
they can still choose them. In total there are 129 MSPs. 

MSPs, inevitably, are sources of stories. Some of their contact 
details are provided by the Scottish Parliament website here: 

https://www.parliament.scot/msps/current-msps.aspx  

Click on the MSP’s name and then go to the Full Contact details on 
the right-hand side. If you are studying or working in Scotland, find 
your constituency MSP and all seven of your regional ones. And 
search online for more contact details for each one of them. 

https://beta.gov.scot/about/how-government-is-run/directorates/
https://www.parliament.scot/msps/current-msps.aspx
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Full sessions of the Scottish Parliament are chaired by the Presiding 
Officer or one of two Deputy Presiding Officers. All three are MSPs 
who become politically impartial. They also represent the Scottish 
Parliament at home and abroad. These roles are mirrored at 
Westminster by the Speaker of the House of Commons and his or 
her deputies. 

During full sessions of the Scottish Parliament, MSPs question 
ministers, hear ministerial statements, hold debates and scrutinise 
legislation. 

Committees 

These are powerful engines within the Parliament and a focus for 
much important business. They are therefore a source of stories. 
There are subject-specific committees, made up of MSPs, to 
monitor specific functions of the Scottish Government. Like the 
committees in the Welsh Assembly, they both scrutinise legislation 
in their subject area and hold inquiries into topics of interest. For 
example, at the time of writing, the Justice Committee was 
investigating the use of civil actions in rape and other serious sexual 
assault cases, the working of libel laws, the merger of British 
Transport Police in Scotland into Police Scotland and, amongst 
other things, was scrutinising a Bill on the management of 
offenders. 

Have a look at the link here, find a committee that interests you and 
then look for potential story or documentary ideas. 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/committees.asp
x 

If you want a quote from the committee, you normally go to its 
convenor (or chair) first, as it is always preferable to have the most 
senior voice, but other committee MSPs are equally capable of 
speaking about their work and news stories in those areas. 

Finding What’s On in the Scottish Parliament 

The order of business is published in the Business Bulletin here. 
You can also check on committee pages. 

https://bb.parliament.scot/#20180529  

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/committees.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/committees.aspx
https://bb.parliament.scot/#20180529
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Passage of a Scottish Bill 

These can be introduced by the Scottish Government, a Scottish 
Parliamentary Committee or by an individual MSP. 

 Stage 1: The Bill is examined by the lead committee dealing 
with that subject area which submits it report on the general 
principles of the Bill to the full Parliament which then holds a 
full debate and vote on the principles of the Bill, similar to the 
Second Reading at Westminster. 

 Stage 2: The Committee stage where MSPs subject the Bill to 
line-by-line scrutiny. This may be done by the lead subject 
committee, but other subject committees may also be involved. 
Alternatively, the line-by-line scrutiny can be done by a 
Committee of the Whole Parliament in which every MSP can 
sit. 

 Stage 3: The bill returns to the full Parliament which first 
debates the key amendments and then whether to pass the Bill 
as amended. It can, if MSPs wish, be referred back to a 
committee for further work. Alternatively, it can be voted on. 

 Royal Assent: As in Westminster and in Wales, the monarch 
formally approves the bill and it becomes an Act. 

Records of Proceedings 

The Official Report – online transcripts of proceedings, known as 
Hansard in Westminster – are uploaded online, usually two hours 
after the relevant meeting begins. There are transcripts of both the 
full Parliament sessions and the individual committees. You find 
their Official Reports here. Have a look: 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/ormain.aspx 

There are also live and archived video of both full Parliamentary 
sessions and committee sessions which you can find here: 

https://www.scottishparliament.tv/ 

You may use, for free, attributed clips from Scottish Parliament TV 
in your news reports. 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/ormain.aspx
https://www.scottishparliament.tv/
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Further reading 
McWhirter, I, (2015) A Disunited Kingdom – How Westminster 
won a Referendum but lost Scotland, Cargo Publishing. 

Cairney, P (2011) The Scottish Political System Since Devolution, 
Exeter, Imprint  

Taylor, B (2002) The Road to the Scottish Parliament, Edinburgh, 
Edinburgh University Press 

Norton, P (no date) Labour Government & Parliament 1974-79 
http://www.revolts.co.uk/Labour,%2074-79.pdf 

CONSEQUENCES FOR ENGLAND 

The West Lothian Question 
Before we move on to Northern Ireland, there is one aspect of the 
current devolution settlement worth flagging up – the implications 
for England. Under the settlement, England continues to be 
governed by Westminster whilst, as we have seen, a wide range of 
public services in Scotland and Wales are run by the devolved 
institutions. This arrangement contains one important conundrum. 
Back in 1977, the Scottish MP Tam Dalyell asked a very simple 
question to which successive UK governments have had no answer. 

In essence, Dalyell wanted to know how could it be right that 
Scottish and Welsh MPs in Westminster could vote on what 
happened to English hospitals and schools when, thanks to 
devolution, English MPs in Westminster could not vote on what 
happened to schools and hospitals in Scotland and Wales? 

This question of whether Scottish and Welsh MPs should have the 
same range of voting rights in Westminster, post devolution, as 
English MPs became known as the West Lothian Question, after 
Dalyell’s constituency. The flippant if inadequate response of some 
in government was that the answer to the West Lothian Question 
was simply not to ask it. 

Any limit on the voting rights of MPs from devolved areas would 

http://www.revolts.co.uk/Labour%2C%2074-79.pdf
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create two tiers of MPs. It would also make it difficult for any 
government whose majority depended, in part, on winning seats in 
Scotland and Wales, to win votes in Parliament on England-only 
issues. You can take a view on whether that is a good or a bad thing. 

Blair’s Labour government’s initial response to the West Lothian 
Question was to offer some very limited devolution to the English 
regions. In 2004 a referendum was held in North East England on 
the merits of having their own elected regional assembly. Voters 
rejected the idea by 78% to 22%. That solution therefore died. 

Debate has bubbled about the merits of an English-only Parliament. 
Westminster has preferred to come up with solutions within its own 
walls. Some hoped to deal with the matter informally, by MPs 
voluntarily not voting on issues that did not affect their particular 
part of the UK. That convention didn’t always work. 

In 2015 the Conservative Government wanted to give councils in 
England and Wales the power to extending Sunday Trading laws. 
The Government had a majority of 12. If just six Conservative MPs 
opposed the move, the Government risked losing the vote, and it 
wasn’t looking good. The whips reckoned around 20 Conservatives 
might rebel on this as a matter of religious conscience and join the 
Labour party in the No lobby. However, the rebels and the Labour 
party would be beatable as long as the SNP block of 56 Scottish 
MPs didn’t vote against the Government too. After all, ministers 
argued, this issue had nothing to do with Scotland. The SNP’s MPs 
could have a night off.  

The SNP took a different view and announced its MPs would be 
voting against the Government. Ministers promptly abandoned the 
measure. Simply by threatening to vote, Scottish MPs had 
determined the shape of Sunday Trading laws in England & Wales. 

The current compromise is the addition of an extra stage into the 
passage of an English or English & Welsh-only Bill. Should the 
Speaker consider the Bill to be relevant only to England (or England 
& Wales) then a Legislative Grand Committee made up only of 
MPs from England or England & Wales would examine the Bill 
after its report stage. This committee would, ultimately, have the 
power to block the Bill. It’s a cumbersome, less than ideal, solution 
to an impossible conundrum. A flow chart here shows how it would 
work: 



3. Reporting Wales & Scotland 69 

https://www.parliament.uk/about/how/laws/bills/public/english-
votes-for-english-laws/ 

On 22nd October 2015, Leader of the Commons Chris Grayling 
presented the changes like this: “The proposed changes enable us to 
give an answer to the West Lothian Question and to our constituents 
by saying that England will have its own piece of the devolution 
settlement, but we will achieve that without removing any Member 
of Parliament from the workings of this Chamber. We will hear 
much this afternoon about how these changes will create a different 
class of MPs, exclude MPs, and shut MPs out from the job that they 
do. The truth is that that is nonsense. Despite all the rhetoric, our 
proposals do none of that. Instead, they bring fairness to our 
devolution settlement, and it is fairness that will secure the future of 
our Union.” (Grayling, 2015, Col 1184) 

Which brought a full-throated objection from SNP MP Pete 
Wishart: 

“The Leader of the House tries to convince us — he did it again in 
his speech today — that these are tiny, eensy-weensy little 
tinkerings with the constitution of the House. ‘What are all you 
Scots getting upset about?’, he wails at us. ‘What are you bothered 
about? It’s only a little veto you’re going to be exposed to.’ Well, 
let me tell him: how dare you give us second-class status in this 
place? How dare you disrespect the views of the Scottish electorate 
and diminish the role of Scottish Members of Parliament.” (Wishart, 
2015, col 1198) 

One final note: The plan for English assemblies may have been 
killed by voter apathy but in 2017, a wave of regional metro-mayors 
was created – elected figures who would lead the liaison of a 
number of councils. The most muscular of these, in Manchester, has 
powers over both health and the police. 
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4. Terror & Hope: Northern 
Ireland 

The Fragility of Peace 
Lyra McKee was a journalist. She was 29-years-old, deeply in love 
and passionately committed to her work. On 18th April 2019, she 
was shot dead by an illegal paramilitary group, the New IRA. She’d 
been covering a sectarian riot in Derry. Her murder was a savage 
reminder that Irish terrorism has not yet been consigned to the 
history books. 

Most student journalists are from the post-9/11 generation and have 
grown up in the shadow of Islamist terrorism. 

Older Britons grew up in the shadow of a different brand of 
terrorism: Irish terrorism. During my childhood, there were 11 
separate Irish bomb attacks within a two-mile radius of my home in 
Central London. It was far, far worse in Northern Ireland, where 
illegal nationalist and unionist paramilitary groups ran vicious 
campaigns of terror. 

The nationalists wanted Northern Ireland to break with the UK and 
join the Republic of Ireland. The unionists were equally determined 
to keep the province part of the UK. Both however were prepared to 
kill. 

They killed soldiers, police and prison officers. They killed 
children. They killed civilian adults. They killed or tried to kill key 
politicians. As a young political correspondent at Westminster, I 
was one of the first journalists on the scene when Irish terrorists 
fired a mortar bomb at Downing Street in 1991 in a bid to kill Prime 
Minister John Major and his Cabinet. The UK Government’s 
response could also be brutal. Both the local police force, the Royal 
Ulster Constabulary, and the British Army, contributed to the 
killings and fuelled the violence. 

The paramilitaries are less evident today but they still exist, as the 
murder of McKee so brutally demonstrated. But the act of politics 
which, for now at least has halted most of the slaughter, was politics 
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at its courageous best. 

This chapter will cover:  
The Birth of the Republic of Ireland 
The Troubles 
The Road to Peace 
The Peace Settlement 
The Northern Ireland Executive & Assembly: How It Works, When 
It Works 
Who runs Northern Ireland when the Assembly is Suspended? 
Breaking The Impasse? 
Impact of Brexit 
And finally….Factors to Watch 
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The Birth of the Republic of Ireland 
The Act of Union of 1800 merged the Irish Parliament with the 
British legislature in Westminster. Irish opposition to that Act of 
Union ran deep. There were bitter divisions between the native 
Catholic Irish and the English and Scottish Protestant settlers. 
During the 19th Century, herculean battles were fought both in 
Ireland and in Westminster to restore (or block) Home Rule for 
Ireland and to end (or maintain) the discrimination against 
Catholics. 

In 1905 Sinn Fein was founded by Dublin-born journalist Arthur 
Griffith and others. It began as one of many Catholic nationalist 
pressure groups. It would rapidly become a fully-fledged political 
party, committed to Irish independence. Its aims were shared by 
paramilitary groups, most notably the Irish Republican Army (the 
IRA). 

In Westminster, Home Rule Bills approved by the Commons were 
torpedoed by the House of Lords, with the vigorous support of Irish 
Protestant unionists. In Ireland, unionists deeply distrustful of the 
UK Government, formed their own paramilitary force, the Ulster 
Volunteer Force, ready if necessary, to lead armed resistance in 
Ireland to any imposition of Home Rule. It was only after the 
powers of the Lords to veto Bills had been clipped, that an Irish 
Home Rule Act was finally passed on 18th September 1914. 

There was, however, one problem. World War I had just begun. 
Irish Home Rule was a distraction the UK Government thought 
could be postponed. It was wrong. While thousands of Irishmen 
enlisted to serve in the British Army, Sinn Fein and other Irish 
nationalist groups continued to press for full scale independence. 
On 24th April 1916, two nationalist paramilitary groups joined 
forces to wage six days of armed insurrection, catching the British 
on the hop. Among those who fought in the Easter Rising was 
another prominent member of Sinn Fein and IRA leader, Michael 
Collins. Sometimes drama can help bring the past alive. The trailer 
for the biopic about Michael Collins, starring Liam Neeson, gives a 
flavour of the Easter Rising, although one should always beware the 
distinction between historical fiction and history. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1pkbe29910  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F1pkbe29910
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Within a week the Rising was crushed and most of its leaders 
executed. Collins was lucky to survive. After a pause to re-group, 
the violence continued, with Collins playing a pivotal role co- 
ordinating the operations of the IRA. 

In the general election of December 1918, Sinn Fein won 73 of the 
105 Irish seats in the House of Commons. Its MPs, including 
Collins and Griffith, refused to take their seats in Westminster. 
Instead, in a further act of defiance, they set up their own 
independent parliament. Armed attacks on the British continued, 
until a truce was declared in 1921. 

The response of the UK Government, then led by Welshman David 
Lloyd George, was pragmatic. The UK was exhausted after World 
War I and, as the 1914 Act showed, already prepared to cede Home 
Rule for Ireland. Lloyd George invited Sinn Fein over for talks. Its 
delegation was led by Griffith and Collins. They sought full 
independence, something Lloyd George wasn’t prepared to 
concede, but Sinn Fein lacked the military might to achieve it by 
force. The IRA, at this point, was close to collapse (Collins 22 
Society, undated). 

Both sides compromised. Lloyd George gave more than Home 
Rule. Sinn Fein settled for less than full independence. The resultant 
Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921 shapes Ireland today. It gave birth to the 
Irish Free State, the future Republic of Ireland. The Free State 
would have its own government and parliament but remained a 
British dominion, subject to the British Crown. You can see 
Griffith’s annotations on the draft treaty here: 

https://www.historytoday.com/michael-morrogh/anglo-irish-treaty-
1921 (Morrogh, 2000) 

And, crucially, Ireland was partitioned. The Irish Free State would 
be made up of only 26 of Ireland’s 32 counties. This division was a 
result of intense pressure from the muscular Protestant unionists 
who had no intention of leaving the UK. Much of Ireland’s 
Protestant unionist population was concentrated in the north of the 
island. Under the terms of the treaty, the six counties of North East 
Ireland were given the option to remain a full part of the UK – one 
they seized with alacrity. As a result of the treaty which Lloyd 
George negotiated with Sinn Fein, the 26 county Irish Free State left 
the United Kingdom and adopted Dominion status instead; the 

https://www.historytoday.com/michael-morrogh/anglo-irish-treaty-1921
https://www.historytoday.com/michael-morrogh/anglo-irish-treaty-1921
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remaining six counties formed the UK province of Northern Ireland 
with its own form of Home Rule and the UK itself was renamed the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain & Northern Ireland. The borders 
remain to this day. 

Reaction & Consequences 

The partition of the island of Ireland involved mutual sacrifice. 
Lloyd George sacrificed the Protestant unionists living outside the 
north east counties while Sinn Fein sacrificed the significant 
Catholic nationalist minority living inside the north eastern 
counties. That sacrifice continues to scar politics in Northern 
Ireland today. We shall return to it in a moment. 

More immediately, many Irish republicans considered Griffith and 
Collins had betrayed them by accepting less than full independence. 
Within a year both men would be dead, Griffith from natural causes 
while Collins was killed in an ambush by IRA gunmen opposed to 
the halfway-house treaty. It was a stark reminder that in Irish 
politics, compromise can sometimes be deadly. 

Yet the treaty did prove a stepping stone to independence. The Irish 
Free State renamed itself Eire in 1937 and replaced the British 
Governor-General with its own President, albeit retaining a role for 
the British Crown. On Easter Monday 1949, it finally shook off all 
links with the UK and declared itself a fully-fledged independent 
Republic. The UK, now exhausted by World War II, accepted the 
fait accompli and recognised the new Republic of Ireland. 

Meanwhile, in Northern Ireland, the majority Protestant unionist 
community dominated the new Northern Ireland Parliament and 
determined to use the Home Rule it hadn’t asked for to protect its 
own interests and to ensure no further backsliding from the UK 
Government it distrusted. The province’s minority Catholic 
nationalist community was left politically powerless and 
discriminated against in the jobs market and elsewhere. It proved a 
recipe for disaster. 

The Troubles 
By the 1960s, Northern Ireland was sliding into a state of civil war 
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that would last for 30 years, claim the lives of more than 3,600 men, 
women and children and leave more than 50,000 physically injured. 
Even more would be emotionally scarred by bereavement or the 
lasting psychological shock of witnessing and surviving extreme 
violence. 

Campaigns of terror were waged by both nationalist/republican 
paramilitary forces such as the Provisional IRA and the Irish 
National Liberation Army and by their equally brutal 
unionist/loyalist equivalents such as the Ulster Volunteer Force, the 
Red Hand Commando and the Ulster Defence Association. 

In 1969, the UK Government sent the British Army in to reinforce 
the overwhelmingly Protestant Royal Ulster Constabulary – 
ironically to the cheers of Catholics, who initially viewed them as 
their protectors against the predations of the loyalist paramilitaries 
(BBC undated). That view soon changed. In 1972, British troops 
opened fire on a peaceful Catholic civil rights demonstration, killing 
14 and injuring a further 12. The day was dubbed Bloody Sunday. 
Recruitment to the Provisional IRA promptly rose. 

That same year, the UK Government suspended the Stormont 
Parliament and replaced Home Rule with direct rule from 
Westminster. Most of The Troubles were fought within Northern 
Ireland itself but the conflict spilt out onto the British mainland and 
into the Republic of Ireland as well. 

The method of conflict varied. There were individual murders, by 
gun or bomb. There were mass murders using bombs, sometimes 
packed with nails, planted in public places. Sometimes these went 
off without warning. Sometimes the paramilitaries would deliver 
warnings to either the police or to the media, using recognised code 
words. The warnings were intended to give the police the time to 
evacuate the area but not all were clear enough. 

There was no culture of using suicide attackers, as modern Islamist 
terrorists do. But there were cases of using proxy bombers, often 
people paramilitaries suspected of collaborating with the other side. 
The families would be taken hostage and one member of the family 
would be made to drive a bomb to the target. Sometimes the bombs 
were primed to give the hostage time to escape. Sometimes they 
weren’t. 

It’s invidious to single out individual horrors. Click on the link 
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below then take your pick of each year to see the names and details 
of the dead. 

http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/sutton/chron/index.html (Conflict Archive on 
the Internet, undated a) 

Sometimes it is the children that haunt you. 

Little Patrick Rooney, aged nine, and 14-year-old Michael Collins, 
both Catholic and both killed by police bullets in Belfast in 1969 
and 1972 respectively. Or Jonathan Ball, aged three and 12-year- 
old Tim Parry killed by Provisional IRA bombs left in litter bins 
outside shops in Warrington in England in 1993. 

Or sometimes it’s the sheer numbers. 

34 were killed and almost 300 injured in Dublin and Monaghan on 
17 May 1974, in co-ordinated bomb attacks by the loyalist UVF. 29 
were killed and 220 injured in Omagh on 15 August 1998, in a 
bomb attack by the nationalist Real IRA. 

Sometimes it was the sheer scale. 

On Saturday 15th June 1996, two men in hooded anoraks and 
sunglasses drove a lorry packed with 3,300 lbs of explosives into 
Manchester City Centre, parked it on double yellow lines and 
strolled away. The city centre was full of shoppers – it was Father’s 
Day the next day – while football fans were pouring into the city to 
watch Sunday’s Euro 96 match between Russia and Germany at Old 
Trafford. At 09.38 a man telephoned Granada TV, Sky News, North 
Manchester General Hospital and the police in Dublin with a 
warning that the police had an hour to clear the area – an area that 
was now heaving with 80,000 people. 

Incredibly the police succeeded, but more than 200 were hurt and 
the city centre was devastated when the bomb exploded. It was the 
biggest bomb to explode in Britain since World War II. You can 
read this Manchester Evening News’ retrospective here. 

https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/greater-
manchester-news/manchester-ira-bomb-20-years-11425324 
(Williams, 2016) 

Public figures were targeted. The Queen’s cousin, and mentor to 
Prince Charles, Lord Louis Mountbatten was killed by an IRA 
bomb planted on his boat as he and three generations of his family 

http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/sutton/chron/index.html
https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/greater-manchester-news/manchester-ira-bomb-20-years-11425324
https://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/news/greater-manchester-news/manchester-ira-bomb-20-years-11425324
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sailed off Mullaghmore in the Republic of Ireland in 1979. 
Mountbatten’s 14-year-old grandson Nicholas, a 15-year-old boat 
hand Paul Maxwell and Nicholas’s 82-year-old grandmother Lady 
Brabourne also died. 

In 1984 a bomb planted by the Provisional IRA exploded in the 
Grand Hotel in Brighton where Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
and senior Conservatives were staying for the party’s annual 
autumn conference. Thatcher was lucky to escape unharmed but 
five Conservatives were killed and 31 injured. In a statement 
claiming responsibility, the IRA said: “Today we were unlucky but 
remember we only have to be lucky once. You will have to be lucky 
always.” (BBC, undated). 

Click on the link below to a story marking the 30th anniversary of 
the Brighton bomb attack and go to the video interview with 
Norman Tebbit, who, with his wife Margaret had been seriously 
injured in the blast. Norman Tebbit had been a prominent cabinet 
minister at the time. He could never forgive. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29534191 (BBC, 2014). 

The slaughter continued in Northern Ireland, with people killed just 
for being Catholic or Protestant, nationalist or unionist, or simply 
for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Peter Taylor, a 
superb reporter of The Troubles, has compiled some powerful 
documentaries. Here are two clips from one of his programmes for 
the BBC, Ten Days of Terror. Both centre on the Enniskillen bomb 
of 1987 which exploded as crowds in this small town gathered by 
the cenotaph on Remembrance Sunday. 11 people died and 63 were 
injured. 

Watch this first. See how Taylor lets his interviewees tell their story 
seemingly uninterrupted and how he and his team use music, simple 
backdrops and reconstructions. Watch for Joan Wilson, the lady in 
the dark suit, who recalls waving her youngest daughter, 20-year-
old nurse Marie off to the cenotaph. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0107y7t (BBC, 2012a) 

Now watch this truly remarkable interview with Joan Wilson’s 
husband and Marie’s father, Gordon, the day after the attack. 
Wilson had been injured in the blast. Marie had been killed. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p010gppk (BBC, 2012b) 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29534191
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0107y7t
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p010gppk
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Wilson might have been able to pray for the bombers, Norman 
Tebbit wanted them to rot in hell. But what was indisputable was 
that the suffering of all caught up in The Troubles, Catholic or 
Protestant, nationalist or unionist, Irish or British was immense. 
Ending that cycle of violence would require the most momentous 
act of politics. 

The Road to Peace 
The violence was being pursued for political objectives: should 
Northern Ireland remain part of the UK or join the Republic of 
Ireland? Neither the paramilitaries nor the British were able to win 
militarily. The only way, therefore, to stop the violence lay in 
finding a political solution. Successive British and Irish 
governments could and did discuss ways of ending the conflict. Yet 
those talks were of limited value if they lacked the support of 
political leaders within Northern Ireland who commanded the 
confidence of both the local population and the paramilitary groups. 

So, who were the key players? 

On the nationalist side there was the Social Democratic & Labour 
Party, committed to peaceful union with the Republic of Ireland. Its 
leader was John Hume. The largest unionist party at the time was 
the Ulster Unionist Party, led at a key point in our story by David 
Trimble. Both Hume and Trimble took huge gambles and personal 
risks to bring about and then complete the peace talks. Together 
they would deservedly win the Nobel Peace Prize in 1998. Their 
contribution was important but they didn’t necessarily hold great 
sway over the men with guns. 

Who might have more influence? Step forward Sinn Fein, the party 
of Arthur Griffith and Michael Collins, now led by its President, 
Gerry Adams and by the former IRA commander Martin 
McGuinness. Sinn Fein was popularly seen as the political wing of 
the IRA. McGuinness was the living embodiment of the close links 
between both organisations. 

On the hardline unionist side was the Democratic Unionist Party, 
founded by Ian Paisley, a tub-thumping preacher politician and 
virulent opponent of all things Roman Catholic and nationalist who 
had once paraded in a red military beret. For a constitutional, 
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democratic party, Paisley’s DUP had uncomfortable links with 
loyalist paramilitary groups. 

These two clips below illustrate the gulf between McGuiness, the 
republican IRA commander and Paisley, the rabble-rousing unionist 
with paramilitary links. 

First listen to McGuinness being interviewed by Peter Taylor for 
BBC’s Panorama in the 1980s on what would happen to any 
nationalist/Republican activist who collaborated with the British. 
The penalty was death. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iWuyPKLyebk][1  
(BBC undated) 

And now listen to Paisley condemning the Anglo-Irish Agreement 
of 1985 that Margaret Thatcher had signed in a bid to ease the 
Troubles. Under the terms of the deal, the UK government 
committed to consult the Irish government on some matters 
affecting Northern Ireland. Paisley was having none of it. Ignore the 
appalling quality of the video. All you need to do is to listen to 
Paisley’s voice. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d9uHhLe6WE0][2  
(Ninthwave, 2006) 

The challenge was how to get McGuinness, the man who believed 
the penalty for collaborating with the British was death and Paisley, 
the preacher who roared “Never! Never! Never!” and their 
respective followers to reach an accommodation. 

The breakthrough came in February 1993. The details are disputed. 
Many months later, when the details leaked, the then Northern 
Ireland Secretary Sir Patrick Mayhew would tell MPs that the UK 
Government received a message from Martin McGuiness on behalf 
of the IRA that said: “The conflict is over, but we need your advice 
on how to bring it a close” (Mayhew, 1993, Col 785). 

Sinn Fein would claim that message was a fake and that it was the 
British Government that opened up communications, “seeking 
advice” (The Independent, 1993). 

Regardless of who initiated the discussions, what is certain is that 
serious back-channel talks did develop between the UK 
Government and the IRA. And while the UK intelligence services 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iWuyPKLyebk%5d%5b1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d9uHhLe6WE0%5d%5b2
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talked to Martin McGuinness, the bomb attacks continued. Jonathan 
Ball and Tim Parry, the two Warrington children, were killed within 
weeks of that first alleged message from McGuinness. A month 
later another bomb devastated the Bishopsgate area of London, 
mercifully evacuated after a warning, but killing one and causing 
£350m of damage. The terrible Manchester bomb of 1996 would 
follow. 

Had Conservative MPs known then that their Government was 
talking to terrorists, there would have been uproar – particularly had 
the details leaked immediately after the murder of the Warrington 
children. Indeed, the Conservative Prime Minister John Major 
(1999) later reflected that the deaths of those two little boys very 
nearly derailed the conversations anyway. 

There was a fundamental principle at stake: should you talk to 
terrorists? Many of Major’s party thought you should not – and 
certainly not while they were killing children. 

In addition, the Conservative Party had historic ties with Northern 
Ireland’s unionist parties. The party’s full name is the Conservative 
& Unionist Party, a title initially adopted in the 19th Century when 
it merged with the Irish Liberal Unionists to demonstrate the party’s 
opposition to Irish Home Rule. The Conservatives were then, and 
remain today, ideologically close to the province’s unionist parties 
and supportive of the continuing union, even if, since 1990, the 
party has taken the view that it is up to the people of Northern 
Ireland to decide whether they wish to stay in the UK. 

There was a further, more visceral reason not to talk. The 
Conservatives had lost some of their own to Republican terrorist 
bombers. The Troubles had seen the murders of three Conservative 
MPs as well as senior Conservative activists. A Conservative 
minister’s wife had been killed and another left paralysed. Twice 
the IRA had come close to killing a Conservative Prime Minister, 
first targeting Margaret Thatcher with the Brighton bomb in 1984 
and then Major himself with the Downing Street mortar bomb of 
1991. As Major recalled, “if it had been ten feet closer, half the 
Cabinet would have been killed” (Major, 1999, p432). 

In this context, talking to the IRA was fraught with risks. It might 
be that prized, desperately needed, “golden chance for peace”, but if 
it went wrong, Major (ibid) reckoned it would have ended his 
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career. 

It’s worth remembering that Major and his ministers weren’t the 
only people taking risks. McGuinness was too. Michael Collins, the 
last IRA leader to negotiate with the British, ended up dead on the 
roadside with a bullet in his head. It would take courage on all sides. 

The secret talks began. The following year the IRA declared a 
ceasefire. Separately, talks were already underway with the 
constitutional political parties of Northern Ireland and talks with the 
Irish Government. Movement was slow. Major’s government would 
lose office before they were completed but collectively, these 
multiple strands of talks would culminate, five years later, in the 
peace deal that put an end to The Troubles. 

The Peace Settlement 
Barely two weeks after his general election victory of 1997, the new 
Labour Prime Minister Tony Blair went to Belfast to pick up where 
John Major had left off. A key block to progress was the collapse of 
the IRA ceasefire. 

Journalists will often get the full texts of important ministerial 
speeches before they are delivered. You will find the full text of 
Blair’s Belfast speech here: 

http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/events/peace/docs/tb16597.htm  
(Conflict Archive on the Internet, undated b) 

Skim through it. There’s a lot of it, but as a journalist, you are after 
the single most important clip. What would you go for? Your 
predecessors in the industry were almost unanimous in their view 
that this was the key quote: 

“My message to Sinn Fein is clear. The settlement train is leaving. I 
want you on that train. But it is leaving anyway, and I will not allow 
it to wait for you. You cannot hold the process to ransom any 
longer. So end the violence. Now.” 

Blair’s pitch seemed to work. Two months later, the IRA declared a 
new ceasefire. You can read its (much shorter) statement here: 

http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/events/peace/docs/ira19797.htm  
(Conflict Archive on the Internet, undated c) 

http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/events/peace/docs/tb16597.htm
http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/events/peace/docs/ira19797.htm
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Substantive talks duly began with Sinn Fein. McGuinness and Sinn 
Fein president Gerry Adams were invited to Downing Street for 
initial talks in the same room where Arthur Griffith and Michael 
Collins had met Lloyd George less than 80 years previously. 

Parallel talks continued with all the other Northern Ireland parties, 
including the deeply suspicious and hostile unionists, and with the 
Irish Government. The Northern Ireland Secretary Mo Mowlam 
personally went into the Maze Prison to win over key loyalist 
paramilitaries. 

The talks culminated in four days of intensive negotiations in 
Stormont in April 1998 which resulted in the Good Friday 
Agreement. Success wasn’t a given. There were several moments, 
even during those last four days, when the whole process came 
close to collapse. Ulster Unionist leader David Trimble was 
struggling to keep his party onside while Sinn Fein produced dozens 
of fresh demands (Loughlin, 2018). And Ian Paisley of the DUP, Mr 
“Never! Never! Never!” was at the gates of Stormont, leading a 
voluble protest to the fact the talks were taking place at all. 

Mowlam was one of the few women in Stormont during those talks, 
the first woman to serve as the UK’s Cabinet minister for Northern 
Ireland. Little over a year earlier, she’d been diagnosed with the 
brain tumour that would later kill her. Although just one of many 
politicians working to bring about what became known as the Good 
Friday Agreement of 1998, this tribute to a popular politician helps 
tell the story of the final two years that led to the peace settlement. 
Have a look. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I3rCKB3fbzs  
(US-Ireland Alliance (2008) 

The deal was built on multiple pillars – all of which had their 
foundations laid in the early talks under the Major government. 

1. All signatories to the deal - the UK and Irish Governments, the 
Northern Ireland leaders from all communities – recognised that 
the future of Northern Ireland was a matter for its people to 
decide. As long as the majority wished to remain part of the 
UK, they would. But likewise, should the majority wish to join 
the Republic of Ireland that too would be respected. 

2. The creation of a Northern Ireland Assembly to return Home 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I3rCKB3fbzs
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Rule to the province. Similar to the devolved institutions in 
Wales and Scotland, this had one important new twist. The 
Executive or Government of the Assembly would have to be 
made up of ministers from both communities in a mandatory, 
rather than voluntary coalition of power. It was a formula that 
would create an extraordinary double act which we will come to 
in a moment. 

3. A North-South Ministerial Council in which ministers from the 
Northern Ireland Assembly would work directly with ministers 
from the Republic of Ireland on 12 areas of common concern 
such as agriculture, tourism, health and the environment. This 
would be suspended whenever the Assembly was suspended. 

4. The British-Irish Council – a body made up the UK 
Government, the Irish Government, representatives from all 
three UK devolved institutions in Northern Ireland, Scotland 
and Wales and representatives from Jersey, Guernsey and the 
Isle of Man. This body is intended to promote good relations 
across all its members. 

5. A British-Irish intergovernmental conference which, whenever 
the Assembly was suspended, would pick up the job of 
cooperation that the North-South Ministerial Council had been 
doing. 

Look at this BBC video marking the deal’s 20th anniversary that 
shows how you can explain a complex deal in straightforward terms 
for a young target audience. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-northern-ireland-43706149/the-
good-friday-agreement-a-brief-guide (BBC, 2018) 

There was one final element to the peace settlement: the agreement 
that all paramilitary groups would give up (or decommission) their 
weapons. The guns were to be taken out of Northern Ireland 
politics. The paramilitaries on both sides were slow to act on this. It 
would be 2005 before John de Chastelain, the retired Canadian 
General overseeing the process, would confirm that the IRA had 
completed the decommissioning of its weapons (The Guardian, 
2005). 

Loyalist paramilitaries were even slower. It was not until 2009 that 
the UVF & the Red Hand Commando said their weapons were 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-northern-ireland-43706149/the-good-friday-agreement-a-brief-guide
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-northern-ireland-43706149/the-good-friday-agreement-a-brief-guide
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beyond use. The Ulster Defence Association said it was beginning 
its own process (BBC, 2009). 

Before her own murder, Lyra McKee wrote presciently: “With the 
signing of the Good Friday Agreement, my generation – the 
children and the grandchildren of the civil rights protesters, were 
told we would be the first to enjoy peace in decades. Just because 
we’re not at war any more doesn’t mean the shadow of the gunman 
has left the room.” (Moore, 2019) 

How Has the Peace Settlement Worked Out? 

It’s been rocky. The Assembly has been repeatedly suspended, 
sometimes just briefly but once it was suspended for five years. It 
collapsed again in January 2017 for another three years, only 
reconvening in January 2020. 

The decision to devolve powers over the reformed and re-branded 
local police force down to the Assembly proved hugely problematic 

– but it was achieved. Unionists initially opposed any arrangement 
that gave former IRA commander Martin McGuinness oversight of 
the new Police Service of Northern Ireland. Intense arguments 
raged over parades and the use of flags, both deeply contentious to 
this profoundly history-conscious part of the UK. Radio Ulster 
produced a marvellous satire of the Assembly called Number 2s. 
Have a listen to this clip that mocks the preoccupation with flags 
and marches: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0201qnf (BBC, 2014) 

And yet, in many respects, the peace settlement also proved a 
significant success. Despite its periodic bouts of suspension, the 
Assembly has enabled Northern Ireland politics to focus on the 
mundanities of public administration such as education, health, 
tourism and economic development rather than mutual slaughter. 
There is now a generation of young Northern Ireland people who 
have grown up in a much more peaceful environment, able to go 
first to school and now to work without fearing bombs or bullets. 

Lyra McKee had been one of those peace babies, conscious of her 
good fortune but equally conscious of its fragility. 

The settlement also created one of the most extraordinary 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0201qnf
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partnerships of modern politics. When the Assembly was revived in 
2007, after its first long bout of suspension, the DUP and Sinn Fein 
had become its two largest parties. 

As a result of the rules on mandatory coalitions, Ian Paisley of the 
DUP became First Minister and Martin McGuinness of Sinn Fein 
became his Deputy First Minister. These two sworn enemies – the 
man who had roared “Never! Never! Never!” and the man who once 
said the penalty for collaboration with the British was death – were 
now partners. Two men whose supporters once murdered each other 
with impunity now bore a shared responsibility for governing 
Northern Ireland. And they ended up close personal friends. Such 
was the laughter in their relationship that they would be dubbed the 
Chuckle Brothers. McGuinness grieved when Paisley died in 2014. 
You will find an account of their friendship here: 

https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/how-martin-mcguinness-
and-ian-paisley-forged-an-unlikely-friendship-35550662.html (The 
Independent, 2018) 

Yet however beguiling the McGuinness/Paisley personal friendship 
was, it remained just that – a personal friendship between two 
unlikely colleagues. Underneath, the chasms between the 
communities still existed. While McGuinness proved equally able to 
work with Peter Robinson, Paisley’s successor as DUP Leader and 
First Minister, it would be a different story when Arlene Foster 
succeeded Robinson in December 2015. 

Barely a year after Foster became First Minister, a now very sick 
Martin McGuinness resigned as Deputy First Minister, citing 
concerns over Foster’s role in a scandal over the alleged misuse of 
public money in a scheme intended to persuade businesses to swap 
from fossil fuels to renewable energy. In 2013, a whistleblower had 
contacted Foster, then in charge of the Executive’s environment 
department, claiming the scheme was abused – yet the scheme was 
expanded. 

McGuinness’s resignation brought about the collapse of the 
Northern Ireland Executive and the Assembly in January 2017. He 
died shortly afterwards. Gerry Adams has also retired as the 
President of Sinn Fein.  

It would take three years of stalemate before Sinn Fein and the DUP 
were ready to work together again. 

https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/how-martin-mcguinness-and-ian-paisley-forged-an-unlikely-friendship-35550662.html
https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/how-martin-mcguinness-and-ian-paisley-forged-an-unlikely-friendship-35550662.html
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The Northern Ireland Executive & 
Assembly: How It Works, When It 

Works 
The role of the Assembly is to represent the people of Northern 
Ireland, hold the Assembly Executive to account, scrutinise 
legislation and approve budgets. 

Its website is here: http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/  

It is made up of 90 elected members called Members of the 
Legislative Assembly or MLAs representing 18 constituencies. 
Each constituency returns five MLAs. They are elected using the 
Single Transferable Vote system. Voters are asked to rank 
candidates in order of preference and if their first preference doesn’t 
pass a winning threshold, their vote can be transferred to their 
second preference. 

You can find MLAs’ work addresses and emails on the Assembly 
website here. 

http://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/mlas/search.aspx  

When not suspended, the Assembly and its Executive are 
responsible for education, health, police, agriculture, enterprise, 
trade & investment, transport, regional development, social 
development, culture & arts in Northern Ireland. 

The ministers who make up the Assembly’s Executive government 
are all Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs). The number 
of ministers each party gets is determined by a formula devised by 
the late Belgian mathematician Victor d’Hondt. This should ensure 
that the Executive is made up of ministers from both communities 
in Northern Ireland. However, since May 2016, no party has had to 
join the Executive if it didn’t want to. It can instead opt out and 
form the Official Opposition instead. If it is ever implemented, this 
would end the system of mandatory coalitions between the two 
communities. 

The Executive is divided into nine departments, each overseeing a 
particular government function, eg Education or Justice. The 
Executive must put forward a programme of government, a budget 

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/
http://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/mlas/search.aspx
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and, where it wishes, Bills which the Assembly can approve, reject 
or modify. These departments are staffed by politically neutral civil 
servants, there to advise ministers and carry out their decisions. 

Just as in the other devolved institutions, much of the work is done 
in the Assembly’s committees. There are two types of committee. 
Wide-ranging standing committees looking at issues such as audit 
procedures and assembly standards. And there are the subject area 
committees such as Education or Finance, which hold the individual 
ministers running those functions to account and which, just as in 
Scotland and Wales, conduct the committee stage line-by-line 
scrutiny of any Bill. You can find the committees here:  
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-
business/committees/2017-2022/  

Executive ministers also work with ministers from the Republic of 
Ireland in the North-South Ministerial Council, liaising in 12 
subject areas. 

You can find its details here: 

https://www.northsouthministerialcouncil.org/  

Who runs Northern Ireland when the 
Assembly is Suspended? 

The short answer is that they busk it. Much depends on how long 
the Assembly is suspended for. Twice it was suspended for a single 
day. Once it was suspended for three months. These short periods of 
suspension do not have a major impact on the public administration 
of Northern Ireland. 

More challenging are the long suspensions. The Assembly was 
suspended for five years between 2002 and 2007 when control 
reverted, temporarily to the UK Government. The Assembly then 
resumed work but, as we saw above, it broke down again in January 
2017 for a further three years. This time the Executive’s civil 
servants were left in control. In August 2018, Northern Ireland beat 
Belgium’s 589 day record for the longest period without a fully 
functioning elected government.  

One difficulty with this arrangement is that while the Executive’s 

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/committees/2017-2022/
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/committees/2017-2022/
https://www.northsouthministerialcouncil.org/
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civil servants can keep administering and delivering public services, 
no new policy decisions can be taken. This keeps public services 
ticking over but reforms and improvements are not possible. It 
becomes particularly problematic whenever a new budget needs to 
be set – as it must, once a year. 

In these circumstances, the UK Government has stepped in. The 
Northern Ireland Secretary (the UK Cabinet minister still assigned 
to the province) draws up a budget and gets it approved by the 
Westminster Parliament. In March 2018, Northern Ireland Secretary 
Karen Bradley got Westminster approval for a £410m budget that 
included rises in local taxes and a £200m project for capital 
spending to improve local infrastructure. 

The liaison carried out by the North-South Ministerial Council is 
carried out, in the Assembly’s absence, by the UK Government and 
the Irish Government. 

Breaking The Impasse? 
A new generation took over the reins in Northern Ireland. At the 
time of publication, after generations of male-dominated politics, 
the key Sinn Fein and DUP leaders were all women. People’s 
backgrounds are always important to understanding how they tick. 

Mary Lou McDonald replaced Gerry Adams as Sinn Fein president. 
Unlike Adams, who was born and brought up in Belfast in Northern 
Ireland and who was interned without trial briefly by the British, 
McDonald grew up in the far more peaceful setting of Dublin in the 
Republic of Ireland. She initially joined Ireland’s Fianna Fail party 
before moving to Sinn Fein. She became Sinn Fein’s first MEP for 
Ireland and currently sits as a TD (equivalent of an MP) in the Irish 
Parliament. Never, ever forget that that Sinn Fein continues as a 
political party in Ireland. 

In Northern Ireland, Michelle O’Neill replaced Martin McGuinness 
as Sinn Fein Assembly Leader. Her father fought for the Provisional 
IRA before becoming a Sinn Fein councillor. O’Neill followed her 
father into politics, becoming a councillor, a mayor and then an 
MLA and Assembly minister. Her uncle was the president of 
Noraid, an organization which raised funds for the IRA. O’Neill 
grew up knowing IRA paramilitary gunmen as relatives and family 
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friends. As mayor, she hosted a commemoration event for one 
gunman killed while on an IRA operation. 

Arlene Foster remained in post as DUP leader. As a small child, she 
was plagued with nightmares having seen her father, a reservist 
police officer, crawl into the house covered in blood. The IRA had 
just attempted to kill him. When she was sixteen, the IRA planted a 
bomb on her school bus, driven by a part-time soldier. Foster was 
unharmed by the explosion but the teenager next to her was thrown 
on top of her, seriously injured. She studied law at university and 
first joined the Ulster Unionist Party. She defected to Paisley’s DUP 
in protest over the UUP’s support of the Good Friday Agreement, 
an example of the serious difficulties the UUP leader David Trimble 
had in convincing his party members to back the deal at the time. 

Foster, McDonald and O’Neill were the key to getting the power- 
sharing Assembly back up and running. Two obstacles were in 
place. 

McGuinness’ resignation letter made the renewable energy scheme 
scandal Sinn Fein’s prime concern. O’Neill widened Sinn Fein’s 
objections and demanded that Gaelic be given the same legal status 
as the English language. This would mirror the Welsh Assembly’s 
use of the Welsh Language. The DUP flatly opposed that. 

The second obstacle was the political developments in the UK.  

Six months after the Assembly collapsed, the UK Conservatives 
called an unnecessary election and lost their majority. Desperate for 
allies to keep them in power, the Conservatives turned to Foster’s 
10 DUP MPs and struck a deal. In return for, amongst other things, 
an extra £1bn of funding for Northern Ireland, the DUP agreed to 
support the Government on key votes (see Ch 1 UK Government & 
Parliament). 

This deal had two consequences. First the UK Government’s 
dependence on the DUP made it much tougher for it to act as an 
honest broker between the DUP and Sinn Fein for the duration of 
the 2017-2019 Westminster Parliament. Equally importantly, this 
new power and prestige at Westminster left the DUP with less 
incentive to compromise with Sinn Fein and restore the Assembly 
which it – and Arlene Foster in particular – had once opposed so 
strongly. 
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Yet the absence of the Assembly and its Executive was felt keenly. 
Anger at the failure of the political leaders to resolve their 
differences surfaced at the funeral of Lyra McKee in April 2019, 
attended by the DUP’s Foster, Sinn Fein’s McDonald and O’Neill 
as well as the Irish Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and the UK Prime 
Minster Theresa May. 

In his funeral address, Father Martin McGill asked why it had taken 
the death of a 29-year-old woman to bring the rival leaders together. 
Watch the video below. You can see Foster in the black v-necked 
dress sitting next to McDonald with the chunky necklace. O’Neill’s 
blonde head is visible next to McDonald. Varadkar and May are 
two rows in front. Both Foster and McDonald look deeply 
uncomfortable as the congregation rises as one to applaud the priest 
- and condemn them. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-48078664 

Yet the horror of a young life lost was not enough to break the 
deadlock. The state of Northern Ireland’s public services continued 
to decline, with both schools and hospitals struggling. In despair, 
nurses in Northern Ireland walked out in the first strike ever by 
members of the Royal College of Nursing in December 2019. This 
too didn’t break the deadlock. 

What did was the UK General Election of December 2019. 
Overnight the DUP went from powerbrokers to political 
irrelevances in Westminster. With an 80 seat majority, the 
Conservatives no longer needed their support. And both parties 
were punished for their intransigence by voters in that Christmas 
election. The DUP lost two seats, including that of its parliamentary 
leader Nigel Dodds, and saw its overall vote share fall by 5.4% 
while Sinn Fein’s fell by 6.4% (BBC, 2019c). 

The politicians got the message. Within weeks, the Northern Ireland 
Assembly was back up and running, with an executive made up of 
politicians from five political parties. Foster was back at the helm as 
First Minister, and O’Neill became the Deputy First Minister. 

The Pandemic 

Within a few months of gingerly agreeing to work together once 
more, the DUP and Sinn Fein found themselves up against a new 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-48078664
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enemy that didn’t recognise the distinction between Protestant or 
Catholic, unionist or republican. The coronavirus infected and killed 
each indiscriminately. 

Faced by a new common foe and with it a sudden overwhelming 
shared objective to save lives, Foster and O’Neill appeared to forge 
a strong working relationship. This was reflected in a remarkably 
warm joint interview to Sky News (2020) in which the two women 
spoke of the challenges of governing together, their need of 
haircuts, their shared concern as both their “mummies” were 
hospitalised during the pandemic lockdown and how, they saw so 
much of each other they were practically the same household.  

You can watch highlights of the interview here: 
https://news.sky.com/video/covid-19-has-shown-we-can-work-
together-11993766 

The temptation for commentators to dub the two the Chuckle 
Sisters, a conscious echo of the Paisley/McGuinness tag of the 
Chuckle Brothers, was considerable (Moriarty, 2020) but the strains 
remained.  

O’Neill’s attendance, during lockdown, of the funeral of Bobby 
Storey, the former head of IRA intelligence and senior Sinn Fein 
figure, led to calls from Foster and others that she should step aside 
(Sproule, 2020). 

Impact of Brexit 
Brexit may intensify the strains still further. In the Brexit 
referendum of 2016, Northern Ireland voted to Remain in the EU by 
55% to 44%. Broadly, Nationalist areas voted to Remain and 
Unionist areas to Leave. That created a fresh layer of tension – one 
that was exacerbated by the practical implications of Brexit.  

After Brexit, Northern Ireland became the only part of the UK with 
a land border with the EU. Since the Good Friday Agreement, there 
has been an open border between the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland.  

There are on average 30,000 crossings of that invisible border every 
day. The military check-points disappeared and there were no 
customs points. None of this mattered while the UK and Ireland 

https://news.sky.com/video/covid-19-has-shown-we-can-work-together-11993766
https://news.sky.com/video/covid-19-has-shown-we-can-work-together-11993766
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were both members of the EU with its freedom of movement and its 
Single Market. 

In theory, once the UK left, both passport control and custom check 
points would be required. That suggested a return to a hard border. 
The Irish Government warned that would threaten the peace process 
(Foster 2016).  

Both sides agreed to keep the Common Travel Area that had existed 
between the two countries since 1922, meaning there would be no 
passport checks. 

Customs checks were a different matter. Where should they go?   

If custom checkpoints went along the open land border, they would 
re-create a hard border. There was a risk those posts would be 
attacked by nationalist paramilitaries. The police and the British 
Army might then be needed to defend those posts and there would 
be a real risk of counter-attacks by unionist paramilitaries. The stage 
could be set for a spiral back to the days of the Troubles. 

The only alternative to land border checks was to create a border 
down the Irish Sea, between Northern Ireland and mainland Britain. 
That meant putting customs checks in ports. It also meant keeping 
Northern Ireland, for now, regulatorily aligned with the EU. 

Foster’s DUP were aghast. They were opposed to any plan that 
treated the province differently to the rest of the UK, arguing such 
proposals weakened the union they were sworn to defend. It was on 
this basis they torpedoed the assorted contortions of Theresa May’s 
Brexit deals.  

Yet the sea border plan was, in essence, the deal agreed between 
Boris Johnson’s Government and Dublin, despite Johnson’s 
assertions that there would be “no barriers of any kind” to trade 
across the Irish Sea after Brexit and that firms should “bin” any 
forms they were asked to fill out (Daly & Baines, 2019).  

The DUP’s Sammy Wilson tackled Johnson in June 2020: “The 
Prime Minister stated that when we leave the EU at the end of this 
year Northern Ireland will still remain a full part of the United 
Kingdom. But I have in my hand a letter received by the 
management of the port of Larne only this week, stating that it has 
to prepare to become a border control post, and 14 acres of land has 
been looked at for car parking, for lorry parking and for 
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construction….Can the Prime Minister explain how Northern 
Ireland can remain a full part of the United Kingdom if people 
coming from the rest of the UK into Northern Ireland have to pass 
through a border control post?” (Wilson, 2020, col 1310) 

Johnson assured him, despite the letter, there would be no customs 
infrastructure. Yet it was clear some infrastructure was being 
prepared. Declan Kearney, a junior minister from the Northern 
Ireland executive confirmed the UK Government had informed 
Stormont of such plans for “enhanced inspection posts at Northern 
Ireland ports” in May 2020 (Campbell, 2020). 

The Northern Ireland Assembly will be able to decide whether it 
wishes to continue this special arrangement after 2024. As the 
Assembly was constituted in 2020, pro-European parties are in the 
majority (McLoughlin, 2020). If they vote to extend the 
arrangements, that will further weaken the links between Northern 
Ireland and the UK and create an economic argument for the 
province to join the Republic of Ireland.  

And should Brexit prove painful for businesses on mainland Britain, 
that too might shift popular opinion in favour joining the Republic 
of Ireland, which remains an EU member. Such a move would be 
fiercely resisted by Unionist politicians. History suggests it would 
be violently resisted by Unionist paramilitaries. 

And finally….Factors to Watch 
Never forget the core agreement of the Good Friday Agreement: 
that it is up to the people of Northern Ireland to decide whether they 
wish to remain in the UK or join the Republic of Ireland. 

In addition to the unknown impact of Brexit, a further factor may 
nudge the province towards unification with Ireland: its population 
is gradually changing. Protestants used to be in the clear majority. 
The last census of 2011 showed the gap narrowing with 48% 
Protestant and 45% Catholic. Academics have forecast that 
Catholics will outnumber Protestants by 2021 (Gordon, 2018). 
While it should never be assumed that just because someone 
identifies as Catholic, they also favour a united Ireland, history 
suggests that they would be more likely to. 
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Sinn Fein, which studied the Scottish independence referendum 
closely, was already preparing the ground. In an article in April 
2018, marking the 20th anniversary of the Good Friday Agreement, 
Sinn Fein’s Assembly leader Michelle O’Neill called for a 
referendum on Irish unity to be held within the next five years 
(O’Neill, 2018). Sinn Fein President Mary Lou McDonald ramped 
that up further the following year, demanding a referendum on 
reunification if the new Johnson Government took the UK into a no 
deal Brexit (Channel 4 News, 2019). 

In the meantime, the paramilitary groups continue to operate in the 
shadows. In 2015, a joint report by MI5 and the Police Service of 
Northern Ireland said: 

“All the paramilitary groups operating during the period of the 
Troubles remain in existence: this includes the Ulster Volunteer 
Force (UVF), the Red Hand Commando (RHC), the Ulster Defence 
Association (UDA), the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) 
and the Irish National Liberation Army (INLA). Seventeen years 
after the 1998 Belfast Agreement, paramilitary groups remain a 
feature of life in Northern Ireland; the UDA, the UVF and the INLA 
have continued to recruit and all the paramilitary groups retain a 
relatively public profile in spite of being illegal organisations.” 
(PSNI & MI5, 2015, p1). 

Such groups would be certain to respond to any prospect of a 
referendum on unification. 

It was only in April 2018, that the three main loyalist paramilitary 
groups, the UDA, the UVF and the Red Hand Commando declared 
they would support the rule of law and that any members guilty of 
criminality would be expelled (Irish News, 2018). 

The declaration, which could easily be reversed, drew a cool 
response from George Hamilton, the chief constable of the Police 
Service of Northern Ireland. 

He said: “We shouldn’t be having statements about how they are 
going to be slightly less bad in the future. They should just go 
away…they don’t have any legitimacy and I don’t really understand 
why they exist in any shape or form 20 years after the Good Friday 
Agreement” (Belfast Telegraph, 2018a). 

Dissident republicans remained active. July is always a sensitive 
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month in Northern Ireland as the unionist Orange Order celebrates 
the 1690 victory at the Battle of the Boyne of the Protestant William 
of Orange over the Catholic James II. Republicans traditionally 
protest with equal vigour. In July 2018, police accused the New 
IRA and other dissidents of fomenting sustained nights of violence 
in which 200 petrol bombs and two pipe bombs were thrown at the 
police and shots fired at officers “in a clear and obvious attempt to 
murder” (Belfast Telegraph, 2018b). 

Simultaneously dissidents were suspected of throwing explosive 
devices at the homes of former Sinn Fein President Gerry Adams 
and another senior Sinn Fein figure. Adams’ grandchildren had 
been in the driveway of his home minutes before the attack (BBC, 
2018a). 

And on 18th April 2019, Lyra McKee was shot dead by the New 
IRA. Police struggled to find the killer. On the housing estate where 
McKee was killed, placards were attached to lampposts emblazoned 
with messages such as “Informers will be shot - IRA” or “The 
police will forget about you - we won’t” (Vardy, 2019). Neither the 
police nor the local council felt strong enough to take them down. 
Instead community workers were “negotiating” with dissidents to 
get them removed (Vardy, 2019). 

Watch BBC correspondent Emma Vardy’s chilling report here: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-49153095  

Peace in Northern Ireland remains a precious and fragile prize. 

Further Reading, Watching and 
Listening 

Bardon, J (2006) A Short History of Ireland, BBC audiobooks. 
Fabulous example of short documentaries on 250 episodes of Irish 
history first broadcast on Radio Ulster. Listen to it for techniques 
and good story telling. 

Examples of Peter Taylor’s documentaries: check online if these are 
available on BBC iplayer or find them on BoB, the video archive 
service your university may subscribe to: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-49153095
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The Secret Peacemaker, first broadcast 26th March 2008, the story 
of Brendan Duddy, the ordinary man who was the secret link 
between Martin McGuinness and the British intelligence services 
and who helped pave the way to peace. 

Ten Days of Terror, Episode 2 of the series Age of Terror, 
broadcast on 28 April 2008, tells the story of the seizure of illegal 
cargo of guns for the IRA and the Enniskillen bomb 

Reporting Terror: 50 Years Behind the Headlines for BBC Radio 4, 
first broadcast on 1st April 2017. Compelling reflections and 
excellent use of radio documentary technique 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08ks46b  

And the television retrospective on his career reporting Northern 
Ireland: 

Peter Taylor: My Journey Through The Troubles, broadcast 14 
August 2019 

Miscarriages of Justice - the battle against Irish terrorism was 
marred by some notable convictions of innocent people for terrorist 
atrocities they did not commit: 

The film In the Name of the Father starring Daniel Day Lewis 
focused on the experience of Gerry Conlon, one of four people 
wrongly convicted for the Guildford Pub bombing of 1974. 

You can see the film’s reconstruction of the bombing here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kUMab1GYMIY  

And the full trailer: 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rbetwrm2W6E  

And then you can watch the release of the real Gerry Conlon here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z0WLCJ26Emc  

Both journalists and MPs wrote books about these miscarriages. 

Kee, R, (1989) Trial & Error: The Maguires, The Guildford Four 
and British Justice, London, Penguin 

Mullins, C (1990) Error & Judgement: The Truth about the 
Birmingham bombings, London, Poolbeg Press. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08ks46b
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kUMab1GYMIY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rbetwrm2W6E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z0WLCJ26Emc
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5. Local Government 
How to find what you need 

Local government is primarily made up of councils, also known as 
local authorities. It matters. It is local democracy in action. It is a 
major provider of public services, responsible for the care of the 
vulnerable, for housing & planning, for waste collection & disposal 
much, much more. And it is a great source of stories. 

Collectively, it’s a big spender and a big employer. Across the UK, 
local councils spent more than £140bn in 2016-17 (UK Government 
2017, Scottish Government, 2017, Welsh Government 2017) and 
employed 2.1 million people (ONS March 2017). 

When it gets things wrong, people suffer and sometimes they die – 
which is just one reason why journalists need to understand how it 
works. Elsewhere in this book we look at the deaths of two small 
boys, the organised abuse of hundreds of young girls, and the 
horrors of the Grenfell fire – tragedies that all sprang in part from 
failures of local councils. 

But never underestimate the pressures on local councillors and 
officials. It is a tough gig. Councillors, mayors and officers are 
struggling with limited resources to tackle increasing demands.  

English councils have seen their government grants cut by almost 
50% while demands, particularly for social care, have increased 
(Kara, 2019). Some councils are spending almost 70% of their 
budget supporting the most vulnerable (Kara, 2019)  

At the close of this chapter, we will look at just one of the 
challenges they face: providing social care for the elderly – a crisis 
that is only going to get worse and which is guaranteed to generate 
stories for you. 

Needless to say, some local authorities manage their challenges 
better than others - but be they successful, mediocre or poor, they 
all affect people’s lives. That’s why they need proper reporting. 

And please note, proper reporting of local government does not just 
mean reporting its meetings and decisions but also reporting the 
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experiences of people who depend on its services. As the Channel 4 
presenter Jon Snow recalled in his 2017 James Mactaggart 
Memorial Lecture, journalists covering the aftermath of the Grenfell 
fire were greeted by local residents with cries of “Where were you? 
Why didn’t you come here before?” (Snow, 2017) 

Well, quite. 

Too often, coverage of local government is cursory, a consequence 
of staff cutbacks - particularly in local newspapers and local radio. 
This book cannot solve those problems. What it can do is offer a 
new generation of journalists who are unlikely - as the author did as 
a young reporter - to spend much of their working lives in and out 
of councils, a rapid, accessible guide to what matters and where to 
find it. 

To do that you need to be clear about who works in local 
government and how to get hold of them, what local government 
does, how it is structured, where to find the documents you need, 
what your rights are and how it is financed. 

This chapter will cover:  
People in Councils – and How to Get Hold of Them 
Council Functions 
Council Structures 
Where does power lie in a council? 
Regional Mayors 
Journalists’ Rights 
Where to find Agendas and Council Documents 
Council Finance 
Finance Story to Watch: Adult Social Care 
Complaints 
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People in Councils – and How to Get 
Hold of Them 

There are councils in every part of the UK. They are made up of 
two types of people, both of whom are useful to journalists: elected 
politicians and politically neutral officers. 

Elected Politicians 

Councillors will be elected to small neighbourhoods, usually known 
as wards or divisions and will represent those neighbourhoods on 
their local council. Directly elected mayors (England only) will be 
elected by whole towns and/or cities. 

The voting system used to elect them depends on whether the 
council is in Scotland, Northern Ireland or England & Wales (see 
below), but wherever they are, if voters are dissatisfied with their 
local politicians, they can kick them out at the next election. Some 
politicians, however, can spend decades in office. George Meehan, 
the local politician at the centre of the Baby P scandal (see Ch 6 
Child Protection), was a councillor for 40 years. 

All these elected politicians are there to represent the voters for their 
area. The most powerful may work full-time running the council 
and may be paid salaries or generous allowances. The rest work 
part-time, juggling their political responsibilities with “normal” jobs 
outside. They are paid smaller allowances and are there to hold the 
decision-makers to account. 

Most will be members of established political parties but you will 
come across independents. 

Please note that elected politicians don’t have to have any expertise 
in schools, social services, environment, planning or any of the 
other areas of which they find themselves in charge. They do 
however have to make decisions and decide the council’s priorities. 
Every one of them is politically accountable for what they do and 
are useful sources of quotes and stories. 
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How to find them? 

You can always ring the council’s press office and ask them to 
arrange an interview. That can work well but it can also be slow. 
There’s a quicker way. Given that councillors’ and mayors’ contact 
details will normally be on the council website - under the council 
& democracy section – you can just ring the politicians themselves. 

It’s much faster. You can email politicians or message them on 
social media – but don’t bank on a speedy, same day reply. The 
phone is always best. And remember to check the politicians out 
online first. Their backgrounds and their social media profiles can 
be revealing and therefore useful. 

EXERCISE: 
Find YOUR local councillors. Go onto your local council website 
and find the councillors for the neighbourhood where you live. Most 
offer easy search facilities labelled Find My Councillor or 
something similar. Just enter your postcode in the search box and 
see who your local councillors are. Then find their contact details. 
These will also be on the council website. 

Some councils publish councillors’ addresses and mobile phone 
numbers. Others are more reticent and just publish email addresses. 
In that case, see if you can find telephone numbers for the 
councillors elsewhere online. What else can you find out about them 
in five minutes searching online? 

Council Officers 

These are the paid employees of the council who, unlike the 
politicians, are qualified in their fields. It is their job to deliver 
services and so, in many ways, they have a greater direct impact on 
people than the politicians above them. 

Officers have to be politically neutral because they work for 
councillors of all parties. Officers can take minor decisions. 
Councillors take the major decisions but they depend on senior 
officers for advice. Senior officers are therefore hugely influential, 
knowledgeable and powerful people within a council. From a 
journalist’s perspective, it is always worth getting to know them. 
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How to find officers 

The names of the most senior officers will be on the council 
website. It will be more difficult to find the names of junior officers. 
If you want to interview them, you can go (and the councils would 
like you to go) via their press office. This is the best approach for 
your student newsdays. 

When you are in industry, there is an alternative approach. Once 
you have an officer’s name, you just ring the council switchboard 
and ask to be put through. Junior staff will almost certainly refer 
you back to the press office. Senior officers however are perfectly 
capable – and do – decide which media calls to take themselves. In 
each case, it helps if they know you. Building relationships is 
always important. And again, check them out online first. 

Council Functions 
These vary across the UK. Councils in Northern Ireland, for 
example, have a much more limited role than councils elsewhere. 
Worse, the list of functions constantly evolves. However, typically, 
councils can be responsible for some or all of the following: adult 
social care, child protection, housing, local and strategic planning, 
schools, waste collection and disposal, economic planning and 
regeneration, highways, libraries, environmental health and trading 
standards. Sometimes there is oversight of fire & rescue services 
and frequently an important role overseeing public health and 
monitoring local NHS services. Many are responsible for registering 
births, marriages and deaths. All of these functions affect people 
and generate stories. 

How to be sure you have the right council for 
your story? 

If you have a story and want to know which of potentially several 
local councils in the area are responsible for it, the simplest thing is 
to go on their websites and check. They all list their functions. 
Don’t undermine your credibility by ringing up a council and asking 
about a function it doesn’t deliver. If in doubt, check its website 
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first. 

Council Structures 
Local government structures are a dog’s breakfast – particularly in 
England. The reason they are so variable is because national 
government, often loath to reform itself, is all too willing to 
experiment with local government. 

Ministers push through changes in response to both long term 
population trends and short term political whims. They constantly 
experiment with the shape of local government in the quest to find 
the most cost-efficient and effective way of delivering local services 
and occasionally, as we shall see below, in a desperate attempt to 
drive up popular interest in local government. This is not always 
successful. 

Method of election: This varies. In England & Wales, councillors 
are elected by the first-past-the post system. Councillors in Scotland 
and Northern Ireland are elected using the single transferrable vote 
system while directly elected mayors in England are elected by the 
supplementary vote system. 

Why are there so many voting systems? There is much debate about 
which voting system is the fairest. The first-past-the-post system 
used to elect MPs in Great Britain, but not Northern Ireland, is a 
simple, winner–takes-all system. 

If Candidate A gets 1000 votes while Candidate B gets 999 votes 
and Candidate C gets 998 votes, Candidate A wins, even though the 
majority of people in the area didn’t vote for him or her. 

Politicians have therefore experimented with other systems to try 
and better reflect the views of the electorate. No system is perfect. 

A straightforward guide to the different voting systems used in the 
UK can be found here: 

https://www.parliament.uk/about/how/elections-and-voting/voting-
systems/ 

Councils come in two forms: unitary authorities or two tier 
authorities. 

https://www.parliament.uk/about/how/elections-and-voting/voting-systems/
https://www.parliament.uk/about/how/elections-and-voting/voting-systems/
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Unitary Authorities – the easy bit 

A unitary authority is a council which carries out all the local 
government functions for its area. This is the most straightforward 
form of local government. 

Scotland is divided into 32 unitary authorities. Wales has 22 unitary 
authorities – although they operate with a tier of consultative 
community councils below them – and Northern Ireland has 11 
unitary councils. 

Many – but not all – parts of England also have unitary councils. 

Two-tier system 

In some parts of England, you will find a hangover from the 1972 
reform of local government which split councils into two tiers. 

In these places, you will have a county council, delivering adult 
social care, child protection, some education, highways, libraries, 
trading standards and strategic planning, while working alongside a 
lower tier of borough or district councils which will deliver council 
housing, local planning, local road maintenance, environmental 
health and collect the council tax. In this set-up, the lower-tier 
district and borough councils collect the rubbish bins and the county 
council is responsible for then disposing of the waste. 

Whether an English area has a unitary council or a two-tier system 
is entirely random. You need to check which type of council is 
operating in the area of the story. 

TIP: An easy way to find out it is to check the council’s website. If 
the council is delivering both child protection and council housing, 
then it is a unitary authority. If it is delivering only one of those 
functions, it’s one of the two tier variety. 

Where does power lie in a council? 
This is the crucial question for reporters. In most councils across the 
UK, you want to find the Leader of the Council. In a few parts of 
England, you need the directly elected Mayor instead. Both posts do 
the same job. They lead the council, lead the formation of policy 
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and lead the decision-making process. They are the council 
equivalent of Prime Ministers. They just get to the job in a different 
way. 

Leader of the Council – found in councils across 
the UK 

This individual is usually the councillor who happens to be the 
leader of the largest political group on the council. 

They have stood for election as an ordinary councillor. They have 
then been elected group leader by their fellow councillors from the 
same political party, eg Labour group leader, Conservative group 
leader. 

If their political party is the largest group on the council, they will 
then usually become Leader of the Council. 

The one exception is when no single party has a majority in the 
council. In this case two or more smaller parties might join forces to 
run a coalition administration and usually the leader of the biggest 
of these parties will become Leader of the Council. 

Either way, the important point is that it is councillors who choose 
which individual actually leads the council. 

A Directly-Elected Mayor 

A directly-elected Mayor does the same job as the Leader of the 
Council. The key difference is that the directly-elected Mayor is 
chosen by the voters (not a group of councillors) to run the council. 

Only councils in England and Wales can have directly-elected 
mayors, providing either voters back the idea in a local referendum 
or the council itself simply decides to have one. At the time of 
writing, there were just 16 directly-elected mayors, all in England. 

The reason there are so few of them is a reflection of local political 
parties’ hostility to the suggestion that voters themselves should 
choose precisely who runs the council rather than the councillors 
themselves. Westminster is far more enthusiastic about the idea. 

Ministers introduced directly-elected mayors back in 2000 in a 
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desperate bid to drive up voter turnout out in local council elections. 
Most people don’t bother to vote in local elections. Any turnout that 
hits 40% is, frankly, pretty good. On occasions, it can be less than 
30%. (House of Commons Library, 2017) If less than three out of 
every 10 people vote, this low turnout casts doubt on elected 
politicians’ claims to represent the people. 

Ministers hoped that by asking people to vote for a named 
individual to run the council, it would make the election more 
personal and therefore more interesting. Then, in theory, that might 
make more people vote. Sometimes it does. 

Monkey Business: The Mayor of Hartlepool 

Hartlepool was one of the very first towns to go down the mayoral 
route. 

In 2002, a Labour candidate, a Conservative candidate, a Liberal 
Democrat candidate and an Independent candidate all stood for 
election as the town’s first directly elected mayor. Predictably, there 
was the usual joke candidate, H’Angus the Monkey, mascot of 
Hartlepool United, who campaigned on a manifesto pledging free 
bananas for every schoolchild. 

And guess who won? 

Yes, the monkey clinched it – to the horror of the political 
establishment in Hartlepool. The dazed man in the monkey suit, a 
28-year- old call-centre worker Stuart Drummond, suddenly found 
himself in charge of the town with a £53,000 salary to go with it. 

Resisting pleas to resign now that he had his fun, Drummond took 
off his monkey suit, went on a few training courses and won two 
further elections as mayor, serving for 11 years before the local 
political parties managed to oust him by calling a local referendum 
to switch back to the old Leader of the Council system. Look at this 
retrospective as Drummond prepared to stand down. (Moss, 2013). 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-england-tees-22375328/the-
monkey-mascot-who-became-a-mayor  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-england-tees-22375328/the-monkey-mascot-who-became-a-mayor
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-england-tees-22375328/the-monkey-mascot-who-became-a-mayor
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Don’t get confused…. 

…. between traditional mayors and directly-elected mayors. These 
are completely different posts. 

Many councils will have either chairmen or mayors who chair the 
full council meetings – roughly the equivalent of the Speaker of the 
House of Commons. This role is frequently passed round 
councillors on a Buggins turn basis and held for one year only. In 
Scotland these chairmen are often called Provosts or Convenors. 

These traditional mayors normally get a nice chain of office, a car 
and represent the council at charity and community events. Unlike 
the directly-elected mayor, they have no executive power. 
Maddeningly, in England, they have the same title. Never assume a 
mayor runs a council – until you have checked that your mayor is 
one of the 16 directly-elected ones. 

Other key councillors and how to find them 

The Leader of the Council/directly-elected Mayor does not work 
alone. 

In most councils in England and Wales, they appoint a small cabinet 
of councillors to work with them. Each councillor in the cabinet is 
responsible for overseeing a particular council department and 
function, much like ministers at Westminster. 

Usually all councillors in the cabinet will be from the same political 
party as the Leader of the Council. The cabinets of directly-elected 
Mayors may be more diverse. 

Either way, if you are dealing with a story about the care of the 
elderly, you want the councillor with cabinet responsibility for adult 
social care. 

Go the council & democracy section of the website, find the list of 
the council cabinet and find the relevant councillor. You can then 
turn to the webpages listing the contact details of all the councillors 
to find the contact details of the person you want. 

Councils in Scotland and Northern Ireland and a handful of councils 
in England & Wales operate differently. Instead of a cabinet, they 
have a committee system whereby oversight of each council 
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department is provided by an entire committee of councillors, 
representing all parties on the council rather than by a single 
councillor in the cabinet. 

In these cases, usually the person you want is the chair or convenor 
of the committee. Again, go to the section on the website devoted to 
the councillors and you will find their names and their contact 
details. 

The Leader of the Opposition (usually the leader of the second 
largest party on the council) is always a useful port of call. Once 
again, you will find this person’s name and contact details on the 
council’s website. They will normally give you a sharply- 
contrasting view to that of the Leader of the Council. 

The councillors who chair scrutiny committees in England and 
Wales can be very well-informed and worth speaking to. You find 
scrutiny committees in those councils with cabinets. Sometimes 
there is just one scrutiny committee, sometimes there are several. In 
each case it is the job of councillors on these committees to 
scrutinise the activities of the council cabinet and the delivery of 
council services. Again, you will find the names of the chairs of 
these committees on the council websites, complete with their 
contact details. 

Where councils operate with a committee system instead of a 
cabinet, look for the lead opposition councillors on the relevant 
committee. They will be just as useful. 

EXERCISE: 
Go your local council website. 

Find the name and contact details of the Leader of the Council (or 
directly-elected Mayor) 

If the council operates with a cabinet system, find the names and 
contact details of the councillors in the cabinet and the posts they 
hold. Note, the cabinet is sometimes called the executive. 

If the council operates with a committee system, find the names and 
contact details of the chairs or convenors of the committees. 

Find the names and contact details of the Leader of the Opposition. 
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Regional Mayors 
Above the network of London Borough Councils is the London 
Mayor – a post held successively, since its launch in 2000, by Ken 
Livingstone, Boris Johnson and Sadiq Khan. The London Mayor is 
responsible for overseeing Transport for London, the Metropolitan 
Police, and the London Fire & Rescue Service, plus economic 
development and strategic planning for the capital. 

Holding the mayor to account is the London Assembly, with 25 
elected assembly members. Their meetings are webcast, their 
documents available online. 

Check its website. It explains how it operates, (London Assembly 
undated). 

https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us 

In 2017 a new, fourth type of mayor – the so-called metro mayors – 
were elected in England. There are only six of them at the time of 
writing, operating at a regional level, with a varying range of 
powers. These new metro mayors lead whole groups of councils, 
typically tackling transport, housing, strategic planning and 
economic development. They have varying roles in health and 
social care too. If they are in your area, watch them closely. 

They operate in:  

Cambridgeshire & Peterborough  

Liverpool City Region 

Greater Manchester  

Tees Valley 

West of England  

The West Midlands. 

Already they are emerging as powerful players for their areas – 
Greater Manchester’s metro mayor Andy Burnham played a key 
role organising the city’s response to the Manchester Arena 
bombing in 2017 and oversees the delivery of health and social care 
services, for which he had a budget of £6bn. 

If you are working in the metro mayor areas, find their contact 

https://www.london.gov.uk/about-us
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details, check out their website and range of functions and find their 
most recent speech. 

Journalists’ Rights 
It is in the public interest that journalists report councils and 
councils are expected to facilitate them in doing their job. 

Journalists and the public are entitled to attend all meetings of full 
councils, usually held about once a month and all committee 
meetings. They may be excluded for items on the agenda that deal 
with exempt or confidential information, eg commercial, legal or 
sensitive personal information. In England & Wales these rights are 
set out in the Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1985. 

Under the terms of the Local Government Act of 2000, cabinets are 
only required to meet in public when discussing or voting on key 
decisions. However, many, in practice, meet routinely in public. 
They can legally exclude the public and the press when discussing 
exempt or confidential information or when hearing from political 
advisors. 

In the wake of the Grenfell fire, the Leader of the Council at 
Kensington & Chelsea refused to hold a meeting in front of an 
audience of reporters and protestors. Click on the link below. The 
Leader of the Council is the balding Nicholas Paget-Brown. The 
man with curly hair next to him is the councillor with cabinet 
responsibility for housing Rock Fielding-Mellen. The man shouting 
at Paget-Brown is the Leader of the Opposition Robert Atkinson. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-
kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-
allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html (The Independent, 
2017). 

Details and locations of meetings will be posted on the council 
website under the council meetings section. If they are not, ring the 
council press office and ask. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
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Where to find Agendas and Council 
Documents 

So many good stories are buried in council documents. All you need 
to do is to read them. All documents for full council meetings, 
cabinets and committees should be available online for the press 
and public – unless they are dealing with specific commercial, legal 
or confidential information. 

EXERCISE: 
Go to the council & democracy section of your local council 
website, find the section dealing with council meetings and you will 
find the documents uploaded for each meeting. Click on the papers 
for the next full council meeting. Can you find a story? 

Warning: Many council documents may seem, at first glance, full of 
jargon. Don’t get put off. It is your job as a journalist to cut through 
the jargon and get to what matters. Make sure you don’t regurgitate 
the jargon in your copy. And remember the council documents are 
just the start. Once you have found a story, always talk to the people 
involved. 

Example of Jargon-Busting 

In 2012, Luton Borough Council sent this hideous outline of its 
housing problems to the London Mayor. Can you find the lead story 
– a very human story - buried in the jargon? 

“Luton’s housing land capacity is being updated through its 
strategic housing land availability (SHLAA) and the emerging 
results are that the capacity of the Borough is approximately 6,000 
dwellings, leaving an unmet housing need of at least 12,000 
dwellings. This is significantly higher than previously being 
planned for (ie unmet need of 5,000 households based on the 
SHMA 2012 update). Given the scale of the unmet housing need, 
Luton is working with its adjacent and neighbouring authorities to 
determine the level of unmet need that they are able to 
accommodate.” (Luton Borough Council, 2012). 

Let’s put the important bits in bold: 
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“Luton’s housing land capacity is being updated through its 
strategic housing land availability (SHLAA) and the emerging 
results are that the capacity of the Borough is approximately 6,000 
dwellings, leaving an unmet housing need of at least 12,000 
dwellings. This is significantly higher than previously being 
planned for (ie unmet need of 5,000 households based on the 
SHMA 2012 update). Given the scale of the unmet housing need, 
Luton is working with its adjacent and neighbouring authorities 
to determine the level of unmet need that they are able to 
accommodate.” 

Now let’s translate that into a news story: 

‘At least 12,000 local families have no chance of finding a council 
home in Luton. 

They could be forced to leave. 

Luton Borough Council is holding talks with neighbouring councils 
to find homes for those on its council house waiting list.’ 

During the full council meeting, the councillor with cabinet 
responsibility for housing, Tom Shaw (2012) put it more pithily 
than his officers: “We are dealing with the worst housing crisis that 
Luton has ever seen.” 

Council Finance 
Journalist Andrew Gilligan (2011) once wrote: “Local government 
finance has been more or less deliberately designed – by Whitehall 
as much as by town halls – to be hideously complicated, to frustrate 
real accountability and to allow everyone to blame everyone else.” 

At the time of writing, councils are under intense financial pressure. 
They face complex and expanding needs for both child protection 
and adult social care, varying levels of housing crises and declining 
sources of cash. Government grants to councils in England had 
fallen by nearly 50% between 2010 and 2019 (Kara, 2019). 
Councils had to shoulder a key role tackling the Covid-19 
pandemic.  

Kara, from the National Audit Office, anticipates that in future, as 
they juggle their finances, more councils will prioritise social care 
and cut back on all non-care services such as rubbish collection 
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(Kara, 2019).  

Read Kara’s crisp blog for the National Audit Office on the 
financial challenges facing councils here:  

https://www.nao.org.uk/naoblog/local-government-in-
2019/#:~:text=Alongside%20central%20government%20funding%
20cuts,statutory%20obligations%20to%20provide%20services.&te
xt=Pending%20the%202019%20Spending%20Review,funding%20
disappears%20from%202020%2D21. 

The pressures are acute. One council, Northamptonshire County 
Council has already effectively gone bankrupt. As a result: 

Libraries that community groups relied on were threatened with 
closure 

Day care and other support services for the elderly were being cut 
back 

Charities which provided vital services for the elderly and disabled 
lost their council grants 

Bus services which people relied on to get to work and to shop were 
at risk as council bus subsidies disappeared 

Potholes were left unfilled 

And even its struggling children’s services department was having 
to find cuts. 

The people of Northamptonshire suffered as a result. This was a 
huge local story. Northamptonshire wasn’t alone. Other councils 
were also struggling to stay afloat. 

How Council Budgets Work 

Council budgets – like all budgets – are divided into two: capital 
and revenue. 

Capital Budgets 

Capital budgets are for one-off projects, for example, building a 
new road or school, buying a new snow plough or upgrading the 
council’s computers. 

https://www.nao.org.uk/naoblog/local-government-in-2019/#:%7E:text=Alongside%20central%20government%20funding%20cuts,statutory%20obligations%20to%20provide%20services.&text=Pending%20the%202019%20Spending%20Review,funding%20disappears%20from%202020%2D21.
https://www.nao.org.uk/naoblog/local-government-in-2019/#:%7E:text=Alongside%20central%20government%20funding%20cuts,statutory%20obligations%20to%20provide%20services.&text=Pending%20the%202019%20Spending%20Review,funding%20disappears%20from%202020%2D21.
https://www.nao.org.uk/naoblog/local-government-in-2019/#:%7E:text=Alongside%20central%20government%20funding%20cuts,statutory%20obligations%20to%20provide%20services.&text=Pending%20the%202019%20Spending%20Review,funding%20disappears%20from%202020%2D21.
https://www.nao.org.uk/naoblog/local-government-in-2019/#:%7E:text=Alongside%20central%20government%20funding%20cuts,statutory%20obligations%20to%20provide%20services.&text=Pending%20the%202019%20Spending%20Review,funding%20disappears%20from%202020%2D21.
https://www.nao.org.uk/naoblog/local-government-in-2019/#:%7E:text=Alongside%20central%20government%20funding%20cuts,statutory%20obligations%20to%20provide%20services.&text=Pending%20the%202019%20Spending%20Review,funding%20disappears%20from%202020%2D21.
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These are financed through capital grants from central government 
(England) or from the Scottish/Welsh/Northern Ireland 
administrations as applicable. They are also financed through 
developer contributions, any funds from the sale of capital assets 
owned by the council and by any spare income it has. 

Revenue Budgets 

Most focus is on the councils’ revenue budgets. These are the day- 
to-day costs which councils must pay every year, most notably 
salaries, utility costs and others that are necessary for the delivery of 
services. 

Councils have five basic sources of income: 

Council tax (domestic rates in Northern Ireland). These are taxes 
based on the value of the property of homes, which the council sets. 

Business rates – payable on the value of business properties, at a 
level set by the government. 

Specific grants and Revenue Support Grant from central 
government (England) and the Scottish/Welsh/Northern Ireland 
administrations 

Charges and fees, eg for car parks, swimming pool entry, late 
return library charges 

Once, Revenue Support Grant was the single largest source of local 
council income. In England, the Government is hoping to phase it 
out completely, leaving councils essentially dependent on council 
tax and the business rates. 

BBC Radio 4’s The Briefing Room: Is Your Council Going Bust? 
(2018) is an excellent programme on council finance. Listen to it 
and break down the different techniques it uses to tell this story. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09qb0l0  

Finance Story to Watch: Adult Social 
Care 

The frailties of the adult social care system were brutally exposed 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b09qb0l0
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by the Covid-19 pandemic but these were nothing new. This crisis 
has been bubbling for decades and is only going to get worse. 

Why? The numbers of elderly are increasing. People are living 
longer in poorer states of health. They develop dementia, suffer 
strokes or simply, as they age, get much, much frailer. Some are 
able to live independently. Many people however become 
dependent on at least some form of support. Some need full time 
residential care. 

The first point to make, as Age UK (undated a) warns, on its advice 
pages, is that “social care is not free.” The vast majority of 
pensioners (or their families) need to pay for it.  

Most providers of adult social care are private companies. They 
may be running residential homes or support services to enable 
pensioners to remain living in their own homes.  

Who is responsible for paying for these services? That depends. If 
there is something medically wrong with a vulnerable adult and 
they have reached the point where they need 24/7 care, the NHS 
will foot the bill for the nursing home. 

If a pensioner is simply suffering from the frailties of old age, has 
become a bit confused and is no longer capable of caring for 
themselves, they become the responsibility of local councils.  

If they are the responsibility of local councils, they will almost 
certainly have to pay for their care, at least at the start.  

The line between medical illness and the frailties and confusion of 
old age can be a narrow one. Many families have an anxious wait to 
find out whether their loved one will get care for free on the NHS or 
whether the pensioner (and in practice, often the wider family too) 
will have to pay. 

If the pensioner is deemed the council’s responsibility, the local 
council will assess what range of care that elderly person needs and 
then assess their financial means. 

At first many elderly people have to pay in full for that support and 
care – which can easily run into thousands of pounds a year. When 
their money runs out (which it does) or if they have very little 
savings in the first place, then the councils step in and pick up the 
bill. This may mean the pensioner having to move to a new, cheaper 
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residential home. 

Because councils can make block bookings with private companies 
for residential homes, they pay less than individual pensioners who 
pay for themselves. Self-funding residents can end up paying an 
average of £12,000 a year more than council-funded residents 
(Lacey, 2019).  

Click on this link and play the video of elderly people in a care 
home explaining the problems they face: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-44445300 (BBC, 2018)  

The problem now is that the councils say they are running out of 
money.  

If you are working on news stories or documentaries on this subject 
it is well worth following the Association of Directors of Adult 
Social Care, which represents the most senior council officers 
running adult social services.  

In June 2018, it was predicting that 75% of councils would be 
cutting the amount of care they pay for even though the numbers of 
elderly are rising. 

https://www.adass.org.uk/media/6435/budget-survey-2018-key-
messages.pdf (ADASS, 2018) 

The BBC Social Affairs Correspondent Alison Holt filmed a 
powerful two part Panorama entitled “Crisis in Care” that 
graphically demonstrated the despair of families frantic for help. 
Watch it. Clock the techniques Holt uses to tell the story. It’s 
compelling viewing. You can find it on BoB, the online archive to 
which most universities and colleges subscribe: 

 https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand.  

The crisis in adult social care has the makings of a perfect storm. 
The Johnson Government has pledged to fix it. Previous 
governments have made that pledge and failed. 

Complaints 
In the first instance, people who have a complaint about an aspect of 
council services have to complain directly to the council itself. They 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-44445300
https://www.adass.org.uk/media/6435/budget-survey-2018-key-messages.pdf
https://www.adass.org.uk/media/6435/budget-survey-2018-key-messages.pdf
https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand
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may also approach you as a reporter. If, having gone through the 
full complaint procedure, the issue is not satisfactorily resolved then 
the complaint can be taken to an independent ombudsman. These 
are: 

England: The Local Government & Social Care Ombudsman is the 
final stage in handling complaints about councils and adult social 
care providers 

https://www.lgo.org.uk/  

Wales: The Public Ombudsman for Wales deals with unresolved 
complaints about councils and other public service providers. 

https://www.ombudsman.wales/  

Scotland: The Scottish Public Services Ombudsman is the last port 
of call for complaints about councils, the NHS, universities and all 
other public services in Scotland. 

https://www.spso.org.uk/  

Northern Ireland: The Northern Ireland Ombudsman handles 
complaints of maladministration in any public service, including 
councils. It also deals with any breaches of council codes of 
conduct. 

https://nipso.org.uk/  
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Part B: News & Local 
Government 
Joining the dots 

The aim of Part B is to deepen your understanding of how councils 
and other civic bodies work and to show you how to report major 
stories. We shall do this largely by walking through some terrible 
child protection failures and the Grenfell disaster. 

Please note, councils are often only one element of a story. In child 
protection, councils work with the police, the NHS, the courts, 
schools and voluntary organisations. 

In the field of housing, they work with housing associations, tenant 
management organisations and private companies. In the area of 
adult social care - which you should monitor closely in your 
newsdays - they work with private companies and voluntary 
organisations. 

When things go wrong, governments and regulators get involved 
too. You need to be able to join the dots between councils and the 
other organisations they work with and between councils and news. 

 



6. Child Protection 
Introduction 

Sadly, one recurring news story is the failure to protect children. 
The stories may be about individual children. They may be about 
scores of children. All that is certain is that these stories will happen 
and that they will be heart-breaking. You will never forget reporting 
them. 

Never feel that if you are moved emotionally by such stories that 
you are somehow not doing your job ‘properly’; the opposite may 
well be true – emotionless robots don’t usually make good 
reporters. What you do need to do is maintain industry standards of 
professionalism, objectivity and fairness. 

No one can legislate against evil but there is an extensive set of 
civic structures in place designed to try and protect children from 
the very worst. These will vary but wherever you are in the UK, 
child protection work is carried out by social workers, by police 
officers, doctors and by schools and the courts. 

We never hear of child protection successes. “Child at risk is taken 
into care, is successfully fostered, goes to college and goes on to a 
happy life” is not news – but a dead child is. And it is at that 
moment that you need to know who to go to and why. 

The purpose of this chapter is therefore to show you how child 
protection works in practice and who reporters should go to when it 
goes wrong. It will deepen your knowledge of how councils and 
other civic structures work. In the process, you will learn how to gut 
official inquiries, inspection reports, a Scottish Fatal Accident 
Inquiry determination and parliamentary hearings. You will listen in 
to press conferences and committee proceedings. 

We shall do all of this through the prism of three child protection 
scandals:  

The Tale of Baby P 
The Death of Declan; and  
Rotherham Child Abuse Scandal 
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Declan died in Scotland. The other two examples come from the 
English system but the fundamental problems which arose in all 
three could and do arise anywhere in the UK. Indeed the 2016, 
arguably tardy, shake-up of Scottish child protection systems was 
done in response to flaws that were mirrored in both English 
examples: variable and weak leadership, delays in taking action and 
ineffectual co-operation between the assorted agencies supposedly 
working together to ensure child safety. It is critically important that 
these are recognised and reported. 

Before we go any further, we need to flag up swiftly the different 
child protection structures across the UK: 

Structures & Social workers 
In England, Scotland and Wales, local councils are responsible for 
child protection and employ social workers to deliver this. 
Councillors provide democratic oversight. In those parts of England 
with two-tier councils, it is the county councils who deal with child 
protection. 

In Northern Ireland, where the NHS is more closely integrated with 
social care, social workers work for National Health & Social Care 
Trusts. 

Multi-agency bodies 
As child protection is a team effort across many public services, 
social workers will have joint case conferences with the police, the 
NHS, the courts and, where relevant, schools, to compare notes on 
specific children and to get the full picture of the risks which that 
child may face. 

Senior social services staff, health professionals, police officers and 
others also come together to sit on local bodies that oversee the 
delivery of child protection across the geographical area they are 
responsible for. 

Each of these bodies must also review any serious failure in child 
protection in their area to make sure lessons are learnt from any 
mistakes. These bodies are called Local Safeguarding Children’s 
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Panels or Boards in England, Safeguarding Children’s Boards in 
Wales, Child Protection Committees in Scotland and the 
Safeguarding Board in Northern Ireland. Their reports are publicly 
available. 

EXERCISE: 

Find the relevant safeguarding panel or board for your area. 

Who chairs it? Have a look at its latest reports. How many stories 
can you find? 

Inspectors of Child Protection 
Standards 

In England, council children’s services departments are inspected 
by Ofsted, the same body which monitors school standards. Its 
reports are available on its website. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted  

In Scotland, the Care Inspectorate carries out joint inspections of 
council children’s services with Education Scotland and Her 
Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary. 

You can find their reports here: 

http://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/publications-
statistics/28-inspection-reports-local-authority/inspection-reports-
joint-inspections-of-children-s-services?layout=  

In Wales, council children’s departments are monitored by the Care 
Inspectorate Wales (CIW). Its reports are here: 

https://careinspectorate.wales/our-reports/local-authority-
inspection-and-review-reports  

Have a look at CIW’s scathing assessment of child protection 
services provided by Powys County Council in October 2017. 
Scroll down to Page 4 and the Summary of Findings: 

https://careinspectorate.wales/sites/default/files/2018-
03/171017powyschilden.pdf  

In Northern Ireland, social workers are monitored by: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ofsted
http://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/publications-statistics/28-inspection-reports-local-authority/inspection-reports-joint-inspections-of-children-s-services?layout=
http://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/publications-statistics/28-inspection-reports-local-authority/inspection-reports-joint-inspections-of-children-s-services?layout=
http://www.careinspectorate.com/index.php/publications-statistics/28-inspection-reports-local-authority/inspection-reports-joint-inspections-of-children-s-services?layout=
https://careinspectorate.wales/our-reports/local-authority-inspection-and-review-reports
https://careinspectorate.wales/our-reports/local-authority-inspection-and-review-reports
https://careinspectorate.wales/sites/default/files/2018-03/171017powyschilden.pdf
https://careinspectorate.wales/sites/default/files/2018-03/171017powyschilden.pdf
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The Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority 

https://www.rqia.org.uk/  

Children’s Commissioners 
National oversight of children’s interests for each part of the UK is 
also provided by a Children’s Commissioner. Whilst not exclusively 
dealing with child protection, they produce some powerful reports 
that are packed full of news stories or documentary ideas. 

Links to their reports are below. Have a skim. 

England: https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/publications/  

Scotland: https://www.cypcs.org.uk/publications  

Wales: https://www.childcomwales.org.uk/publications/  

Northern Ireland: https://www.niccy.org/publications/  

National policy and legislation 
As child protection is a devolved matter, child protection policy for 
England is set by the UK Government in Westminster, while the 
Scottish Government, Welsh Government and the Northern Ireland 
Executive set policy for their respective parts of the UK. 

However, as we shall see, there is considerable sharing of good 
practice (or at least good intentions) across the UK and, sadly, 
similar experience of poor practice. 

THE TALE OF BABY P 

Introduction 
On 3rd August 2007, 17-month-old Peter Connelly was found dead 
in his blood-stained cot in Haringey, North London. In the 
preceding months he had suffered more than 50 injuries including a 
broken back, eight broken ribs, a torn ear, numerous bruises and 
lacerations. 

https://www.rqia.org.uk/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/publications/
https://www.cypcs.org.uk/publications
https://www.childcomwales.org.uk/publications/
https://www.niccy.org/publications/
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He would become known as Baby P in a landmark child protection 
case. It is important, before we go any further, to be clear about who 
caused Peter’s death: his mother Tracey Connelly, her live-in 
boyfriend Steven Barker, and Barker’s brother, their lodger Jason 
Owen. 

All three were convicted at the Old Bailey in May 2009 of causing, 
or allowing, Baby P to die. To this day, it is not known which of the 
three actually killed him, although it is noted that the injuries started 
after Barker first moved into the family home and it is he who got 
the longest jail sentence. All three adults had profoundly troubling 
back-histories of their own. 

The family was well known to child protection services. The family 
had been visited by council staff and other relevant services 60 
times before the toddler died. There were seven other children in the 
house, at least some of whom were also on the ‘At Risk’ register. 

Haringey Borough Council 
The lead civic body for the Baby P story was Haringey Borough 
Council. 

It was the local council for the area, and, as a unitary authority, it 
provided all services for that area, including child protection. (See 
the Local Government chapter in Part A to understand the different 
types of councils and their roles.) Haringey Borough Council was 
responsible for protecting Baby P. It was therefore to the council 
that journalists turned for answers. 

The council had 57 elected councillors. At the time of Baby P’s 
death, 31 of these were Labour and 25 were Liberal Democrat and 
there was one vacancy. The Labour group therefore ran the council. 
The full council met in public nine times a year to approve or reject 
decisions taken by the council’s Cabinet. 

When the Baby P story broke, journalists turned to specific 
councillors. Most of the reporters were dealing with Haringey 
Borough Council for the first time but they knew exactly which sort 
of councillors would matter - the councillors with the power, the 
responsibility and the knowledge about child protection. And they 
knew they would find the councillors’ contact details on the council 
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website under the Council & Democracy section. Haringey was 
very transparent and listed councillors’ mobile numbers and home 
addresses. 

Who Were the Key Councillors? 
As a reporter, you start at the top. Ultimate power in councils lies 
with the most senior elected politician. Wherever you are in the UK, 
this person is most likely to hold the title Leader of the Council, 
although in some cases in England, the job may be done by a 
directly-elected Mayor instead. (See the Chapter 5 Local 
Government for details.) Haringey happened to have a Leader of the 
Council. Let’s meet him and his team. 

TIP: Always remember to check out the backgrounds of key 
players in stories - their biographies, social media profiles and the 
previous news coverage. It can all be informative. 

The Leader of the Council 

George Meehan was 64-years-old when Baby P died. A highly- 
experienced Labour local councillor, he had lived in Haringey ever 
since he moved to the UK from Ireland in 1963. He was first elected 
as councillor to Haringey Borough Council in 1971 and had served 
continuously, winning successive elections, with the exception of 
one break from 1986 to 1990. He was, at the time, serving his third 
spell as Leader of the Council. Meehan’s reputation was 
considerable. On his death in 2015, the council flag flew at half-
mast and he was described by his colleagues as “a wonderful 
man…the best kind of politician, totally committed, principled, 
proud and caring.” (Haringey Borough Council, 2015) 

He would also preside over catastrophic failures in child protection. 

Meehan, however did not work alone. Haringey, like most councils 
in England & Wales, was run by a council Cabinet system (see Ch 5 
Local Government). As Council Leader, Meehan appointed other 
councillors to his Cabinet to oversee specific council departments. 
These councillors are known as portfolio holders and would serve in 
Meehan’s Cabinet or executive (the terms can be used 
interchangeably). 
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In Cabinet, these councillors would collectively, with Meehan, take 
the key strategic and policy decisions for the council – including 
those for child protection - before taking them to the full council for 
final approval. 

The Portfolio Holder for Children’s Services 

Meehan had appointed fellow Labour Councillor Liz Santry to be 
the Cabinet portfolio-holder for children’s services. 

Like Meehan, she was a long-term resident of the Borough, having 
brought up her children in Haringey. She had spent 32 years 
working as a civil servant, mainly in the Department of Trade and 
Industry. She was now retired. Unlike Meehan, she had much less 
experience of serving as a councillor. She had been elected for the 
first time in 2002, five years before Baby P’s death. There may be 
many reasons why individuals come to active politics late in life, 
but in Santry’s case, one key factor was her job. As a civil servant, 
she was required to be politically neutral and was therefore barred 
from standing for election until she retired. 

Santry’s role as councillor with portfolio responsibility for 
children’s services was to oversee the workings of the council’s 
Children & Young People’s Department, which dealt with schools, 
child protection and youth services. It was her job to take the lead, 
with Meehan, in formulating policy and strategy in this area, backed 
up by the rest of the Cabinet. 

Note that if the council had a full committee structure as found in 
Scotland and parts of England instead of a cabinet system, you 
would look for the chair or convenor of the committee overseeing 
children’s services 

Meehan and Santry, together, played a central role in deciding how 
much money the council should spend on and within Children’s 
Services and determining its priorities. Were schools more 
important than child protection? Hold that thought! We shall return 
to it later. 

Meehan and Santry were limited by the amount of money they had 
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to spend – which depended largely on how much the Government 
was willing to give them in grants and let them raise in council tax. 
They had to follow all legal requirements and government 
guidelines on child protection and the local child protection 
strategies agreed jointly by the council, the police and local NHS. 

Bottom line: The Buck Stops Somewhere 

When Baby P died, Meehan and Santry were key people for 
reporters to talk to because as Leader of the Council and as the 
Cabinet portfolio holder for Children’s Services, they were both 
politically responsible for, and therefore accountable for, the 
department that had failed to protect him. 

There were other councillors whom it might have been useful for 
reporters to speak to. 

Scrutiny Committee 

Councils with Cabinets are monitored by councillors sitting on a 
Scrutiny Committee, (see Ch 5 Local Government). Again, you go 
to the most senior councillor possible, the committee chairman. 

At the time of Baby P’s death this was Councillor Gideon Bull. First 
elected in 2000, Bull described himself as passionate about politics 
since his childhood. He had served in the cabinet in the past but 
now said he had “found his niche in scrutiny”. On his council page, 
Bull wrote: “My reason for being in politics can be summed up in 
one memorable phrase: ‘what’s the point of being in politics if you 
can’t stand up for the people who can’t stand up for themselves.’” 
(Haringey Borough Council, undated.) Well, indeed. Baby P 
certainly couldn’t stand up for himself. 

Like Meehan and Santry, Bull was a Labour councillor. At face 
value, from a reporter’s perspective, that’s a potential drawback. 
Bull might be the chairman of the Scrutiny Committee, responsible 
for monitoring Meehan and Santry and passionate about standing up 
for “those who can’t stand up for themselves” but he was also a 
member of the same political party, and ostensibly a political ally of 
Meehan and Santry’s. Would he close ranks with them or speak 
freely? The only way to find out was to give him a call. 
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*Note: if the council has a committee structure, go for the lead 
opposition councillor on the committee dealing with children’s 
services. * 

Who else might reporters wish to speak to? Go back to the political 
composition of the council. It had 56 serving councillors. Of these 
31 were Labour and 25 were Liberal Democrats. 

Leader of the Opposition 

An obvious port of call is always the Leader of the Opposition, in 
this case, the Liberal Democrat leader Robert Gorrie. Gorrie was a 
Scot, who worked in logistics and who had helped set up the 
grocery delivery service Ocado. His voice was important. Like Bull, 
he would know the council and its issues well, but, unlike Bull, he 
was not a political ally of Meehan and Santry. Indeed as a political 
opponent, you could expect him to be critical. Reporters rang him. 

If you can’t get the Leader of the Opposition, then go down the food 
chain to the Opposition councillor who shadows children’s services. 
But the top people are preferable. 

The Councillors for the Ward where the Family 
Lived 

If you have the address of the family, it’s worth approaching the 
councillors elected to represent that particular ward or division of 
the council. These councillors may have come across the family and 
have some knowledge. They may have been briefed. They might 
speak. They might not. It’s worth a few phone calls. 

Details about Baby P’s exact address were initially hazy. It was said 
the family lived in the Tottenham area of Haringey. So how would 
you track down his local councillors? Details of a council’s wards 
will be on every council website, along with councillors’ contact 
details. 

You would start, in this instance, by ringing the councillors for the 
Tottenham wards and then working outwards until you found the 
right ward and councillors. Baby P’s final home was in the White 
Hart Lane ward of Tottenham, in Penshurst Road, a few minutes’ 
walk from Tottenham Hotspurs’ stadium 
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In summary, it was important to speak to Councillors Meehan and 
Santry as they had political power and responsibility for the quality 
of child protection services in Haringey. It was useful to speak to 
Councillors Bull and Gorrie as they both had senior political 
platforms within the council and extensive knowledge of how it 
operated. The local councillors for Baby P’s ward might or might 
not be of use but were worth a try. 

However, it is important to note that none of the councillors were 
personally responsible for assessing the risks facing Baby P. They 
were not the ones going into his home, visiting the family, talking to 
his mother and observing the toddler and his siblings. It was the 
council officers who actually did this. This brings us to the next 
question. 

Who Were the Key Council Staff? 
Children at risk are allocated individual social workers. It is these 
social workers who are the front line. They see the child and meet 
the family. In Baby P’s case, this was 39-year-old Maria Ward. 
People like Ward may be difficult to find. Councils may be 
reluctant to name junior members of staff and, even if you do track 
them down, they may well be forbidden to talk to you. Persist 
politely. Maria Ward spoke to journalists. Eventually. 

Social workers are usually employees of councils, although 
sometimes they may be agency staff, plugging gaps much like 
supply teachers in schools. Their role is to monitor vulnerable 
people at risk and to intervene where necessary. It can be a 
thankless and stressful job. And, to repeat an important point, 
nobody knows about their successes. We know only about their 
failures. 

Haringey Borough Council had difficulties recruiting social 
workers. At the time of Baby P’s death, close to 50% of the social 
workers in the child protection team were temporary agency 
workers. Maria Ward was one such temporary agency worker and 
she had taken over Baby P’s case only a few months before his 
death in 2007. A different social worker had dealt with the first 
serious injuries to Baby P in December 2006. 

Ward’s lawyer would later argue she had not been fully trained in 
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Haringey’s child protection procedures. Nevertheless, one police 
officer who worked with Ward told journalists that Ward was “one 
of the best” she had worked with (Antony, 2009). 

Social workers do not work unsupervised. In Ward’s case, she 
reported to her Team Manager Gillie Christou, who was a 
permanent member of council staff. Christou would play a key role 
chairing meetings and leading the decision-making on what to do 
about Baby P and his siblings. 

It was, however, Ward who was meeting the family. On one 
occasion, shortly before the child’s death, Baby P’s mother fooled 
Ward by smearing the little boy’s face with chocolate to hide the 
ulcerated cuts and bruises. Ward however was supposedly trained to 
see through such ruses. 

Ward and her manager Christou could have recommended that 
Baby P be removed from his mother either temporarily or 
permanently. The council had taken him away briefly at Christmas 
once before and had been contemplating doing so again but showed 
little urgency in pursuing the necessary court order. 

Indeed, the received wisdom at the time was that it was better, if at 
all possible, to keep children with their parents because, as the 
children’s charity Barnardo’s explains, children taken into care are 
likely to get fewer qualifications, are more likely to commit crime, 
become a teenage parent and be unemployed, than children who 
remain with their parents (Barnardo’s, undated). 

Far better, therefore, to focus on helping dysfunctional families 
become functional. 

As a strategy, it is also considerably cheaper. The National Audit 
Office – a body that publishes extremely useful reports on the 
public spending – found a total of £2.5bn was spent in 2012-13 on 
foster and residential care and that the cost of an average annual 
cost foster family place was £29,000-£33,000 while a place in a 
children’s home cost up to £135,000- a-year per child (NAO, 2014). 

Nevertheless, the option to take Baby P into care was on the table. 
Ward and the permanent social workers at Haringey did have 
serious concerns about his safety but they misjudged the scale of the 
risk and the urgency of the situation. There were mitigating factors. 

Ward was overworked. Her workload had almost doubled in the six 
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months before Baby P’s death. She had 18 cases to deal with, 
including the new Baby P case, when the council’s own 
recommendation was that staff should have no more than 12 cases 
(Haringey Local Children’s Safeguarding Board, 2010, Para 2.8.5). 

So could Ward do her job properly? This begs the question whether 
we had a management problem. It’s time to go to the top of the tree. 

Sharon Shoesmith was the most senior council officer in Haringey’s 
Children & Young People’s Department and a pivotal figure in the 
Baby P story even though she never met the family. 

As Director of the department, Shoesmith was a politically-neutral 
employee of the council, directly accountable to and advising 
Councillors Santry and Meehan and reporting to the council’s most 
senior officer, its chief executive Ita O’Donovan. Shoesmith led a 
department of 1,300 staff responsible for schools, child protection 
and other children’s services and managed a revenue budget of 
£250 million. She earned a reported £110,000 a year and was a 
highly-respected manager in her field. 

Meehan and Santry relied on Shoesmith’s expertise – although her 
background was in schools not child protection. Once, schools and 
child protection had been dealt with by separate council 
departments but the Government had ordered their merger. 

So now, we either have education officers like Shoesmith in charge 
of child protection, or social workers in charge of schools. Is this 
good? Bad? Irrelevant? Contemplate it. We shall come back to this 
later. Shoesmith did, however, have a deputy whose background 
was in child protection. 

She was also easy for reporters to find. Unlike junior social 
workers, the names of chief officers of council departments will be 
on the council website and on council documents. You can ring up 
the council switchboard and just ask for them. You may well get 
referred back to the press office but it’s always worth a shot. Chief 
officers are perfectly capable of deciding for themselves whether to 
take a call from a reporter. 

Alternatively, you can request an interview via the council press 
office which might be a more effective route during a student 
newsday. In the immediate crisis, chief officers may well not talk. 
But once Connelly, Barker and Owens were convicted, Shoesmith 
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held a press conference. She would go on to talk repeatedly to 
journalists and to write extensively and thought-provokingly about 
the tragedy which happened on her watch. 

To sum up, as child protection is an operational matter, you need to 
find the social workers who are actually visiting the family and 
making the decisions about the child in question and the chief 
officers running child protection department. At some point, people 
will talk. 

The Inspectors 
As child protection failure is always an operational matter, it is 
worth checking with the body that is responsible for inspecting the 
service. Is this a competent child protection department dealing with 
a one-off tragedy or a struggling department which may be failing 
many more children? 

As we’ve established above, child protection services in England 
are inspected by Ofsted, the same body that inspects standards in 
schools (See the introduction to this chapter for the bodies 
inspecting child protection in Wales, Scotland and Northern 
Ireland.) 

While Baby P was being viciously assaulted at his home, Ofsted 
inspector Juliet Winstanley was carrying out the latest routine 
inspection of Haringey’s children’s services. A few months after 
Baby P’s death, Ofsted published her findings. She had given 
Haringey’s child protection services a good rating, specifically 
noting that the number of children on the child protection register 
was continuing to decrease. 

Winstanley wrote: “Thorough quality assurance systems are in 
place and the number of re-registrations demonstrates effective 
planning for these children” (Ofsted, 2007, p4). She had been 
informed of Baby P’s death. 

The conjunction of the good rating and the tragedy did considerable 
damage to Ofsted’s reputation as an effective inspector. When she 
appeared before a parliamentary committee, the then Chief 
Inspector of Ofsted Christine Gilbert claimed that Haringey had 
misled her inspectors (Children, Schools & Families Select 



6. Child Protection 140 

Committee, 2008, Q220). Whatever her protestations, this was not 
Ofsted’s finest hour. 

Who Else Failed Baby P? 
Child protection is never solely the responsibility of social workers. 
Across the UK, they share joint responsibility with health 
professionals and the police. Lawyers and schools too can play 
decisive roles. 

The Doctors 

The family’s GP Dr Jerome Ikwueke saw the child 14 times in the 
months preceding his death. It was he who first flagged-up concerns 
about Baby P in late 2006. Worried about bruises on the baby’s face 
and not satisfied with the mother’s explanation, Dr Ikwueke 
referred Baby P to a specialist clinic, which saw the child the next 
day and which immediately, in turn, referred Baby P to Haringey’s 
child protection teams. So far, so successful. 

Dr Ikwueke continued to see Baby P. He last saw him eight days 
before his death and noted the child looked withdrawn and in a 
sorry state, but did nothing because he thought others would do 
something, and he knew the family were seeing other child welfare 
officers (Haringey LCSB, 2010, Para 3.22.13). The General 
Medical Council, which registers all doctors working in the UK, 
suspended Dr Ikwueke for 12 months for his repeated failures to 
examine the child properly 

Four months before he died, Baby P was seen by A&E at North 
Middlesex Hospital and kept in hospital with injuries his mother 
blamed on a fall. Changing shifts of hospital staff did not fully brief 
each other. The final team of doctors decided the swellings on his 
head were an allergic reaction. (Haringey LCSB, 2010, Para 3.13.4- 
3.13.8). Poor communication meant Baby P’s case fell through the 
cracks. 

Two days before Baby P died, he was examined by an experienced 
paediatrician, Dr Sabah Al-Zayyat, a locum consultant who had a 
contract with the renowned Great Ormond Street Hospital for 
Children. She saw Baby P at a child development clinic at St Ann’s 
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Hospital, in Tottenham, North London. 

In yet another example of poor communication, Dr Al-Zayyat was 
unaware that social workers were monitoring the child or of his 
prior medical history. She did not examine the child properly 
because he was “miserable and cranky”. And because she did not 
examine him properly, she failed to spot that he had a broken back 
and eight broken ribs. She assumed he had a viral infection. 
(Haringey LCSB, 2010, Para 3.22.16). 

Dr Al-Zayyat subsequently applied to be voluntarily removed from 
the General Medical Council’s register of doctors. Her lawyers said 
that once the scale of her errors became clear, she became suicidal. 
In a letter to the GMC, she wrote: “His death will be with me until 
the last day of my life.” (BBC, 2011) 

The Police 

Although the child’s mother Tracey Connelly was arrested in 
December 2006 after the family’s GP spotted bruises on Baby P’s 
face, and then again on 15th June 2007 (Haringey LCSB, 2010, 
Para 3.19.2), she was not prosecuted. 

On each occasion, police officers failed to investigate the 
allegations against her properly. (Haringey LCSB, 2010, Para 
3.16.2). The first criminal investigation, launched in December, 
drifted when the officer conducting the case was moved on. It was 
not until May that this was spotted and the case allocated to a fresh 
officer. Once again, Baby P’s case had fallen through the cracks. 

There was no proper investigation of who had access to the child 
and, crucially, it was not realised that Barker and Owen, two men 
unrelated to four of the children in the house, had moved in. Owen 
brought with him his 15-year-old girlfriend and three pre-school 
children of his own. 

The day before Peter died, police officers told Connelly that she 
would not be charged. Jones (2014) would argue that police failures 
never got the media scrutiny nor official investigation that they 
deserved. 
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The Lawyers 

Administrative failures on behalf of the council’s legal services and 
a lack of urgency on behalf of Haringey’s child protection teams 
delayed a key meeting on whether or not to press for Baby P to be 
taken into care by seven weeks (Haringey LCSB, 2010, Para 
3.20.4). 

When the meeting did take place, nine days before Baby P’s death, 
the lawyer attending was relatively inexperienced, the social worker 
and her manager were less concerned about the child’s immediate 
welfare than they had been, and the medical report was missing. 

The Joint Case Conferences About Baby P 

All relevant agencies eg social workers, doctors, police, lawyers and 
schools should attend joint case conferences when serious concerns 
are raised about a child. This approach is found across the UK. 
These joint meetings are intended to pool knowledge, get the fullest 
picture possible of the case and assess the risk. 

In the case of Baby P, at least one agency, if not more, repeatedly 
failed to attend these meetings (Haringey LCSB, 2010, Para 3.18.1). 
At one meeting which doctors did not attend, their written advice 
that the child’s injuries were non-accidental ended up being 
discounted which might not have happened had they been there to 
argue their case. 

What Happened After Baby P Died? 

After Baby P’s death, his mother, her boyfriend and brother/lodger 
were arrested and put on trial at the Old Bailey. Tracey Connelly 
pleaded guilty to allowing Baby P to be killed. Steven Barker and 
Jason Owens were found guilty of the same offence on 11th 
November 2008. The reason for the unusual charge “allowing him 
to be killed” was that police could not establish which of the three 
adults had actually killed Baby P. 

Simultaneously the Local Safeguarding Children’s Board for 
Haringey carried out, as it was duty-bound to, a Serious Case 
Review into Baby P’s death. The board was chaired by Haringey’s 
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director of Children’s Services Sharon Shoesmith. She was 
effectively investigating her own department. After the killers’ 
conviction, Shoesmith held a press conference to set out the 
review’s findings. Leader of the Council George Meehan 
meanwhile delivered a “heartfelt and unreserved” apology for 
Haringey’s failings (BBC, 2008). 

The questions did not stop with Meehan & Shoesmith. Local 
councils may be responsible for child protection but, as we have 
seen, they are not solely responsible. Multiple agencies supposed to 
protect Baby P had failed. 

Government & Parliament 

Media attention moved to the national stage. It was UK Government 
that set the overall guidelines, laws and standards on child 
protection in England, and it was to Government which each and 
every agency which failed Baby P were accountable. It was 
Parliament which scrutinised Government and which passed laws, 
including those on child protection. Had this happened in Scotland, 
Wales or Northern Ireland, attention would have switched to the 
relevant devolved government and its parliament or assembly. 

Once again, reporters needed to know who to go to. Who in 
Government had the power to act? Who in Parliament was it 
particularly worth talking to? 

At the time of Baby P’s death, Britain had a Labour Government 
under the Prime Minister Gordon Brown. The previous Labour 
Government, under Tony Blair, had overseen a major shake-up in 
child protection practices, passing the Children’s Act 2004 intended 
radically to improve the quality of child protection. It is always 
perfectly valid, if you get the chance, to tackle a Prime Minister on 
child protection failures. Downing Street possesses a press office. 
Ring it. Likewise, it is equally valid, in these circumstances, to 
approach the First Ministers of the devolved institutions if the child 
protection story falls in their part of the UK. 

Reporters also needed to contact the government department that 
was directly responsible for child protection and for overseeing the 
implementation of the 2004 reforms. Since 2004, the department in 
charge of schools in England has also had responsibility for child 
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protection. This department is currently called the Department for 
Education. At the time of Baby P’s death, it was called the 
Department for Children, Schools & Families. Let’s not get hung up 
about names. It is the department’s functions that matter, not what 
the government of the day fancies calling it at the time. 

On every government department website will be a list of its 
ministers and a breakdown of their responsibilities. You will be 
looking for the Cabinet minister (the most senior minister) and the 
minister with specific responsibility for child protection. You must 
be clear on the rankings of ministers to understand where power lies 
(see Ch 1 UK Government & Parliament for details). 

At the time of Baby P’s death, the most senior minister, the Cabinet 
minister was the Labour Secretary of State MP Ed Balls, a former 
aide of Prime Minister Gordon Brown. Balls was a muscular, 
formidable politician who is crediting with persuading Brown, when 
Chancellor, to block Britain joining the euro. Balls was one half of a 
notable Labour power couple – his wife Yvette Cooper was also a 
Cabinet minister. He was also a devoted dad. 

Reporting to Balls was the Minister for State with responsibility for 
Children, Labour MP Beverley Hughes, a former social policy 
academic (an unusual bonus – ministers don’t often have 
professional expertise in the departments they run) who would go 
on to become a member of the House of Lords after standing down 
as an MP. 

Given the choice between a Secretary of State and a Minister of 
State, always go for the Secretary of State. They are the most senior. 
Before we get onto what Ed Balls actually did – which demonstrates 
what future ministers anywhere might do – let’s first go over the 
other parliamentarians worth speaking to. 

Other Relevant Parliamentarians 

The Local MP: Whether they be Cabinet ministers or the lowliest 
opposition backbencher, the local MP will be well-briefed by the 
local council, police and health services and can be a key source of 
information. Baby P’s exact address was not widely known at the 
time but reporters knew he lived in Haringey. Most council websites 
will tell you who the MPs are for their area. In Haringey’s case, its 
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area spread across two parliamentary constituencies: Tottenham, 
represented by the Labour MP (and, at the time, government 
Business minister) David Lammy, and Hornsey & Wood Green, 
represented the Liberal Democrat MP Lynne Featherstone. Both 
knew the area and the council well. By convention, as a minister, 
Lammy was unable to raise constituency matters on the floor of the 
House of Commons but Featherstone could and did. Both however 
would have been briefed and both were capable of answering 
reporters’ questions. Had this happened in Scotland, Wales or 
Northern Ireland, you would approach the local MSP or AM or 
MLA for the area. 

Select Committee Chair: Within the UK’s parliaments and 
assemblies, committees monitor government departments. These are 
made up knowledgeable backbenchers from all parties. In 
Westminster these committees are called Select Committees. On 
this occasion reporters needed the select committee monitoring Ed 
Balls’ department; in this case the Children, Schools & Families 
Select Committee which would hold its own inquiries into aspects 
of Baby P’s death. Indeed, it was to this committee that the Chief 
Inspector of Ofsted would claim that her inspectors had been 
misled. Again, you go to the top. The chair was the Labour MP 
Barry Sheerman. Sheerman was the approximate parliamentary 
equivalent of Councillor Gideon Bull, who chaired the council 
committee scrutinising Meehan and Santry. Coincidentally, 
reporters faced the same issue here. Sheerman, like Bull, was from 
the same political party as those he scrutinised. How frank would he 
be? By and large, select committee chairs are very conscious of 
their role scrutinising government, and are usually independent 
minded, knowledgeable and influential individuals well worth 
cultivating – even if they lack actual power. They are always worth 
a call. 

Opposition MPs: Just as reporters turned to the Leader of the 
Opposition in Haringey, Robert Gorrie, so was it legitimate for 
reporters to turn to the Leader of the Opposition in Parliament, in 
this case the relatively new Conservative party leader David 
Cameron, who tackled Gordon Brown directly about Baby P in 
Prime Minister’s questions the day after the killers were convicted. 
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EXERCISE: 
Hansard provides the online transcription of parliamentary 
proceedings. Below is a link to that clash between Cameron and 
Prime Minister Gordon Brown about Baby P. 

Write a short news story from their exchanges. Go to column 761 
and read from there 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200708/cmhansrd/cm08111
2/debtext/81112-0002.htm#08111228000013  

Interestingly, Brown and Balls had not realised that it was 
Shoesmith who had chaired the review into the failure of her own 
department until Cameron raised it in Parliament (Balls, 2016 
p287). Also, please note that Cameron got his facts wrong. Baby P’s 
mother was 27 not 17. It’s a small point, perhaps, but also a useful 
reminder that even senior politicians can get basic facts wrong. 

Reporters could also have usefully talked to the Opposition 
frontbencher shadowing the key Cabinet minister. In this case, the 
Shadow Children’s Secretary was the Conservative MP Michael 
Gove. With all respect to Gove, a capable politician, reporters will 
always prefer the Leader of the Opposition to a shadow minister. 
Cameron was simply more senior and was “bigfooting” the story 
from the Conservative perspective. 

What Government Can Do 
MPs can give you quotes, but only ministers can act - which brings 
us back to Ed Balls, the Cabinet minister in charge of child 
protection. 

Balls received his first briefings on Baby P while the child’s killers 
were on trial at the Old Bailey. In his memoirs, he recalls reading 
those first reports: 

“I can’t bear to repeat the details of the brutal torture he suffered in 
his short seventeen months on this earth but I will never get them 
out of my mind. Sitting alone in my office, I was repulsed, horrified 
and unable to believe that anyone could do this to a tiny child in 
their care.” (Balls, 2016, p284). 

If Balls was going to put things right, he needed first to be clear 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200708/cmhansrd/cm081112/debtext/81112-0002.htm#08111228000013
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200708/cmhansrd/cm081112/debtext/81112-0002.htm#08111228000013
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about where exactly things had gone wrong. On 13th November 
2008, two days after Connelly, Barker and Owens were sentenced, 
Balls sent Ofsted back into Haringey Council to do a proper job of 
inspection. He also consulted with the Home Office and the 
Department for Health who simultaneously sent the then NHS 
standards watchdog the Health Care Commission and the then 
police standards watchdog, the Chief Inspector of Constabulary, to 
investigate the NHS and Metropolitan Police actions. 

Ofsted’s fresh report was on Balls’ desk by 6pm on the evening of 
Sunday 30th November. It was, in Balls words, 
“devastating…utterly damning.” (2016: p289) 

The following day, he called in Meehan and Santry and the 
council’s most senior officer, its chief executive Ita O’Donovan, 
who was Shoesmith’s boss, for what was not a pleasant meeting. 
Meehan and Santry left the meeting, called a press conference and 
promptly resigned as Leader and portfolio holder for children’s 
services – although they remained as councillors. 

See Meehan, flanked by Santry, make his resignation statement 
here. What do you think is the key clip? 

http://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/video/haringey-council-press-
conference-following-investigation-news-footage/690580354  

Barely had the Meehan/Santry press conference ended than Ed Balls 
held his own press conference to outline the findings of the new 
Ofsted report and, using his statutory powers, to announce that he 
was suspending Shoesmith as Haringey’s Director of Children’s 
Services. He had no actual power to sack her. 

Her suspension came as a complete shock to Shoesmith, who had 
no prior warning. She found out only because she was watching the 
live broadcast of Balls’ press conference. One week later, her actual 
employers, Haringey Borough Council sacked her. The decision 
was taken by a panel of councillors. Other social workers including 
Maria Ward and Gillian Christou would also be sacked. 

Balls ordered a second Serious Case Review to be conducted by an 
independent figure for the Haringey Local Safeguarding Children’s 
Board. Shoesmith had overseen the first. This would be published 
by the next government. 

http://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/video/haringey-council-press-conference-following-investigation-news-footage/690580354
http://www.gettyimages.co.uk/detail/video/haringey-council-press-conference-following-investigation-news-footage/690580354
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Laming Inquiry 
Balls also ordered an inquiry into the wider issues of child 
protection posed by the Baby P case, to be headed by Lord Laming. 
Laming’s background was important. He was a former director of 
social services, a former Chief Inspector of Social Services and a 
former president of the Association of Directors of Social Services, 
all of which was useful, but not why he was chosen. He was chosen 
because he was the man who had chaired the inquiry into the death 
of little Victoria Climbie. Her story was every bit as distressing as 
that of Baby P’s. 

Victoria had been sent, aged seven, from her home in Ivory Coast to 
live with her great-aunt and her boyfriend. Her parents hoped she 
would have a better life. They sent her to the wrong people. The 
great aunt and boyfriend brutally tortured and ill-treated her, 
claiming she was possessed by evil spirits. When Victoria died, 
aged eight, in February 2000 – seven years before the death of Baby 
P - there were 128 separate injuries on her body. If you want the 
details, read the report. There are links below. Be warned. It’s 
disturbing. 

During her short spell in the UK – less than a year - Victoria had 
been known to the social services teams of four councils, three 
council housing departments, two child protection police teams, two 
hospitals, an NSPCC centre and several local churches, one of 
which was planning to hold an exorcism ceremony for the child. 

Haringey was one of those four councils. George Meehan was on 
his second stint as Leader of the Council when Victoria came under 
the care of his child protection staff. Lynne Featherstone, who 
would be a local MP by the time of Baby P’s death, was also a 
Haringey councillor, serving as Leader of the Liberal Democrats. 

Laming found that the social services departments of the four 
councils were chaotic, understaffed, underfunded and poorly 
managed. The section of his report on Haringey, whose social 
workers were responsible for Victoria for 211 of the 308 days she 
spent in the UK, makes devastating reading. 

As reporters, you will be expected to find your way round inquiry 
reports and condense them into news stories. It’s quite 
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straightforward. Let’s give it a go. 

First download the pdf of the Climbie report from this link. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-victoria-climbie-
inquiry-report-of-an-inquiry-by-lord-laming  

Go to the contents page. Always check these out. If you were 
reporting this, you would focus on the introduction and 
recommendations. But we need to drill down into what was going 
on in Haringey, so, for now, turn to the section on Haringey Social 
Services on page 109 of the actual report. 

First read Paragraphs 6.1-6.4 which sets the scene. 

Then go to Paragraphs 6.81–6.82. Laming found that Haringey 
Council under Meehan and others had repeatedly diverted money 
from their child protection budget into schools. This had been 
prompted in part by what Laming described as a “devastating” 
Ofsted report in 1999 which “completely condemned” the state of 
the council’s schools and which had suggested that Haringey be 
stripped of its school functions. 

Meehan and his colleagues were under considerable pressure from 
the Government to get a grip on education and raise standards. 
While Meehan was serving either as Deputy Leader or Leader, the 
council went on to substantially underspend on child protection. 
Laming notes that in the council’s spending deliberations 
“children’s services fared badly” (Laming, 2003, Para 6.82). 

When we introduced Meehan and Santry, we flagged up the power 
of the council Cabinet to determine spending priorities and posed 
the question: which is more important: schools or child protection? 
Given the intense pressure Meehan and his team were under to 
improve schools, this question was not entirely a no-brainer but it 
would have devastating consequences. 

It also underlines the importance of reporters monitoring council 
cabinets and their spending decisions. As Meehan and his team 
concentrated on raising standards in their schools, their child 
protection teams were left underfunded and overstretched. 

One consequence of this was the workload of Victoria’s Haringey 
social worker. She was handling 19 cases, including Victoria’s. 
Laming recommended individual social workers should not be so 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-victoria-climbie-inquiry-report-of-an-inquiry-by-lord-laming
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-victoria-climbie-inquiry-report-of-an-inquiry-by-lord-laming
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heavily overloaded. Haringey pledged to implement that change and 
promised to limit social workers to 12 cases each, the recommended 
limit (Laming, 2003, para 6.15.9). 

To do that, it needed more social workers but, not surprisingly, 
social workers weren’t exactly queuing up to work for the council at 
the centre of the Victoria Climbie scandal. Hence, by the time of 
Baby P’s death four years after the Laming report, almost 50% of 
the council’s social workers were temporary agency staff like Ward. 
And she was working on 18 cases when Baby P died. 

Laming had found a catalogue of poor communication between 
social workers, schools, the NHS and the police in Victoria’s case. 

One of his central reforms, which he recommended in his report on 
Victoria’s death and which would be enacted in the Children’s Act 
of 2004, was the merger of school and child protection departments 
in local councils (and central Government) to ensure at least two 
parts of the jigsaw were more likely to talk to each other. We 
flagged this up earlier. 

Prior to the Laming reforms, schools and child protection were 
handled by separate council departments, often on different floors, 
and whose staff simply did not meet and swap information often 
enough. 

The Act also implemented another Laming recommendation for 
joint case conferences between social workers, police and health 
professionals every time there were serious concerns about a child. 
The purpose again was to pool information efficiently, to get people 
talking and piecing all the parts of the jigsaw together. 

The Act created Local Safeguarding Children Boards on which all 
the agencies sat and which developed safeguarding policies for their 
areas and which would investigate cases of serious injury or death. 

And it created Children’s Commissioners to represent children’s 
rights in each of the four nations of the UK. Although child 
protection is a devolved matter, the Laming reforms were adopted 
across the UK. 

The Baby P report 
On 12 March 2009, Laming published his review of child 
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protection, post Baby P. 

His conclusion? That despite all his recommendations in the 
Climbie report, despite the 2004 Act which implemented those 
recommendations, the Baby P case demonstrated that the multiple 
agencies involved in child protection still weren’t working 
effectively together. And that was why Baby P fell through the 
cracks with such catastrophic results. In his opening introduction, 
Laming’s frustration is evident: “NOW JUST DO IT!” he declared 
in capital letters to every service involved (Laming, 2009, p7). 

Baby P postscript 
The killers:  

Steven Barker was sentenced to life, with a minimum requirement 
to serve 12 years for his role in the death of Baby P and 10 years for 
the rape of a two-year-old girl.  

Tracey Connelly, who gave birth to Barker’s child in jail, was 
required to serve a minimum of five years. Jason Owen was 
originally required to serve a minimum of three years which was 
amended appeal to a six year fixed term. All three have been 
released from jail on licence and all three have been sent back to jail 
for breaching licence conditions.  

The councillors: Liz Santry retired as a councillor. George Meehan 
continued to serve as a councillor until his death in 2015. 

The officers: Sharon Shoesmith successfully sued for unfair 
dismissal and was awarded compensation of £600,000 after the 
Court of Appeal concluded she had been unfairly scapegoated. She 
went on to complete a PhD and to write a book about the Baby P 
tragedy (see below) which is well worth reading. She has repeatedly 
spoken out on behalf of social workers who, she believes, are 
caught in an impossible position. She has also warned that spending 
cuts forced on local councils by the Coalition Government of 2010-
15 would lead to more child deaths. She, Maria Ward and other 
social workers sacked by Haringey went on to appear in a BBC 
documentary Baby P: The Untold Story. Search for it online to see 
if it is once more available or, if your place of study gives you 
access to BoB, find it there on https://learningonscreen.ac.uk 



6. Child Protection 152 

The Council: Haringey acquired a new leader. In 2010, the 
Coalition Government required all councils to make major cuts in 
the wake of the global economic crash (See Ch 10 Government 
Budgets). In 2011/12 alone Haringey had to make savings of £41 
million and cut Youth Services by 75%. 

The Minister: Labour lost the next election and so Ed Balls lost his 
place in Government. During the 2010-15 Parliament, he served on 
the Opposition frontbench as Shadow Chancellor before losing his 
parliamentary seat in the 2015 general election. He found new fame 
in Strictly Come Dancing and as chairman of Norwich FC as well 
as a career in academia. 

The inquiry chairman: At the time of publication, Lord Laming 
continued to sit as a crossbench (independent) peer in the House of 
Lords. 

The seven other children in the house: Their location and new 
carers are unknown. 

Other Councils 
The difficulties faced by Haringey have plagued other councils. In 
2016 the Government ordered Birmingham City Council’s children 
services to be taken over by a Trust after Ofsted had branded it a 
national disgrace, following a series of child deaths. 

Look at this very effective video embedded in this BBC report on 
the problems. Can you apply those techniques in your story-telling? 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-birmingham-36366411  

Issues for the media 
*1. All child deaths are newsworthy but why are some more 
newsworthy than others? * 

At least one child a week dies at the hands of their carers – and if 
the figures are extended to include neglect, that can rise to three to 
four children a week (Shoesmith, 2016, p27-28). So why do cases 
such as Baby P dominate the headlines when scores of equally 
distressing cases don’t? Discuss news values with your colleagues. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-birmingham-36366411
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2. Role of the media in child protection scandals 

Newspapers in particular were not neutral reporters. Cabinet 
minister Ed Balls was under intense media pressure to “sack” 
people – despite the legal limits on his powers. He could suspend 
Shoesmith but only her employer, Haringey Borough Council, 
could actually sack her. In his memoirs, Balls recalls being told “by 
a number of senior media figures” that if heads didn’t roll on the 
ground, his own certainly would. Indeed, one national newspaper 
editor explicitly told Balls that if he didn’t remove Sharon 
Shoesmith, that newspaper would actively campaign for Balls’s 
dismissal (Balls, 2016, p288). The Sun organised a mass petition 
calling for Shoesmith’s removal and had it delivered to Downing 
Street by “a group of men in dark suits.” (Balls, 2016, p289). Balls 
wrote: “It was one of the nastiest, most threatening images I’ve ever 
seen in British politics; an attempt to impose vigilante justice via the 
front page.” (Balls, 2016, p289). Fair comment? Or was this just 
robust, public interest, journalistic campaigning? 

3. Scapegoating Social Workers – justified or counterproductive? 

Laming, national politicians and most of the media were clear that 
social workers were to blame for failing to save Baby P. The second 
Serious Case Review was also stark in attributing blame. But in her 
thought-provoking book, ‘Learning from Baby P’, Shoesmith raises 
interesting questions about society’s need to attribute blame, and the 
consequences of that blame. Can social workers truly predict 
murder? Should social workers be pilloried by national media and 
politicians, hounded on social media, even subject to death threats, 
because a risk they were attempting to manage on limited resources 
spiralled out of control? Shoesmith argues the social work 
profession now operates defensively, perpetually fearful of getting it 
wrong, with results that are not helpful to child protection. In the 
rush to escape blame, true lessons may not be learnt. The sheer 
scale of the backlash against social workers is scarcely calculated to 
encourage people into the profession, which continues to struggle to 
recruit. 

4. Impact of austerity and increased costs of pandemic 

It is also worth considering, as government continues to deal with 
the national deficit, how successful cash-strapped local services – 
councils, police or NHS – can be in dealing with the persistent issue 
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of child abuse (See Ch 12 Government Budgets). 

And Finally: Why was Peter Connelly 
Known As Baby P? 

Throughout the trial of Baby P’s killers, reporters, and indeed 
everyone else, were, unusually, barred from identifying either the 
defendants or Peter, who became known instead as Baby P. 

This had nothing to do with Peter being a child. Anonymity orders 
for juveniles in court are there to protect living children from the 
consequences of publicity. Peter however was dead. The publicity 
of the trial would not, could not, impact on him. 

The actual reason for the anonymity orders was the fact that there 
were two trials going on. 

Connelly, Barker and Owen were on trial for allowing the death of 
Peter whilst, separately, Connelly and Barker were also on trial, 
with a separate jury, on charges connected to the rape of a two- 
year-old girl. 

Now apply your knowledge of Contempt of Court from your law 
classes. Perfectly fair and accurate reports of the Baby P trial, which 
named Connelly and Barker, would have been seriously prejudicial 
to the rape trial. Just how much time do you think the child rape 
trial jury would have taken to reach a verdict if they had realised the 
pair in the dock before them were also the same defendants in the 
Baby P case? 

Therefore, to ensure fair trials, reporting restrictions were imposed 
so the two juries were unaware of the links between the two cases. 
Connelly and Barker were even given false names for the rape trial. 
As it was, the couple’s identity was widely known on social media 
and the second trial came close to collapsing. In the rape trial, the 
rape victim, by then aged four, became the youngest child to give 
evidence via videolink at the Old Bailey. Like Baby P, she too was 
on Haringey’s ‘At Risk’ register. Barker was found guilty of the 
rape, Connelly cleared of related charges. 
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Other reading 
Shoesmith, S, (2016) Learning from Baby P, London, Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers 

Jones, R, (2014) The Story of Baby P – Setting The Record 
Straight, Bristol, Policy Press 

THE DEATH OF DECLAN 
Less than three years after the death of Baby P, another toddler was 
found dead in his cot, this time in Paisley, in Scotland. 

It’s impossible to say exactly when little Declan Hainey died. His 
badly decomposed remains were found in March 2010 but it is 
likely he had died the previous summer. 

His mother was arrested, prosecuted and convicted for murdering 
Declan through neglect – a conviction subsequently quashed on 
appeal although a subsequent Fatal Accident Inquiry would 
conclude her neglect certainly contributed to the little boy’s death 
(Scotland Judiciary, 2014). 

But there were other factors involved. Declan died six years after 
Laming’s report into Victoria Climbie’s death - with all its 
recommendations for effective sharing of information between 
social workers, the NHS, the police and other relevant agencies - 
and just a few months after his report into Baby P. 

Both of Laming’s reports had been carefully read by child 
protection authorities across the UK. In Scotland, considerable 
strides had been made to ensure the multiple different professions 
worked effectively together. 

The Scottish Government had developed one particular joint agency 
programme: ‘Getting Our Priorities Right’, which was intended to 
ensure effective protection for children whose parents had drug or 
drink addictions. At its heart was effective liaison between all the 
different services involved, particularly between the NHS and social 
services. 

So, when the homeless heroin addict Kim Hainey fell pregnant in 
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2007, the systems were, in theory, all in place to ensure that her 
baby would be safe. The only problem was that they didn’t work. 
They didn’t work because the professionals involved didn’t liaise 
with each other effectively so no one had the full picture. To make 
matters worse, Kim was poor at keeping appointments. 

Who were the professionals? 
There 29 in all (Renfrewshire Council, 2012). 

There were six social workers, six senior social workers and three 
specialist drug workers and a family support worker involved in the 
Hainey case, all working for Renfrewshire Council, the lead body 
for child protection in Paisley. The council’s children’s services 
department was headed by its chief officer, Peter Macleod and was 
overseen by councillors. 

As a Scottish council, Renfrewshire Council operates under the 
committee system, so Renfrewshire’s children’s services were 
overseen by a committee of councillors sitting on its Education & 
Children’s Services Policy Board. At the time of Declan’s death, 
Macleod’s social workers were seeing increasing numbers of 
children being referred to them and rising numbers of children on 
the At Risk register. 

From the NHS side, there were three GPs plus two midwives, four 
health visitors, two nurses and two specialist doctors, all working 
for the NHS Greater Glasgow & Clyde NHS Board, several of 
whom were based at the Royal Alexandra Hospital in Paisley where 
Kim Hainey gave birth to little Declan. Again, they were all 
involved in aspects of the care of Hainey and her baby. 

What went wrong? 
After Declan’s body was found by his horrified grandparents, and 
his mother had been arrested, a significant case review was carried 
out for the local Child Protection Committee in 2012, just as the 
case review had been carried out for Baby P. And just as in the case 
of Baby P, it listed a catalogue of slipshod liaison and failure to 
follow up on areas of concern (Renfrewshire, 2012). You can find it 
here: 
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https://www.south-
ayrshire.gov.uk/documents/childprotectiondeclanhaineyinquiry.pdf 

There is a glossary of the abbreviations on Page 60 of Appendix 4. 
Then read Paragraphs 12-31 of the executive summary of the case 
review. Once again, repeated opportunities to save a small child 
were missed. 

EXERCISE: 
Kim Hainey’s conviction for murdering Declan through neglect was 
quashed and, in a highly unusual move, Sherriff Ruth Anderson 
then held a Fatal Accident Inquiry into the toddler’s death. 

Below is a link to her findings. Skim through them and identify the 
factors which Anderson concluded had contributed to Declan’s 
death. Then write a news story. 

http://www.scotcourts.gov.uk/search-
judgments/judgment?id=bcb1a7a6-8980-69d2-b500-ff0000d74aa7  

The key lesson from Declan’s death is that you can have all the 
procedures in the world, but nothing will protect a child from 
repeated human error and misjudgment. 

ROTHERHAM CHILD ABUSE 
SCANDAL 

The problems Haringey and Renfrewshire faced were not unique. 
But so far we have focused on what happens when the child 
protection network of social workers, police officers and health 
professionals inadvertently fails an individual child. 

But what happens when a council and a police force wilfully and 
deliberately ignore the abuse of hundreds and hundreds of children 
simultaneously – and for years? Welcome to Rotherham. And, as it 
turned out, to other towns across the UK. 

What Happened 
Between 1997 and 2013, an estimated 1,400 children were sexually 

https://www.south-ayrshire.gov.uk/documents/childprotectiondeclanhaineyinquiry.pdf
https://www.south-ayrshire.gov.uk/documents/childprotectiondeclanhaineyinquiry.pdf
http://www.scotcourts.gov.uk/search-judgments/judgment?id=bcb1a7a6-8980-69d2-b500-ff0000d74aa7
http://www.scotcourts.gov.uk/search-judgments/judgment?id=bcb1a7a6-8980-69d2-b500-ff0000d74aa7
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abused in Rotherham by organised gangs, overwhelmingly made up 
of Asian men. The true figure is probably even higher. The children 
were sexually assaulted, raped, beaten and tortured. Some were 
doused in petrol. At least one was killed. And one third of the girls 
were already known to the child protection teams of Rotherham 
Metropolitan Borough Council (Jay, 2012). 

Quite when this organised abuse began is uncertain, although there 
is some evidence it was underway in the early 1990s. What is 
certain is that this systematic abuse was systematically ignored by 
both Rotherham Metropolitan Borough Council and South 
Yorkshire Police. 

It wasn’t as if they didn’t know. 

A small team of youth workers who worked with the victims, at the 
council funded programme ‘Risky Business’, spent years frantically 
gathering the evidence, passing vehicle number plates, names, and 
much more, on to both the police and the council, only to see their 
warnings swept aside. 

Councillors and senior council officers sat through seminars on the 
abuse in 2004-05 but did not act. The allegations were dismissed as 
racist or gossip or culturally awkward (Senior 2016). 

South Yorkshire Police likewise displayed a reluctance to arrest the 
perpetrators, viewing the children instead as “little white slappers 
running around with Asians” (Home Affairs Select Committee b, 
2013, Q777). 

It took whistleblowers, some very brave girls, a reporter – Andrew 
Norfolk of The Times - and a council-funded inquiry to blow the lid 
on this organised abuse. 

As with Baby P, the same child protection structures were in play. 
Once again, reporters needed the Leader of the Council, the 
portfolio holder for Children’s Services, the director of Children’s 
Services and so forth. They also needed to talk to key players in 
South Yorkshire Police: the Rotherham police commander, the 
Chief Constable and the Police & Crime Commissioner (see Ch 15 
The Police for details). 

We are going to examine Rotherham through the prism of two 
official inquiries and through the wider Government and 
Parliamentary activity which followed the scandal. In the process, 
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we shall flag up other useful people for journalists to talk to in child 
protection cases, look at transcripts from Parliament and the 
particularly bruising operation of a parliamentary select committee. 

It was Norfolk’s reports for The Times which made politicians sit 
up and take note of the Rotherham scandal. Norfolk began working 
on stories about organised sex abuse across a range of towns from 
2010. One devastating Norfolk (2012) exclusive on Rotherham 
from 24th September read: “Police files reveal vast child protection 
scandal.” 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/police-files-reveal-vast-child-
protection-scandal-ffrpdr09vrv  

This was powerful journalism which could not be ignored. By this 
time, the Labour Government had been replaced with the 
Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government which had 
promptly renamed Ed Balls’ old department the Department for 
Education. Michael Gove, Balls’ shadow during the Baby P 
scandal, was now the cabinet minister in charge. 

This was not just a council issue. Norfolk’s reports for The Times 
suggested major failings by South Yorkshire Police which, in turn, 
was accountable to the Home Office. (See Ch 15 Police for details). 
The most senior minister in the Home Office is the Home Secretary, 
then Theresa May. The Home Office and its policy areas are in turn 
monitored in Parliament by the Home Affairs Select Committee, 
chaired, at this time, by the Labour MP Keith Vaz. 

A Select Committee In Action 
The Home Affairs Select Committee would sink its teeth into the 
Rotherham story and not let go. It had already begun an 
investigation into organised child sexual abuse across England in 
June 2012. It had the power to summon people to give evidence. 

On 8th January 2013, two of Rotherham council’s most senior 
officers, Martin Kimber, chief executive and Joyce Thacker, the 
Director of Children’s Services, found themselves before the 
committee. Most select committee hearings are open to the public 
and the press. Media reports of committee hearings, as with those of 
wider parliamentary debates, are protected from libel suits by 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/police-files-reveal-vast-child-protection-scandal-ffrpdr09vrv
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/police-files-reveal-vast-child-protection-scandal-ffrpdr09vrv


6. Child Protection 160 

qualified privilege. Transcripts and sometimes video of the sessions 
are also available on the select committee’s section on the 
parliamentary website, or streamed live on: 

https://www.parliamentlive.tv/Commons  

I have sat through many select committee hearings. Some are 
soporific, others are gripping. Chairman Vaz set the tone of this 
investigation with his opening question to Thacker (Q711) 

The transcript below gives you a ringside seat. Have a quick read of 
the opening questions. You will get the flavour. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmhaff/uc
182-ix/uc182.pdf  

The select committee then went on to interview one of the abused 
girls in private session but published her evidence. Again, you see 
how the committee works. You can hear the horror and disbelief in 
the MPs’ questions. Have a look. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmhaff/68
/130108b.htm  

Now see how the MPs’ report, published in June 2013, reflected 
those hearings. Follow the link and click on the section labelled 
Rochdale & Rotherham. Then have a look at the conclusions & 
recommendations, particularly the section on Rotherham Council. 

https://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmh
aff/68/6802.htm#evidence  

EXERCISE: 
Rotherham Council’s response to The Times’ journalism and to the 
growing pressure from ministers and the select committee was to 
commission and pay for a respected academic, Professor Alexis Jay, 
to conduct an inquiry into child sexual abuse in the town. 

It is commonly assumed that he who pays the piper calls the tune. 
Some of those asked to give evidence to Jay were certainly 
sceptical. One of Norfolk’s key sources, the whistleblower Jayne 
Senior wrote: “I expected it would be simply another stitch up.” 
(Senior, 2016, p283.) 

Jay confounded those assumptions. Her report, published on 21st 
August 2014, made devastating reading for the council. It was Jay 

https://www.parliamentlive.tv/Commons
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmhaff/uc182-ix/uc182.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201213/cmselect/cmhaff/uc182-ix/uc182.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmhaff/68/130108b.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmhaff/68/130108b.htm
https://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmhaff/68/6802.htm#evidence
https://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmhaff/68/6802.htm#evidence
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who produced the figure of an estimated 1,400 victims. As is 
common in such circumstances, the Leader of the Council Roger 
Stone promptly resigned. It had happened, as they say in politics, 
‘on his watch’. 

We have already combed through sections of the Climbie report and 
looked at select committee hearings. Now let’s take a full report 
from scratch, the Jay Report, and write a news story from it just as 
journalists did when it was published and just as you will have to 
do, in industry, with future reports. 

Where do you start? 

The key is how much time you have. 

Always start with the contents page. If you are pressed for time, 
read the executive summary, then go to the recommendations (what 
they want to see changed) and then write your first news story. If 
you have more time, go to other sections of the report, listed in the 
contents page, which look promising. Skim the opening paragraphs 
and closing paragraphs of a section that looks promising. If it still 
looks promising after that, read it in more detail. And then move to 
the next chapter that looks promising. 

Ready? Now download the report (link below) and write a 250 word 
news story purely from the executive summary and the 
recommendations: 

https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/download/31/independen
t-inquiry-into-child-sexual-exploitation-in-rotherham-1997---2013 
(Jay, 2014) 

The Public’s Response 
The response of people in Rotherham to the Jay report was fury. 
The public, like journalists, are entitled to attend council Cabinet 
meetings. They are also entitled to address such meetings. Angry 
people piled into the first council Cabinet meeting after the 
publication of the Jay Report, determined to have their say. 

Journalists were there, ready to report the clash, secure in the 
knowledge that whatever was said, their reports would be covered 
by qualified privilege and protected from libel suits as long as they 
were fair and accurate. The first 35 seconds of this Sky News 

https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/download/31/independent-inquiry-into-child-sexual-exploitation-in-rotherham-1997---2013
https://www.rotherham.gov.uk/downloads/download/31/independent-inquiry-into-child-sexual-exploitation-in-rotherham-1997---2013
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package includes footage from that meeting. 

http://news.sky.com/story/furious-public-demand-rotherham-abuse-
answers-10391009 (Sky News, 2014) 

Westminster’s Response 
The response at Westminster to the Jay Report, published in August 
2014 spread far and wide. This was now a scandal on such a scale 
that it involved multiple government departments. 

Reporters therefore had to be covering the Home Office, which 
oversaw the police, the Department for Education, which was 
responsible for child protection, and the inelegantly-named 
Department for Communities & Local Government which was 
responsible for local councils. 

Ministers from all three departments were now involved, which 
meant in turn that their respective shadow ministers would have 
views on behalf of the opposition. There were also three sets of 
select committees looking at aspects of this story. 

And, of course, reporters went to the local MP for Rotherham, 
Sarah Champion. Champion was relatively new to Westminster. 
She’d won a by-election less than two years previously. However, 
this crisis displayed her mettle. 

EXERCISE:  Finding clips 
On 9th September 2014, the Home Affairs Select Committee 
resumed its investigation. It summoned council chiefs, South 
Yorkshire’s chief constable, its previous chief constable and the 
South Yorkshire Police & Crime Commissioner Martin Wright for 
an exceptionally brutal session (see Ch 15 Police for police 
structures). In an unusual move, the MPs made their witnesses 
swear an oath to tell the truth. 

Wright’s position was particularly invidious. As the relatively 
newly elected Police & Crime Commissioner (2012, after the first 
prosecutions) he might have been able to present himself as a new 
broom, keen to sort this out. Unfortunately, given that from 2005- 
2010 he had served on Rotherham council as portfolio holder for 
children’s services – and was one of the key members of the council 

http://news.sky.com/story/furious-public-demand-rotherham-abuse-answers-10391009
http://news.sky.com/story/furious-public-demand-rotherham-abuse-answers-10391009
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leadership who ignored the scandal – that was never going to be a 
credible line to take. 

The select committee went for him. Follow this link 

http://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/29841e33-8cda-46ed-
8394-8f8dafe88c55  

Now go in at the time code 17.52.26 and take notes for the next nine 
minutes. Note how Vaz is picking up on journalists’ coverage of the 
story – on Wright’s television interviews and on The Times’ 
reports. Which clip would you use from Vaz and which from 
Wright? Now use the buttons to skip through the hearing and see 
the MPs in action, questioning Wright. 

Finally, listen to the last moments of the hearing on these time 
codes when Vaz sends Wright on his way: 18.45.15 to 18.46.40. 
Again, what clip would you take? 

Now see how the BBC reported Wright’s session with the MPs. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29135245  

Wright was in an interesting position. Elected politicians can’t be 
sacked, no matter who is calling for them to go. It was entirely up to 
Wright whether he resigned or not; and for now he refused to go. 

Reporters, meanwhile, knowledgeable about the structures of power 
and accountability within the police (see Ch 15 Police for more 
details), had another meeting to attend. Police & Crime 
Commissioners are accountable to Police & Crime Panels. Two 
days after the select committee hearing, Wright had to attend the 
South Yorkshire Panel meeting. These too are public meetings. 
Angry relatives once more attended - and reporters were there. 

Watch Channel 4 News’s report below: 

https://www.channel4.com/news/rotherham-child-sex-abuse-
exploitation-shaun-wright-resign 

Five days later, Wright finally resigned. The pressure had become 
too much. His resignation statement used to be available on the 
South Yorkshire Police & Crime Commissioner website but has 
since disappeared. You can however read his resignation statement 
in full here in this BBC report: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29220535  

http://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/29841e33-8cda-46ed-8394-8f8dafe88c55
http://www.parliamentlive.tv/Event/Index/29841e33-8cda-46ed-8394-8f8dafe88c55
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29135245
https://www.channel4.com/news/rotherham-child-sex-abuse-exploitation-shaun-wright-resign
https://www.channel4.com/news/rotherham-child-sex-abuse-exploitation-shaun-wright-resign
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29220535
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Government and the Council 
There was still unfinished business. Central Government needed to 
know that Rotherham Metropolitan Borough Council would change. 
To that end, the Local Government Secretary Eric Pickles 
despatched Louise Casey, a senior civil servant and expert in social 
welfare, back to Rotherham to make sure the council was tackling 
all the problems flagged up in the Jay Report. 

It is worth noting that one small unglamorous role of councils is to 
license taxi drivers. Many of the Rotherham abusers also worked as 
taxi drivers, retaining their licences to operate despite the 
allegations against them. Pickles asked Casey to look specifically at 
whether Rotherham was now only licensing ‘fit and proper’ taxi 
drivers. 

Astonishingly, despite all that was now in the public domain, it was 
not. 

On 4th February 2015, Casey published her report. Again, it made 
devastating reading. Simply read the foreword and you will get the 
flavour but the opening sentence of the executive summary summed 
up her findings: “Rotherham Metropolitan Borough Council is not 
fit for purpose.” (Casey, 2015, p9) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/report-of-inspection-
of-rotherham-metropolitan-borough-council  
(Casey, 2015) 

The entire council Cabinet of Rotherham promptly resigned. 

Back in Westminster, Pickles made a statement to the House of 
Commons that same day. Can you spot the news angle? He’s taking 
over the council and getting rid of all the councillors. That’s your 
story. Read the Hansard, strip it of jargon and write a news story. 

http://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2015-02-
04/debates/15020473000003/RotherhamMetropolitanBoroughCoun
cil  

Now see how the Guardian reported it: 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/feb/04/rotherham-
council-denial-child-sexual-exploitation-failures-report  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/report-of-inspection-of-rotherham-metropolitan-borough-council
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/report-of-inspection-of-rotherham-metropolitan-borough-council
http://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2015-02-04/debates/15020473000003/RotherhamMetropolitanBoroughCouncil
http://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2015-02-04/debates/15020473000003/RotherhamMetropolitanBoroughCouncil
http://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2015-02-04/debates/15020473000003/RotherhamMetropolitanBoroughCouncil
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/feb/04/rotherham-council-denial-child-sexual-exploitation-failures-report
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2015/feb/04/rotherham-council-denial-child-sexual-exploitation-failures-report
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And The Mirror: 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/rotherham-council-taken-
over-government-5107505  

Food for Thought 
Civic structures can move very slowly, even when there is terrible 
suffering. The Times’ journalism and the Home Affairs Select 
Committee’s 2013 investigation were not, on their own, enough to 
halt the scandal. It took the Jay Report of 2014 to bring the crisis to 
a head and it would be another year before the Government took 
over the council. 

But what The Times and the select committee’s actions did was to 
ramp up the pressure without which the Jay inquiry would never 
have been commissioned. 

And Finally 
Youth worker Jayne Senior was awarded an MBE for her efforts at 
whistleblowing 

Professor Alexis Jay, at the time of publication, was chairing a 
public inquiry into historical child sex abuse 

Andrew Norfolk of The Times won Private Eye & The Guardian’s 
Paul Foot Award for investigative journalism in 2013 and in 2014 
he was named Journalist of the Year in the British Journalism 
Awards. 

Labour MP Keith Vaz resigned as chairman of the Home Affairs 
Committee after the Sunday Mirror revealed the married MP paid 
male escorts for sex. 

Gangs have been convicted of organised child sex exploitation in 
Rotherham, Rochdale, Oxfordshire, Newcastle, Bristol and 
Birmingham. 

Child sexual exploitation continues across the UK. 

Other Useful Contacts for Child 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/rotherham-council-taken-over-government-5107505
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/rotherham-council-taken-over-government-5107505
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Protection Stories: 
Child welfare charities such as NSPCC, Save the Children and 
Barnardo’s. 

Trades Unions representing social workers – Unison told the 
Climbie inquiry that unless more money was put into child 
protection, more children would die. 

Academics specialising in child protection research – most 
universities have directories of their experts in particular fields. 

Local Government Association 

The Children Commissioners created by the Children’s Act 2004. 
The Police Federation 

National Police Chiefs Councils Independent Office for Police 
Conduct Ofsted 

Care Quality Commission General Medical Council 

And never forget the wider family and friends. This is an Observer 
interview with Baby P’s maternal grandmother 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2009/aug/16/baby-p-family 
(Anthony, 2009) 

Further Reading 
Senior, J (2016) Broken & Betrayed, London, Pan Books A 
compelling account of the scandal the key whistleblower which 
should be essential reading for journalists – not least to understand 
the stress that whistleblowers are under. Senior genuinely thought 
she risked imprisonment for talking to journalists. 

You can find much of Norfolk’s journalism online. Not all of it is 
hidden by The Times’ paywall. You will find a wider selection if 
you subscribe to The Times or, if your university or college library 
has access to Lexis Newspapers, you can read it for free through 
that platform. 

Start with this freely-available article of 23rd August 2013. In this 
powerful piece Norfolk named – and tackled – an abuser who had 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2009/aug/16/baby-p-family
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been ignored by the police. 

The intro begins: “It is the story of a man who stole childhoods, and 
a town whose care authorities wrote detailed reports about what he 
was doing, then sat back and let him get on with it.” 

Read the full story on the link below. 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/the-happy-teenager-who-was-
transformed-by-rotherham-sex-abuser-cmk8b259qmg  

In this link below Andrew Norfolk explains to MPs in 2012 how his 
investigation began. 

https://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmh
aff/68/121204.htm  
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7. Housing & Planning 
The Dream of a Home – The Nightmare 

of Grenfell 
The provision and regulation of the housing market is not about 
bricks and mortar. It is, as the housing campaign group Shelter 
Scotland (undated) puts it so powerfully, “about people. It’s about 
the family struggling to meet next month’s mortgage payment. The 
young family renting a rundown flat, wondering if they’ll ever be 
able to afford a home of their own. It’s about the children living in 
temporary accommodation, forced to change schools every time 
they move”. 

And because it is about people, it will always be a source of stories. 

It will also personally affect you. It is much tougher for your 
generation to buy your own homes than it was for your parents. In 
England in the 1990s, a couple on low-to-middle incomes, saving 
five per cent of their wages each month, could save enough to cover 
the deposit on their first home within three years. It takes today’s 
equivalent couples 24 years. (Department for Communities & Local 
Government, 2017, p 10.) 

If you can’t afford to buy, the more immediate problem will be 
whether you can afford to rent, and where, which in turn is 
determined by, and affects, your job prospects. 

Planning, while closely related to housing, is a much wider issue. It 
is about the strategic and local decisions on where to build, what to 
build and when to build and what to protect in the local 
environment. Planners plan for the construction of new homes, for 
the shops, schools, hospitals and other services those homes will 
need, plus the new areas of business to provide jobs for the people 
in the new homes and for the transport links to get everyone from A 
to B. 

If the planners get it right, people are more likely to end up with 
decent homes and good access to work and services and a good 
quality of life. If they get it wrong, they condemn people to live, 
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and, as we shall see, sometimes die, in lethal homes. Families and 
individuals can also become isolated and trapped in areas that 
simply don’t attract employers. This in turn fuels unemployment, 
misery and poverty. 

Planning is therefore a guaranteed source of stories. New homes are 
desperately needed. New businesses and transport links create jobs. 
This is good news. Yet new development can trigger furious 
opposition from locals opposed to the loss of green spaces, the 
decision to locate an incinerator on their doorstep or – at its most 
dramatic – the decision to push through the compulsory purchase of 
their homes and to build a new airport runway or railway on the 
land where they live. 

Wherever you are studying journalism, there will be housing or 
planning issues which you can cover on your newsdays and which 
will provide compelling stories for memorable documentaries and 
portfolios. But you need to understand how the system works and 
who to contact. 

This chapter will therefore examine some of the key challenges, 
examine the structures, and conclude with the Grenfell disaster – a 
tragedy that sent politicians and housing officials in every part of 
the UK scrambling to check whether the tower blocks they were 
responsible for were also potential death traps. 

Before we start, just be clear that housing and planning are both 
devolved functions. 

National policy, guidance and frameworks plus national 
laws/regulations for both areas are decided at national level in 
Westminster, Holyrood, Cardiff and Stormont. Local councils then 
draft their own planning policies which must comply with the 
national guidelines. Councils also decide what to build where and, 
apart from councils in Northern Ireland, they also provide council 
housing. 

This chapter will look at:  
Planning Challenges 
Housing Challenges 
Structures in a Nutshell 
The Tale of Grenfell Tower 
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PLANNING CHALLENGES 

Population 
The single biggest driver of planning is population growth. The 
UK’s population is at an all-time high and increasing. In 2016, its 
population was 65.6 million. By 2039, it will hit 74 million, 
according to the Office for National Statistics (2017), always a 
useful source of information for journalists. 

There are two simple reasons for this growth: the birth rate and 
immigration. Each year, more people are born than die and more 
people move into the UK than leave it. There may be some tighter 
restrictions on some categories of immigration in the future, but, 
like most western economies, the UK depends in certain sectors on 
immigrant workers who fill skills gaps from the lowest to the 
highest levels of expertise. 

The simple fact remains that our population is growing and we need 
more homes and jobs. The forecasts of population growth are 
followed closely by government ministers who set the national 
targets for housebuilding, which they require local councils to plan 
for. 

The need for homes is further complicated by family break-up, 
requiring two homes where there was once one, and by lengthening 
lifespans. Because people are living longer, they occupy homes for 
longer, which means - if more homes aren’t built - that there are 
fewer available for young adults entering the housing market. 

The elderly are not evenly spread across the UK. In West Somerset, 
42% of all residents are aged over 65. A short boat trip across the 
River Severn will take you to Swansea, where only 24% of the 
population are 65-plus. Further north, in Glasgow, the tally is only 
19% (ONS, 2017, Section 2, Figure 1). The communities in each 
area will have different needs. Good planning needs to take these 
factors into account. 
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Economic growth 
Effective planning can also actively support economic growth. 
Cardiff, Edinburgh & Glasgow, Belfast and the South-East of 
England are the economic powerhouses in their parts of the UK. 
Spreading job opportunities beyond these sometimes-overheated 
areas is a key goal for planners. 

In England, the then Chancellor George Osborne heavily pushed the 
concept of The Northern Powerhouse, a plan to radically improve 
the prosperity of England’s great northern cities. The project 
survived his abrupt departure from Government in 2016. One 
critical part of this is improving the transport links across the north. 
The 40-mile journey between Manchester and Leeds, for example, 
can take up to two hours on the congested M62, not an attractive 
commute by any standard (UK Government, 2016, p11). As a 
result, it is difficult for employers in one city to recruit from another 
or sell goods and services to each other. 

Better east-west links in the north could transform both economic 
opportunities and people’s lives. The debate over and the progress 
of constructing those links – and all the other measures to maximise 
prosperity in the northern cities - is therefore news. Planners in 
Wales and Northern Ireland, where employment rates also lag 
behind the rest of the UK, are under real pressure as well to find 
their own solutions to making their more deprived areas attractive to 
employers. 

Key contacts: When covering any story about proposals for new 
transport links, remember to approach the associations representing 
local businesses for their views. The British Chambers of 
Commerce has 53 bases across the UK. The chances are there is one 
near you. You can find your local one at the bottom of this link: 
http://www.britishchambers.org.uk/about-the-bcc/  

Depending on the scale of the story, it’s also worth approaching the 
larger, influential Confederation of British Industry (undated) 
although that has only 13 regional bases. http://www.cbi.org.uk/   

http://www.britishchambers.org.uk/about-the-bcc/
http://www.cbi.org.uk/
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Environmental Protection 
Planning is not just about development. It’s also about what to 
protect. In each part of the UK there are officially-designated Areas 
of Outstanding Natural Beauty (in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland), which are known as National Scenic Areas in Scotland and 
which are intended to be protected from inappropriate development. 

On a smaller scale, within and around cities, towns and villages are 
parkland, fields and undeveloped land which – as well as 
harbouring the odd protected newt – really do contribute to the 
quality of life of the people who live and work nearby. Any 
proposal to concrete over a local beauty spot can be guaranteed to 
provoke opposition. There are many significant campaign groups to 
follow. Here are some to start you off: 

The Campaign for the Protection of Rural Wales: 
http://www.cprw.org.uk/ 

The Campaign to Protect Rural England: https://www.cpre.org.uk/  

The Association to Protect Rural Scotland: http://aprs.scot/  

In Northern Ireland, there is a coalition of groups behind a 
campaign Nature Matters NI which can be found here: 

https://www.nienvironmentlink.org/nature-matters-ni  

However, when working on your student newsdays, or for local 
news outlets, remember to look for local environmental campaign 
groups. These can often provide you with valuable interviewees for 
planning stories. Check them out on social media and online. 

HOUSING CHALLENGES 

Supply of housing 
If there is a shortage of a commodity, its price usually rises. That’s 
what’s happened to housing across the UK. Population growth has 
outstripped the supply of new homes, a problem which was 
exacerbated by the collapse in housebuilding in the wake of the 
global economic crash of 2008. 

http://www.cprw.org.uk/
https://www.cpre.org.uk/
http://aprs.scot/
https://www.nienvironmentlink.org/nature-matters-ni
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As a consequence of that crash, housebuilding rates in Scotland 
tumbled from 28,000 new homes in 2004-5 to just 15,000 in 2012- 
13, a drop of 46% (Scottish Government, 2017). The Scottish 
population however kept growing. Housebuilding rates in Scotland 
are climbing again now but they are still playing catch-up for those 
lost years. 

Research for the Senedd (2011) suggested that Wales needed to be 
building 14,000 new homes a year, every year, for the next 15 
years. It’s never met that target. Even as recently as the 12 months 
to December 2017, Wales only managed to complete 6,885 new 
homes – less than half its annual requirement (Welsh Government, 
2018). 

There’s a similar problem in Northern Ireland. Housebuilding rates 
may be rising once again but in 2016-17 only 6,467 new homes 
were completed (Department for Communities NI, 2017) which was 
still short of the 7,700 new homes which construction businesses 
reckoned were needed (Armstrong, 2016). 

As for England, the position is so bad that even its own ministers 
have branded the housing market broken. And the English can’t 
even blame it all on the crash. They’ve been underbuilding for 
decades. Government officials reckon England should be building 
an average of between 225,000 to 275,000 new homes every year – 
and that’s a conservative estimate. Yet since the 1970s, it’s 
managed only an average of just 160,000 new homes a year 
(DCLG, 2017, p10). 

The human consequences of this shortfall can be grim. 

In April 2012, Tom Shaw, the councillor responsible for housing at 
Luton Borough Council, told a council meeting: “We are dealing 
with the worst housing crisis Luton has ever seen. Last year we had 
400 applications from homeless people. This year it is even worse. 
Last month we had 60 families living in bed & breakfast. The kids 
aren’t getting proper healthcare or a proper education. They are not 
getting any standard of living. People don’t want me to build on 
green spaces, but I will build wherever I can to get them out of this” 
(Shaw, 2012). 

By any count, this was a story and it only got worse. According to 
Luton North MP Kelvin Hopkins five years later, 12,000 people 
were on the town’s council house waiting list. If every council 
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home in Luton had become available at the same time, the council 
would only have had homes for half those on the waiting list 
(Hopkins, 2017.) How many families are in temporary housing 
where you are? Check it out. Behind the statistics lie powerful 
human stories. 

Housing Dilemmas for Politicians 
Given the shortage in homes, house prices and rents have soared. 
This has hit everyone renting or looking to buy homes, pushing 
housing sharply up the political agenda in all four corners of the 
UK. 

It’s notable that in 2018, the UK Government chose to re-name the 
Department of Communities & Local Government, which deals 
with housing and planning in England, the Ministry for Housing, 
Communities & Local Government. That change of name was a 
deliberate signal of evolving political priorities. 

Rebranding, however, doesn’t fix problems. Policies and decisions 
do. 

So how can politicians fix this? 

Housing policy is all about creating the conditions or actually 
building the right number of homes in the right places which are 
both of good quality and affordable to the people who want to rent 
or buy them. National politicians sitting in Westminster, Holyrood, 
Cardiff and Stormont are responsible for developing the housing 
policy for their part of the UK and ensuring that laws and 
regulations governing housing are fit for purpose. Above all, they 
need to ensure there is the right mix of housing types to suit the 
population’s needs. There are four key types of housing: 

Privately owned homes: The overwhelming majority of 
homeowners live in their own homes. Some, particularly the 
elderly, will own these homes outright. Others will have bought 
their homes with the help of a mortgage – a loan from a bank or 
building society - which they are in the process of paying off. If 
these homeowners don’t keep up their mortgage payments, the bank 
or building society could repossess their home. In those 
circumstances, the homeowner would lose everything, including the 
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deposit from their own savings which they put down on the property 
in the first place. 

Not all homeowners live in their property. Some property is bought 
as an investment. In London, there is sharp controversy over the 
amount of property owned by overseas investors which is left to 
stand empty, growing in value, while there is a shortage of 
affordable homes for Londoners. 

Privately rented homes: An offshoot of the above. These are 
homes owned by private individuals who choose to rent them out to 
tenants. If you are a student, you may well be renting a room, a flat 
or a house from a private landlord. The quality of the private rented 
sector will range from the top flight executive homes to squalid 
bedsits. The rent charged will usually reflect the market. If there is a 
shortage of homes and there are lots of people looking to rent, rents 
will rise. 

Most private landlords take their responsibilities to maintain their 
properties seriously. Some do not. Most tenants, likewise, abide by 
their contractual responsibilities, but again, some do not. Skim this 
Communities & Local Government Select Committee report (2018) 
on the private rented sector in England. The problems highlighted 
can be found across the UK. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc
/440/44002.htm  

The key news angle can be found in paragraph 14 of the 
conclusions – the call for the worst landlords to be stripped of their 
properties. See how reporters (Collinson, 2018 and Brady, 2018) 
converted this into a news story here: 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/apr/19/rogue-landlords-
should-have-properties-confiscated-mp-report   

https://news.sky.com/story/rogue-landlords-should-have-houses-
confiscated-11337147  

Social housing: In England, Wales and Scotland this comes in two 
forms: council houses and housing association houses. Council 
houses are provided by the local unitary council or, in those parts of 
England with a two tier system of councils, by the lower tier 
councils. Housing associations are not-for-profit organisations that 
provide housing for people on low incomes. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/440/44002.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/440/44002.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/apr/19/rogue-landlords-should-have-properties-confiscated-mp-report
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/apr/19/rogue-landlords-should-have-properties-confiscated-mp-report
https://news.sky.com/story/rogue-landlords-should-have-houses-confiscated-11337147
https://news.sky.com/story/rogue-landlords-should-have-houses-confiscated-11337147
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Both charge rents that are, on average, 50% less than the average 
private property rent. Social housing tenants are usually people on 
low incomes who have had to apply for this housing. Waiting lists 
are long. In 2017 more than one million households were on waiting 
lists for social housing in England (Ministry of Housing, 
Communities & Local Government, 2018). 

Northern Ireland has housing associations too, but the Northern 
Ireland Housing Executive replaces councils as the alternative 
provided of social housing. 

There were major council housebuilding drives after World War II, 
overseen by both Labour and Conservative governments. The 
choice was between building fewer good quality, relative spacious, 
homes or building more, cheaper, smaller and sometimes poor 
quality homes. Quantity frequently won out over quality. 

Right to Buy: In 1980, the Conservatives, under Margaret 
Thatcher, introduced the popular Right To Buy policy for council 
house tenants and for some housing association tenants. This 
enabled council tenants to buy their council houses at a considerable 
discount. Many tenants leapt at the opportunity and the policy is 
credited with helping Thatcher win subsequent elections. 

The one difficulty was that it reduced the number of council and 
housing association houses available to future low income tenants. 
This was particularly problematic because council house building 
dropped sharply. 

The Right To Buy has now been abolished in Scotland and Wales. 
The Scottish Government scrapped it in 2016, after more than 
500,000 council and housing association homes had been bought by 
their former tenants (Press Association, 2016). In 2018, the Welsh 
Assembly followed suit, arguing it had lost 45% of its council house 
stock to the policy and needed to preserve what was left for those in 
need (Welsh Government, 2018). It is still available to tenants in 
England. 

STRUCTURES IN A NUTSHELL 
As Housing and Planning are devolved functions, who runs them 
depends entirely on where you are – or rather where the story is. 
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The Westminster Government deals with England, the Scottish 
Government with Scotland, Welsh Government with Wales and the 
Northern Ireland Executive will deal with Northern Ireland. 

Ministers 
Please also note that the titles and names of government 
departments as well as ministers change. The best advice is to check 
online. What you are after are the politicians and departments 
dealing with these two functions.  

They will usually have Housing or Local Government in their title. 
Sometimes, as in Northern Ireland at the time of writing, they are 
called the Communities Minister. England goes the whole hog and 
has a cabinet minister for Housing, Communities & Local 
Government.  

The purpose of these lead ministers and their departments to 
provide national oversight for their parts of the UK. They set the 
key housebuilding targets and the core principles of planning policy 
which councils must follow. Both areas can be deeply contentious. 
These ministers are also ultimately responsible for building 
regulations, particularly pertinent when we get to Grenfell. 

Monitor the speeches, press releases and social media output of 
these lead ministers, their departments and that of any junior 
ministers. Always check their personal backgrounds. Any clue to 
what makes them tick is useful. The English cabinet minister who 
oversaw the important government white paper “Fixing Our Broken 
Housing Market” in 2017 was Sajid Javid, the son of immigrant 
parents who had raised their family of five boys in a cramped two 
bedroom flat above a shop in Bristol – an experience which he said 
drove his commitment to build more, good quality homes.    

Each ministerial department will have a press office. Search online 
for its phone number and ring it if you have a query. 

Shadow Ministers  
You also need to be across the shadow ministers in the relevant 
parliament. They too are a useful source of quotes and stories and, 
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inevitably, will have a different perspective. In recent years, Labour 
in Westminster has taken to fielding two shadow cabinet ministers 
in this area, one dealing with local government issues and one 
dealing with housing, a rare example of one minister being marked 
by two shadow ministers of equal rank. These shadow cabinet 
ministers are in turn supported by more junior shadow ministers. 
Planning and housing spokesmen in smaller parties can also be 
useful. Find their names and contact details. They will be available 
online. 

Parliamentary & Assembly committees 
These are great sources of stories and quotes on housing and 
planning issues. The respective parliamentary committees on 
housing and local government hold inquiries into key areas of 
controversy. The politicians who sit on them are usually highly 
knowledgeable. Their inquiries and final reports are stories in their 
own right as well as sources of useful information for features and 
documentaries.  

Predictably, at the time of writing the third edition of Reporting 
Power, the assorted housing & local government committees in 
England, Wales and Scotland were all looking at the impact of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. They had also either just published or were still 
working on their latest Grenfell-related inquiry. This work is all 
published on the committees’ webpages on their respective 
institution’s website.  

If you need a quote, always start at the top with the chair of the 
relevant committee.  

How do you contact them? Their names and contact details will be 
on the committee’s webpage. Alternatively, once you have the 
politician’s name, just ring the switchboard of the relevant 
Parliament or Assembly and ask to be put through. 

Local Parliamentarians 
Never forget, when dealing with a local housing or planning issue, 
that the local MP or devolved institution politician will have a view. 
Give them a ring. 
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Role of Councils 
Planning and housing on the ground are delivered by local councils. 
You need to be following the leader of the council and the 
councillor in the cabinet with responsibility for housing and the 
councillor who chairs the planning committee. Their contact details 
will be on the council website.  

If you are working or studying in Scotland, find the council’s 
housing committee as well as its planning committee. You can find 
the name of the committee convenor and other councillors online, 
plus details of when they meet and the papers for each meeting.  

Wherever the location, find the name of the chief housing officer 
and chief planning officer. Likewise follow the leader(s) of the 
opposition parties and their spokespeople on housing and planning.  

Note, if you are working or studying in an English area with a two 
tier system of local government – a county council and lower tier of 
district and boroughs, your main focus will be the lower tier which 
produces the local strategic plan, decides planning applications and 
is responsible for council housing. 

Key Stages in Any Planning Process 
National governments draw up their own national planning 
guidance. 

Councils draw up their local long-term plans which comply with the 
national guidance on how much building they should permit, and 
which also reflect local needs. 

If an individual or a business wishes to get permission to build 
anything from a small extension to a property to a major new estate 
of thousands of homes or a new business park, they must submit a 
planning application to the local council. 

Planning officers who work for the councils decide the majority of 
planning applications which are minor in scale. 

Planning committees of local councillors will decide larger planning 
applications. The councillors, however, will be guided by the advice 
of their planning officers who will be experts on national and local 
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planning policy. 

The officers and councillors’ options are to: 

Reject the application 

Approve the application in principle but request further detail 
Approve the application 

Approve the application but with strings attached. These strings are 
sometimes known as planning gain. Let’s explain. 

If, for example, a developer puts in an application to build an estate 
of 2,000 homes, the councillors might agree, providing that the 
developer also agrees to build – for free – the public services which 
the new estate would need such as the road necessary to get to the 
homes, a school for the children who will live on the estate, a 
playground, a community hall and perhaps a doctor’s surgery or 
more. The ‘strings’ or planning gains will vary, depending on local 
needs, and can be sources of stories. 

On one major new estate close to my home, developers were told to 
build a school once they had completed the 250th new house. As the 
global economic crash brought about a slowdown in the housing 
market, the developers stopped building at the 249th home. As a 
result, for the next few years, until building recommenced, children 
on the new estate had to be squeezed into the surrounding, already 
crowded local schools. 

If a planning application is rejected, the person/company proposing 
the application can appeal. 

The appeal process will vary where you are but links to guides to 
the different arrangements are pasted below. 

Guide to the Planning Process in Scotland (Scottish Government, 
2009): 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/guide-planning-system-scotland/ 

Guide to the Planning Process in Wales (Welsh Government 
undated:)  

https://www.planningportal.co.uk/images/plan_flow_chart_eng.gif  

Guide to the Planning Process in England (Department for 
Communities & Local Government, 2015): 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/guide-planning-system-scotland/
https://www.planningportal.co.uk/images/plan_flow_chart_eng.gif
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plain-english-guide-
to-the-planning-system  

Guide to the Planning Process in Northern Ireland (Northern Ireland 
Executive, undated): 

https://www.planningni.gov.uk/index/advice/advice_apply.htm  

In England & Wales, the Planning Inspectorate handles major 
planning appeals and proposals for nationally significant major 
infrastructure projects. These might include a new railway line such 
as the HS2, a new nuclear power station or a new airport runway 
(UK Government) 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/planning-
inspectorate  

EXERCISES: 
England: On 5th March 2018, Communities Secretary Sajid Javid 
published the latest draft of England’s National Planning Policy 
Framework. Follow the link to his statement (Javid, 2018) in the 
Commons. 

https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-
05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-
EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework  

Identify three possible themes for a feature or documentary. Make a 
list of who you would, ideally, interview. Make sure it includes both 
local and national politicians, businesses – particularly, but not 
exclusively, those in the construction industry - plus wider trade 
associations, housing organisations, environmental groups and 
actual householders. Think about which type of householders you 
would want? Young people looking for their first home, couples 
looking for a family home, people likely to be opposed to new 
development and so forth. Find the phone numbers for every single 
politician or organisation you have chosen. Can you compile a 
graphic which demonstrates the scale of the problem? 

Scotland: The Local Government and Communities Committee of 
the Scottish Parliament was holding an inquiry into homelessness in 
March 2017. Go to columns 3 and 4 of its hearing on 8th March 
2018. 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plain-english-guide-to-the-planning-system
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/plain-english-guide-to-the-planning-system
https://www.planningni.gov.uk/index/advice/advice_apply.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/planning-inspectorate
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/planning-inspectorate
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10834&mode=pdf
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834&mode=pdf  

What’s the strong news story here? Can you identify two possible 

feature ideas? Make a list of who you would, ideally, interview. 
Make sure it includes both local and national politicians, housing 
organisations and affected people. Find the phone numbers for 
every single politician or organisation you have chosen. 

Wales: The Equality, Communities and Local Government 
Committee (2018) in the Senedd, like its counterparts in 
Westminster and the Scottish Parliament, investigated fire safety in 
high rise buildings in Wales in the wake of the Grenfell fire. In 
November 2018, the committee called for tighter laws on fire safety 
in high rise blocks. If you were going to create a documentary or 
write a feature on the issue, which politicians, businesses and 
organisations would you interview? Find their phone numbers. 

https://senedd.wales/en/newhome/pages/newsitem.aspx?itemid=192
9 

THE TALE OF GRENFELL TOWER 

Investigating an Inferno 
Grenfell Tower was a 24-storey block of council flats in central 
London. It was also a death trap. It took just one small fire in a 
faulty fridge freezer in the early hours of 14th June 2017 to turn the 
block into a blazing inferno. Luckier residents fled the building but 
72 people, mainly those trapped in the upper storeys, died. 

A public inquiry was launched to establish, amongst other things, to 
what extent this was a catastrophic failure of council housing 
design, planning and maintenance. 

No inquiry was necessary to establish that Grenfell was also a 
damning indictment of the state of journalism. We will deal with 
journalism’s failure at the end. 

As with any story, journalists needed to speak to those directly 
involved: the traumatised survivors of the disaster, the bereaved, the 
eye-witnesses and the emergency services. Equally importantly, 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10834&mode=pdf
https://senedd.wales/en/newhome/pages/newsitem.aspx?itemid=1929
https://senedd.wales/en/newhome/pages/newsitem.aspx?itemid=1929
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reporters needed a strong grasp of civic structures if they were to 
find the answers to the multiple angles that needed investigating: 

Why did the fire spread so quickly? 

Why were the residents in the block told to stay in their flats rather 
than flee when the fire first broke out? 

Who was going to look after the traumatised and now homeless 
survivors? 

Who was responsible for the upkeep of the building – and therefore 
its fire safety measures? 

Was the building even compliant with fire safety regulations? Who 
was responsible for fire safety regulations? 

If it could happen at Grenfell Tower, could it happen elsewhere? 
How many other high rise blocks out there were deadly disasters 
waiting to happen? 

And finally, had the lessons learnt from previous tragedies not been 
implemented? This was not, after all, the first ever fire in a tower 
block. Scotland, in particular, had some useful experience here. 

These questions had to be directed primarily towards the local 
council and the Government. There were some tough questions too 
for the fire brigade. 

Emergency services 
Key contacts in the immediate aftermath of the tragedy were the 
Metropolitan Police (See Ch 15 Police) and the London Fire 
Brigade whose staff had to extinguish the fire and who played a role 
advising on fire safety. 

The London Fire Brigade is one of the largest fire & rescue services 
in the world. It has 103 fire stations, staffed round the clock by full-
time firefighters. Its most senior officer is the London Fire Brigade 
Commissioner, at the time of the disaster Dany Cotton, the first 
woman to have held the post. She and her force were accountable to 
the Greater London Authority and the Mayor of London who sets 
the brigade’s budget and approves its long-term plans. 

Cotton and the Metropolitan Police Commander Stuart Cundy 
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would become regular figures on the news, updating reporters – and 
the public – on aspects of the disaster. You can see Cotton being 
interviewed by Sky News (2017) less than 48 hours after the fire. 
Go in at 1’29” as the reporter asks what her firefighters had faced: 

https://news.sky.com/story/firefighters-left-truly-traumatised-by-
grenfell-tower-blaze-10916232  

The bravery of the firefighters that night and their shock and despair 
afterwards won them respect and sympathy. But there were 
important questions for senior fire officers to answer. It was they 
who had told Grenfell’s residents to stay in their flats – advice 
which was to prove fatal for many. Paulos Teckle believed his five- 
year-old son Isaac would still be alive if he, Teckle, had ignored the 
Fire Brigade’s instructions to stay put and got his family out 
immediately (Robinson, 2018). We shall return to this subject later. 

The Background 
Tower blocks were once considered the radical new solution to 
Britain’s housing shortage. They can provide good quality and 
popular homes. However, many of those built in the 1960s and 
1970s to solve the shortage of social housing turned into nothing 
more than high rise slums. Some, but not all, have since been 
demolished. 

Sir Keith Joseph was the Conservative minister who authorised the 
original surge in high rise blocks in the 1960s. He rapidly regretted 
giving them his enthusiastic backing. 

Guardian journalist Terry Coleman interviewed Joseph in 1973 
while, not far from Joseph’s family home and just five miles from 
Westminster, construction workers were blithely building Grenfell 
Tower. Coleman described how the former housing minister’s 
“hand would go over an anguished face and he would mutter 
‘disaster, disaster’.” Joseph told Coleman: “I was genuinely 
convinced I had a new answer. It was prefabrication and, Heaven 
help me, high blocks… the best of intentions and the worst of 
results” (cited in Timmins, 2017, p186). Joseph had no idea how 
prescient his words would become. 

Yet Grenfell had been the solution to a problem: where to house 

https://news.sky.com/story/firefighters-left-truly-traumatised-by-grenfell-tower-blaze-10916232
https://news.sky.com/story/firefighters-left-truly-traumatised-by-grenfell-tower-blaze-10916232
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Kensington’s poor. The borough, one of the richest in London, was 
also home to areas of great deprivation. It was therefore the 
responsibility of Kensington & Chelsea’s borough council to 
provide some social housing for its less well-off residents. To that 
end, the council commissioned the construction of the block, part of 
the Lancaster West estate of social housing. 

Yet when Grenfell opened for its first tenants in 1974, it already had 
one serious design flaw that would prove deadly on the night of the 
fire. There was only one central stairwell. If that became 
impassable, people in the upper storeys would have no escape route. 

The councillors and officers who took the decision to build Grenfell 
and to approve the block’s original design were long gone but their 
successors on the council were responsible for maintaining the 
block in a fit, safe condition for their tenants to live in and, in the 
wake of the fire, for re-housing the traumatised survivors. So, it was 
to the council that reporters turned. 

The Council 
At the time of the disaster, the Royal Borough of Kensington & 
Chelsea was a Conservative run council with 37 Conservative 
councillors, 12 Labour and one Liberal Democrat. In moments like 
this you go straight to the top. The most important councillor was 
the Leader of the Council (See Ch 5 Local Government). It took 
only a swift online search for reporters with no previous knowledge 
of this particular council to find the man they wanted: Conservative 
Councillor – and Council Leader - Nicholas Paget-Brown. 

Remember, if you are trying to contact a councillor, look for the 
Council & Democracy section on the relevant council website and 
follow the links to councillor contact details. These can include 
councillors’ mobile telephone numbers and addresses. 

Kensington & Chelsea’s council was less helpful and only 
published councillors’ official council email addresses. This was 
better than nothing but not ideal. People can and do delay 
responding to emails. Phone numbers are always best. Having got 
Paget-Brown’s name, there were other places reporters could look 
for better contact details. The council press office, social media, the 
telephone directory or the Kensington & Chelsea Conservative 
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Association (of which he would have been a member) were just four 
options. 

In these circumstances, you keep hunting till you get the telephone 
numbers you need. It was worth remembering however that this was 
not just a political disaster but an operational one as well. Reporters 
therefore went after the most senior officer on the council, its chief 
executive Nicholas Holgate. 

One pressing issue was the alleged inadequacy of the council 
support for the surviving victims. These were council tenants who 
had been living in council property, who paid council rent, who may 
have paid council tax and who elected councillors. What were 
Paget-Brown and Holgate doing to ensure these people - the people 
they were elected and employed to serve - were looked after? 

In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, the council floundered. 
Red Cross volunteer Derek Williams, 71, recalled the “leader of 
Kensington” turning up at the Westway Centre where he, his wife 
and other volunteers were working flat out to help the victims. 
Williams asked this council leader – it’s not clear whether it was 
Paget-Brown, Holgate or someone else – what the plan was. The 
only answer he got was: “I’ve never done this before” (Scott, 2018). 

Muslim Aid provided one of the early reviews of the response to the 
disaster. It concluded that the local community stepped in to fill the 
“void” left by the “weak leadership” of the council which was “slow 
to provide direction, coordination and information and to address 
multiple pressing needs” (Muslim Aid, 2018, p3). Paget-Brown and 
Holgate both resigned shortly after the fire. 

They were not the only people worth chasing. The deputy leader of 
the council, Councillor Rock Fielding-Mellen had the specific 
responsibility within the council Cabinet for looking after housing, 
a post he had held since 2013. This made him politically 
accountable for the state of Grenfell. He too had questions to 
answer. 

Another potentially valuable source of quotes and insights was the 
Leader of the Opposition on the council. Again, reporters only 
needed a swift online search to find that this was the leader of the 
Labour group, Councillor Robert Atkinson. Also potentially useful 
were the councillors elected to represent the council ward that 
included Grenfell. They could be expected to know the 
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neighbourhood and the tower block well. 

Finding them was simple. All council websites have a search 
mechanism on their Council & Democracy section of their websites 
that enables people to find their local councillors by postcode. You 
try it. Search online for Grenfell Tower’s postcode. Once you have 
found it, follow this link to Kensington & Chelsea’s website: 

https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/council-and-democracy  

Click on the link ‘Find Your Ward Councillor’. Enter Grenfell 
Tower’s postcode and you should get the Notting Dale ward and its 
three current councillors. These are the councillors elected by the 
residents of Grenfell and their neighbours to represent them on the 
council. 

Coincidentally, at the time of the disaster, one of Grenfell Tower’s 
ward councillors was the Labour group leader Robert Atkinson, 
another powerful reason for contacting him. The two other 
councillors serving the Notting Dale ward at the time of the disaster 
were former Labour group leader Judith Blakeman and Beinazir 
Lasharie. Blakeman would go on to play a key role monitoring the 
council’s progress dealing with the disaster aftermath. 

There was one other local politician with an important voice and 
knowledge – the new Labour MP for Kensington Emma Dent-Coad. 
She had been elected to Parliament in the General Election just six 
days before the disaster. Always check out the backgrounds of 
people in news stories. Dent-Coad was a long-standing Kensington 
& Chelsea councillor, who had also served as the leader of the 
council’s Labour group. More pertinently, she had also sat on the 
board of the organisation that ran Grenfell Tower for the council, of 
which more in a moment. Reporters needed to speak to her. 

Given Dent-Coad had only been elected to Parliament six days 
previously, the probability of her details being on Parliament’s 
website were slim but swift searches online would have found 
contact details for her via the local Labour party, the council and her 
own online campaign pages. 

The Government 
Reporters also needed to be talking to the Government as 

https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/council-and-democracy
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governments will always get involved in tragedies of this scale. At 
the very least senior politicians (and perhaps members of the royal 
family) will visit the scene to console the survivors and thank the 
emergency services. This indeed happened at Grenfell. However, 
much more was needed than just tea and sympathy. 

Both local councils and governments are supposed to have 
contingency plans for disasters yet it rapidly became clear that 
Kensington & Chelsea’s council simply couldn’t cope and that the 
Government would have to step in. Again, you go to the top: to the 
Prime Minister. 

Reporters also needed to go to the Home Office (which oversees 
both the fire brigades and the police and which plays a key role in 
handling civic disasters) and to the then Department for 
Communities & Local Government which oversaw council housing 
in England. The DCLG would have a central role to play in this 
story. 

The fire broke out on just before 1am on the Wednesday morning. 
By Friday morning, with the council overwhelmed, the Government 
set up a Central Command Centre led by John Barradell, chief 
executive of the City of London and Eleanor Kelly, the chief 
executive of Southwark Borough Council. They headed a team of 
senior officers from other London boroughs, plus the Mayor of 
London’s staff and civil servants from six Government departments. 
Their purpose was to help the survivors. 

Phrases such as ‘Central Command Centre’ (May 2017) might 
sound impressive but the reality on the ground appeared to be 
continued chaos and lack of leadership. The voluntary sector - 
charities, churches and mosques - and ordinary people had moved 
faster, but there were huge difficulties in getting the right aid to the 
right people. The subsequent public inquiry into Grenfell would, 
among other things, look at the effectiveness or not of the council 
and Government’s immediate response to the disaster. 

Always remember, events never happen in a vacuum. It is worth 
noting that at the time of the disaster, the Conservatives’ hold on 
power was very tenuous. Theresa May had just thrown away the 
Conservative majority in her ill-fated snap election six days earlier. 
In the days after the fire, she was locked in frantic negotiations with 
the Democratic Unionist Party, the support of whose 10 MPs would 
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be just enough to keep her government in power. 

Sajid Javid had only found out three days before the disaster that he 
would remain as the Cabinet minister at the Department for 
Communities & Local Government. All politicians would have been 
exhausted from the election campaign, shell-shocked by its 
remarkable result and uncertain of the future. But they had to put all 
that aside to deal with Grenfell. 

Why Did The Fire Spread So Quickly? 
London Fire & Rescue video records the sheer disbelief of 
firefighters arriving at the scene as they saw the scale of the fire. 
Watch this video uploaded by Sky News (2017a): 

https://news.sky.com/story/video-shows-firefighters-horror-as-they-
near-grenfell-tower-fire-10921175  

As one horrified firefighter said: “**** there’s kids in there!” The 
flames had spread so rapidly and with such intensity, it was as if the 
block had been coated with petrol. It hadn’t. But it was covered 
with cladding that proved terrifyingly flammable. Who was 
responsible for the cladding? 

A swift online search for information – any information – about 
Grenfell would have established that the building had only just been 
refurbished, a process that included putting new cladding on the 
block. Cladding can be added to the outside of buildings to better 
insulate them or just to make them look more attractive. 

The council was very proud of the new cladding. In May 2016 
Council Leader Nicholas Paget-Brown and his deputy Rock 
Fielding- Mellen visited Grenfell Tower after the completion of its 
£10 million refurbishment. In a press release to mark the occasion, 
Paget-Brown said: ”It is remarkable to see first hand how the 
cladding has lifted the external appearance of the building and how 
the improvements inside people’s homes will make a big difference 
to their day-to-day lives.” (RBKC, 2016). 

It was essential however that the cladding was safe. So, who was 
responsible for the block’s refurbishment? 

The answer to that was the Kensington & Chelsea Tenant 
Management Organisation. Many councils manage their council 

https://news.sky.com/story/video-shows-firefighters-horror-as-they-near-grenfell-tower-fire-10921175
https://news.sky.com/story/video-shows-firefighters-horror-as-they-near-grenfell-tower-fire-10921175
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houses directly but in the 1990s the then Conservative Government 
gave council tenants the right to manage the maintenance and 
upkeep of their own homes. 

The Kensington & Chelsea council tenants and leaseholders were 
asked if they wished to do this. They voted yes and in 1996 the 
council set up the Kensington & Chelsea Tenant Management 
Organisation which took over the running of more than 9,000 
council homes across the borough, including Grenfell. Essentially, 
the KCTMO became the social housing arm of the council. It was 
funded by the council and it was accountable to the council. 

Although all residents living in KCTMO homes could join the 
organisation, the management was provided by paid employees, led 
by chief executive Robert Black. Reporters needed to find him. If 
you are doing a story on council housing, check if it is run by a 
tenant management organisation. All will have a website with 
contact details. KCTMO did. 

Black and his team were, in turn, overseen by a board of directors 
made up of eight elected tenants or leaseholders, three independent 
nominees and four councillors. From 2008 to 2012, one of those 
councillors on the board had been the future MP Emma Dent-Coad 

– a further compelling reason to talk to her. It was all explained 
here: 

http://www.kctmo.org.uk/main/8/about-us  

As the KCTMO was responsible for managing and maintaining 
Grenfell, it was KCTMO which commissioned and, in consultation 
with the council, oversaw the block’s refurbishment. The council 
paid for the work. Again, an online search would have revealed that 
the KCTMO awarded the £9.2m contract to refurbish the building to 
the construction firm, Rydon. The details of the contract were to 
prove critical. 

Great Journalism: Less than a week after the disaster, Sky News 
reported a story from documents submitted to the council’s planning 
department. These showed that while tenants had been promised a 
fire-resistant form of cladding during the initial consultation over 
the refurbishment, council planners later approved a cheaper, more 
flammable cladding instead. Each section of that cheaper cladding 
was made up of two aluminium panels and between the panels was 

http://www.kctmo.org.uk/main/8/about-us
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a highly flammable plastic filling. You can read Sky News’ (Tubb, 
2017) story here: 

https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-tower-residents-were-promised-
fire-resistant-cladding-five-years-ago-10921701  

The Guardian reported ten days later that the cheaper, more 
flammable cladding had saved the council £293,368 (Booth & 
Grierson, 2017). Note the use of graphics to explain the issues. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/jun/30/grenfell-
cladding-was-changed-to-cheaper-version-reports-say  

Sky News also looked at claims that the plastics industry sued those 
who suggested their products were not as safe as they seemed. It 
dealt with this in both a special television investigation (Sky News, 
2017d) and in the Long Read format (Tubb & Stylianou, 2017). 
Have a look at both 

Video documentary: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pS3cIF6g24   

Long read: 

https://news.sky.com/story/long-read-grenfell-britains-fire-safety-
crisis-11146108  

Almost a year later, BBC Panorama came at this from a slightly 
different perspective, claiming that the manufacturer of the cladding 
had used extra fire retardant on the product it submitted for the fire 
safety certificate and then sold a more flammable version to the 
public. 

You can see the online version of the report (BBC, 2018) here: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-44200041  

And you can watch the full programme (BBC Panorama, 2018) on 
the link below. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b0b4kjky/panorama-
grenfell-who-is-to-blame  

If it is no longer on iPlayer, search for it on BoB, the video archive 
service many universities and colleges subscribe to. The link is 
here: https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand  

https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-tower-residents-were-promised-fire-resistant-cladding-five-years-ago-10921701
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-tower-residents-were-promised-fire-resistant-cladding-five-years-ago-10921701
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/jun/30/grenfell-cladding-was-changed-to-cheaper-version-reports-say
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/jun/30/grenfell-cladding-was-changed-to-cheaper-version-reports-say
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pS3cIF6g24
https://news.sky.com/story/long-read-grenfell-britains-fire-safety-crisis-11146108
https://news.sky.com/story/long-read-grenfell-britains-fire-safety-crisis-11146108
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-44200041
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b0b4kjky/panorama-grenfell-who-is-to-blame
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b0b4kjky/panorama-grenfell-who-is-to-blame
https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand
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All this journalism was devoted to establishing how that deadly 
cladding came to be nailed to Grenfell’s walls. This would be one of 
the central questions in the subsequent public inquiry. Whatever the 
answer, it was the responsibility of the cladding suppliers, the 
construction company, the KCTMO and the council to ensure the 
materials used on the building were safe. They plainly weren’t. 

Were There Other Death Traps Out 
There? 

While the Government was to order a full public inquiry into the 
disaster and a review of fire safety regulations (see below) there was 
one question that couldn’t wait. Were other tower blocks similar 
death traps? Residents in every tower block needed to know they 
were safe. 

Politicians and officials in councils and governments across the UK 
scrambled to double-check, with Communities Secretary Sajid Javid 
expressly ordering councils in England to test their cladding for 
flammability. Some news organisations carried out their own tests 
as Sky News (2017b) did here just two days after the fire: 

https://news.sky.com/video/burning-same-material-as-the-grenfell-
cladding-10917155  

As a result of the checks, cladding was stripped from some 
buildings. Camden Borough Council evacuated 800 households on 
one estate after the London Fire Brigade said it could not guarantee 
the tenants’ safety. Less than two weeks after the fire, 60 tower 
blocks in 25 different councils in England had failed fire safety 
tests. 

Interestingly, not a single council or housing association tower 
block in Scotland used similar, flammable cladding (BBC, 2017b). 
We will return to this later. 

Fire Safety Regulations 
All buildings today should comply with Building Regulations – 
which include specific regulations on fire safety. The cladding on 
Grenfell should have met those required standards. 

https://news.sky.com/video/burning-same-material-as-the-grenfell-cladding-10917155
https://news.sky.com/video/burning-same-material-as-the-grenfell-cladding-10917155
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These regulations are set by national governments. Lessons can 
always be learnt from the past. In 1666 the Great Fire of London 
destroyed more than 13,000 homes over five days. The following 
year, Parliament passed the Act for Rebuilding the City of London 
which stipulated that the replacement buildings be made from brick 
or stone to reduce the fire risk and which also – with rich irony – 
imposed a limit on the number of storeys each building could have 
(UK Parliament, undated). 

Today, the UK Government (for England), the Scottish and the 
Welsh Governments and Northern Ireland Executive each issue 
Building Regulations for their part of the UK. The politicians who 
approve these regulations are rarely, if ever, specialists in this field 
but are advised by expert advisory groups. The final regulations are 
approved as statutory instruments instead of Acts of Parliament. 
Statutory instruments are delegated forms of legislation that set out 
detailed, technical changes to current law. 

Who enforces building regulations? Councils do. They are the ones 
on the ground, giving planning permission to new buildings. This, 
of course, brings us straight back to Kensington & Chelsea’s 
council. Councils are further supported by fire brigades who can 
serve formal prohibition notices on the owners of buildings who do 
not comply with the law. 

One question was whether Grenfell complied with building 
regulations? And if so, those regulations were clearly not fit for 
purpose. 

The Communities Secretary Sajid Javid therefore ordered a review 
of building regulations by the former chair of the UK Health & 
Safety Executive Dame Judith Hackitt who published an interim 
report in December 2017. 

EXERCISE: 
Follow the link below to Dame Judith’s report (Hackitt, 2017). 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-
of-building-regulations-and-fire-safety-interim-report  

Unusually, she opens with a personal view. Read it and write a 
news story from it. Key newslines include: 

She’s shocked by some of the practices she has found 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-building-regulations-and-fire-safety-interim-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-building-regulations-and-fire-safety-interim-report
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The current system of building regulations is not fit for purpose and 
needs to be overhauled 

It was too easy to take short cuts. 

And two important quotes: “What is initially designed is not what 
is being built, and quality assurance of materials and people is 
seriously lacking.” 

“The mindset of doing things as cheaply as possible and passing 
on responsibility for problems and shortcomings to others must 
stop.” 

In her subsequent, full report, Hackitt (2018), to the considerable 
surprise of commentators, stopped short of calling for a ban on 
flammable cladding on buildings. but ministers banned it anyway. 
The wider Hackitt recommendations led to an overhaul of fire 
safety regulations implemented across the UK. 

Lessons Learned (Or Not) From 
Previous Disasters 

This was not the first ever fire in a tower block. It wasn’t even the 
first ever fire in a tower block that involved flammable cladding. In 
1991, in Merseyside, a fire on the ground floor of a tower block in 
Knowsley spread rapidly up 11 floors because of the cladding. In 
the wake of the Knowsley fire, methods of testing the flammability 
of cladding were supposedly improved. 

In 1999, in Scotland, an elderly man died and five others, including 
a small child, were injured when a 14-storey tower block in Irvine, 
Ayrshire caught fire. According to witnesses, the flames took just 
five minutes to leap up the block’s external yellow cladding 
(Breslin & Boyle, 2017). 

The Irvine fire prompted a Parliamentary inquiry into the fire risks 
posed by cladding. In the select committee’s subsequent report, 
issued within months of the Scottish fire, the MPs concluded there 
was not a serious risk from cladding. 

But importantly, they went on to say: “Not withstanding what we 
have said…we do not believe that it should take a serious fire in 
which many people are killed before all reasonable steps are taken 
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towards minimising the risks. The evidence we have received 
strongly suggests that the small-scale tests that are currently used to 
determine the fire safety of external cladding systems are not fully 
effective in evaluating their performance in a ‘live fire’ situation. 

“As a more appropriate test for external cladding systems now 
exists, we see no reason why it should not be used. We believe that 
all external cladding systems should be required to be either 
entirely non-combustible or to be proven, through full-scale 
testing, not to pose an unacceptable risk in terms of fire spread 
(my emphasis).” Environment, Transport and Regional Affairs 
Select Committee, 1999, para 19-20). 

Yet 17 years later after the publication of that report, construction 
workers nailed highly flammable cladding to the external walls of 
Grenfell Tower, just five miles from Parliament, and 72 people 
died. 

By contrast, the Scottish Government updated their own fire safety 
regulations in the wake of the Irvine fire, requiring builders to make 
sure any external cladding on buildings would inhibit the spread of 
fire. As a result, not a single council or housing association tower 
block in Scotland was using the same sort of cladding that 
Kensington & Chelsea chose to put on Grenfell. 

Grenfell wasn’t just about the cladding. There were other issues. 
There were no sprinklers fitted in the building and the residents 
were advised, when the fire first broke out, to stay where they were 
and await rescue. Again, we had been here before. 

The worst tower block fire prior to Grenfell was the Lakanal House 
fire in 2009 in Southwark, London which claimed the lives of six 
people, including three young children. 

Watch this BBC report of the inquest into their deaths in the link 
below. Inquests are courts of law and you cannot film their 
proceedings but look at the techniques the correspondent Kurt 
Barling uses to tell the story. There are graphics demonstrating the 
spread of the fire, video, a strong piece to camera on the balconies 
from where the families could have fled to safety, an interview with 
an expert and two moving interviews with men who had lost their 
families in the fire. Heartbreakingly, one of them says that he hopes 
the death of his family will mean that others will be kept safe in 
future (BBC, 2013) 
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-21964325  

The Lakanal fire raised three issues, all relevant to the Grenfell 
disaster: 

The difficulty of the London Fire Brigade’s “Stay Put” advice to 
families - the firefighters had been unaware that there were safe fire 
exits for the residents at Lakanal. 

The impact of the lack of sprinklers. 

And the dangers that refurbishments of buildings could make them 
less safe. 

At the time, the Coroner at the Lakanal inquest, Frances Kirkham 
was so concerned by what she found that she wrote to then Cabinet 
minister at the Department for Communities & Local Government, 
Eric Pickles. She urged him to review the ‘Stay Put’ advice and to 
consider the installation of sprinklers in all high-rise buildings, 
suggesting this was now possible at “lower cost”. 

Kirkham also warned Pickles that the building regulations on fire 
protection was “a most difficult document to use” and suggested 
they be rewritten, in plain English, to make it clear that any 
refurbishment or repairs to a building should not reduce its existing 
level of fire safety. You can read her letter (Kirkham, 2013) here: 

https://www.lambeth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ec-letter-to-DCLG-
pursuant-to-rule43-28March2013.pdf  

What Happened After Lakanal? 
‘Stay Put’ advice 
The ‘Stay Put’ advice remained in place. When Grenfell residents 
dialled 999, they were repeatedly told to stay in their flats. Indeed, 
the London Fire Brigade even reissued the ‘Stay Put’ advice less 
than a fortnight after the Grenfell fire (BBC, 2017a). A spokesman 
explained that tower block residents would usually be safer staying 
in their flats if there was a fire elsewhere in the building, because 
most blocks were designed to stop the spread of fire. If residents 
left, they risked getting trapped in a smoke-filled area. 

An additional consideration for firefighters responding to Grenfell 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-21964325
https://www.lambeth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ec-letter-to-DCLG-pursuant-to-rule43-28March2013.pdf
https://www.lambeth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ec-letter-to-DCLG-pursuant-to-rule43-28March2013.pdf
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was that there was only one central stairwell. If residents fled down 
that single stairwell, it would be impossible for the firefighters to go 
up the stairwell to reach the blaze from inside the building. That 
would hamper efforts to put the fire out. 

The “Stay Put” advice was perfectly sound providing – and it was a 
big ‘providing’ – the tower block had indeed been designed to stop 
the spread of fire. But it wasn’t. It was coated with flammable 
cladding and the fire spread with terrifying speed. Many of the 
residents who did as they were told and stayed put, perished just 
like the Lakanal families. 

As the night wore on, the fire brigade did change its advice and 
urged people to get out but, for many of them, it was too late. One 
question the public inquiry examined was whether senior fire 
officers were too slow to change the ‘Stay Put’ advice once they 
realised the fire was spreading rapidly. 

Sprinklers 
Little action of any weight was taken on sprinklers. Shortly before 
the Lakanal coroner’s letter, the Government had already written to 
all social housing providers urging them to consider installing 
sprinklers. Note the word “consider”. Ministers did not insist on it 
and in the wake of the Lakanal fire, that advice didn’t change. 
Kensington & Chelsea’s council was therefore not required to fit 
sprinklers in Grenfell. So, it didn’t. 

Building regulations 
Building regulations were indeed updated but not necessarily 
simplified. And nothing was done to prevent refurbishment 
reducing the fire safety of existing buildings. And in 2017, 72 
people died. 

The Consequences 
The Council Officer 
Eight days after the fire, the Communities Secretary Sajid Javid 
“required” Kensington & Chelsea’s council to sack its chief 
executive, Nicholas Holgate from his £187,000 a year job running 
the local authority. (Note Javid himself did not have the power to 
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sack Holgate himself as the council, not the Government, was 
Holgate’s employer. We saw the same issue in Ch 6 Child 
Protection when a cabinet minister wanted to get rid of the senior 
council officer leading the department that failed to protect Baby P.) 

The Councillors 
Sixteen days after the fire, the key councillors, Council Leader 
Nicholas Paget-Brown and his deputy Rock Fielding-Mallen 
resigned from their Cabinet posts. Both men were under intense 
pressure to go for their handling of the disaster. Indeed Paget- 
Brown had already offered his resignation shortly after the fire, but 
his Cabinet rejected it. However, the last straw was Paget-Brown’s 
refusal to hold a council meeting in public to discuss the fire. Watch 
this video of the failed meeting on the link below. Fielding-Mellen, 
with his unruly shock of hair, is sitting next to the balding Paget-
Brown. The Labour leader Robert Atkinson is challenging the 
decision to abandon the meeting. 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-
kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-
allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html (The Independent, 
2017) 

The Tenant Management Organisation 
The Kensington & Chelsea Tenant Management Organisation 
ceased operation and handed back responsibility for the day-to-day 
running of council housing to the council itself. 

The Council 
Speculation that Grenfell would cost the Conservatives control of 
the council proved unfounded (Crerar, 2018). In the local elections 
of May 2018, the Conservatives successfully retained their hold on 
Kensington & Chelsea, losing just one seat to Labour. 

Other tower blocks 
Multiple tower blocks across England and Wales failed safety tests. 
In Manchester alone, a Freedom of Information request from a 
former fireman would reveal that 75% of the city’s blocks, 367 
tower blocks in all, failed to meet fire safety standards after Grenfell 
(Rose, 2018). 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
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Three blocks in Newport failed the tests while six blocks in Cardiff 
initially thought safe, proved unsafe (ITV News, 2018). 

In Scotland, both North Lanarkshire and North Ayrshire Councils 
pledged to demolish all their high-rise blocks in the wake of the 
Grenfell fire (Leask, 2018). 

Three years after the disaster, two thousand high rise blocks in 
England were still covered in the dangerous cladding (Fortescue, 
2020). 

The Public Inquiry 
The Government asked retired judge Sir Martin Moore-Bick to hold 
a public inquiry into the causes of the disaster and the handling of 
its aftermath. The proceedings were being held in public. Journalists 
attended. Their reporting of the public inquiry was protected from 
libel suits by qualified privilege, as long as the reports were fair, 
accurate and without malice. 

The BBC has provided award-winning podcast coverage of the 
inquiry, a brilliant method of providing detailed reporting of a 
critical inquiry. Click on the link, pick an episode and see how they 
do it.  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p066rd9t 

 You can also follow the inquiry here: 
https://www.grenfelltowerinquiry.org.uk/  

The people of Grenfell:  
At the start of the public inquiry, moving tributes were paid to each 
of the 72 people who lost their lives. As a result of the fire, 203 
households needed new homes. A year on from the disaster, 134 of 
them had moved into new permanent or temporary accommodation. 
43 households were still living in hotels (Brokenshire, 2018). The 
grief continued. 

Grenfell: A Failure of Journalism 
Much excellent journalism was carried out after the Grenfell fire but 
we cannot ignore the fact that journalists failed the Grenfell 
residents before the fire. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p066rd9t
https://www.grenfelltowerinquiry.org.uk/
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One of the most important roles of journalism is to hold power to 
account, to report stories that matter and to give a voice to those 
who might otherwise not have a voice. To do that, you need 
properly-staffed newsrooms with journalists who have the time to 
dig out important stories. 

It is impossible to know whether an effective local press might have 
helped prevent the disaster but not a single local news reporter 
spotted the warning signs and, collectively, both local and national 
news organisations failed the Grenfell residents. There is only 
limited value in turning up after the event. Only the specialist 
housing press could hold its head up high – and they were ignored 
by the rest of media. 

It was not as if the warning signs weren’t there. Long before the fire 
broke out, there was already public evidence that some tenants were 
fearful for their safety. The Grenfell Action Blog had been 
highlighting problems for years – posting blogs on disputes with the 
planning department, anger over the lack of access to Grenfell Road 
for fire engines (this back in 2013), their fury with the KCTMO 
management approach, complaints about the lack of real 
consultation on the refurbishment and more. 

Just eight months before the fire, the Group posted a blog headlined 
‘Playing With Fire’ (2016). The author wrote: “The Grenfell Action 
Group firmly believe that only a catastrophic event will expose the 
ineptitude and incompetence of our landlord, the KCTMO, and 
bring an end to the dangerous living conditions and neglect of 
health and safety legislation that they inflict upon their tenants and 
leaseholders…. It is our conviction that a serious fire in a tower 
block or similar high density residential property is the most likely 
reason that those who wield power at the KCTMO will be found out 
and brought to justice!” 

You can read the full blog here: 

https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-
playing-with-fire/  

Not a single journalist noticed the blog when it was first posted, let 
alone followed it up. Perhaps that wasn’t surprising. There was 
barely a local journalist left to notice it. 

In 1990, according to Press Gazette, the borough boasted three 

https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-playing-with-fire/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-playing-with-fire/
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newspapers: the Kensington News, the Chelsea News, their rivals 
the Kensington & Chelsea Times and the citywide London Evening 
Standard. Journalist Grant Feller who started on the Kensington 
News in 1990, told Press Gazette (Ponsford 2017) that the paper 
then had an editorial team of 10. 

By 2017, the rival Kensington & Chelsea Times had gone and the 
merged Kensington & Chelsea News was reduced to just one 
reporter who was responsible for reporting other areas of London as 
well. From a newsgathering perspective, this was a joke. 

Geoff Baker was the news editor on the Kensington & Chelsea 
News and other titles, working alongside that single reporter, before 
he was made redundant. He told Press Gazette (Mayhew, 2017): 
“To be honest I didn’t run a story on residents’ concerns (at 
Grenfell Tower) and that was because they hadn’t got in touch with 
me about that particular tower…If someone had phoned me or sent 
me a release I would have done it, but it just didn’t come on the 
radar, simple as that. Just because there’s so much else to do if you 
are doing it on your tod.” 

The horror of that statement is the passivity. Unless the story 
actively walked in through the door of the newsroom, it wasn’t 
going to be done. To be fair, this wasn’t Baker’s fault. Baker’s 
problem was he didn’t have the staff to actively keep in touch with 
the paper’s community. As a result, the community lost touch with 
the newspaper. Why should residents approach a paper that 
essentially only has the staffing to recycle press releases? That is 
simply not a newspaper. 

It is worth flagging up that this was not just a failure of barely- 
functional local newspapers. The citywide London Evening 
Standard, a prestigious newspaper with a strong circulation, missed 
it. Local radio and regional television likewise missed the story. 
Local papers and broadcasters are often the source of stories for 
national newspapers and broadcasters. That means that if the local 
media miss the story, the probability is that the nationals will too. 

The only journalists flagging up potential problems were those on 
the specialist magazine Inside Housing. The magazine had run 
heavily with the Lakanal fire story and returned again and again to 
the subject of fire safety. It used Freedom of Information requests to 
reveal that just 18 of 2,925 council-owned tower blocks in England 
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had installed sprinklers, despite the Lakanal coroner’s 
recommendation. You can read its report here (Youde, 2015): 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/investigation-shows-
lack-of-sprinklers-in-tower-block-homes-44194  

Just a few weeks before the Grenfell fire, the magazine ran a story 
about how a fire, caused by a faulty tumble dryer, had spread across 
five floors of a tower block in neighbouring Shepherds Bush the 
previous year. In the wake of that incident, the magazine reported, 
the London Fire Brigade had warned borough councils about the 
use of cladding on buildings. You can read it here (Apps, 2017): 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/a-stark-warning-the-
shepherds-bush-tower-block-fire-50566  

Once, national journalists followed the specialist press carefully. 
Now they demonstrably don’t. Peter Apps was the news editor of 
Inside Housing. He told Press Gazette (Mayhew, 2017), housing 
was “a bit of a blindspot” for mainstream journalists. It shouldn’t 
be. And it doesn’t have to be. Apps and his team went on – 
deservedly - to win a string of awards for their journalism. If only 
someone had listened to them. 

Chicken & Egg dilemma: Inside Housing would repeatedly pitch its 
stories to the national media but they were rarely picked up. One of 
the difficulties is that national news organisations are overstretched. 
Many newsrooms concentrate resources on stories that sell – 
entertainment, sport and celebrities. Those news organisations that 
do cover the social policy beat tend to have lower circulations and 
ratings. And not even they picked up on this story. 

So where does responsibility lie? With the readers who drive the 
market? Or with the newsrooms for failing to spot and deliver social 
policy stories in a compelling way? 

For the new generation of journalists entering the industry, the 
challenge today is how to sell the stories that affect lives and how to 
make the time to find them in the first place. 72 people died in part, 
arguably, because journalists missed a “boring” developing story on 
housing safety. As the residents shouted at the TV journalists after 
the fire: “Where were you? Why didn’t you come here before?” 
(Snow, 2017). I leave those questions with you. 

https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/investigation-shows-lack-of-sprinklers-in-tower-block-homes-44194
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/investigation-shows-lack-of-sprinklers-in-tower-block-homes-44194
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/a-stark-warning-the-shepherds-bush-tower-block-fire-50566
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/a-stark-warning-the-shepherds-bush-tower-block-fire-50566
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Further Reading 
Kurt Barling, the BBC correspondent turned journalism academic 
who covered the Lakanal fire, has compiled this excellent online 
resource on the journalistic journey of reporting the Lakanal 
tragedy. It spans four years, with an additional section on Grenfell, 
demonstrating investigative journalism in action. 

http://lakanalhousefire.co.uk/  

References 
Armstrong, J (2016) Shortage of new houses becoming a problem in 
Northern Ireland says CEF boss, The Irish News, 23 February 
http://www.irishnews.com/business/2016/02/23/news/shortage-of-
new-houses-becoming-a-problem-in-northern-ireland-says-cef-
boss-426784/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Association to Protect Rural Scotland (undated) http://aprs.scot/ 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

BBC (2013) Lakanal House: ‘Missed opportunities to make tower 
safe’, 28 March http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-
21964325  (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

BBC (2017a) London Fire Brigade reissues ‘stay put’ advice after 
Grenfell blaze, 23 June http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-
london-40380163 (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

BBC (2017b) How 1999 Scottish tower block fire led to regulation 
change, 26 June http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-40406057 
(Accessed 11/6/2018)  

BBC (2018) Grenfell Tower insulation ‘never passed fire safety 
test’ 21 May, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-44200041 (Accessed 
11/6/2018)  

BBC Panorama (2018) Grenfell: who is to blame? 21 May, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b0b4kjky/panorama-
grenfell-who-is-to-blame (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

BBC (2018) The Grenfell Tower inquiry with Eddie Mair, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p066rd9t (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

http://lakanalhousefire.co.uk/
http://www.irishnews.com/business/2016/02/23/news/shortage-of-new-houses-becoming-a-problem-in-northern-ireland-says-cef-boss-426784/
http://www.irishnews.com/business/2016/02/23/news/shortage-of-new-houses-becoming-a-problem-in-northern-ireland-says-cef-boss-426784/
http://www.irishnews.com/business/2016/02/23/news/shortage-of-new-houses-becoming-a-problem-in-northern-ireland-says-cef-boss-426784/
http://aprs.scot/
http://aprs.scot/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-21964325
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-21964325
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-40380163
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-40380163
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-40406057
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-40406057
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-44200041
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b0b4kjky/panorama-grenfell-who-is-to-blame
https://www.bbc.co.uk/iplayer/episode/b0b4kjky/panorama-grenfell-who-is-to-blame
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p066rd9t


7. Housing & Planning  210 

Booth & Grierson (2017) Grenfell cladding approved by residents 
was swapped for cheaper version, The Guardian, 30 June 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/jun/30/grenfell-
cladding-was-changed-to-cheaper-version-reports-say (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Brady, E (2018) Rogue landlords ‘should have houses confiscated’, 
Sky News, 19 April https://news.sky.com/story/rogue-landlords-
should-have-houses-confiscated-11337147 (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Breslin & Boyle (2017) Scotland’s tragic record of high rise fires: 
the questions raised and the human cost, The Sunday Post, 18 June 
https://www.sundaypost.com/fp/scotlands-tragic-record-of-high-
rise-fires-the-questions-raised-and-the-human-cost/ (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

British Chambers of Commerce (undated) 
http://www.britishchambers.org.uk/about-the-bcc/ (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Brokenshire, James (2018) Statement on Grenfell Tower, Hansard, 
11 June, col 620-621 https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2018-
06-11/debates/5664B557-8E93-48AA-9544-
E5575414444D/GrenfellTower (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Campaign for the Protection of Rural Wales (undated)  
http://www.cprw.org.uk/ (Accessed 11/6/2018)  

Campaign to Protect Rural England (undated) 
https://www.cpre.org.uk/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Collinson, P (2018) Rogue Landlords should have properties 
confiscated – MPs report, The Guardian, 19 April 
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/apr/19/rogue-landlords-
should-have-properties-confiscated-mp-report (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Communities & Local Government Select Committee (2018) 
Private Rented Sector, 19 April, 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc
/440/44002.htm (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Confederation of British Industry (undated) http://www.cbi.org.uk/ 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Crerar, P (2018) Could Grenfell cost the Tories control of 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/jun/30/grenfell-cladding-was-changed-to-cheaper-version-reports-say
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/jun/30/grenfell-cladding-was-changed-to-cheaper-version-reports-say
https://news.sky.com/story/rogue-landlords-should-have-houses-confiscated-11337147
https://news.sky.com/story/rogue-landlords-should-have-houses-confiscated-11337147
https://www.sundaypost.com/fp/scotlands-tragic-record-of-high-rise-fires-the-questions-raised-and-the-human-cost/
https://www.sundaypost.com/fp/scotlands-tragic-record-of-high-rise-fires-the-questions-raised-and-the-human-cost/
http://www.britishchambers.org.uk/about-the-bcc/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2018-06-11/debates/5664B557-8E93-48AA-9544-E5575414444D/GrenfellTower
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2018-06-11/debates/5664B557-8E93-48AA-9544-E5575414444D/GrenfellTower
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2018-06-11/debates/5664B557-8E93-48AA-9544-E5575414444D/GrenfellTower
http://www.cprw.org.uk/
http://www.cprw.org.uk/
https://www.cpre.org.uk/
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/apr/19/rogue-landlords-should-have-properties-confiscated-mp-report
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/apr/19/rogue-landlords-should-have-properties-confiscated-mp-report
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/440/44002.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/440/44002.htm
http://www.cbi.org.uk/
http://www.cbi.org.uk/


7. Housing & Planning  211 

Kensington & Chelsea, The Guardian, 1 May, 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/may/01/could-grenfell-
cost-the-tories-control-of-kensington-and-chelsea (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Department for Communities & Local Government, (2015) Plain 
English Guide to the Planning System, January 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system
/uploads/attachment_-
data/file/391694/Plain_English_guide_to_the_planning_system.pdf 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Department for Communities & Local Government, (2017) Fixing 
Our Broken Housing Market, 7 February 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system
/uploads/attachment_-
data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-
_print_ready_-version.pdf (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Department for Communities & Local Government, (2017) Fixing 
Our Broken Housing Market, 7 February, p10 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system
/uploads/attachment_-
data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-
_print_ready_-version.pdf (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Department for Communities NI (2017) Northern Ireland Housing 
Statistics 2016-17, 5 December https://www.communities-
ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/NI%20Housi
ng%20Statistics%202016-
17%20%28pdf%20full%20copy%29%20-%20Jan18_0.pdf  
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Environment, Transport & Regional Affairs Select Committee, 
(1999) Potential Risk of Fire Spread in Buildings via External 
Cladding Systems, para 19-20. 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199900/cmselect/cmenvtra/
109/10907.htm (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Equalities, Local Government & Communities Committee, (2018) 
Letter to Alan Davies, Cabinet Secretary for Local Government & 
Public Services, 21 March 
http://senedd.assembly.wales/documents/s73714/Letter%20to%20th
e%20Cabinet%20Secretary%20for%20Local%20Government%20a

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/may/01/could-grenfell-cost-the-tories-control-of-kensington-and-chelsea
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2018/may/01/could-grenfell-cost-the-tories-control-of-kensington-and-chelsea
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/391694/Plain_English_guide_to_the_planning_system.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/391694/Plain_English_guide_to_the_planning_system.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/391694/Plain_English_guide_to_the_planning_system.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/590464/Fixing_our_broken_housing_market_-_print_ready_-version.pdf
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/NI%20Housing%20Statistics%202016-17%20%28pdf%20full%20copy%29%20-%20Jan18_0.pdf
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/NI%20Housing%20Statistics%202016-17%20%28pdf%20full%20copy%29%20-%20Jan18_0.pdf
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/NI%20Housing%20Statistics%202016-17%20%28pdf%20full%20copy%29%20-%20Jan18_0.pdf
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/communities/NI%20Housing%20Statistics%202016-17%20%28pdf%20full%20copy%29%20-%20Jan18_0.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199900/cmselect/cmenvtra/109/10907.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199900/cmselect/cmenvtra/109/10907.htm
http://senedd.assembly.wales/documents/s73714/Letter%20to%20the%20Cabinet%20Secretary%20for%20Local%20Government%20and%20Public%20Services%2021%20March%202018.pdf
http://senedd.assembly.wales/documents/s73714/Letter%20to%20the%20Cabinet%20Secretary%20for%20Local%20Government%20and%20Public%20Services%2021%20March%202018.pdf


7. Housing & Planning  212 

nd%20Public%20Services%2021%20March%202018.pdf 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Fortescue, A (2020) Grenfell: 2,000 buildings still covered with 
dangerous cladding three years after fire, Sky News, 12 June 
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-2-000-buildings-still-covered-
with-dangerous-cladding-three-years-on-from-tragic-fire-
12005070#:~:text=%22Three%20years%20on%20from%20the,som
e%20form%20of%20dangerous%20cladding.&text=%22The%20fi
nancial%20and%20emotional%20toll,that%20may%20not%20be%
20safe. (Accessed 24/07/20) 

Grenfell Action Blog (2013) Another fire safety scandal 21 
February 
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/02/21/another-fire-
safety-scandal/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Grenfell Action Group (2016) KCTMO-playing with fire! 20 
November 
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-
playing-with-fire/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Grenfell Tower Inquiry (undated) 
https://www.grenfelltowerinquiry.org.uk/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Hackitt, J, (2017) Building a Safer Future: Independent Review of 
Building Regulations and Fire Safety: Interim report, 18 December 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachmen
t_-
data/file/668746/Independent_Review_of_Building_Regulations_an
d_-Fire_Safety_web.pdf (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Hackitt, J (2018) Independent Review of Building Regulations and 
Fire Safety: Final Report, 17 May 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-
of-building-regulations-and-fire-safety-final-report (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Hopkins, K (2017) Personal interview, University of Bedfordshire 
17 May 

The Independent (2017) Grenfell fire: Kensington council cancels 
meeting after High Court lets journalists attend, 29 June 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-
kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-

http://senedd.assembly.wales/documents/s73714/Letter%20to%20the%20Cabinet%20Secretary%20for%20Local%20Government%20and%20Public%20Services%2021%20March%202018.pdf
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-2-000-buildings-still-covered-with-dangerous-cladding-three-years-on-from-tragic-fire-12005070#:%7E:text=%22Three%20years%20on%20from%20the,some%20form%20of%20dangerous%20cladding.&text=%22The%20financial%20and%20emotional%20toll,that%20may%20not%20be%20safe.
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-2-000-buildings-still-covered-with-dangerous-cladding-three-years-on-from-tragic-fire-12005070#:%7E:text=%22Three%20years%20on%20from%20the,some%20form%20of%20dangerous%20cladding.&text=%22The%20financial%20and%20emotional%20toll,that%20may%20not%20be%20safe.
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-2-000-buildings-still-covered-with-dangerous-cladding-three-years-on-from-tragic-fire-12005070#:%7E:text=%22Three%20years%20on%20from%20the,some%20form%20of%20dangerous%20cladding.&text=%22The%20financial%20and%20emotional%20toll,that%20may%20not%20be%20safe.
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-2-000-buildings-still-covered-with-dangerous-cladding-three-years-on-from-tragic-fire-12005070#:%7E:text=%22Three%20years%20on%20from%20the,some%20form%20of%20dangerous%20cladding.&text=%22The%20financial%20and%20emotional%20toll,that%20may%20not%20be%20safe.
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-2-000-buildings-still-covered-with-dangerous-cladding-three-years-on-from-tragic-fire-12005070#:%7E:text=%22Three%20years%20on%20from%20the,some%20form%20of%20dangerous%20cladding.&text=%22The%20financial%20and%20emotional%20toll,that%20may%20not%20be%20safe.
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-2-000-buildings-still-covered-with-dangerous-cladding-three-years-on-from-tragic-fire-12005070#:%7E:text=%22Three%20years%20on%20from%20the,some%20form%20of%20dangerous%20cladding.&text=%22The%20financial%20and%20emotional%20toll,that%20may%20not%20be%20safe.
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/02/21/another-fire-safety-scandal/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2013/02/21/another-fire-safety-scandal/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-playing-with-fire/
https://grenfellactiongroup.wordpress.com/2016/11/20/kctmo-playing-with-fire/
https://www.grenfelltowerinquiry.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/668746/Independent_Review_of_Building_Regulations_and_-Fire_Safety_web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/668746/Independent_Review_of_Building_Regulations_and_-Fire_Safety_web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/668746/Independent_Review_of_Building_Regulations_and_-Fire_Safety_web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/668746/Independent_Review_of_Building_Regulations_and_-Fire_Safety_web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-building-regulations-and-fire-safety-final-report
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-review-of-building-regulations-and-fire-safety-final-report
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html


7. Housing & Planning  213 

allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

ITV News (2018) Six Cardiff tower blocks fail new safety tests, 19 
March http://www.itv.com/news/wales/2018-03-19/six-cardiff-
tower-blocks-fail-new-fire-safety-standards/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Javid, S (2018) Hansard, 5 March, col 56 
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-
05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-
EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Kennedy, S (2019) Two years after Grenfell, why are thousands still 
not safe in their homes, The Guardian, 13 June 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/13/two-
years-grenfell-government-blocks-cladding (Accessed 30/07/2019) 

Kirkham, F, (2013) Letter to Secretary of State of Department of 
Communities & Local Government, 28 March 
https://www.lambeth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ec-letter-to-DCLG-
pursuant-to-rule43-28March2013.pdf (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Leask, D (2018) North Ayrshire proposes pulling down all its high 
rises, The Herald, 16 March 
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/16090782.North_Ayrshire_pr
o-poses_pulling_down_all_its_high_rises/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Local Government & Communities Committee, (2017) Official 
Report, 8 March 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10
834&mode=pdf (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Local Government & Communities Committee, (undated) 
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommitt
ees/local-govt-committee.aspx (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

May, T (2017)) Statement on Grenfell Tower, Hansard, 22 June, col 
166 https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2017-06-
22/debates/E4B84F46-4699-4725-BBE4-
AA724C3A0191/GrenfellTower (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Mayhew, F (2017) Journalists missed concerns raised in Grenfell 
residents’ blog – but specialist mag sounded alarm on tower block 
fire safety, Press Gazette, 21 June 
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/journalists-missed-concerns-raised-

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/grenfell-fire-kensington-council-meeting-postponed-journalists-reporters-allowed-high-court-victims-a7815561.html
http://www.itv.com/news/wales/2018-03-19/six-cardiff-tower-blocks-fail-new-fire-safety-standards/
http://www.itv.com/news/wales/2018-03-19/six-cardiff-tower-blocks-fail-new-fire-safety-standards/
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-03-05/debates/A38CAC61-3011-45DC-B70C-EE85EA12C914/NationalPlanningPolicyFramework
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/13/two-years-grenfell-government-blocks-cladding
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/13/two-years-grenfell-government-blocks-cladding
https://www.lambeth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ec-letter-to-DCLG-pursuant-to-rule43-28March2013.pdf
https://www.lambeth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ec-letter-to-DCLG-pursuant-to-rule43-28March2013.pdf
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/16090782.North_Ayrshire_pro-poses_pulling_down_all_its_high_rises/
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/16090782.North_Ayrshire_pro-poses_pulling_down_all_its_high_rises/
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10834&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10834&mode=pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/local-govt-committee.aspx
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/local-govt-committee.aspx
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2017-06-22/debates/E4B84F46-4699-4725-BBE4-AA724C3A0191/GrenfellTower
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2017-06-22/debates/E4B84F46-4699-4725-BBE4-AA724C3A0191/GrenfellTower
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2017-06-22/debates/E4B84F46-4699-4725-BBE4-AA724C3A0191/GrenfellTower
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/journalists-missed-concerns-raised-by-grenfell-residents-blog-but-specialist-mag-raised-alarm-on-tower-block-fire-safety/


7. Housing & Planning  214 

by-grenfell-residents-blog-but-specialist-mag-raised-alarm-on-
tower-block-fire-safety/ (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, (2018) 
Live tables on rents, lettings and tenancies, 18 January 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-
rents-lettings-and-tenancies (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Muslim Aid (2018) Grenfell: One Year On – a review of the 
voluntary sector response, 30 May 
https://www.muslimaid.org/upload/cmspage/grenfell-report/30-05-
18_11-21-52_mind_the_gap.pdf (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Nature Matters NI (undated) 
https://www.nienvironmentlink.org/nature-matters-ni (Accessed 
11/6/2018)  

Northern Ireland Executive (Undated) Planning Portal 
https://www.planningni.gov.uk/index/advice/advice_apply.htm 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Office for National Statistics (2017) Overview of the UK 
Population, July 2017 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/population
andmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulati
on/july2017 (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Office for National Statistics (2017) Overview of the UK 
Population, July 2017, Section 2, Fig 1 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/population
andmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulati
on/july2017 (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Ponsford, D (2017) Former Kensington reporter says local press 
would have picked up Grenfell concerns in the pre-internet era, 
Press Gazette, 22 June, http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/former-
kensington-reporter-says-local-press-would-have-picked-up-on-
grenfell-fire-safety-concerns-in-pre-internet-era/ (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Press Association (2016) Right to buy policy scrapped in Scotland, 
The Guardian, 31 July 
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jul/31/right-to-buy-
policy-scrapped-scotland-social-housing (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/journalists-missed-concerns-raised-by-grenfell-residents-blog-but-specialist-mag-raised-alarm-on-tower-block-fire-safety/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/journalists-missed-concerns-raised-by-grenfell-residents-blog-but-specialist-mag-raised-alarm-on-tower-block-fire-safety/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-rents-lettings-and-tenancies
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/live-tables-on-rents-lettings-and-tenancies
https://www.muslimaid.org/upload/cmspage/grenfell-report/30-05-18_11-21-52_mind_the_gap.pdf
https://www.muslimaid.org/upload/cmspage/grenfell-report/30-05-18_11-21-52_mind_the_gap.pdf
https://www.nienvironmentlink.org/nature-matters-ni
https://www.planningni.gov.uk/index/advice/advice_apply.htm
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationestimates/articles/overviewoftheukpopulation/july2017
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/former-kensington-reporter-says-local-press-would-have-picked-up-on-grenfell-fire-safety-concerns-in-pre-internet-era/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/former-kensington-reporter-says-local-press-would-have-picked-up-on-grenfell-fire-safety-concerns-in-pre-internet-era/
http://www.pressgazette.co.uk/former-kensington-reporter-says-local-press-would-have-picked-up-on-grenfell-fire-safety-concerns-in-pre-internet-era/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jul/31/right-to-buy-policy-scrapped-scotland-social-housing
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/jul/31/right-to-buy-policy-scrapped-scotland-social-housing


7. Housing & Planning  215 

Robinson, M (2018) Bereft Grenfell father sobs as he blames fire 
brigade’s stay put advice for the death of his five-year-old son, 
Mailonline, 29 May http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-
5782579/Brother-gets-standing-ovation-Grenfell-inquiry-recalling-
sisters-harrowing-death.html (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Ros, M (2018) Manchester: 367 tower blocks failed to meet fire 
standards after Grenfell, The Guardian, 19 March 
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/mar/19/manchester-
367-tower-blocks-failed-fire-tests-grenfell-tower-disaster (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea (2016) North Kensington 
Tower Block Transformed by £10m Refurbishment, 13 May, 
https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/pressrelease/pressreleasePage.aspx?id=69
94 (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea (undated) Council & 
Democracy https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/council-and-democracy 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Scottish Government (2009) A Guide to the Planning System in 
Scotland http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2009/08/11133705/1 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Scottish Government (2017) Increase the number of new homes, 12 
September 
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator/ne
whomes (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Scott, C, (2018) Relative Values, Sunday Times Magazine, 10 June, 
p36 

Shaw, T (2012) Luton Borough Council, full council meeting, 17 
April 

Shelter Scotland (undated) Scotland’s housing crisis 
http://www.scotlandhousingcrisis.org.uk/scotlands_housing_crisis/ 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Sky News (2017a) Firefighters left “truly traumatised” by Grenfell 
Tower blaze, 16 June https://news.sky.com/story/firefighters-left-
truly-traumatised-by-grenfell-tower-blaze-10916232 (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Sky News (2017b) How flammable is tower cladding: we test it 16 

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5782579/Brother-gets-standing-ovation-Grenfell-inquiry-recalling-sisters-harrowing-death.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5782579/Brother-gets-standing-ovation-Grenfell-inquiry-recalling-sisters-harrowing-death.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5782579/Brother-gets-standing-ovation-Grenfell-inquiry-recalling-sisters-harrowing-death.html
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/mar/19/manchester-367-tower-blocks-failed-fire-tests-grenfell-tower-disaster
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/mar/19/manchester-367-tower-blocks-failed-fire-tests-grenfell-tower-disaster
https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/pressrelease/pressreleasePage.aspx?id=6994
https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/pressrelease/pressreleasePage.aspx?id=6994
https://www.rbkc.gov.uk/council-and-democracy
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2009/08/11133705/1
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2009/08/11133705/1
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator/newhomes
http://www.gov.scot/About/Performance/scotPerforms/indicator/newhomes
http://www.scotlandhousingcrisis.org.uk/scotlands_housing_crisis/
https://news.sky.com/story/firefighters-left-truly-traumatised-by-grenfell-tower-blaze-10916232
https://news.sky.com/story/firefighters-left-truly-traumatised-by-grenfell-tower-blaze-10916232


7. Housing & Planning  216 

June https://news.sky.com/video/burning-same-material-as-the-
grenfell-cladding-10917155 (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Sky News (2017c) Video shows firefighters’ horror as they near 
Grenfell Tower, 20 June https://news.sky.com/story/video-shows-
firefighters-horror-as-they-near-grenfell-tower-fire-10921175 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Sky News (2017d) Grenfell: Britain’s Fire Safety Crisis, 27 
November https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pS3cIF6g24 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Snow, J (2017) The Best & Worst of Times, James MacTaggart 
Memorial Lecture, Edinburgh Television Festival, 23 August 
https://www.channel4.com/news/by/jon-snow/blogs/mactaggart-
lecture-edinburgh-2017 (Accessed 5/6/2018) 

Timmins, N, (2017) The Five Giants, London, Harper Collins, p186 

Tubb, G, (2017) Grenfell Tower residents were promised fire-
resistant cladding five years ago, 20 June 
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-tower-residents-were-promised-
fire-resistant-cladding-five-years-ago-10921701 (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

Tubb & Stylianou (2017) Long read: Grenfell: Britain’s fire safety 
crisis, Sky News, 27 November https://news.sky.com/story/long-
read-grenfell-britains-fire-safety-crisis-11146108 (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

UK Parliament (undated) An Act for Rebuilding the City of 
London, 1667 https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-
heritage/transformingsociety/towncountry/towns/collections/collecti
ons-great-fire-1666/1666-act-to-rebuild-the-city-of-london/  
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

UK Government, (2016) Northern Powerhouse Strategy,23 
November, p11 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system
/uploads/attachment_-data/file/571562/NPH_strategy_web.pdf 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

UK Government (undated) The Planning Inspectorate 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/planning-
inspectorate (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

https://news.sky.com/video/burning-same-material-as-the-grenfell-cladding-10917155
https://news.sky.com/video/burning-same-material-as-the-grenfell-cladding-10917155
https://news.sky.com/story/video-shows-firefighters-horror-as-they-near-grenfell-tower-fire-10921175
https://news.sky.com/story/video-shows-firefighters-horror-as-they-near-grenfell-tower-fire-10921175
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pS3cIF6g24
https://www.channel4.com/news/by/jon-snow/blogs/mactaggart-lecture-edinburgh-2017
https://www.channel4.com/news/by/jon-snow/blogs/mactaggart-lecture-edinburgh-2017
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-tower-residents-were-promised-fire-resistant-cladding-five-years-ago-10921701
https://news.sky.com/story/grenfell-tower-residents-were-promised-fire-resistant-cladding-five-years-ago-10921701
https://news.sky.com/story/long-read-grenfell-britains-fire-safety-crisis-11146108
https://news.sky.com/story/long-read-grenfell-britains-fire-safety-crisis-11146108
https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/towncountry/towns/collections/collections-great-fire-1666/1666-act-to-rebuild-the-city-of-london/
https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/towncountry/towns/collections/collections-great-fire-1666/1666-act-to-rebuild-the-city-of-london/
https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/towncountry/towns/collections/collections-great-fire-1666/1666-act-to-rebuild-the-city-of-london/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/571562/NPH_strategy_web.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_-data/file/571562/NPH_strategy_web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/planning-inspectorate
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/planning-inspectorate


7. Housing & Planning  217 

Welsh Assembly (2011) Is Wales facing a housing crisis? 
http://www.assembly.wales/NAfW%20Documents/ki-021.pdf%20-
%2003112011/ki-021-English.pdf (Accessed 11/6/2018)  

Welsh Government (2018) Abolition of the Right to Buy & 
Associated Rights Act, 23 March, http://gov.wales/topics/housing-
and-regeneration/legislation/abolition-of-right-to-buy-and-
associated-rights/?lang=en (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Welsh Government (2018) Information on the number of new 
dwellings, 7 June https://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/new-
house-building/?lang=en (Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Welsh Government (undated) Guide to the Planning Process in 
Wales 
https://www.planningportal.co.uk/images/plan_flow_chart_eng.gif 
(Accessed 11/6/2018) 

Youde, K (2015) Investigation shows lack of sprinklers in tower 
block homes, Inside Housing, 15 July 
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/investigation-shows-
lack-of-sprinklers-in-tower-block-homes-44194 (Accessed 
11/6/2018) 

[1]: https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/13/two-
years-grenfell-government-blocks-cladding  

http://www.assembly.wales/NAfW%20Documents/ki-021.pdf%20-%2003112011/ki-021-English.pdf
http://www.assembly.wales/NAfW%20Documents/ki-021.pdf%20-%2003112011/ki-021-English.pdf
http://gov.wales/topics/housing-and-regeneration/legislation/abolition-of-right-to-buy-and-associated-rights/?lang=en
http://gov.wales/topics/housing-and-regeneration/legislation/abolition-of-right-to-buy-and-associated-rights/?lang=en
http://gov.wales/topics/housing-and-regeneration/legislation/abolition-of-right-to-buy-and-associated-rights/?lang=en
https://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/new-house-building/?lang=en
https://gov.wales/statistics-and-research/new-house-building/?lang=en
https://www.planningportal.co.uk/images/plan_flow_chart_eng.gif
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/investigation-shows-lack-of-sprinklers-in-tower-block-homes-44194
https://www.insidehousing.co.uk/home/home/investigation-shows-lack-of-sprinklers-in-tower-block-homes-44194
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/13/two-years-grenfell-government-blocks-cladding
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/13/two-years-grenfell-government-blocks-cladding


 

Part C: Governments & 
Parliaments in Action 

Home & Away 
In this section we look at how national politicians deal with 
problems both at home and abroad. 

We shall take three specific case studies and close with an 
examination of Boris Johnson’s first year in office, which 
demonstrates how governments operate in the round. 

The case studies are:  

The domestic policy dilemma of how to fund universities. This 
demonstrates devolution in practice and explains why students do, 
or don’t, pay tuition fees. 

The decision to bomb ISIS in Syria which demonstrates how the 
UK Government and Parliament handle an issue of foreign and 
defence policy.  

The background to Brexit and what to look out for as the 
consequences unfold over the coming years  

All of these chapters covered stories that were widely reported by 
journalists who understood – and needed to understand – civic 
structures.  

In the process, we shall examine parliamentary transcripts, the role 
of MPs, the role of select committees, the passage of Bills, the 
pivotal importance of parliamentary arithmetic and how and why 
governments choose to proceed with policies which they know will 
invite controversy. 



 

8. Why Students Do or Don’t 
Pay Tuition Fees 

A case study in Parliaments, Political 
Parties & Policy 

Most readers of this book are university students. This is a subject 
that directly affects you. 

At its simplest, because of decisions taken by politicians, many 
more of your generation have had the opportunity to go to 
university compared to those of my generation. That is a great 
success story – but it is one with consequences. 

One consequence is that the majority of students are saddled with 
significant debt. If your hometown is in England, you are saddled 
with the heaviest debt of all – estimated at £50,000 plus by the time 
you graduate from your first degree (Belfield, Britton, Dearden, van 
der Erve, 2017). 

If your hometown is in Wales and Northern Ireland, you are saddled 
with less debt. And if you live in Scotland, you will owe even less. 

My generation, by contrast, paid no tuition fees. We got 
maintenance grants to cover our term-time living costs. During the 
holidays we could claim the equivalent of income support for living 
costs plus housing benefit to cover the rent. I certainly left 
university with no debts that I can recall. The taxpayer had footed 
the bill. 

Why your position is different is an object lesson in how policy 
develops across all four constituent parts of the UK. Since all 
journalists need to understand the process of policy development, 
we might as well take one that affects you directly. 

This chapter will look at:  
The Context 
UK: The Long View 
The Return of Tuition Fees 
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Increasing Tuition Fees 
Increasing Tuition Fees Again 
Tuition Fees – What Next? 
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The Context 
Higher Education matters. The competitiveness of the British 
economy rests on the skills and ingenuity of its workforce. The 
better trained and educated we are, the more prosperous our society 
should be. The proportion of young British people graduating from 
university in 2016 was 42% compared to 53% in the United States 
and 58% in Japan (Johnson, 2017). 

The exact nature of the desired education is a matter for debate. 
Conventional academic disciplines continue to attract considerable 
interest and status. There is intense demand for mathematics and 
science graduates. Modern foreign languages are arguably 
undersubscribed. And for decades much lip-service has been given 
to the importance of vocational learning even though it continues 
too often and wrongly to retain a second-class status. 

Successive governments have wrestled with how to sustain and pay 
for a flourishing and accessible higher educational sector that 
delivers for you, the student, and for the taxpayer and for the wider 
economy. 

The Broader Picture 

University tuition fees are not peculiar to parts of the UK. English 
speaking students looking for alternatives will find a competitive 
range of fees in Canada, Australia, the United States and elsewhere. 
At the bare minimum, these fees are a few thousand dollars a year 
but can rise to the tens of thousands at prestigious universities. 

In Europe the picture is different. In 2014, Germany’s 16 states 
abolished tuition fees for undergraduates, although low fees started 
to creep back in some areas. 

In France, the basic annual undergraduate tuition fee for 2017-18 
was just 184 euros as this astute pitch to British sixth-formers 
makes clear. “Why pay up to £9,000 a year fees in a UK university 
when French or German universities charge less than a twentieth of 
that?” (AboutFrance.com, 2017) Do the maths. If your language 
skills were good, it was an attractive offer. 

The fundamental point remains: different governments have reached 
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different conclusions about how much it is reasonable to ask 
students to pay for their university education. No system is set in 
stone. 

UK: The Long View 
Universities have been centres of academic study in the UK for 
more than 800 years. The very first university was Oxford, where 
there was evidence of teaching as early as 1096, followed fairly 
swiftly by Cambridge. St Andrew’s in Scotland opened its doors in 
1413. 

For most of those 800 years, universities charged tuition fees. More 
impoverished students were originally supported with scholarships, 
bursaries and grants, funded from private bequests and donations. 
University education has only actually been free to all home 
students for just 36 of those 800 years – from 1962 to 1998. 

Why Did Governments Start Funding 
Universities? 

The Victorian era saw an expansion of university education, driven 
in part by the industrial revolution’s need for engineers. The new 
colleges lacked Oxford and Cambridge’s private wealth and their 
students were less able to pay tuition fees. Somewhat begrudgingly, 
governments began contributing to the cost of tuition, first in Wales 
and then in England during the 1880s. 

By 1910 all universities, with the exception of Oxford and 
Cambridge, relied on two main sources of income: tuition fees and 
government grants. 

Tuition fees were the single most important source of income for 
Scottish and most English universities, while Welsh universities 
relied more on government grants (Anderson, 2016). None however 
could survive on fees alone. Even Oxford and Cambridge, which 
benefited from their network of historic legacies and endowments, 
began accepting grants from 1923. 
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The Temporary End to Tuition Fees 

Tuition fees were effectively abolished for all home students in 
1962. 

Why the sudden revolution? Society was changing. University 
education had overwhelmingly been the privilege of the elite which 
could afford it but there was powerful pressure to open up 
opportunities to a much wider range of students. 

Just 18 years earlier, sweeping educational reforms, introduced in 
the 1944 Education Act, were based on the twin principles of 
equality of access and educational opportunity for all. Local 
Education Authorities were expressly empowered (but not obliged) 
to help fund students from poorer backgrounds through university 
(Wilson, 1997). 

This was helpful, as far as it went, but the net result was a hideously 
complicated, erratic and inconsistent web of grants, bursaries and 
scholarships. For students, it was the original postcode lottery. Your 
chances of getting funded through university depended on the 
policies of your local council. Too many were missing out. 
Meanwhile, the new sixth forms were pumping out educated 
teenagers who were keen and ready to learn more. 

The big question was how to simplify state funding to universities 
in a way that would improve access to universities. 

The then Conservative Government resorted to the stock ministerial 
tactic when faced with a technical problem. It asked an expert, Sir 
James Anderson, to come up with a solution. He recommended the 
abolition of tuition fees for students. 

Anderson did consider offering students loans to cover the cost of 
tuition fees but rejected the idea, arguing that “the obligations to 
repay, no matter how easy the terms, must represent an untimely 
burden at the outset of a career” (cited in Wilson, 1997, p8). 

On the back of Anderson’s report, the Government took over the 
responsibility for paying tuition fees – rendering university 
education free for the first time to all domestic students. The state 
also, following the Anderson recommendations, gave students 
maintenance grants to cover the cost of living. Students did not have 
to pay these grants back. 
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The overall bill to the taxpayer at this stage was limited because so 
few people actually went to university. But this simple fact posed a 
major social dilemma. In the early 1960s, university education was 
available to only 4% of school leavers. Those who did go were 
mainly men and largely from affluent backgrounds. They would go 
on to earn substantially more than the average taxpayer who, under 
the Anderson plan, would now be picking up the bill for their 
education. 

The many would be paying for the few. The Government ordered 
another inquiry. 

The Robbins report of 1963 recommended a major expansion of 
higher education. Lord Robbins wanted to see greater access for 
both women, and for those from less well-off backgrounds, arguing 
that a university place “should be available to all who were 
qualified for them by ability and attainment” (Robbins, 1963, p8). 
He wanted to see 560,000 young people in higher education by 
1980 (Robbins, 1963, p277). 

On the back of the Robbins report, student numbers promptly 
doubled, increasing the bill for the ordinary taxpayer, but at least 
more of them were getting a chance to go to university. 

The First Skirmish 

Because of the increase in student numbers and the consequent 
rising cost to taxpayers, Margaret Thatcher’s second Government 
briefly toyed with bringing back tuition fees. In 1984 her cerebral 
Education Secretary Sir Keith Joseph contemplated asking students 
who benefited from their education to contribute to its costs. He 
faced an immediate backlash from Conservative backbench MPs 
and the party’s grassroots membership – which included many 
parents and grandparents of students and future students. Joseph 
rapidly backed down. University education continued to be 
provided for free. 

Meanwhile, the shape of higher education was evolving. Alongside 
the academic universities were institutions offering vocational 
training. These were called polytechnics in most of the UK and 
central institutions in Scotland. In 1992 the Conservative 
Government gave the polytechnics and central institutions the 
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opportunity to convert to university status – an opportunity most 
grabbed with both hands. Student numbers rose again. 

The only catch was that there wasn’t the funding to match. 
Universities by this point had three key sources of funding: 

The first was teaching grants funded by the taxpayer. How much 
universities got depended on, largely, on the outcome of the 
spending negotiations between the universities minister and the 
Treasury. Universities and the Treasury might take different views 
about how much was needed to teach a student. 

Mercifully, from the universities’ perspective, they had two other 
important sources of income: 

Research grants funded by the taxpayer and industry. 

And legacies and endowments from successful alumni and others. 

The former polytechnics found it hard to secure the same level of 
research funding as older universities and they certainly didn’t 
benefit from the substantial endowments and legacies which the 
historic universities commanded. They were very much dependent 
on the funds the government gave them for teaching - which wasn’t 
enough. So they had to pack students into courses to balance the 
books. The ratio of lecturers to students dropped. 

Even the more established universities found themselves struggling 
to cope with the increase in student numbers, as governments, faced 
with an escalating bill, kept a tight rein on teaching grants. 
Ministers also started to put curbs on student maintenance grants. In 
1990, they froze maintenance grants and introduced top-up 
maintenance loans of up to £420 per student. 

When Robbins drew up his original report in 1963, only 216,000 
students were enrolled in universities. 

By 1995, that had risen to one million students, a substantial bill for 
the taxpayer which was only going to get bigger (Dearing, 1997, 
p18, chart 3.1). 

The Major Government’s dilemma 

By the mid-1990s the system was in crisis. University leaders were 
warning ministers that, without more funds, they simply couldn’t 
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cope. They threatened to start imposing tuition fees of £300 per 
student unless John Major’s Conservative administration stepped in 
to help. 

From the Government’s perspective, this was potential dynamite – a 
move that, judging from Keith Joseph’s experience, would be bound 
to upset Conservative activists. It was also, arguably, one of the 
least of the Government’s problems. Always remember the wider 
context when looking at policy development. Politicians do not 
address issues in a vacuum. 

By 1996, the then Conservative Prime Minister John Major was in a 
precarious position. His party had been in power continuously since 
1979. He himself had led the party to a remarkable fourth 
successive election victory in 1992, albeit with a relatively slim 
majority of 21. 

Within months of his election victory however, his foreign and 
economic policy had been shattered by the dramatic withdrawal of 
the pound from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (a 
precursor to the European single currency) and his party had 
embarked on a particularly vicious phase of its long-running war 
over Europe. 

Major’s personal authority was in tatters. He’d felt obliged to call 
and fight a party leadership contest the previous year. And his 
Government’s majority in the House of Commons was frequently 
close to zero. Snapping at his heels was a resurgent, confident 
Labour Party led by a bright young leader called Tony Blair. Major 
was clinging to power and he could not long put off calling the next 
election. 

In this context, the last thing the Conservative Government wished 
to do was to oversee the introduction of student tuition fees which 
had proved so unpopular with Conservative voters in 1984. 

What To Do? 

The simple solution was to kick the issue into the long grass. 

With the election clock ticking and the cries of university leaders 
getting louder, the Education Secretary Gillian Shephard announced 
she was setting up an inquiry into the shape, size, structure and 
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funding of higher education – the first inquiry since the Robbins 
review of 1963. This would be headed by Sir Ron Dearing and, 
conveniently, it would not report until after the 1997 election. 
Tuition fees were therefore neutered as an election issue. 

The Dearing Report 

Dearing (1997) duly submitted his report two months after the 
election, which Labour had won with a crushing landslide. While 
his report included specific sections on Scotland and Northern 
Ireland, his fundamental recommendation for all was that, once 
students were in work, they should start contributing up to 25% of 
the cost of their university tuition. Student grants should be 
retained. To protect those on low incomes, repayments should be 
means-tested and the overall level of fees should be kept low. 
Without such a change, Dearing forecast a £360 million shortfall in 
university funding by 1998/99. 

The Return of Tuition Fees 
Both the new Prime Minister Tony Blair and his Education 
Secretary David Blunkett were sympathetic. As Blunkett (2007) 
wrote: “Dearing was completely driven by the fact that higher 
education did not raise sufficient resources to prevent a collapse in 
the system. The universities were not crying foul - they were 
genuinely on the edge and deteriorating to the point where the 
sector would no longer be world-class.” 

Labour’s 1997 election manifesto, while short on detail, had baldly 
stated that the improvement and expansion of higher education 
could not be funded out of general taxation. 

This, plus Dearing’s recommendations, gave Blair and Blunkett the 
justification for putting forward plans for means-tested annual 
tuition fees of £1,000, with a further extension of the loans available 
for living costs and the phasing-out of grants. They would put in 
place protection for students from low income families. 

The consequence was uproar. Students protested. The Labour Party 
itself was deeply divided. Many Labour MPs and peers had 
benefited from free higher education and were fearful of the impact 
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on working-class students, despite the assurances from ministers. 

Journalists at this stage needed to be talking to all the key players. 
Local reporters would have obtained quotes from the Education 
Secretary from the Press Association news wire. They then needed 
to speak to the local Students’ Union, their local university, any 
local Labour MPs and any Labour peers with local connections. The 
views of politicians from other parties were also pertinent but given 
the commanding size of the Government’s 179-seat majority, this 
was essentially a Labour Party/higher education story. 

Back in Westminster, the Government promptly set about changes 
to the law to enable tuition fees to be charged. To do that, it needed 
to put a Bill through Parliament. 

Passage of Bills: The First Battle 

Parliamentary Bills need to go through both the House of Commons 
and the House of Lords. It doesn’t matter which House they start off 
in. 

On this occasion the Teaching & Higher Education Bill would 
begin life in the House of Lords. The Bill’s first big outing was its 
Second Reading on 11 December 1997. (Remember Second 
Readings are the first big debate on the fundamental principles of 
the Bill – see chapter on UK Government & Parliament.) 

And it was on that December afternoon and evening that the 
powerful arguments on both sides of the divide were marshalled 
over whether or not to take the first step back down the path to 
charging tuition fees. The peers were very conscious, as one said, 
that a Rubicon was being crossed. If the Bill became law, there 
would be no going back. Higher education would no longer be 
“free”. 

It was the former Conservative Education Secretary Kenneth Baker, 
who had presided over a major expansion of student numbers in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, who most clearly mapped the 
fundamental case in favour. 

He said: “There are two principles which govern the funding of 
higher education. The first is that the student should contribute 
something towards it because the student who benefits from higher 
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education and obtains a degree will start work much higher up the 
ladder. Most of them are likely to earn much higher salaries than 
people who have not benefited from higher education. Why should 
those people whose taxes support the students, and who will never 
benefit from higher education themselves, pay, while the students 
who are the beneficiaries of higher education do not? The second 
principle is that the funding of higher education should be shared 
between three groups in society: students, the state and students’ 
families, if they can afford it.” (Baker, 1997, col 274) 

But ranged against the Labour Government were many of its own 
troops. 

The Labour peer and leading academic Lord Peston condemned the 
fees as a tax on education and set out the fear of many Labour 
politicians that, despite Government assurances, this would most 
certainly deter students from low income families from applying to 
university. 

Peston said: “I was the first member of my family to go for higher 
education. Most of my friends at the time were also the first 
members of their families to go on to higher education. If the word 
‘fee’ had been mentioned to us when we were 17 or 18, I am 
absolutely certain that we would not have gone to university. I have 
no doubt about that at all. Many of our successors are like that 
today. I reject this policy.” (Peston, 1997, col 333). 

The former Labour Education Secretary Ted Short, by then Lord 
Glenamara, said the proposals made him ashamed to be Labour. For 
the Liberal Democrats, Lord Tope, argued tuition fees breached the 
fundamental principle that education should be free. 

The Bill then passed into its House of Lords committee stage where 
their unhappy lordships set about amending it with a vengeance. 

The much-changed Bill arrived in the House of Commons for its 
Second Reading on 16 March 1998. Education Secretary David 
Blunkett opened the debate acknowledging the scale of the changes. 
He had a menacing warning for peers. 

Blunkett said: “In asking the House (of Commons) to give the Bill a 
Second Reading, I am reminded of a famous ‘Hancock’s Half Hour’ 
episode….called ‘The Test Pilot’. As the aeroplane was flying 
along, there was a knocking on the outside of the fuselage. It was 
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the mechanic, trying to get in. Today, although I thought that I 
would be playing the role of the test pilot, I find myself in the 
position of the mechanic, as part of the wing has fallen off, and the 
fuselage is in considerably bad order. Nevertheless, the Bill is still 
flying, and it will be our job in Committee to ensure that repairs are 
done while the Bill is still in the air. 

“We have a situation in which those in the upper House with the 
privilege of being hereditary peers amended the Bill in a 
deliberately destructive manner. We cannot tolerate the democratic 
will of the British people being overturned by those who have no 
mandate and whose only claim to the privileged position of being in 
the upper House is based on something that their great-grandfathers 
did to somebody a long time ago.” (Blunkett, 1998, col 961) 

This attempt to frame the tuition fee debate as one between the 
democratically-elected Government and hereditary peers did not get 
extremely far. The very first Labour MP to get to his feet to 
challenge Blunkett was the future Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, 
(1998, col 962) who warned that the changes would ensure that in 
future university education would only be enjoyed by those whose 
parents could afford to pay. Corbyn’s concerns would be echoed by 
other Labour critics. 

Did this matter? It might have done. Governments with small or 
almost non-existent majorities, like the Major Government of 1992-
97 and the May Government of 2017-19, have been repeatedly 
stopped in their tracks by a handful of rebellious MPs from their 
own side. 

But with a majority of 179, the Blair Government in its first flush of 
victory, was able to power the Bill through Parliament. Their 
lordships backed down. In the Commons the fact that a small 
number of rebels such as Corbyn and his allies abstained on the 
Third Reading was irrelevant. The Government majority might have 
been reduced from 179 to 133 but it was still a handsome win. Tony 
Blair could swat his rebels aside. Or so he thought. 

The Backlash 

Blair may have won in Parliament but, in backing Dearing, he had 
taken the Labour Party in a direction in which key parts of it were 
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very uncomfortable indeed. 

Significant sections of the party were fearful that the imposition of 
tuition fees, however means-tested, would end up hitting ‘their 
people’ – families on low incomes whose children might be 
deterred by the fees from going to university. There were Labour 
MPs and peers who had voted for the proposals with a heavy heart 
and only because of the assurances ministers had given them that 
fees would not be further increased. 

One important sign of serious trouble came from Scotland, where 
the brand new Scottish Parliament – part of the Blair’s major 
constitutional changes – started to flex its muscle. 

The new Parliament was run by a coalition of Labour and the 
Liberal Democrats. Thanks to devolution, the Scottish Parliament 
was now in charge of Scottish universities and it was no fan of the 
fees system devised by Westminster. It promptly commissioned the 
Edinburgh lawyer Andrew Cubie to come up with a Scottish 
alternative. Cubie held a series of public meetings across Scotland 
and was left in no doubt how unpopular the concept of fees was 
with both parents and students. He recommended the abolition of 
tuition fees but suggested graduates should pay back £3,000 of the 
cost when their earnings reached £25,000. 

On the back of his report, the Scottish Government announced it 
would take over the payment of tuition fees from undergraduates 
but would require students to pay back £2,000 once their earnings 
reached the much lower bar of £10,000. Mature, disabled or lone 
parent students were exempt. 

We now had a system whereby tuition fees were payable in 
England, Wales & Northern Ireland but not by Scottish (or EU) 
students studying in Scotland. English, Welsh and Northern Ireland 
students studying in Scotland would pay the full fees. 

Back in Westminster, both the Parliamentary Labour Party (made 
up of MPs and peers) and the party’s National Executive Committee 
(the NEC) continued to worry that Blair would allow fees in 
England to rise even higher. 

To calm the party, David Blunkett persuaded Blair to include an 
explicit pledge on page 20 of the party’s 2001 election manifesto: 
“We will not introduce ‘top-up’ fees and have legislated to prevent 
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them” (Labour, 2001). 

It is always worth reading manifestoes carefully. 

Against his better judgment, Blair agreed. The rumblings of 
discontent in both the Parliamentary Labour Party and the party’s 
National Executive Committee were, in his view, “sound political 
reasons” (Blair, 2010, p482) for the pledge. Even the most dominant 
of Prime Ministers has to work with the groove of his or her party. 

Labour won the 2001 election handsomely, losing just six seats and 
retaining a majority of 167 seats. The Conservatives remained in the 
electoral doldrums, still feuding over Europe. The issue of 
university tuition fees appeared closed. Labour’s manifesto pledge 
was clear. So too was its pledge to drive up student numbers so that 
50% of all school leavers would go to university. 

Increasing Tuition Fees 
Within months of the 2001 election victory, a delegation of 
university leaders, led by Roy Jenkins, the then Chancellor of 
Oxford University, visited Blair in Downing Street. Jenkins was no 
mere academic. He was a former Labour Home Secretary, a former 
European Commissioner and political friend and mentor to Blair 
himself. Jenkins told his protégée bluntly that the universities 
needed to raise tuition fees. The current fees were not enough to 
ease the universities’ financial problems. 

As Blair himself later explained (2010: p483): “Once the university 
chiefs had laid out the problem, I knew we had to act. We had the 
manifesto commitment not to allow top-up fees, it was true, but 
frankly it would have been absurd to postpone the decisions 
necessary for the country because of it.” 

Why Tony Blair was Willing to Abandon a 
Manifesto Pledge 

He was never fully committed to it in the first place. 

He wanted to drive up the numbers of school leavers going to 
university to 50% because he thought it essential to the country’s 
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future prosperity, but he knew such an increase would need paying 
for. 

The universities were still struggling financially and only a handful 
of British universities were in the world top 50. 

Blair was clear why so many American universities dominated the 
world top 50 list. 

He wrote: “It was plainly and inescapably due to their system of 
fees. They were more entrepreneurial; they went after their alumni 
and built up big endowments; their bursary systems allowed them to 
help poorer students and their financial flexibility meant they could 
attract the best academics. Those who paid top dollar got the best. 
Simple as that.” (Blair, 2010, p482). 

Executing a U-turn 

If a Prime Minister is going to abandon a manifesto pledge (which 
does happen) he or she needs to square key people. 

The opposition Conservative Party was an irrelevance. With just 
165 seats, the party was still flat on its back, showing no signs of 
recovering from its 1997 drubbing. 

The problem was within the Labour Party itself. The Chancellor 
Gordon Brown was extremely hostile. In Blair’s view, this was 
because Brown hoped to replace him as Labour leader in time for 
the 2005 election and didn’t want fight that election with such an 
unpopular policy around his neck (Blair, 2010, p483). 

Blair’s new Education Secretary, the gentle Estelle Morris rapidly 
felt overwhelmed and resigned. He replaced her with a former 
Labour party fixer Charles Clarke, who Blair considered 
“sufficiently tough and who could be rough himself ” (Blair, 2010, 
p483). 

But appointing a bruiser as a cabinet minister was not enough. Blair 
and Clarke were going to propose trebling tuition fees from 

£1,000 to £3,000. To do that, they needed to push another Bill 
through Parliament. That meant they needed to win parliamentary 
votes. As Blair wrote: “Charles and I were a bit of the ‘let’s just go 
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and do this damn thing’ school but doing the damn thing did also 
entail getting the damn votes and we were way short.” (Blair, 2010, 
p 490) 

Why so? He still had, on paper at least, a commanding working 
majority of 161 in the House of Commons. 

Again, reporters always have to remember that politicians don’t 
operate in a vacuum. Tony Blair was no longer the golden boy who 
could do no wrong. 

By the time of the Second Reading of the Higher Education Bill in 
January 2004, Blair was facing considerable controversy within his 
own party and beyond over his decision to declare war on Iraq. It 
was a decision which had sparked three ministerial resignations, 
including that of Robin Cook, a former Labour Foreign Secretary. 

A BBC reporter Andrew Gilligan had told Radio 4’s the Today 
programme that Number 10 had ‘sexed up’ the intelligence dossier 
that the Prime Minister had used to justify the war. This amounted 
to an accusation that the Government had misled the country into 
war – a profoundly serious allegation. 

In the outcry that followed, the Government confirmed to the wider 
media that an expert in weapons of mass destruction, Dr David 
Kelly had admitted being the source of Gilligan’s story. Caught in 
the storm of public controversy, Kelly then committed suicide. Blair 
was accused of having Kelly’s blood on his hands. He immediately 
ordered an inquiry into the scientist’s death, led by Lord Hutton. 
The Hutton inquiry was to publish its findings the day after the 
Second Reading vote on trebling tuition fees. 

Labour MPs already incensed at the u-turn on their manifesto 
commitment were now coming to see Blair as a potentially toxic 
leader. In this febrile atmosphere, the party whips struggled to 
impose discipline. 

Again, reporters needed to be talking not just to ministers but to as 
many Labour MPs as possible to get a feel for the direction of the 
vote. Local reporters needed to know whether their local Labour 
MPs would stay loyal to Blair or rebel. The best way was to pick up 
a phone and ask. MPs’ contact details are on their websites. And 
then as now, you could ring the main parliamentary switchboard 
and ask to be put through to their parliamentary offices. It was 
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worth the digging. 

On the night of the Second Reading of the Bill on 27 January 2004, 
71 Labour MPs rebelled and a further 19 abstained. The 
Government majority of supposedly 161 was slashed to just five 
votes. As Blair would write later: “The closest I came to losing my 
job, ironically, was not over Iraq but tuition fees.” (Blair, 2010, 
p480.) The next day the Hutton Inquiry cleared Blair of ‘sexing-up’ 
the Iraq dossier and of any role in authorising the release of Kelly’s 
name to the media. 

Labour’s tuition fee rebels however did not give up. They took their 
battle to the committee stage of the Bill. There, in a normally 
overlooked stage of the passage of a Bill, the rebels forced 
concession after concession. The amount poorer students could 
claim in maintenance grant was increased. A new quango, the 
Office for Fair Access would be created to ensure universities 
reached out and supported students from low income families. 
Ministers agreed to write off all tuition fee debt that hadn’t been 
paid 25 years after graduation and to review the £3,000 level of fees 
in three years’ time. The rebels hoped it would be brought down. 
That was an optimistic thought. 

The universities said £3,000 was not enough. 

The Consequences 

The new £3,000 tuition fees in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland continued to rise in line with inflation. University leaders 
continued to complain. In 2007 Gordon Brown eventually achieved 
his dream of replacing Tony Blair as leader of the Labour Party and 
as Prime Minister. 

In 2008 the global economic crash struck. British banks hovered on 
the brink of collapse. The Government spent billions propping them 
up. And in 2009 university leaders again warned that they were 
sinking into chaos and were in need of a considerable further 
injection of funds. 

Gordon Brown’s dilemma was now very similar to that of John 
Major before him. He was hoping to lead Labour to a fourth 
election victory but the economy had imploded, the national debt 
was spiralling out of control and the universities were short of cash. 
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Given the absence of government funds, the obvious solution was to 
increase tuition fees but Brown, just like Major before him, knew 
how politically unpopular such a step would be, particularly, this 
time, within the Labour Party. 

What to do? Brown copied John Major’s tactic. 

With just six months to go before the 2010 general election Brown’s 
Labour Government ordered another inquiry into higher education 
funding, this time headed by Lord Browne, the former BP boss. Just 
like Dearing before him, Lord Browne would, entirely fortuitously, 
not be able to report until after the 2010 general election. From the 
Prime Minister’s point of view, this was an entirely satisfactory 
situation. The problem was postponed. 

Increasing Tuition Fees Again 
Both Labour and the Conservative parties went into the 2010 
general election campaign stalling on tuition fees. They said they 
would await the recommendations of Lord Browne’s inquiry. There 
were good electoral reasons for that. The battle was close and the 
issue was a controversial one. The Liberal Democrats, by contrast, 
remained categorically opposed to further increases of tuition fees, 
writing their opposition into their manifesto. By this time the 
National Union of Students was organising a campaign to persuade 
politicians not to vote for tuition fee increases and Liberal Democrat 
leader Nick Clegg readily posed with students as he signed the NUS 
pledge. 

And then things got sticky. Nobody won the election. The 
Conservatives may have ended up as the biggest single party with 
306 seats but even that was a good 20 seats short of what was 
needed to command even the smallest majority in the House of 
Commons. Parliament was hung. For five days, the wounded 
Labour Prime Minister Gordon Brown hung on in Downing Street 
whilst the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats, and, more half-
heartedly, the Liberal Democrats and Labour explored the 
possibility of forming Britain’s first coalition government since 
World War II. The Labour-Lib Dem talks spluttered inconclusively. 
The Conservatives meanwhile were serious about doing a deal. 

The Liberal Democrats now faced a dilemma. The Conservatives 
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were prepared to compromise in many important areas of policy. 
Frequently they were ready to compromise far more than the 
Liberal Democrats thought they would, sometimes even 
volunteering to abandon pledges. But on tuition fees they stood 
firm. If Lord Browne recommended an increase in tuition fees, then 
that would happen. 

Instead they offered the Liberal Democrats an alternative. The 
Liberal Democrat manifesto included a pledge called the “pupil 
premium.” This would see an extra £2.5 billion invested into 
schools with the poorest children. It would help cut primary class 
sizes to 20 and secondary class sizes to 16. 

The Liberal Democrats were caught in a vice. With only 57 seats in 
the House of Commons, they would only ever be the junior partner 
in the coalition. The UK badly needed a stable government to repair 
the damage to the public finances caused by the economic crash. 
The markets were waiting on tenterhooks for the outcome of the 
coalition talks. Within those talks the Lib Dems had won significant 
concessions elsewhere. And they were being offered a significant 
carrot on education. They sacrificed their tuition fee pledge. 

Their chief negotiator, MP David Laws would later write: “At least 
the party’s spending priority was now shifted to an investment in a 
pupil premium to support disadvantaged young people at school, 
rather than focusing available cash on better-off university 
graduates, where it would make little impact on improving social 
mobility” (Laws, 2010, p217). 

The deal was done. And as the new coalition government began the 
drive for austerity, the pupil premium represented the only real 
terms increase in the schools’ budget. David Laws would, after a 
brief interlude, become Schools Minister. 

What Happened To Tuition Fees? 

The day Gordon Brown became Prime Minister, there was a 
Whitehall re-shuffle. Responsibility for universities was taken out 
of the Department of Education and put into a new department 
which would be re-shaped yet again in 2009 into the cumbersomely 
named Department for Business, Innovation & Skills. Reporters 
would frequently just shorten it to the Department for Business. 
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And it was there responsibility for universities rested when the 
Coalition Government entered office. 

The Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron readily agreed to 
a Liberal Democrat minister heading that department. Senior Lib 
Dem Vince Cable therefore found himself the front man for the very 
department that would go on and break that high-profile Lib Dem 
manifesto pledge. 

On 12th October 2010, a few months after the election, Lord 
Browne duly submitted his recommendations. He suggested there 
should be no limit at all on university tuition fees (Browne, 2010). 
The Government should underwrite all fees up to £6,000 and the 
universities should be charged an increasing levy on all fees above 
that figure. 

The Scottish Executive in the Scottish Parliament made clear it was 
sticking to its own policy of paying students’ fees. Now the Welsh 
Assembly weighed in. The month after the publication of the 
Browne report, the Welsh Education Minister Leighton Andrew 
(2010) said the Assembly Executive would pay the fees above the 
then £3,290 fee for Welsh students studying at any university. The 
Northern Ireland Assembly followed suit. This was to become an 
acutely English problem. 

For Cable – and the Liberal Democrat party as a whole – the 
Browne report was catastrophic. Cable limited the fee rise to £9,000 
and said that any university that wanted to charge more than £6,000 
would have to justify its decision to the Office for Fair Access, set 
up the last time fees trebled. By rearranging the repayment system, 
he argued that 25-30% of students would actually end up repaying 
less. 

As English students rioted outside Parliament, the coalition drove 
the fee increase through both Houses. And once it was approved, 
the Chancellor George Osborne cut the government grants to 
university teaching budgets by 80%. 

Given the position they were in during those five days in May, the 
Liberal Democrats had little alternative but to sacrifice their pledge 
on tuition fees but they were to pay a heavy price. They would lose 
heavily in subsequent local elections – councillors paying with the 
loss of their seats for the deal done in Westminster. Their leader, 
Nick Clegg was forced to issue a video apology which was 
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promptly sent up. You can watch the remix here (The Poke, 2012): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KUDjRZ30SNo  

And at the 2015 general election the party was almost wiped out, 
reduced from 57 seats to just eight. Clegg himself would hang on 
until his own Sheffield seat was taken from him in 2017. 

Tuition Fees in 2011 

English students: £9,000 per year 

Northern Irish students: capped at £3,290 per year when studying 
in Northern Ireland. 

Scottish students: If studying in Scotland, £0.00. Fees paid by the 
Scottish Government. 

Welsh students: capped at £3,290 per year to study anywhere in the 
UK, with the Welsh Government paying the rest. 

Wales Shifts Its Ground 

Although, in 2010, the Welsh Government decided to keep tuition 
fees payable by Welsh students capped at £3,290, it did allow 
Welsh universities to raise their fees to £9,000, with the 
Government paying the difference. 

The cost of this – and the legitimate debate over whether this was 
the best way to support students through their studies – led to a 
review of higher education funding in Wales led by Professor Sir 
Ian Diamond. 

In 2016, he recommended scrapping the tuition fee grants and 
switching financial support for students to their living costs instead. 
The Welsh Government accepted his proposals. 

Now Welsh students would take out loans for the full cost of the 
fees but get a much more generous grant package for living costs. 
Each student would get £1,000 maintenance grant. Further 
maintenance grants of up to £8,100 (or £10,125 for London) would 
then be awarded to students on a means-tested basis. The grants 
would not have to be repaid. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KUDjRZ30SNo
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Tuition Fees/Living Costs 2018 

English students: up to £9,250 per year in tuition fees to study in 
England, Scotland and Northern Ireland and up to £9,000 to study in 
Wales. No grants for living costs, only loans 

Northern Irish students: £4,160 per year to attend university in 
Northern Ireland, £9,000 to attend university in Wales and up to 
£9,250 to attend university in Scotland and England. Loans for 
living costs. 

Scottish students: students under 25 pay no tuition fees to attend 
universities in Scotland, £9,000 to attend universities in Wales and 
£9,250 to attend universities in England and Northern Ireland. 
Loans or bursaries for living costs. 

Welsh students: £9,000 a year to attend university in Wales and 
£9,250 to attend university elsewhere in the UK. Grants plus loans 
available for living costs. 

Tuition Fees – What Next? 
The unexpected 2017 general election electrified the debate around 
tuition fees – not least because there was some evidence of an 
increase in turnout by young people. 

Historically, young people have always been less likely to vote than 
older people. In the 2005 election, only 37% of under 25s voted 
compared to 77% of the over 65s (Speed, 2017). The 2017 election 
reflects some change in this dynamic. There appears to have been 
an increase in youth voting, although the scale is disputed. 

Initial figures suggested the number of under 25s voting was up 
16% on the previous general election of 2015, the largest increase 
of any age group although still well short of the pensioner turnout 
(Holder, Barr, Kommenda, 2017). 

What was also notable was who the young adults were voting for: 
66% of all 18-19-year-olds who voted, voted for Labour as did 62% 
of the 20-24-year-olds (Curtis, 2017). Indeed, Labour won a 
majority of voters in every age group under 50 (Curtis, 2017). 

One obvious attraction for young adults was the Labour Party 
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manifesto pledge to abolish tuition fees, a major policy u-turn 
brought about by the election to the Labour leadership of Jeremy 
Corbyn, a longstanding opponent of tuition fees. 

Corbyn’s offer resonated. The universities had once more been 
pressing for the right to raise fees further. The remaining sliver of 
maintenance grants for English low-income students had been 
abolished in 2016. 

Popular focus was switching to the scale of student debt. The 
Institute for Fiscal Studies estimated that the average English 
undergraduate would notch up debts of £50,000 by the time they 
graduated, with the poorest facing debts of £57,000 (Belfield, 
Britton, Dearden, van der Erve 2017). The debate was further 
fuelled by the decision to set interest on the repayments of 6.1%, 
well above the interest levels set for mortgages or other bank loans. 

Young adults also faced other challenges. A 2017 Government 
Housing White Paper reassuringly named: ‘Fixing Our Broken 
Housing Market’ estimated that while a young couple on average 
earnings took three years to save for a deposit on a house in 1990, a 
couple on average earnings today would take 24 years (Department 
for Communities & Local Government, 2017, p 10). And many 
more of those young adults now had significant student debts. 

Those fortunate enough to stand a chance of inheriting money from 
their parents risked seeing even that capital shrink as families faced 
the prospect of having to pay more for the care of their elderly. It 
was (and remains) a challenging future. 

In the aftermath of the 2017 election, the Universities Minister Jo 
Johnson (younger brother of the future Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson) did make a spirited defence of the tuition fee regime, 
arguing with some justification that it had been a success. 

You can read the full text (Johnson, 2017a) here: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/jo-johnson-delivering-
value-for-money-for-students-and-taxpayers  

What do you think? Johnson pointed out that: 

Funding to universities had increased by 25% since 2012. Funding 
per student was at its highest for 30 years. 

Applications to universities were at record levels. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/jo-johnson-delivering-value-for-money-for-students-and-taxpayers
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/jo-johnson-delivering-value-for-money-for-students-and-taxpayers
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Poorer students had not been deterred. The numbers of applications 
from low income families had risen by 43% since 2009. 

Universities had been persuaded to invest more in teaching and to 
focus on the student experience since the majority of their funding 
now came from student loans, not the state. 

And the OECD had flagged up the English system as “one of the 
few countries to have figured out a sustainable approach to higher 
education finance.” 

Johnson argued that scrapping tuition fees would close the door on 
social mobility, lead to a decrease in student numbers and ensure 
universities were once more for only the affluent. 

It is worth noting that in Scotland, where tuition is free to home 
students, a lower proportion of disadvantaged students go to 
university compared to England (BBC, 2016). 

Johnson’s enthusiastic support for the tuition fee regime appeared to 
have cost him his job. In the re-shuffle of January 2018, the Prime 
Minister Theresa May moved him to the Department of Transport 
and launched a review of post 18 education by the former financier 
Philip Augur. In 2019, Augur duly recommended the return of 
maintenance grants for living costs, cutting tuition fees to £7,500 
but extending the time frame for paying them back to 40 years. He 
also argued for an increase in investment into further education. 

May did not get a chance to act on Augur’s recommendations. She 
was replaced as Prime Minister by Johnson’s brother Boris in July 
2019. And Johnson Senior was pre-occupied first with Brexit and 
then the pandemic.  

As for Labour, the pledge to abolish tuition fees proved less 
successful in the 2019 General Election which the Conservatives 
won by a landslide. New leader Sir Keir Starmer may well change 
Labour policy further. 

The Dilemma Remains Thus 

It is in the long-term interests of the economy for more young 
people to go to university. We are close to 50% but other countries 
despatch even more of their young into higher education. 
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University has to be paid for somehow. 

If the taxpayer picks up the bill, the state will end up restricting the 
numbers of students to prevent the costs from escalating – not least 
because there are many other burning demands on the public purse. 

If the numbers of students are restricted, universities risk once more 
becoming the preserve of the more affluent and you head back to a 
position where the many pay for the few. 

The Scottish Government, which pays the tuition fees for its 
students, is still working out how to increase the numbers of low 
income students going to its universities. 

However, by 2019, the level of student debt in much of the UK 
appeared unsustainable, particularly given the wider challenges 
facing young adults in later life. 

One possible solution to the English student debt problem would be 
to restore grants for living costs – as the Welsh have done.  

But never forget, Governments never have the luxury of dealing 
with one policy in isolation. First the battle over Brexit and then the 
pandemic reduced political energy, interest and appetite for major 
re-thinks on tuition fees.  

The more pressing challenge, as the Covid-19 pandemic played out, 
was the future of universities themselves. The sector as a whole was 
braced for significant financial losses with at least 13 considered at 
risk of becoming financially unviable as the forecast numbers of 
international students dropped and their pension and wider debt 
liabilities grew (Drayton, Waltman, 2020).    

This in turn will shape future policy on tuition fees.   
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9. Bombing Syria 
How Westminster Works 

On Friday 13th November 2015, an estimated 1,500 music fans 
packed into The Bataclan theatre in Paris for a performance by the 
American rock group, Eagles of Death Metal. Within an hour of the 
concert’s start, 90 of those fans would be dead and many more 
critically injured, mown down by terrorists’ bullets. 

One survivor, Michael O’Connor, from South Shields in England, 
told BBC Radio 5 Live: “It looked like an abattoir. I was wading 
through blood…I had to clamber over dead bodies to get out.” 
(BBC, 2015.) ISIS terrorists had struck again. 

Less than three weeks later, the UK launched air strikes on the 
terrorists’ strongholds in Syria. This is the story of how the decision 
to bomb ISIS in Syria was taken. First, however, you need to be 
clear about the structures involved. 

This chapter will look at:  
The Structures 
The Prelude, August 2013 
New Threat 
The Dilemma 
Exercise: The Debate to Bomb 
The Consequence 
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The Structures 
Foreign and defence policy are both core functions of the UK 
Government. The Prime Minister plays the dominant role in each. It 
is the Prime Minister who will represent the country at the most 
senior international summits and who will authorize military action 
under the Crown Prerogative powers (often called Royal 
Prerogative) delegated from the monarch. 

This means the Government can act in this area without the support 
of Parliament and cannot be challenged in the courts. In practice, as 
we shall see, Prime Ministers have sometimes considered it prudent 
to seek Parliament’s support first. The Attorney General, a 
politician who is the Government’s chief legal advisor, will advise 
the Prime Minister on whether the proposed military action is 
compliant with the contemporary laws of international armed 
conflict. This can include such details as approving the list of 
proposed targets for aerial attack. 

The Prime Minister is supported by two major government 
departments. The Foreign & Commonwealth Office represents the 
UK abroad. Journalists and politicians frequently shorten its name 
to the Foreign Office. Its website is here: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/foreign-
commonwealth-office 

Its diplomats promote British interests and protect and help British 
citizens abroad. The lead minister is the Foreign Secretary – always 
one of the most senior members of the cabinet – but who is 
frequently eclipsed by the Prime Minister. 

The British Government claims special ties with the United States. 
At the time of publication of the second edition, the UK was still in 
the process of leaving the European Union but was intent on 
maintaining close diplomatic ties with our former European 
partners. The UK has maintained close ties with its former empire 
through The Commonwealth, a network of 53 countries, which is 
headed by the Queen. 

The UK also plays an important role in the United Nations, an 
international organization made up of 193 countries. It was formed 
in the aftermath of World War II to promote peace and security, 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/foreign-commonwealth-office
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/foreign-commonwealth-office
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providing a forum for countries to resolve differences through 
talking rather than military conflict. Central to this is the UN 
Security Council which is made up of five permanent members (the 
UK, the USA, France, Russia and China) plus a revolving cast of 10 
other countries. 

The Ministry of Defence is headed by the Defence Secretary, an 
important cabinet post but more junior than that of the Foreign 
Secretary, Chancellor of the Exchequer or Home Secretary. 

The MoD’s website is here: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-defence  

It oversees the armed forces – the British Army, the Royal Navy 
and the Royal Air Force – and is responsible for developing defence 
policy and strategies. The UK’s principal defensive alliance is the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organisation, (NATO), a body the UK helped 
to create in the immediate aftermath of World War II and which 
now includes 27 European countries, plus the United States and 
Canada. There were also defence elements to the treaties that bound 
the UK to its then partners in the European Union. 

The Prime Minister, the Foreign Office, the Ministry of Defence 
and the Home Office are supported by the three security services: 

MI5, The Security Service, responsible for security at home: 

https://www.mi5.gov.uk/  

MI6, The Secret Intelligence Service, responsible for foreign 
intelligence: 

https://www.sis.gov.uk/  

The Government Communications Headquarters, better known as 
GCHQ, the government’s listening and monitoring agency: 

https://www.gchq.gov.uk/  

Parliament’s Role in Foreign, Defence & 
Intelligence Matters 

Parliament scrutinizes government decisions in foreign and defence 
policy and votes to approve the funding for both the Foreign Office 
and the Ministry of Defence. Separate select committees monitor 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-defence
https://www.mi5.gov.uk/
https://www.sis.gov.uk/
https://www.gchq.gov.uk/


9. Bombing Syria  251 

each department. 

Another parliamentary committee, the Intelligence and Security 
Committee monitors the three security services but, unlike other 
committees, its members are appointed by the Prime Minister in 
consultation with party leaders. It can, in exceptional circumstances, 
report solely to the PM, although under recent reforms it is also now 
accountable to Parliament and publishes an annual report to 
Parliament. Its reports can be heavily redacted, with words or even 
complete sections blacked out. 

Parliament can be asked to vote in support of British military 
action– either before or after the event. As we shall see, this can 
have a decisive impact. The decision to bomb ISIS in Syria was not 
taken precipitously. And it did not start in Paris. It began with a 
chemical weapons attack in Syria two years earlier. 

The Prelude, August 2013 
Syria had been locked in a brutal civil war since 2011. On 21st 
August 2013, highly-distressing video emerged of men, women and 
children howling in pain in the rebel stronghold of Ghouta. They 
appeared to be the victims of a chemical weapons attack. The West 
believed the author of the attack was the Syrian President Bashir al-
Assad. 

The use of chemical weapons is banned by international treaties, 
including by Statute of the International Criminal Court, the Geneva 
Gas Protocol, The Chemical Weapons Convention and the Hague 
Declaration re Asphyxiating Gases. The American President Barack 
Obama argued that by using these illegal weapons, Assad had 
crossed a red line. Obama wanted to launch air strikes in retaliation. 

The British Government, a key ally of the USA, was ready to join 
him. Prime Ministers can and do exercise the power of Royal 
Prerogative to launch military action without Parliamentary consent. 
However Prime Ministers this century have sometimes considered it 
politically prudent to seek Parliament’s approval first. Tony Blair, 
for example, asked and got Parliament’s backing to go to war with 
Iraq in 2003. It is, however, a common misconception that MPs 
have any constitutional role in these decisions. 
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For the fullest explanation of the legal position see: 

https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/
CBP-7166 (Mills, 2018) 

That August, the Prime Minister David Cameron chose to recall 
MPs from their summer holidays for an emergency debate on 
whether to start bombing Assad’s forces. Among the key dilemmas 
MPs faced were: 

What was the right response to the use of chemical weapons? If the 
West did nothing, would that encourage other rogue states to use 
chemical weapons in future? 

Why did the use of a chemical weapon justify a stronger 
international response than the use of traditional weaponry that 
could cause equal, indiscriminate suffering? 

What was the legal basis for bombing Assad’s forces? 

What were other countries doing – particularly those 
geographically closer to Syria? 

Would military intervention in Syria make matters better or worse? 
Intervention in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya had caused chaos. 

Did the UK have the military might and resolve to be involved in 
what could become another lengthy and costly (in terms of lives as 
well as money) conflict in the Middle East? 

Would the public, war-weary from the Afghan and Iraq conflicts - 
back more military operations? 

Cameron had assumed he would win the vote. After all, his 
Coalition Government had a majority of 77. The use of chemical 
weapons was shocking. It was also illegal under international law. 
The suffering was acute. 

Yet his Government was defeated by 13 votes, the first time a 
Government had lost a vote on foreign policy since 1792. The 
defeat was blamed largely on MPs’ (and the public’s) war-
weariness and the very real fear that intervention would only make 
matters worse. The lessons of the Afghan and Iraq wars and the 
more recent intervention in Libya hung heavily. 

More prosaically, the defeat was due to the failure of the 
Government to properly sound out its MPs during the eight short 

https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7166
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/CBP-7166
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days between the chemical attacks and the debate. Effective 
communication between the Government and its backbenchers 
would have flagged up the danger. 

Great journalism: BBC journalist Shaun Ley and his producer Jim 
Frank put together this compelling radio programme on the debate: 
‘The Syria Vote: One Day in August’. 

Have a listen – and deconstruct the programme segment by segment 
for excellent techniques. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b04nrqsk  

Cameron may have lost, but he did not have to respect the vote. He 
could have used the power of Royal Prerogative to bomb Syria 
anyway, a point the Labour leader Ed Miliband was quick to flag up 
after the vote. Go in 2’09 into this compilation video of the debate 
on the Guardian’s website to see Miliband extract a pledge from 
Cameron not to use that power (Watt, Mason, Hopkins 2013). 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/aug/30/cameron-mps-
syria   

The Prime Minister’s wings were decisively clipped. The UK did 
not launch air strikes. And nor did the United States. It was a major 
defeat. Yet less than two years later, Cameron was back in the 
House of Commons asking MPs again to back air strikes in Syria – 
this time against ISIS. 

New Threat 
Assad and his opponents were still fighting a civil war across Syria 
and into this mix had stepped the Islamist terrorist group, ISIS, 
which now controlled a swathe of territory across both northern Iraq 
and northern Syria. 

The previous year the group had begun posting videos of the 
barbaric murders of hostages, including two Britons, David Haines 
and Alan Henning. The victims had been variously beheaded, blown 
up, burnt alive, drowned, shot or crucified. ISIS was masterminding 
or encouraging the commission of terrorist attacks abroad. It had 
gone into the oil production business, exploiting the oil fields under 
its control – a venture that was estimated to be earning it $50m a 
month, as the Financial Times documented (Solomon, Kwong, 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b04nrqsk
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/aug/30/cameron-mps-syria
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2013/aug/30/cameron-mps-syria
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Bernard 2016). It was attempting to carve out its ambition to build a 
state and it was becoming a major security threat. 

The UK was already bombing ISIS forces in Iraq, at the invitation 
of the Iraqi government. But the UK did not have permission from 
President Assad to bomb ISIS in Syria, and indeed that permission 
was unlikely to be forthcoming. After all, only two years ago, 
Cameron was threatening to bomb Assad’s own forces. 

By September 2015, both the Prime Minister and his senior 
ministers believed that if the UK was to help defeat ISIS, it needed 
to be bombing the group in its Syrian strongholds too. The military 
case seemed clear to Cameron. Assad’s objections could be ignored. 
Parliament, however, he believed could not. 

Parliamentary Arithmetic Part I 

Cameron’s core problem, which he had effectively created for 
himself by his earlier misjudgment of the mood of MPs, was getting 
parliamentary backing. His Conservative Party had won the 2015 
General Election outright, enabling Cameron to govern without the 
Liberal Democrats. However, he now only had a majority of 12 in 
the House of Commons compared to that of 77 under the Coalition 
when he had lost the first Syrian vote. 

A total of 30 Conservative MPs had rebelled in 2013. If just a 
handful of Conservatives rebelled now, Cameron would lose the 
vote a second time and hand ISIS a propaganda coup. It wasn’t 
looking good. The Conservative whips were warning that between 
15 and 20 Conservative MPs were likely to oppose any extension of 
military action into Syria (Ship, 2015). 

As things stood in September 2015, Cameron couldn’t risk a vote 
until he could convince his own party. The Prime Minister, the 
Defence Secretary Michael Fallon and the Foreign Secretary Philip 
Hammond were now all openly arguing that the only way to defeat 
ISIS was to hit them in Syria as well. 

A Select Committee Intervenes 

As ministerial rhetoric grew, the backbench Foreign Affairs Select 
Committee, which monitors the Foreign Office and foreign policy, 
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conducted a swift inquiry into the merits of hitting ISIS in Syria. 

Of the 11 MPs on the committee, six were Conservative. Its then 
chairman was the former Conservative Minister Crispin Blunt. The 
fact that the committee was Conservative-dominated was to prove 
no guarantee that it would be sympathetic to Conservative 
ministers. 

In September and October, the committee held two public evidence 
sessions, hearing from journalists, academics, a Lieutenant General 
and a former Cabinet minister, before pulling together a swift, 
punchy report with its conclusions. 

The committee had just dispatched its report to the printers when, 
on 31st October 2015, there was a major escalation of ISIS activity. 
One of its affiliate groups planted a bomb on board a Russian plane 
carrying holidaymakers home from the popular Egyptian tourist 
spot of Sharm el-Sheikh. It exploded shortly after take-off. All 224 
people on board were killed, their remains scattered over the Sinai 
Desert. The Russian President Vladimir Putin vowed to punish the 
perpetrators. 

The British Government promptly cancelled all flights between the 
UK and the resort, leaving 2,000 British holidaymakers temporarily 
stranded. Ministerial rhetoric against ISIS grew even stronger. 

But three days later, the select committee published its report 
arguing that there was no point to air strikes against ISIS in Syria 
unless there was a coherent international strategy both to defeat 
ISIS and end the Syrian civil war. 

As the committee concluded tartly: “In the absence of such a 
strategy, taking action to meet the desire to do something is still 
incoherent.” (Foreign Affairs Committee, 2015, para 33). 

You can read the report here: 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmfaff/45
7/45702.htm  

The Game-changer 

On the evening of 13th November, a gang of Islamist terrorists 
caused carnage in Paris. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmfaff/457/45702.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmfaff/457/45702.htm
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Three suicide bombers detonated their bombs outside the Stade de 
France where France was playing Germany in an international 
soccer friendly. Simultaneously another group of men were driving 
through popular night life areas spraying restaurants, bars and cafes 
with bullets before detonating another suicide bomb. 

Then three heavily armed men walked into The Bataclan where the 
rock group Eagles of Death Metal were playing to a packed crowd 
of fans. They opened fire on the audience. By the time the gang was 
finished, 130 lay dead – most in the Bataclan - and more than 250 
were wounded. Most but not all of the attackers died that night. 

The previous day other Islamist terrorists were responsible for a 
double suicide bombing in Beirut, killing dozens more. 

The French President Francois Hollande promptly declared that 
France was at war. He invoked the mutual aid clauses in the EU 
treaties, urging fellow EU members to come to France’s support. 
Within 72 hours of the attack, French fighter planes, with US 
support, launched a series of air strikes on ISIS bases in Syria. 
France then successfully pushed a resolution through the United 
Nations Security Council authorizing nations to take “all necessary 
measures” against ISIS. 

The Dilemma 
France, a major ally, was now asking Britain to step up its actions 
against ISIS. The atrocity had happened on the UK’s doorstep, in a 
city that was only two hours and 20 minutes away from London on 
the Eurostar. 

The United Nations resolution provided legal backing for action 
against ISIS in Syria but Cameron still felt he had to convince his 
parliamentary party. In recent years, Britain had gone barrelling into 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya with catastrophic results. Military 
action in each of those countries helped topple regimes but created 
power vacuums in which Islamist terrorist groups had thrived. Some 
argued that intervention in these cases, particularly in Iraq and 
Libya, had made matters worse, while the resurgence of the Taliban 
in Afghanistan suggested that the intervention there was, at best of 
limited effect in the long term. 
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The Foreign Affairs Select Committee’s central charge still stood. 
Unless there was a coherent international strategy to defeat ISIS and 
end the Syrian civil war, there was no point in extending air strikes 
however shocked, furious and angry people were over the ISIS 
atrocities. To repeat, as the committee had said: “Taking action to 
meet the desire to do something is still incoherent.” (Foreign Affairs 
Committee, 2015, para 33) 

If the decision was taken to launch air strikes, people would 
certainly die. Innocent people on the ground would be killed. The 
pilots would be at risk. The terrorists might be emboldened to 
launch revenge attacks against Britons, both abroad and at home. 
And yet not to respond might likewise encourage ISIS on to further 
atrocities. Could Cameron win the debate? 

Parliamentary Arithmetic Part II 

It all boiled down to the numbers. Because Sinn Fein MPs do not 
take their seats in the House of Commons, Cameron had a working 
majority of 17. Just nine Conservative rebels could deny him the 
vote. And the whips’ estimates of likely rebels continued to focus 
on the 15-20 mark (Ship, 2015). If Cameron called a vote and lost 
it, he would offer ISIS a propaganda victory. He would call a vote 
only if he could be sure of victory. 

As he could not rely on all of his own party, the voting intentions of 
other parties became critical. It was expected that the 55 strong SNP 
block would vote against air strikes, as would the three Welsh 
Nationalist Plaid Cymru MPs and the three SDLP MPs from 
Northern Ireland and Caroline Lucas, the only Green MP – a block 
of 62 firm opponents. 

The Conservatives knew they might get some support from the 
eight Liberal Democrats – although not all Lib Dems could be relied 
on. There were also eight Democratic Unionist and two Ulster 
Unionist MPs from Northern Ireland and one UKIP MP who might 
or might not be persuadable. But these were small numbers in a 
high-stake game. 

The pivotal question was what Labour’s 231 MPs would do. If the 
Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn ordered (whipped) his MPs to vote 
against air strikes, Cameron wouldn’t risk calling a vote. It would 
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be too close. 

Labour’s Dilemma 

Parties’ histories and policies and the personal backgrounds of their 
key politicians are so important. 

Intellectually, the Labour Party juggles two fundamental strands of 
thought on military conflict, both of which go right back to its roots. 
The party has a proud tradition of international socialism, 
promoting solidarity of workers and of Christian socialism. This 
strand of thought is pacifist, actively opposed to war and was at its 
most prominent before World War I and during the 1980s when the 
party was briefly committed to unilaterally scrapping the UK’s 
nuclear weapons. 

There is a second, contrasting, strand of Labour thought, also 
present from the party’s earliest days, that takes a robust view of 
national defence. Labour party members signed up to fight in both 
world wars and Labour served in the national government during 
World War II. The first majority Labour government which took 
office after World War II ensured Britain acquired its own nuclear 
bomb. As its then Foreign Secretary Ernie Bevin said: “We got to 
have this thing…we’ve got to have the bloody Union Jack on top of 
it” (Bew, 2017, p420). More recently, under Tony Blair, Labour had 
taken the UK into successive conflicts, in Kosovo, Afghanistan, 
Sierra Leone and Iraq. 

Both attitudes to conflict were present in the Labour Party of 2015 
and remain in the party today. 

The Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn belonged to the first, pacifist, 
strand. He was a lifelong opponent of war. Before he became party 
leader, he had been chairman of the Stop The War Coalition and a 
long-term supporter of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. He 
had opposed every single war waged by Labour under Tony Blair. 
Corbyn’s great political mentor was the former Labour Cabinet 
minister Tony Benn who, equally passionately, denounced Blair’s 
wars. 

Ranged against Corbyn were a significant number of his MPs from 
the opposing strand of Labour thought on defence. These included 
Benn’s son Hilary who sat in Corbyn’s shadow cabinet as his 
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Shadow Foreign Secretary. Benn Junior and his supporters believed 
as fervently as David Cameron that it was in Britain’s interests to 
launch air strikes against ISIS in Syria. 

This was no sudden policy dilemma. Back in September, two 
months before the Paris attacks, the Labour party conference had 
debated on what terms, if any, it would back air strikes against ISIS 
in Syria. The conference had voted to oppose air strikes unless the 
United Nations backed the military action. 

And that’s what the United Nations had now done, at France’s 
request. The UN had given its blessing to nations taking “all 
necessary steps” against ISIS. 

The Labour Party however was still split. 

Corbyn, the veteran anti-war campaigner, was keen to whip (order) 
all his MPs to vote against air strikes. He wrote to all his MPs on 
Thursday 26th November explaining why he thought the proposed 
action was wrong (BBC 2015a). At a meeting of the shadow cabinet 
that same day, Benn, deputy leader Tom Watson and others warned 
their boss they intended to back air strikes anyway, whatever 
Corbyn wished. 

Labour began to fight its battle out over the airwaves. On the Friday 
morning, Benn told BBC Radio 4’s Today programme that air 
strikes were essential and that he would not resign from the shadow 
cabinet, despite the disagreement with Corbyn, because he “was 
doing his job” (Mason, Boffey 2015). 

Corbyn’s pragmatic ally, the Shadow Chancellor John McDonnell 
argued there should be a free vote. MPs should be permitted to 
follow their consciences rather than vote according to a party whip. 
On Friday 27th November, McDonnell told listeners of Radio 4’s 
Any Questions: 

“You are sending people out possibly to die. There shouldn’t be any 
party discipline on matters like this. You should follow your own 
judgment on what you think is best for the constituency and the 
country” (Khomami, 2015). 

On the Monday morning, 30th November, another close Corbyn 
ally and anti-war campaigner, Shadow Home Secretary Diane 
Abbott argued passionately on Radio 4’s Today programme that if 
the party had a free vote on the issue, they would be handing victory 
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to Cameron on a plate. She wanted Labour MPs whipped to oppose 
the strikes (Wintour, 2015). 

Later that day Corbyn and his shadow cabinet met for another 
heated meeting. By the end, Corbyn gave way and promised his 
MPs a free vote (Wintour, 2015). 

Countdown to the Debate 

Cameron pounced. If Labour was going to have a free vote on the 
issue, then Labour supporters of air strikes would compensate for 
the Conservative rebels and Cameron would win. 

That evening, just hours after Corbyn’s capitulation, the Prime 
Minister announced there would be a vote on the issue on 
Wednesday, 2nd December, in just two days’ time. 

On Tuesday 1st December, the anti-war protesters started to gather 
outside Parliament. Cameron deeply upset his opponents by 
claiming that any MP who voted against air strikes would be voting 
with “terrorist sympathisers” – a clear dig at Corbyn (Withnall, 
2015). 

The Conservative-dominated Foreign Affairs Select Committee 
condemned the Prime Minister’s case for air strikes by four votes to 
three. Ironically two Labour MPs on the committee who might have 
been more sympathetic to the Prime Minister’s case were in hospital 
and could not vote. 

Exercise: The Debate to Bomb 
We are now going to walk through a parliamentary debate. 

Transcripts of parliamentary hearings are published in Hansard, also 
known as ‘The Official Report’. To find the transcript of the debate, 
go to: 

https://www.parliament.uk/  

and click on the link to Hansard. 

Go to ‘browse Commons sittings’. Select the date, 2nd December 
2015, and then click on ISIL in Syria. 

https://www.parliament.uk/
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The debate transcripts are divided not into pages but into columns. 
The Prime Minister opens the debate at 11.40am. 

Note that MPs referred to ISIS as IS, ISIL or Daesh. 

Skim Cameron’s opening speech. This sets out the Government 
case for air strikes. What do you think would make the best quote? 
Always, when looking for quotes, take clips when politicians are 
speaking in plain English and when the clips either powerfully 
illustrate their position or explain something important. 

In column 324, Cameron (2015) sets out the dilemma. “We face a 
fundamental threat to our security……do we go after these terrorists 
in their heartlands, from where they are plotting to kill British 
people, or do we sit back and wait for them to attack us?” 

At 12.29pm, column 340, Corbyn then put the case against. What 
do you think is the best quote which sets out Corbyn’s position? 

Within column 340, Corbyn accuses Cameron of “an ill-thought out 
rush to war” and adds “Whether it is a lack of strategy worth the 
name, the absence of credible ground troops, the missing diplomatic 
plan for a Syrian settlement, the failure to address the impact of the 
terrorist threat or the refugee crisis and civilian casualties, it is 
becoming increasingly clear that the Prime Minister’s proposals for 
military action simply do not stack up.” (Corbyn, 2015) 

The debate then opened up to other MPs and the scale of the party 
splits became evident. 

In column 363, the former Labour Foreign Secretary Margaret 
Beckett put the case for strikes. We shall let this quote run slightly 
longer as she makes her point eloquently but the clip you would use 
would be the last sentence. She was taking on those MPs who 
argued that previous military interventions had only made matters 
worse. 

She argued: “Tell that to the Kosovans, and do not forget that if 
there had not been any bombing in Kosovo, perhaps one million 
Albanian Muslim refugees would have been seeking refuge in 
Europe. Tell that to the Kurds in Kobane who…pleaded for 
international air support without which they felt they would lose 
control to Daesh. Tell them in Sierra Leone that military action 
should always be avoided because there will be casualties. Their 
state and their peace were almost destroyed. It was British military 
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action which brought them back from the brink.” (Beckett, 2015). 

Just as Beckett, a veteran Labour MP, was rejecting her own 
leader’s view, so too in column 366, would the Conservative MP 
John Baron reject his leader’s stance. The former soldier, who sat 
on the Foreign Affairs Select Committee, dismissed the Prime 
Minister’s argument out of hand. 

He said: “We risk repeating the errors that we made in Iraq, 
Helmand (in Afghanistan) and Libya…We have stood at this very 
point before. We should have no excuse for repeating our errors and 
setting out on the same tragic, misguided path once more.” (Baron, 
2015). 

In column 369, the Conservative chairman of the Defence Select 
Committee Dr Julian Lewis was equally scathing of his own 
Government’s proposal. Recalling that he had voted against the 
plans to bomb Assad’s troops in Syria just two years earlier, Lewis 
said: “The fact that the British Government wanted to bomb first 
one side and then the other in the same civil war, and in such a short 
space of time, illustrates to my mind a vacuum at the heart of our 
strategy.” (Lewis, 2015). 

The speech of the night however was the final Labour speech. 
Shadow Foreign Secretary Hilary Benn was supposed to be winding 
up the debate for Labour – normally a low key, routine frontbench 
task. He would end up dominating the news headlines. As his leader 
Jeremy Corbyn sat grimly beside him, Benn argued eloquently that 
his Labour colleagues should ignore Corbyn’s wishes and back the 
Conservative Prime Minister instead. It was an extraordinary speech 
for a shadow cabinet minister to make. 

It is worth watching the full video of the speech as he compares the 
threat posed by ISIS to the threat posed by fascism during WWII. 
France, he stressed, was a socialist ally. The young people in the 
Bataclan concert hall “could have been our children”. 

Whether you agree with Benn or not, it was powerful oratory and 
well worth 14 minutes of your time. He opens by paying tribute to 
Corbyn’s sincerity and deploring Cameron’s attack on Corbyn “the 
terrorist sympathiser” from the day before. He then, by convention, 
pays tribute to previous contributions to the debate. He refers to 
other MPs by their constituencies, again a parliamentary 
convention. At two minutes in, he then begins his own argument. 
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Have a listen. Take notes. Which clips would you have taken? 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/dec/03/syria-debate-
hilary-benn-launches-shock-and-awe-campaign-against-labour 
(Crace, 2015) 

Benn’s speech clinched it for Cameron. When the votes came in, the 
Prime Minister had won the vote by 397 votes to 223. In the end, 
just seven Conservative MPs voted against their own Government 
but they were more than made up for by the 66 Labour MPs who 
voted to back air strikes. 

Within an hour of the vote, RAF planes began bombing ISIS 
positions in Syria. 

The Consequence 
It is difficult to establish what impact the British bombing of ISIS 
positions in Syria had. The British were just one of many forces 
bombing ISIS positions. The skies of Syria screamed with fighter 
planes from many nations. On the ground ISIS was also assailed by 
assorted Syrian factions, Kurds, Iraqis and more. But by 2017, the 
culminative effect of the military action saw the destruction of 
ISIS’s territorial grip across both Northern Iraq and Northern Syria. 
The battered remains of the great cities of Raqqa in Syria and Mosul 
in Iraq were reclaimed. This was a major achievement. 

However, the broader terrorist threat posed by Islamist terrorists 
remained. In 2017, the UK suffered a wave of attacks – including its 
own version of the Bataclan attack. A suicide bomber killed 23 and 
injured 139, more than half of them children, after detonating a 
bomb in the foyer of the Manchester Arena at the end of an Ariana 
Grande concert on 22nd May 2017. 

Benn himself continued to serve Corbyn as Shadow Foreign 
Secretary until the pair fell out again the following year over what 
Benn considered to be Corbyn’s lacklustre support for the campaign 
to remain in the European Union. After the Brexit referendum, 
Benn bluntly told Corbyn he had no confidence in him. Corbyn 
sacked him, sparking mass resignations from across Labour’s 
frontbench (See Ch 10 Brexit). 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/dec/03/syria-debate-hilary-benn-launches-shock-and-awe-campaign-against-labour
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/dec/03/syria-debate-hilary-benn-launches-shock-and-awe-campaign-against-labour


9. Bombing Syria  264 

Postscript 
The Syrian civil war continued. President Assad gradually began to 
gain the upper hand, supported by his principal ally, Russia. 

In April 2017, Assad was accused of launching another chemical 
weapon attack, this time on the rebel-held town of Khan Sheikhoun. 
Two days later the new American President Donald Trump 
authorised a limited missile strike on Assad’s air bases. The UK, in 
the grip of a general election, stood aside. 

In April 2018, Assad was again accused of launching a chemical 
weapon attack on the rebel-held town of Douma. Once again, 
Trump decided to retaliate with American air strikes. This time the 
British Prime Minister Theresa May decided to join him. Unlike 
Cameron or indeed Blair, she decided not to consult the House of 
Commons first, although she did consult her Cabinet. 

Why? The Prime Minister would explain the following week, after 
the strikes had been completed. She would tell the House of 
Commons that the action was morally and legally right (May 2018). 
She also argued there were important caveats to the supposed new 
convention of consulting Parliament before military action, saying 
there were times when it was in the interests of the UK’s security to 
allow the military to act swiftly. She emphasised it would not be 
operationally wise to set out what those parameters were. 

Another factor was at play. The previous month, a chemical attack 
had happened on British soil. The Russian double agent Sergei 
Skripal, his daughter Yulia and a police officer who went to their 
assistance were all poisoned with the nerve agent Novichok in the 
English town of Salisbury. The UK Government accused Russia of 
the attack. In the aftermath, 25 countries including the United 
States, Australia and 18 EU states, plus the military alliance NATO 
demonstrated their support for the UK by expelling Russian diplo- 
mats. 

The international optics would not have looked good, had the UK 
then held back from joining its allies in action against a chemical 
weapon attack elsewhere. 
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Useful Reading 
For those interested in the arguments over what role Parliament 
should play in approving warfare should read the House of 
Commons Library briefing paper here: 

Mills, C (2018) Parliamentary approval for military action, House 
of Commons Library, Briefing Paper CBP 7166, 8 May, 
https://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/
CBP-7166 (Accessed 22/6/2018) 

And the subsequent debate on Parliament’s role here: 
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/2018-04-
17/debates/EF164C0A-E0F5-40B6-A718-
DD8693A2490C/MilitaryActionOverseasParliamentaryApproval 
(Accessed 22/6/2018) 

For those interested in the legal basis for warfare, should read: 

Ministry of Defence (2018) Joint Doctrine Publication 3-46 Legal 
Support to Joint Operations, 19 June, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jdp-3-46-legal-
support-to-joint-operations-2nd-edition (Accessed 22/6/2018) 

Also worth reading is the MoD’s latest assessment of the threats to 
the UK: 

The Ministry of Defence (2015) National Security Strategy and 
Strategic Defence & Security Review 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system
/uploads/attachment_data/file/555607/2015_Strategic_Defence_and
_Security_Review.pdf (Accessed 22/6/2018) 
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10. Brexit: The Past & Future 
Europe was the controversy that rewrote British politics. At its 
height, the general public were no longer characterised politically as 
Conservative, Labour, or any other party supporters. They were 
either Leavers or Remainers. The controversy split the political 
parties. It split families, friends and work colleagues. 

 It would take the shock of the coronavirus pandemic to make those 
distinctions seem suddenly trivial – and they were trivial compared 
to, at the time of writing, the deaths of tens of thousands of people. 
But Brexit cannot be ignored.  

The decision to leave the European Union will shape the UK for 
decades to come. Journalists starting work now will be reporting the 
consequences for the rest of their careers. 

It was and is ultimately about identity, rights, culture, security, trade 
and the future of the British economy. The decision to leave, and 
how we left, would be of profound and lasting importance. To 
understand where we are going next, we must understand how we 
got here.   

This chapter will look at:  
Origins of the EU 
Why the UK Delayed Joining 
How the EU Developed 
The British Debate 1975-2020 
Issues to Watch for the Future.  
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ORIGINS OF THE EU 
The EU was and is a radical experiment in international co-
operation. What makes it unique is the level of structures and 
decision-making that goes on above national level. All these 
supranational structures are made up of people from the member 
countries, including representatives of governments, but their 
collective powers can override those of national governments and 
parliaments. And therein lies the rub.  

At its heart, the British divide over membership of the EU was a 
matter of perception. Were we better together with our neighbours 
or stronger apart? It was a classic glass half full, glass half empty 
debate.  

The Europhiles argued that by pooling sovereignty with other 
countries, the UK gained immensely, both economically and 
politically, enabling it to better protect its own interests in this 
globalised world. The Eurosceptics thought it crushed UK national 
sovereignty and threatened the very fabric of democracy. 

What is the European Union? 
At the time the UK decided to leave, it was an international club of 
28 European nation states that worked together on areas as diverse 
as trade, justice, foreign affairs, the environment and much more. Its 
collective population was 500 million, 7% of the world population, 
and it produced 16.6% of the world’s GDP adjusted for purchasing 
power parity (Statista, 2020).  

Why was it formed?  
To understand that, you need to understand the experiences of the 
generation of Frenchmen who played a crucial role in creating the 
EU. I use the term men advisedly. In this era, it was men who took 
the political and military decisions and, while the wider population 
suffered terribly as a result, it was overwhelmingly men, 
particularly young men who paid the heaviest price.   

As small boys, this generation was told how their fathers and uncles 
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had gone to fight the Germans in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870-
71. When they themselves became young men, they too fought the 
Germans in the horrors of World War 1. They saw their brothers, 
friends and classmates die. They saw their towns and villages 
fought over. But they survived.  

Peace returned. They married and had sons of their own. Their 
careers progressed. They rose to senior ranks in the military, civil 
service and government. And then they committed the cardinal sin. 
They sent their own sons, their own precious boys, to fight the 
Germans and die in World War 2.   

And at the end of WW2, these men emerged at the top of the French 
government and civil service, charged with building a future from 
the wreckage of war. Their over-riding mission now was to protect 
their grandsons. But how? What was the cause of repeated Franco-
German conflict? 

Geography, history and nationalism all played their part. France 
emerged as a recognisable European sovereign power in the 9th and 
10th centuries, broadly the same time as England. The nation states 
of Germany and Italy, by contrast, were only formed in 1871, when 
the patchwork of smaller kingdoms in each country agreed to unite.  

The creation of Germany posed a particular problem. It was a major 
landmass in the centre of Europe with no natural borders. The 
Pyrenean mountains determine the natural border between France 
and Spain. The English Channel is a natural border between France 
and the UK. Natural borders do not prevent war but they make it 
logistically more difficult to move armies. Soldiers need to climb 
mountains or get across a sea to fight the enemy.  

Walking across a field, by contrast, is easy and who is to say in 
which bit of which field does France stop and Germany begin? 
Alsace-Lorraine is one such area of land that has been fought over 
by French and Germanic powers for centuries.  

The family history of Robert Schuman, one of the founding fathers 
of the EU illustrates the problem neatly. His family came from 
Lorraine. The new German state annexed/took it back from France 
in 1871. It was then returned to France after WW1. As a 
consequence, Schuman’s father was born a Frenchman but became 
German. Schuman Junior was born a German but became French.  
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Even without the horrors of the Nazi regime, there were enough 
structural tensions in juxtaposition of France and the new German 
state to make conflict more likely. Add national and economic 
rivalry into the mix and you had a toxic combination that had seen 
the two nations wage devastating war on each other three times in 
just 75 years. It had to stop. 

The first treaties 
The man with a plan was a French civil servant Jean Monnet. He 
was of the firm view that nation states were destined to slaughter 
each other. In 1943, as WW2 still raged, he argued: “There will be 
no peace in Europe if the states are reconstituted around national 
sovereignty…The European states must constitute themselves into a 
federation” (European Union, undated).  

Monnet’s ultimate aspiration, as he would still be explaining nine 
years later to the National Press Club in Washington, was to create a 
United States of Europe (Monnet, 1952).  

At the heart of this concept lay a view of the nation state that would 
make the UK first delay joining the European club and then later 
head for the exit door. The British were not alone in their concerns. 

Monnet and his political ally, the French Foreign Minister Robert 
Schuman rapidly discovered there were limits on how far France 
itself, a well-established nation state, was prepared to go in pooling 
sovereignty with its former foe in the immediate aftermath of WW2. 

Plans to put military forces under the control of a new European 
Defence Community crashed into a wall of opposition in the French 
National Assembly in 1954. French parliamentarians would not 
contemplate any measure that gave German politicians or soldiers 
any share of any oversight over French defences. 

But two other very important initiatives did take off. The European 
Coal and Steel Community and the European Economic 
Community might seem, at first glance, dry but you need to see 
them through the prism of a desperate drive to prevent another 
bloodbath. 

To wage war in the mid-20th century, nations needed coal and steel 
to make tanks and guns. Monnet and Schuman’s first proposal to 
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prevent future wars was to take the coal and steel industries out of 
national control.  

Nations would instead form a Community within which they would 
pool sovereignty and jointly oversee their coal and steel production. 
That way no member state could secretly manufacture and stockpile 
weapons of war just as Nazi Germany had done.  

The European Coal & Steel Community was successfully launched 
in 1952. Its members were France, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Luxembourg and West Germany. (Germany had been split in two 
after the war. West Germany became a western democracy. East 
Germany became a communist state and part of the Soviet Union.)  

The UK was invited to join and declined.  

The second initiative, a customs union was designed to reduce the 
economic rivalry which Schuman argued could also lead to war 
(Foundation Robert Schuman, undated). 

Custom duties are taxes people pay at national borders on goods 
they want to bring into a country. The cost of paying customs makes 
it more expensive for manufacturers to sell goods abroad. 
Governments can raise customs high to protect their own 
manufacturers from international competitors.  

Schuman argued governments were using customs as weapons in 
economic rivalry which in turn fuelled diplomatic and then military 
confrontation (Foundation Robert Schuman, undated). 

Under the proposed customs union, member states would no longer 
charge customs on goods from fellow member states. That would 
make trade between member states easier. Easier trade would mean 
more trade. More trade would mean greater economic ties. And the 
greater the economic ties, the less it would be in a country’s interest 
to wage war on a fellow member state.  

In 1957, the same six nations that formed the European Coal & 
Steel Community now signed the Treaty of Rome which launched 
the European Economic Community (EEC). The very first sentence 
of the treaty committed its members to “lay the foundations of an 
ever-closer union of the peoples of Europe” (Treaty of Rome, 
1957). 
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Why where these arrangements so 
revolutionary? 

Normally agreements or alliances between countries are 
intergovernmental. In other words, it is governments that hold the 
whip hand. International organisations might have administrative 
structures such as that supporting the UK’s main defence alliance, 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) but the only people 
with the power to shape the agenda and make the decisions at 
NATO are the national governments.   

What made the European communities initiative so radical (but not 
as radical as it was to become) was that for the first time a 
supranational structure, with its own laws and court, would sit 
above the nation states.  

How would it work?  
Council of Ministers: The key decision-making body. Each member 
state would have one government minister on the body. It would 
decide the new rules of the organisation unanimously. So far, so 
normal for an international intergovernmental body. 

European Commission: Sometimes described as the civil service of 
the EU but it is more than that. It’s a body of officials drawn from 
all the member states. Its job is to implement and defend the rules of 
the EU treaties. Each country would appoint commissioners at the 
top. Importantly, it was the Commission, not the national 
governments in the Council of Ministers, which had the power to 
propose the new rules. 

The Commission was then charged with making sure member states 
abided by those rules agreed by the Council of Ministers, and if they 
didn’t, take them to the new European Court of Justice. After all, 
the club would only work if the members played by the rules.  

European Court of Justice: Staffed by judges from each member 
state. This would adjudicate on whether or not a member state had 
breached the treaty rules.  

The European Assembly: A gathering of politicians from each 
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member state’s parliament. At this point, it was merely a talking 
shop.  

The UK was invited to join. It declined. Before we explore why, it 
is worth just establishing why the other European nations were so 
willing to join France in this radical new method of international co-
operation that created a layer of authority above nation states. 

For West Germany and Italy, it was a no brainer. Unlike France, 
their experience of nationhood had been short and unhappy. Since 
the formation of the German and Italian nations less than ninety 
years earlier, they had both experienced fascism and terrible 
military defeat. These new supranational methods of working with 
their neighbours offered them an opportunity to rebuild in a manner 
that might preserve peace and which would enable them to put the 
past behind them. 

For the three much smaller nations, The Netherlands, Belgium and 
Luxembourg, it was a similar no brainer. Their fates depended on 
their larger neighbours working together peaceably. When France 
and Germany went to war, their armies did not stop politely at the 
Dutch, Belgian and Luxembourg borders but crashed across them 
with impunity. 

These two new Communities gave the three small nations a seat at 
the top table with their larger neighbours, an arrangement that gave 
them an unprecedented opportunity to influence events. The history 
of the European Union is peppered with skilful Dutch, Belgian and 
Luxembourg politicians who have brokered deals and facilitated 
compromises between their more powerful neighbours. 

The UK saw things differently. 

WHY THE UK DELAYED JOINING 
Psychology, geography, culture and history all played their part. As 
Jenkins (2018, p278) argued: “Britain saw itself of Europe, not in 
it.”  

Why this perception? At its heart was the fundamentally different 
experience the UK had had during the two world wars. Although 
the UK had suffered heavy casualties and had been bombed from 
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above during the Blitz, it had neither been invaded nor defeated. 
This shaped the immediate British mindset as powerfully as the 
mainland experience of war shaped the French and German 
mindset. 

The UK considered itself to be different. It had been on the winning 
side of both world wars. It had not, as France had, been invaded. It 
had been a successful sovereign state, in various permutations, for 
the best part of a thousand years. It was physically separated from 
mainland Europe by the English Channel. It had, in its own view, 
three spheres of political and economic influence of which mainland 
Europe was merely one.  

Equally if not more important to the UK was the British Empire, 
then in the process of crumbling into the Commonwealth but still a 
valuable sphere of trade and influence (Churchill, 1946, Heath, 
1971). The UK also had what it saw as a special relationship with 
the United States. 

There was little appreciation yet about how much the UK’s place in 
the world was about to change. There was therefore no overriding 
rationale for tying itself disproportionately to its European 
neighbours. 

The UK was also deeply suspicious of the supranational nature of 
these new-fangled Communities. It had a long and broadly 
comfortable experience with nationhood and saw no justification for 
sharing control of areas of British domestic activity with any other 
nation. Its early decisions to say no were therefore framed in terms 
of sovereignty.  

In 1951, Labour’s Deputy Prime Minister Herbert Morrison rejected 
the invitation to join the coal and steel community with the 
memorable words: “The Durham miners won’t wear it” (Bloom, 
2012). What they wouldn’t wear, in Morrison’s view, was any 
foreign supranational oversight.  

The following year, Labour’s Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin was 
trenchant in his rejection of the ill fated European Defence 
Community, arguing that federal European ventures “were 
something in our bones we know we cannot do“ (Ferriter, 2019). 

The Conservatives displayed an equal reluctance to get involved. 
The negotiations to form the customs union were conducted at the 
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Conference of Messina in Italy in 1955. The then Conservative 
government refused to take part, simply sending a civil servant 
Russell Bretherton to observe proceedings.  

Bretherton did not stay until the end. In a speech marking his early 
departure, Bretherton was inaccurately recorded as telling the 
conference: “Gentlemen, you are trying to negotiate something you 
cannot negotiate. But if you do negotiate it, it will not be ratified. 
And if it is ratified, it will not work” (Gowland, 2016, p61). The 
inaccuracy was nevertheless, as Gowland (2016, p61) argues, 
indicative of the Britain’s view and certainly reflected European 
understanding of the British position. 

Whatever the British expectations of the European Economic 
Community, it did work. The first British response in 1960 was to 
form a rival European Free Trade Association (EFTA) with Austria, 
Denmark, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK. The 
flaw was that, the UK apart, none of these were major European 
economies. 

In the meantime, the perception others had of the UK’s role in the 
world was providing uncomfortable food for thought. The United 
States would prove a long-term advocate of greater UK engagement 
with its European partners. In 1962, the former US Secretary of 
State Dean Acheson argued bluntly that the UK should join the 
EEC.  

In a speech which went down badly in the UK, Acheson said: 
“Great Britain has lost an empire but has not yet found a role. The 
attempt to play a separate power role – that is, a role apart from 
Europe, a role based on a ‘special relationship’ with the United 
States, a role based on being the head of a ‘commonwealth’ which 
has no political structure, unity or strength and enjoys a fragile and 
precarious economic relationship by means of the Sterling area and 
preference in the British market – this role is about played out” 
(quoted in Brinkley, 1990, p610). 

The change of heart 
Acheson had struck a raw nerve but UK was already re-evaluating 
its position. The EEC appeared to be a success. The members, 
especially West Germany and Italy were enjoying sustained and 
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rapid economic growth while the British economy’s performance 
was faltering (Ludlow, 2016).  

The Conservative Prime Minister Harold Macmillan (1961) also 
understood the drive for peace and saw the political benefits of the 
“unity and stability” that the Monnet-Schuman plans were designed 
to bring to Europe.  

Macmillan knew the price of war all too well. While fighting in the 
Battle of the Somme during WW1, he had suffered serious injuries, 
spending a day lying alone and bleeding in a shell hole, before he 
was rescued. Those injuries left him with lifelong pain and a 
dragging gait (Roads to the Great War 2018).   

He was also mindful of the impact of the Cold War threat from 
Soviet Russia. Speaking just two weeks before the Soviets began 
building the Berlin Wall, Macmillan justified joining the EEC on 
the grounds that “in this modern world the tendency towards larger 
groups of nations acting together in the common interest leads to 
greater unity and thus adds to our strength in the struggle for 
freedom” (Macmillan, 1961). 

Similar rethinking was going on within the Labour party where 
leader Hugh Gaitskill had that same year concluded the arguments 
for joining the EEC were now “evenly balanced” (Pimlott, 1993, 
p248).  

So, the UK changed tack, put aside its concerns over sovereignty 
and tried three times to join the EEC.  

The first two attempts, by Macmillan’s Conservative Government in 
1963 and by Harold Wilson’s Labour Government in 1967 were 
both blocked by the French President General De Gaulle.  

The UK had to wait for De Gaulle to retire before the Conservative 
Government led by Edward Heath was finally able to take the UK 
into the EEC in 1973. Heath was a staunch Europhile, his views 
cemented by his own experience fighting in WW2. 

Heath supported the case for entry by arguing that for sovereignty to 
be meaningful, it had to be effective, that economic decisions would 
be “taken in practice by those who have the greatest economic 
power” and that to turn down a place in the EEC would be “to take 
a terrible gamble with the livelihood of the British people for many 
years to come” (Heath, 1971, col 2110-2207). 
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Yet even at this stage, with the EEC the limited operation that it 
then was, this decision to join the so-called Common Market was 
deeply divisive. The fault lines which ripped apart the Conservative 
party from the late 1980s onwards and which lead directly to the 
Brexit referendum were evident from the very start. 

One incensed Conservative MP Anthony Fell told Macmillan this 
“gamble with British sovereignty…is the most disastrous thing that 
any Prime Minister has done for generations past” and called on 
him to resign (Fell, 1961, col 935).  

Nearly a decade later, as Heath embarked on that final, successful 
negotiation to take the UK into the EEC, political journalist Hugo 
Young jotted down these prescient notes after a lunch with the 
prominent Conservative MP John Biffen in 1970. 

“There is a struggle beginning for the soul of the Tory party. It is 
only just beginning. The principal focus…will be the Common 
Market, whose posing of the nationalist vs the internationalist 
conflict will continue for years after our actual signing of the Treaty 
of Rome. Will we fight every inch of the way or will we lead the 
flight from sovereignty? JB believes there is a strong ‘almost 
primeval‘ force of nationalism in this country. He regrets that this 
was first tapped by the immigration issue and would have preferred 
it to be on the Common Market first and the rest later.“ (Young, 
2009, p11) 

These same arguments would be fought over ferociously within the 
Conservative party, toppling every single subsequent Conservative 
Prime Minister. It remains to be seen whether Brexit has finally 
settled the argument once and for all.   

For Heath however, the ranks of Conservative Eurosceptic rebels 
meant he had a problem that would become all too familar to his 
successors. He became the first Conservative Prime Minister unable 
to muster enough votes from his own party to win a vote on a 
European deal in the House of Commons.  

Luckily for Heath, it was not just the Conservatives who were split. 
Labour too was torn. So much of British policy towards Europe 
from both main parties could be best characterised by the Little 
Britain character Vicky Pollard‘s catchphrase “no but yeah but no 
but yeah but no.“ 
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Labour may have said no to the European communities in the 1950s 
but in 1967 Harold Wilson‘s Labour Government actively tried, 
albeit unsuccessfully, to take the UK into the EEC. Yet just a few 
years later, Labour would oppose Heath‘s Conservatives when they 
did the same in the early 1970s on the flimsy premise that the terms 
of entry were Tory terms, not Labour ones (Pimlott, 1993, p585).  

Why the change? As Pimlott explained: “This was partly because of 
the natural dog-in-the-manger response of the Opposition to the 
policy of a Government…it was also because of the growing 
influence of the Labour left who saw little chance for socialist 
policies within the European capitalist club” (Pimlott, 1993, p579-
580). 

Wilson ended up whipping Labour MPs to vote against entry, a 
decision which, given the number of Conservative Eurosceptic 
rebels, threatened to derail the UK entry completely.  

Fortunately for Heath, Deputy Labour Leader Roy Jenkins was 
having none of it and led 68 other pro-European Labour rebels into 
the division lobbies to support the Prime Minister. A further 20 
Labour MPs abstained. Fittingly, up in the public gallery watching 
that historic vote to take the UK into the EEC, was Jean Monnet, 
now aged 82 (Lewis, 1971).  

The first referendum 
Left wing Labour MPs were furious with Jenkins and his band of 
pro-European Labour rebels, some hissing “traitor” at Jenkins as he 
left the Commons chamber (Lewis, 1971). The divisions were so 
deep the party was unable to resolve them so, as a way forward, that 
the leadership pledged to hold a referendum on the UK’s continued 
membership to let the public decide.  

Why was this unusual? The UK is a parliamentary democracy. It is 
the role of Parliament to decide individual issues. The public simply 
elect MPs and entrust them to decide issues until the next general 
election. In a referendum, however, a specific issue is put to the 
public and it is the voters who decide. Labour’s Europe referendum 
was very first referendum to be held in the UK.  

There were marked similarities to the 1975 and 2016 referendums. 
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In both cases Prime Ministers of divided parties (first Labour, then 
Conservative) used a referendum to resolve an issue (Europe) that 
their party was plainly incapable of resolving for itself. Both Prime 
Ministers embarked on token re-negotiations of membership ahead 
of the popular vote. Both recommended the UK should remain. 
Both allowed ministers to campaign against their own Government.  

But while the Conservative Prime Minister David Cameron 
campaigned strongly during the 2016 referendum, Labour Prime 
Minister Harold Wilson took a much more muted approach in 1975.  

As the referendum began, Wilson said: “I intend to play it low-key 
throughout. The decision is purely a marginal one. I have always 
said so. I have never been a fanatic for Europe. I believe the 
judgement is a finely balanced one” (Pimlott, 1993, p659). 

If it was “finely balanced”, the general public clearly thought it was 
overwhelmingly “finely balanced” in favour of staying in. The UK 
voted by 67% to 32% to remain in. Every single county of the UK 
voted yes apart from Shetland and the Western Isles off Scotland 
(Pimlott, 1993, p659). 

And with that thumping vote, the debate over British membership of 
the European Economic Community seemed to be over.  

EXERCISE 
In a powerful speech in 1946, the UK’s former wartime Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill called for a United States of Europe. It 
is worth reading. Here’s the transcript. Write a news story from it. 
Which of the (many) vivid quotes would you use? 

https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1946-1963-elder-
statesman/united-states-of-europe/ 

HOW THE EU DEVELOPED 
The European Union of today is a much more wide-ranging, radical 
project than the original EEC. By 2016, when Britain voted to 
leave, the club had grown from the six original members to 28 and 
its scope of operations had sharply increased. This change helped 
shape the British journey to Brexit. It also fuelled the growth of 
Euroscepticism in mainland Europe, particularly but not exclusively 

https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1946-1963-elder-statesman/united-states-of-europe/
https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1946-1963-elder-statesman/united-states-of-europe/
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in France and Denmark. Our focus however is on the UK.   

The expansion took two forms.  

The EU got wider. More nations joined. Where once there were just 
six, then there were nine then 10, then 15, then 25 and finally 28. 
This process was called enlargement and was fervently supported 
by the UK, particularly from the early 1990s onwards in the belief 
that “enlargement would weaken the Union and halt the spectre of 
‘federalism that they feared’” Clarke, 2016, p366).  

But the EU also got deeper, extending the range of things the 
European club did and how it did them. It was this that fuelled the 
British Eurosceptic concern. The changes happened for two reasons. 

The Monnet dream of a federal Europe remained a key driver. 
Germany, Italy and the smaller Benelux countries all produced 
important thinkers and supporters for the idea of deeper political 
and economic integration.  

But it was also clear from the start that the EEC was also a vehicle 
for promoting national interests and mutual horse-trading. The 
Treaty of Rome gave the EEC not just a customs union but an 
industrial policy designed to benefit the West Germans and an 
agricultural policy designed to benefit the French.  

Integration moved at its fastest pace when the goals of the 
federalists fused with burning national interests.  

When the UK, Ireland, Denmark and Norway applied to join, each 
of whom had major fishing industries, the price of entry was an 
extension of European activity to cover fish. The Brits were offered 
a regional development fund to funnel cash back into the UK to 
compensate. Norway had second thoughts and declined to join. 

In 1979, the European Assembly was upgraded to become the 
European Parliament. Members of the European Parliament (MEPs) 
would now be politicians directly elected by the public to serve at 
European level rather than delegates from national parliaments. It 
remained, at first, a talking shop. From the mid-1980s onwards, it 
was to gain increased power. Today it shares equal power with the 
Council of Ministers in most areas, approving new laws and the 
EU’s budget, a marked step forward in integration. 
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Curbing the national veto 
The first significant change came in 1986. It appeared on the 
surface to be a minor procedural change in how the Council of 
Ministers decided issues. Unanimity would no longer be required 
for most votes. The use of the national veto was to be curbed. 

Why did this matter? The national veto meant that any nation, large 
or small, could (and did) singlehandedly block new measures before 
the Council of Ministers by simply saying no. The larger the EEC 
became, the more difficult it got to get unanimity on anything. This 
led to paralysis. 

The European Commission President Jacques Delors was to have 
more success than his predecessors when in the mid-1980s he 
suggested governments moved to qualified majority voting for most 
issues.  

Why did governments agree? Delors cannily argued the change 
would help fast forward the creation of a European Single Market 
that would get rid of yet more barriers to trade (Grant, 1994, p71-
72). Governments, including the UK, were in favour of this as they 
hoped improved trade in the Single Market would boost their own 
economic growth.  

The change was introduced in the Single European Act of 1986. 
This seemingly low-key change was actually a revolution. A 
national government could be outvoted in the Council of Ministers 
and therefore made to implement a rule change it had not agreed to.  

Charles Grant, the Economist’s Brussels correspondent, would later 
describe the Act as “the mouse that roared” (Grant, 1994, p70).   

He observed: “Only when the Single (European) Act came into 
force, did Europe’s politicians start to appreciate how much it 
shifted power from national governments to …. the Commission .... 
the spread of majority voting allowed many more of the 
Commission’s proposals to become law. When unanimity had been 
the rule, few people bothered about the Commission’s schemes for 
they seldom passed the Council of Ministers” (Grant, 1994 p75-6).  
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Monetary union 
The real gamechanger came three years later when, in November 
1989, the Berlin Wall fell and the Soviet Union collapsed. In less 
than a year, West Germany and the former Communist East 
Germany were reunited as a single country once more. As the 
German people partied, a chill settled over the French. 

The France of 1990 was run by the generation that fought and 
survived WW2. Their fathers had fought in WW1 and their 
grandfathers in the Franco-Prussian War. After WW2, they had seen 
their old German enemy cut in two by the Iron Curtain, literally 
reduced to half the country it had been before. But now Germany 
was back, with all that land mass, all that potential economic power 
and all that potential political and military power.   

In a conversation with UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, a 
clearly alarmed French President Francois Mitterand said the 
“mental shock” of reunification had turned the Germans into “the 
bad Germans they used to be” (Powell, 1990). He forecast they 
would regain the territories they had lost after the war and “they 
might make even more ground than had Hitler” (Powell, 1990).  

For all his agonising, Mitterand did not seriously anticipate the new 
German state waging war on its European partners and allies. At 
least not any time soon.  

What he was most worried about in the medium term was German 
economic power. The West German economy was an industrial 
powerhouse. The Deutschmark, the West German currency, was the 
dominant mainland European currency. Whenever the Bundesbank, 
the West German central bank changed German interest rates to suit 
German conditions, the French were effectively forced to follow 
suit. France “chafed under the restrictions of German monetary 
dominance” (Baun, 1994, p607). 

Mitterand feared that once East Germany had been reabsorbed, 
German economic and monetary power might be further 
turbocharged, overshadowing France completely.  

His solution was to fast forward existing proposals for European 
monetary union (a long-standing and so far unsuccessful project of 
federalists) in a bid to tie down this mighty German Gulliver.  
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Mitterand’s purpose was to go above the Bundesbank and create a 
body that would ensure France had a say over the key monetary 
decisions that affected her. In effect, he wanted to abolish the 
Deutschmark and put a Frenchman in charge. 

What was in it for Germany? The German government concluded 
that sacrificing its mighty Deutschmark to European monetary 
union was “the price that had to be paid for gaining Europe’s 
acceptance of German unification” (Baun, 1994, p611). 

The consequence was the Maastricht Treaty of 1992. This created a 
European single currency, the euro, to replace national currencies 
and a European Central Bank to set interests rates for the eurozone. 
It is no coincidence at all that of the first four presidents of the 
European Central Bank, two have been French. That, after all, was 
the point, at least from the French perspective. 

German pressure to match monetary union with similar political 
integration at Maastricht was notably less successful. These were 
not French priorities and not pivotal to French national interests. 
Monetary union was.  

The Germans were fobbed off with the creation of two pillars of 
intergovernmental co-operation, on justice and home affairs and on 
foreign policy, in which, importantly, the European Commission 
and European Parliament would have no role. Vague aspirations 
about forging a common defence policy sometime in the future 
were also tacked on.  

The negotiation of the Maastricht Treaty was a masterclass in the 
pursuit of national interests. But regardless of the pivotal role 
national interests played in the creation of the euro, monetary union 
was a radical step forward in the integration of the European club 
and the extent to which member states were willing to pool their 
national sovereignty. It also matched the creation of the euro with a 
Social Chapter to harmonise workers’ rights.  

The UK declined to join the euro or the Social Chapter and 
negotiated opt outs from both. 

Enlargement & the European Union 
The final significant step change in the European Union followed its 
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largest ever enlargement in 2004. Ten nations joined at a stroke, 
eight of which were former Communist countries. The subsequent 
Treaty of Lisbon stepped up the level of political integration whilst 
simultaneously including measures to boost national governments 
and parliament. The treaty: 

Gave the EU its own legal status 

Created the new post: President of the European Council, 
essentially a full time official to chair meetings of the heads of 
national governments.  

Gave the EU’s most senior foreign policy official a seat on the 
European Commission. 

Replaced the intergovernmental way of co-operating on justice and 
home affairs with the supranational methods used in economic and 
environmental areas. 

Gave the European Parliament (whose powers had been steadily 
expanding since its talking shop days) equal powers to those of the 
Council of Ministers in most areas. This included equal powers to 
agree the EU’s budget. 

Created a mechanism for national parliaments to object to proposed 
EU laws  

And finally, it also, fatefully, created the mechanism by which a 
country could leave the EU. 

THE BRITISH DEBATE 1975-2020 
All these developments profoundly influenced the British debate. 
Both parties of government struggled resolve the fundamental 
question whether membership of the European club strengthened 
British power or damaged British sovereignty. Their positions on 
Europe would see-saw, with divisions cutting across the party 
divide. 

There was a tendency for the most Eurosceptic MPs to be on the left 
wing of the Labour party and on the right wing of the Conservative 
party. That characterisation does not do full justice to the 
complexity of the divide but it did lead to curious cross-party 
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alliances. Let us start with the Labour debate.  

Labour on Europe:  
1950s: No, no, no 

1967: Let’s join. 

1973: Don’t let’s join on Tory terms 

1974: Can’t decide, let’s have a referendum: do we stay or do we 
go?  

1975 Referendum: Leadership Remain, substantial wing of the party 
Leave. Remain wins. 

1983: Let’s leave!  

1997: So pro-European we will even contemplate joining the euro. 
On second thoughts, we won’t go that far but we will be 
constructive players in Europe.  

2016 Referendum: New Eurosceptic leader from the left, 
unenthusiastic about the pro-European policy he has inherited. MPs 
and younger activists overwhelmingly Remain. Labour voters, 
especially in the Midlands and the North of England strongly 
Brexit. 

It was a mess. What were the arguments behind it?  

Labour Eurosceptics did not accept the 1975 referendum result. 
Some on the right of the party continued to worry about sovereignty 
but more important was the belief of those on the left that the EEC 
was a “free market, anti-union” anti-socialist club (Roberts, 2016). 

As Labour moved to the left during the early 80s, so too did its 
policy on Europe. In 1983 the party that had wanted to take the UK 
into the EEC in 1967 now campaigned on an election manifesto to 
take the UK back out.  

Two factors would then send Labour policy spinning through a 
fresh 180 degrees on Europe: sheer political impotence and the 
European Commission President Jacque Delors.  

As the eighties dragged on, and with them Labour’s long years in 
opposition, the party began to look with fresh interest at the 
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European club with whom the Conservative Prime Minister 
Margaret Thatcher was having so many clashes. There was more 
than an element of “my enemy’s enemy must be my friend – or at 
least not as bad as I once thought.”   

And there was a growing realisation that while Labour was 
powerless to advance its agenda in opposition at Westminster, it 
could turn to sympathetic socialist allies in Europe and support 
change from above at European level. 

That view was cemented when Delors, himself a socialist, won a 
rapturous reception at the 1988 Trades Union Congress with his 
promises that the Community’s social dimension would “improve 
workers’ living and working conditions” (Delors, 1988). 

That speech transformed Labour’s understanding of the 
Community. As the party itself travelled away from the left-wing 
agenda of 1983, back to the apparent centre ground of electability, it 
became more and more enthusiastic about Europe. Conviction in the 
correctness of that new approach was fuelled by the simultaneous 
fratricidal wars over Europe that the Conservatives were waging.  

The New Labour premiership of Tony Blair represented the high-
water mark of Labour’s pro-European phase. The party’s election 
manifesto of 1997 pledged the UK would “play a leading role” in 
Europe (Labour, 1997).  

Blair’s administration promptly signed the UK up to the Social 
Chapter element of EU activity covering workers’ rights which the 
Conservative Government had spurned, agreed further treaty 
changes and launched a new defence initiative with the French.  

Blair’s ultimate European ambition was to take the UK into the 
single currency. The 1997 landslide gave him, in theory, the 
political strength to execute this “once-in-a-generation opportunity 
to transform Britain’s European stance forever by becoming a 
founding member of the euro” Boulton (2008, p235). 

The political case, according to Blair (2010 p537) was that it was 
“better to join and be full players in Europe’s economic decision-
making.” 

The economic case, summarised by his Chancellor Gordon Brown 
(2017, p175) was that monetary union could cut costs for both 
businesses and consumers, deepen commercial links, increase 
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economic stability and might even, in the right circumstances, boost 
trade by 30% over five years.  

And yet amid ferocious arguments, with Brown twice threatening to 
resign if the UK joined (BBC, 2010, Brown, 2017), Blair balked. 
He would later acknowledge: “The economic case was at best 
ambiguous and certainly not beyond doubt” Blair (2010, p537). 

There was a real danger that by yoking together, within one 
monetary union, both the muscular economies of Northern Europe, 
especially Germany, alongside the weaker, high spending 
economies of Southern Europe, you would end up with economic 
chaos (Major, quoted in Watt, 2011). The southern states might not 
be able to compete while the northern states boomed.  

That design flaw would later be cruelly exposed during the global 
economic crash when, from 2009, Greece, Italy, Spain, Portugal and 
Ireland all hovered on the edge of bankruptcy and the richer 
eurozone states, most notably Germany, were forced to come to 
their aid. That crisis nearly broke the eurozone. For Blair and 
Brown in 1997, such a crisis was merely a hypothetical outcome. 
But it was a worrying one.  

The second factor at play was British politics. Monetary union 
would have been a major step forward in the pooling of national 
sovereignty. The British state would have lost national oversight 
over both its currency and its interest rates. Its currency, the pound 
sterling, would have simply ceased to exist.  

The UK lacked the national political imperatives which were 
driving the French push for monetary union and the German 
acceptance of it. There was no obvious political gain for the British, 
beyond the general point that it was better to be working closely 
with our near neighbours, influencing decisions that might affect us. 
This point got limited traction. 

The British press were overwhelmingly opposed. It was far from 
clear that the British public were ready for that radical leap forward 
in European integration.  

So conscious was Labour of both the political significance and the 
controversial nature of the decision that it had matched a 
Conservative pledge to make monetary union subject to approval by 
the people through a referendum. In the event however it chose not 
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even to ask the question. It didn’t join.   

Sky News political editor Adam Boulton would later conclude that 
Labour had had the political muscle in 1997 to drive through 
monetary union but “had Blair gone in, Labour would have been 
weaker, the Conservative Party would have regenerated more 
quickly. Blair would have lost much of his hard-won press backing. 
He might not even have won a third term at all” (Boulton, 2008, 
p236).  

As Blair wryly reflected on retirement: “Though my general posture 
was pro-European, I took care not to go beyond what was 
reasonable for British opinion” (Blair, 2010, p536). 

While the Blair Government’s decision to stay out of the euro was 
politically astute, it did make one serious error of judgment which 
would contribute to the UK voting Leave in the Brexit referendum 
of 2016. Ironically, that error was linked to the very British policy 
designed to weaken European integration: enlargement. 

In 2004 ten countries, eight of whom were former Communist states 
from Eastern Europe, joined the EU simultaneously. They came to 
cement their fledgling democracies, to boost their economies and to 
nail their colours firmly to the Western mast, away from their 
former Russian overlords. It was the largest ever expansion of the 
EU.   

Labour’s Foreign Secretary Jack Straw outlined why the UK was so 
keen to see all those new countries join: “An abiding tension inside 
the EU is between those who want a deeper union and those who 
want a wider one. In the UK we’ve long come down on the wider 
side of the equation. A larger union suits us. One of the reasons we 
were in the vanguard for the East European states was that their free 
market and pro-NATO stances provided potential for us to 
strengthen a natural alliance within the Union against that led by 
France and Germany” (Straw, 2012, p423). 

But this large influx did bring one problem. Four central freedoms 
underpin the EU’s Single Market: the freedom of movement for 
goods, services, capital and people.  

In terms of freedom of movement for people, this meant that while 
the UK was a member of the EU, a British citizen was free to travel, 
live and work anywhere in the EU. And the reverse was also true. 
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Citizens of any other EU country were equally entitled to travel, 
live and work in the UK. 

This major new enlargement meant there would be, overnight, a 
further 73 million more people with that right of freedom of 
movement. Most of them came from countries whose economies 
were much poorer than those of Western Europe. That meant there 
was a strong incentive for East Europeans to move West in search 
of a better life.  

To prevent a sudden shock to their labour markets, the vast majority 
of EU member states, including France and Germany, imposed a 
seven-year phased right of movement on the new entrants.  

The UK however deliberately opened its doors from the start.  

In part this was because Blair wanted to woo the Central and East 
European governments who he viewed as potential new allies 
within the EU who would help to shift the balance of power “away 
from Paris and Berlin” (Straw, 2012, p423). 

In part this was also because the Home Office had made “a 
spectacular mistake” (Straw, quoted in Press Association, 2013) in 
estimating how many Central and Eastern Europeans would actually 
want to move to the UK anyway. The Home Office reckoned only 
5,000-13,000 people would wish to do so. At its peak in 2010, a 
quarter of a million came in one year. In total, the Home Office 
estimate was out, according to Straw (2012, p423) by a factor of 
ten.   

While the new East European immigrants only made up a tiny 
proportion of the UK population and worked hard, too many voters, 
including importantly Labour voters in the Midlands and the North, 
viewed them as competitors for jobs and public services.  

This view was perhaps best encapsulated by Gillian Duffy, a Labour 
supporting grandmother who in 2010 happened to bump into the 
then Labour Prime Minister Gordon Brown out on the general 
election campaign trail in Rochdale. She tackled him about, 
amongst other things, “all these Eastern Europeans what are coming 
in” (Weaver, 2010).  

Brown was polite, effusive even, to a woman who fitted the profile 
of reliable Labour voter. But as soon as he stepped into the car, and 
out, so he thought, of earshot, he branded her a “bigoted woman” 
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(Sky News, 2010). Unfortunately, he was still wearing the 
microphone “Labour had requested Sky News attached to his lapel” 
(Sky News, 2010). Journalists were soon playing back his words 
back to an aghast Mrs Duffy.   

Have a watch: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yEReCN9gO14 

The importance of the episode, apart from the political folly of 
insulting a core voter live on television during an election 
campaign, was that it underlined the disconnect between the Labour 
elite and the voters it thought it could rely upon. Brown simply did 
not understand Duffy’s concerns.  

Those worries would be made more acute by the job losses caused 
by the global economic crash and the subsequent public sector 
spending cutbacks brought in by the Conservative/Liberal Democrat 
coalition of 2010-15. However unfairly, immigrants were seen as 
competitors for jobs and services.  

The EU’s commitment to free movement of people became a toxic 
political issue, linked to the Government’s inability to control 
immigration. This fuelled Euroscepticism which in turn refuelled 
the original immigration fears. During the Brexit referendum, the 
former UKIP leader turned Brexit Party leader Nigel Farage 
unveiled a poster displaying a queue of migrants with the slogan: 
“Breaking Point: The EU has failed us all” (Stewart, Mason, 2016). 

One week before the referendum, pollsters reported that 
immigration had become the top issue for voters (Ipsos, 2016). 
Seven days later swathes of core Labour voters, especially in the 
Midlands and Northern England voted Brexit and then, in the 2019 
General Election, abandoned Labour altogether as Boris Johnson’s 
Conservatives pledged to “Get Brexit Done.” 

For the Labour party this was a profound problem. The majority of 
Labour MPs were firm Remainers as indeed were many of their 
young activist base. Yet too many of their core voters were now 
Leavers. The ability to reach back out to those voters became a 
challenge for the new party leadership of Sir Keir Starmer. 

He had broadly two options: hope that either the delivery of Brexit 
under the Johnson government would neuter Brexit as an election 
issue or open up a new flank to attack the wrong kind of Brexit, 
rather as Wilson attacked Heath’s wrong kind of Conservative entry 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yEReCN9gO14
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to the European club.  

Labour’s ructions over Europe however paled compared to those 
within the Conservative party.  

Conservatives on Europe 
1950s: No, no, no 

1961: Maybe we called this wrong. Can we come in? You’re saying 
no??? 

1970: We’re really serious. Please can we come in?  

1973: We’re in – despite a few rebels! 

1975: Referendum: We overwhelmingly want to stay in. Ignore our 
handful of rebels. 

1980: We’re paying too much – give us our money back. 

1986: Go for it! Single Market! Free trade, yeah! 

1988: Hang on a second…. 

1990: No, no, no!  

1991: You integrate if you want to, just give us opt outs. 

1990s-2019 civil war 

2006: Let’s stop banging on about Europe 

2013: Ok! Shut up! We’ll have a referendum! 

2016: Referendum. Leadership says Remain. Significant wing of 
the party says Leave. Leave wins. Leader quits 

2016-2019: Brexit means Brexit – we just can’t agree on how to do 
it. 

2019 General Election: Get Brexit Done and get shot of Tory 
Remainers – because we are all Brexiteers now.  

At the heart of the Conservative debate was the issue of 
sovereignty. These were the issues that both Macmillan and Heath 
had to address in the 1960s and 1970s. At the core was the 
argument Heath put forward that for sovereignty to be effective, you 
had to have a say in the decisions that affected you.  
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There was no point having sovereignty in name if in practice you 
ended up having to abide by decisions made by others. Therefore, 
by that argument, to protect both British sovereignty and British 
interests, the UK needed to be in the European club and shaping 
those decisions to British advantage. 

This position was largely accepted by the Conservatives until the 
late 1980s. The loss of the national veto in the Council of Ministers 
chipped away at that acceptance. Margaret Thatcher, an enthusiastic 
supporter of the Single European Act, would claim she was 
“misled” about its implications (Clarke, 2016, p165). She said later: 
“We got our fingers burned” (Thatcher, 1993). 

It is however worth noting that the loss of sovereignty proved slight. 
Between 1999 and the 2016 referendum, the UK was on the 
winning side of votes in the Councils of Ministers on 95% of the 
votes, abstained on 3% and lost just 2% (Full Fact, 2016).  

What really tipped the Tories into a full scale civil war were the 
moves to monetary union and the parallel debate about the scale of 
political integration.  

This went to the heart of concerns about sovereignty. Did the 
European proposals to scrap national currencies and integrate 
further breach British sovereignty, locking the UK into a European 
super-state, or was it madness not to place the UK at the heart of the 
European collaboration to maximise British influence over events?  

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher took a typically combative 
approach to proposals for further political integration. In comments 
that triggered her fall, Thatcher (1990, col 873) told MPs: “The 
President of the Commission, Mr. Delors, said at a press conference 
the other day that he wanted the European Parliament to be the 
democratic body of the Community, he wanted the Commission to 
be the Executive and he wanted the Council of Ministers to be the 
Senate. No. No. No.”  

To get the full flavour of the Thatcher tone, watch the video below. 
It is a potent reminder to reporters of the benefit of seeing people 
speak rather than just reading their words on a transcript. Watch 
here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rjxz2WGl6KA 

Her supporters on the Conservative benches thought this was 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rjxz2WGl6KA
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splendid way to stand up for British interests. Unfortunately for 
Thatcher, this was the last straw for other Conservative MPs.  

Two days later the Deputy Prime Minister Sir Geoffrey Howe 
resigned, later telling MPs: “The Prime Minister's perceived attitude 
towards Europe is running increasingly serious risks for the future 
of our nation. It risks minimising our influence and maximising our 
chances of being once again shut out. We have paid heavily in the 
past for late starts and squandered opportunities in Europe. We dare 
not let that happen again” (Howe, 1990, col 464). 

This fundamental split over European policy at the highest levels of 
the Conservative party exacerbated wider Conservative concerns 
that Thatcher had lost her way. This was only going to end one way.  

With ruthless despatch, Conservative MPs forced Thatcher to quit, 
sending her more emollient replacement John Major to the 
Maastricht Treaty negotiations that were going to create monetary 
union.  

Major’s premiership (1990-1997) is pivotal to understanding the 
Conservative move to Brexit. Maastricht was not going to create 
monetary union immediately – it would take another eight years 
before the euro would be launched – but those years tore the 
Conservatives apart.  

Thatcher’s adherents, bruised and traumatised by her abrupt 
departure, remained passionately opposed to further European 
integration on sovereignty grounds. Her Conservative critics 
believed equally passionately that the only way to protect British 
interests was to be in the heart of the European club, shaping its 
direction to UK advantage, and if need be, integrating further.  

While uttering warm words that he wanted the UK to be “at the 
heart of Europe” (Major, 1999, p269), Major negotiated British opt 
outs at Maastricht from both the single currency and the new Social 
Chapter that covered workers’ rights. The UK would still take part 
in the negotiations to build the euro, it simply would not promise, 
yet, to join.  

That position reflected the political reality. The Conservative party 
was divided on monetary union. The economics were uncertain. 
And it was far from clear the public would support it. But the opt 
out kept British options open.  
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With Major’s triumphant team declaring “game, set and match!” 
(1999, p288), he returned home from Maastricht to a rapturous 
reception, “the modern equivalent of a Roman triumph” (Major, 
1999, p288) and then led the Conservative party to a remarkable 
fourth election victory in 1992. 

At which point it all went wrong.  

Just weeks before Thatcher resigned, she had been persuaded by 
Major, then her new Chancellor, to allow sterling to join the 
European Exchange Rate Mechanism. The ERM was a device for 
harmonising exchange rates. It was also a precursor to monetary 
union. Its supporters argued it brought currency stability (important 
for trade) and would help keep inflation low, both important 
economic objectives for the Conservatives. Unfortunately, for the 
UK, at least, it didn’t work.  

On 16 September 1992, just months after Major’s remarkable 
election victory, and after a day of terrifying pressure in the 
financial markets, sterling crashed out of the ERM. All day Major 
and his ministers fought to keep sterling in the ERM. Interest rates 
had already been raised to a painful 10% to protect sterling. In the 
space of a few hours, the Treasury wildly ratcheted interest rates up 
to 12% and then to 15% before conceding defeat. That evening 
Chancellor Norman Lamont, with his young aide David Cameron 
looking on, announced sterling was out of the ERM. 

Membership of the ERM had been a core plank of Major’s 
economic and foreign policies. It now lay shattered and with it the 
authority of the Major government. The remaining four and a half 
years of his premiership would be agonising. 

Conservative Eurosceptics redoubled their opposition to Maastricht, 
which had yet to be ratified by Parliament.  

At this point, maths mattered. The Conservatives won the 1992 
election with a majority of just 21. As Major (1999, p346) wryly 
noted: “There were many more than 21 sceptics on the Tory 
benches.”  They were not just on the backbenches. They were 
sitting round the cabinet table too.  

He faced an effective, well-organised group of Conservative 
Eurosceptic rebels, supported, from the House of Lords by Baroness 
Thatcher.  
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In the battle to ratify Maastricht treaty, there was a return to the 
meat rack practice, with seriously ill Conservative loyalist, 
Conservative rebel and Labour MPs being brought into vote. As he 
struggled to control his party, Major, as Johnson would many years 
later, stripped the whip from Conservative rebels. It didn’t help. 

One key vote tied at 317 to 317. The Government lost a second key 
vote by eight votes. Major described himself as “trapped between an 
unholy alliance of Conservatives determined to kill the agreement I 
had negotiated at Maastricht and a (Labour) opposition that had 
supported the negotiation but was keen to destroy the government” 
(Major, 1999, p342). Major only got the treaty ratified by calling a 
vote of confidence which would have triggered a general election 
had he lost. 

The Government limped on, but the Conservative trench warfare 
continued, with the sceptics now set on ensuring the next 
Conservative party manifesto categorically ruled out joining the 
European single currency. In 1995, Major forced a leadership 
contest, daring his Eurosceptic critics to “put up or shut up” (Major 
1999, p626). The Eurosceptic cabinet minister John Redwood 
picked up the gauntlet and stood against Major, winning 27% of the 
vote.  

It solved nothing. Conservative divisions were, if possible, even 
more exposed. Major remained in power, wounded, but still 
resisting Eurosceptic pressure to rule out monetary union for ever. 

Why were the Conservatives prepared to fight each other so hard 
over monetary union? Redwood, one of the leading Eurosceptic 
thinkers in the party, would publish Our Currency, Our Country: 
The Dangers of European Monetary Union in 1996. Redwood 
argued that monetary union would lead inevitably to a European 
super-state. Within that super-state, crucial powers over monetary, 
exchange and fiscal policies would, he argued, be taken beyond the 
control of the Westminster Parliament. For the Eurosceptics, this 
was an issue bigger than the Conservative party.  

Yet Major and the pro-Europeans at the top of the Conservative 
party were determined not to shut the door forever on possible UK 
membership of the euro. They feared that if the single currency 
worked, creating a zone of low inflation and rising living standards, 
the economic case for the UK joining would become overwhelming. 
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They felt, equally passionately, that the UK needed to be part of the 
negotiations, shaping the rules to UK advantage so the system 
would work for the UK if it ever needed to join. They therefore 
argued it was emphatically not in British interests to shut the door 
now.   

To Eurosceptic fury, the party went into the 1997 election 
committed to a “negotiate and decide” policy on the single currency  
(Conservative Party, 1997). 

It rapidly became clear Major could not hold the line. Conservative 
candidate after Conservative candidate published personal 
manifestos saying they would not vote for monetary union in any 
circumstances. Newspapers published daily tallies of how many 
Tory candidates were breaking ranks. Of 385 Conservative 
candidates, the Daily Telegraph found 190 flatly opposed to any 
common currency and only three overtly pro-European (Butler, 
Kavanagh, 1997, p107).  

Barely two weeks before the election, Major addressed his rebels 
head on in an extraordinary press conference, warning them that if 
the UK stayed out of a successful eurozone, inward investment 
might dry up and jobs would be lost.  

He said: “Can we be certain that Hyundai, that Lucky Gold Star, 
that Sony, that Mitsubishi, that all the other companies from the 
United States of America, from South East Asia, from Japan would 
still be investing in this country, creating jobs in Wales, jobs in 
Scotland, jobs in the North East, jobs in the Midlands, jobs up and 
down this country. Can anybody honestly put their hand on their 
heart that they know for certain what the outcome would be if we 
were to decide now, precipitately, without the details, at this 
moment that never in any circumstances were we going to decide to 
enter a European currency.” 

He then referenced the ERM. “I took the decision that we should go 
into that and it fell apart and it caused damage, don’t think I’m not 
scarred by having taken that decision, so don’t think that I’m not 
cautious about an even bigger decision.”  

He closed with this extraordinary plea to his own party: “Whether 
you agree with me or disagree with me, like me or loathe me, don’t 
bind my hands when I am negotiating on behalf of the British 
nation.” (Major, 1997, Conservative Press Conference, 16 April). 
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That plea to his rebel candidates fell on deaf ears. The division was 
too great. This demonstration of a Conservative party at war, after 
18 long years in office, proved disastrous. Two weeks later the 
Conservative party was reduced to a rump of just 165 seats.  

Thirteen long hard years of opposition followed during which the 
party barrelled through a succession of leaders and strengthened its 
Eurosceptic stance. The first new leader William Hague fought the 
2001 election on the slogan of saving the pound from monetary 
union – winning just one more seat. Voters meanwhile kept 
returning the avowedly pro-European Labour party to power. 

It is worth noting however that Europe was not then a decisive issue 
in elections, ranking far below the economy, the NHS, education 
and law and order. The Conservatives appeared to be obsessing and 
squabbling about a niche issue.  

By the time David Cameron was elected leader after the party’s 
third successive election defeat, he told his party it needed to start 
listening to what people wanted if it was to regain power. 

He said: “People want…safer streets, schools that teach, a better 
quality of life, better treatment for carers. That’s what people are 
talking about today. But for too long we were having a different 
conversation. Instead of talking about the things that most people 
care about, we talked about what we care about most. While parents 
worried about childcare, getting the kids to school, balancing work 
and family life, we were banging on about Europe.” (Cameron, 
2006)  

However, exhortations to stop “banging on about Europe” only 
work if you can resolve the debate. Cameron could not. And the 
political landscape was changing. 

Between 2005 and 2016 the combination of the development of the 
EU, the global economic crash with the job losses and public sector 
spending cuts that followed that plus the rise in immigration after 
EU enlargement helped fuel Euroscepticism. 

Europe still remained a niche issue. Polls suggested that in the 10 
years before the referendum, the percentage of voters who thought it 
was the most important issue was in single figures (Richards, 2019). 
But the growth in support for the UK Independence Party indicated 
change was on its way. 
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UKIP had been founded in 1991 by a London academic Alan Sked, 
a single issue party with a clear message: leave the EU. For years, 
its activists were simply yet another set of fringe candidates who 
scraped a handful of votes in Westminster elections and got 
nowhere. The European Parliament elections however gave UKIP 
an opportunity. First, they played direct to UKIP’s core message. 
UKIP was opposed to the EU. European Parliament elections were 
all about the EU. Secondly, and as importantly, Members of the 
European Parliament were elected by a system of proportional 
representation which made it much easier for a small party to win 
seats. It was the perfect combination. 

In both the 2004 and 2009 European Parliament elections UKIP 
won 16% of the vote, gaining 12 and 13 seats respectively. In 2014 
however, after the global economic crash and with immigration 
figuring high on voters’ concerns, UKIP came first, beating all other 
UK parties, winning 27% of the vote and gaining 24 MEPs.  

The victory reflected work by its leader Nigel Farage to broaden his 
party’s policy offerings and Farage’s own aptitude for campaigning. 
Farage recognised that not only were Conservative Eurosceptic 
voters ripe for the picking but that he could also make sizeable 
gains among core Labour voters in the Midlands and the North. He 
promptly held his party’s annual conference in Doncaster, home turf 
of the then Labour leader Ed Miliband. 

It was the Conservatives however who were most nervy about 
UKIP’s advance. Early on Cameron branded UKIP a bunch of 
“fruitcakes and loonies and closet racists” (Taylor, 2006). Insults 
didn’t help him win the argument – particularly when many of those 
he insulted were former or potential Conservative voters. 

Opinion polls suggested that support for UKIP was rising. In 2010, 
UKIP polled 3% whereas by 2012 some polls had them on 15%, not 
enough to win seats in a general election but enough to deprive 
Conservative MPs of the majorities they needed (Wright, Cooper, 
2016). 

Pressure was also growing from energetic Eurosceptic Conservative 
MPs who wanted a repeat referendum on EU membership 

The precedent was clear. Labour’s Harold Wilson had held a 
referendum on membership in 1975. Both the Conservatives and 
Labour party had pledged to hold referendums before the UK joined 
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any monetary union. Cameron himself, in opposition, had given a 
“cast iron guarantee” to hold a referendum on the EU’s Lisbon 
treaty but abandoned the pledge in 2009 as soon as the treaty was 
ratified (Summers, 2009). Once in power, Cameron committed to 
the so-called referendum lock, a pledge not to cede any more 
powers to the EU without a referendum first.  

This wasn’t enough. In 2011, 81 Conservative MPs, more than a 
quarter of the parliamentary party, defied the whip to vote for a 
referendum on membership. In 2012, Conservative MP John Barron 
claimed a hundred MPs had signed a letter calling for a public vote 
(BBC, 2012).  

Cameron buckled the following year and promised an in/out 
referendum after the next election. It is possible he assumed he 
would never have to deliver on that pledge. Wright and Cooper 
(2016) argued: “Back in 2013 no senior Tory – including Mr 
Cameron – realistically thought they had a chance of winning an 
overall majority in the 2015 election and that another Coalition was 
likely. That being the case, most people believed the referendum 
pledge would be the first thing to go in the Coalition talks (with the 
pro-European Liberal Democrats.)” 

But the Conservatives did win the 2015 election. And so Cameron 
honoured his pledge. He held the referendum. And he lost it. And he 
resigned. 

The campaign  
Just as in 1975, the campaign was fought between two cross-party 
groups, with assorted smaller groups weighing in. 

At parliamentary level, the split was most graphic within the 
Conservative party. The day before the referendum, 185 Tory MPs 
had declared for Remain with 138 for Leave (BBC, 2016a). Within 
the cabinet, four fifths supported the Government policy of Remain 
while one fifth actively campaigned for Leave, including one of 
David Cameron’s closest lieutenants Michael Gove.  

Boris Johnson, back in Parliament as he completed his second spell 
as London Mayor, wrestled with which camp to support, famously 
writing two newspaper columns, one arguing for Remain, one for 
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Leave, to help crystallise his thinking (Elgot, 2016).  

A former journalist with a colourful personality and high personal 
profile, Johnson finally plumped for Leave “after genuine 
oscillation…and wrestling with the consequences” but also 
“knowing full well that, win or lose, it would make him the darling 
of the Conservative grassroots and the prohibitive favourite to be 
the next prime minister” (Shipman, 2016, p163).  

With Gove, he became the public face of the Vote Leave campaign, 
with the Labour MP Gisela Stuart playing an important cross-party 
support act.  

Within Labour, Stuart was one of just 10 MPs to publicly back 
Leave while 218 backed Remain (BBC, 2016a). This reflected 
Labour’s long journey from outright opposition to the European 
club to active engagement under Blair and Brown. Some of the 218 
who officially backed Remain however were less than whole-
hearted.  

Labour’s new leader Jeremy Corbyn came from the Eurosceptic left 
of the party. He had voted against both Maastricht and the Lisbon 
treaties. Barely nine months in post, he had had neither the time nor 
the political strength to modify Labour policy on Europe. In the 
view of his MPs, however, his contribution to the campaign was 
tepid, summed up by his public admission that his support for 
Remain was between seven and seven and a half out of ten (BBC, 
2016b).  

In the emotional shock of the result, Shadow Foreign Secretary 
Hilary Benn (see Ch 9: Bombing Syria) rounded on Corbyn, 
blaming his lacklustre contribution to the campaign in part for the 
result. Corbyn sacked him. More than 60 shadow ministers then 
resigned from the party’s frontbench in protest while Labour MPs 
passed a motion of no confidence in Corbyn by 172 votes to 40. 
Once such events would have forced a leader to resign. Corbyn, 
elected by the party membership, ignored his MPs and remained in 
post until 2020.  

Corbyn’s lack of enthusiasm for the EU however was closer to that 
of many core Labour voters in the Midlands and the North who 
voted overwhelmingly for Leave. 

The smaller parties were less troubled. All SNP and Liberal 



10. Brexit: The Past & Future 303 
 

Democrat MPs backed Remain and all Democratic Unionist MPs 
backed Leave. 

In the heat of battle, extravagant claims were made by both sides 
but, in essence, the campaign revolved around the same 
irreconcilable issues that had been debated ever since the 1960s 
when the UK first asked to join the EU. 

The Remain campaign, led by the cross-party group Britain 
Stronger in Europe group, mounted the argument of Macmillan and 
Heath that the UK was better off and more (emphatically not less) 
sovereign and powerful working closely with its neighbours. They 
also painted graphic pictures of the economic pain that would 
caused by ripping up the relationship.  

These themes were summed up by Cameron in his final plea to 
voters:  

“It’s all about the economy. It will be stronger if we stay, it will be 
weaker if we leave. That’s a huge risk to Britain – to British 
families, to British jobs and it’s irreversible. There’s no going 
back… 

It’s also about our national security... Being a member of the EU 
gives us strength in the world….it amplifies our power. 

"If we left, our neighbours would go on meeting and making 
decisions that profoundly affect us, affect our country, affect our 
jobs – but we wouldn’t be there. They’d be making decisions about 
us, but without us.” (Stone, 2016) 

The rival Vote Leave’s slogan Take Back Control focused squarely 
on the sovereignty issue whilst painting heady pictures of what a 
“free” UK might achieve in the future.   

Johnson (2016), the lead campaigner for Vote Leave, argued:  

“What was once the EEC has undergone a spectacular 
metamorphosis in the last 30 years, and the crucial point is that it is 
still becoming ever more centralizing, interfering and anti-
democratic…. 

“We have got to stop the systematic campaign of subterfuge to 
conceal from the public the scale of the constitutional changes 
involved. We need to look at the legal reality, which is that this is a 
continuing and accelerating effort to build a country called Europe. 
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“Look at that list of Lisbon competences – with 45 new fields of 
policy where Britain can be outvoted by a qualified majority …. 

“The independence of this country is being seriously compromised. 
It is this fundamental democratic problem – this erosion of 
democracy – that brings me into this fight.” 

It is worth reading both speeches in full: 
You can find Cameron’s here: 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/eu-referendum-
brexit-latest-live-david-cameron-full-speech-remain-leave-
a7093426.html 

And Johnson’s here: 

https://www.conservativehome.com/parliament/2016/05/boris-
johnsons-speech-on-the-eu-referendum-full-text.html 

The Result 
On a strong turnout of 72%, the result was close but clear: 17.4 
million voted to leave, 16.1m to remain, a division of 51.89% to 
48.1% (BBC, 2016c) 

Within those figures hid important disparities. England and Wales 
voted overwhelmingly to leave whilst Scotland and Northern 
Ireland favoured remain. This would prove problematic. 

You can view the results here: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/politics/eu_referendum/results 

Leave’s victory came as a surprise, even to those who campaigned 
for it. As the polls closed, UKIP leader Nigel Farage told Sky News 
that “it looks like Remain will edge it” (Woodcock, 2016). Michael 
Gove didn’t even wait up for the result. He went to bed. He had to 
be woken with the results at 4.45am. According to his wife, 
journalist Sarah Vine (2016), his reaction was “Gosh! I suppose I 
had better get up.” 

Within hours, David Cameron had resigned as Prime Minister. 
Negotiating Brexit would be a hugely complex task. He was of the 
view that those who had campaigned for Brexit should shoulder the 
burden of working it out in practice. He reportedly said: “Why 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/eu-referendum-brexit-latest-live-david-cameron-full-speech-remain-leave-a7093426.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/eu-referendum-brexit-latest-live-david-cameron-full-speech-remain-leave-a7093426.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/eu-referendum-brexit-latest-live-david-cameron-full-speech-remain-leave-a7093426.html
https://www.conservativehome.com/parliament/2016/05/boris-johnsons-speech-on-the-eu-referendum-full-text.html
https://www.conservativehome.com/parliament/2016/05/boris-johnsons-speech-on-the-eu-referendum-full-text.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/politics/eu_referendum/results
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should I do all the hard shit for someone else, just to hand it over to 
them on a plate?” (Shipman, 2016, p453).  

Negotiating Brexit 
The UK was on track to leave the EU four months after the 
publication of the third edition of Reporting Power. Much may 
change in those months.  

There are key areas that will be worth watching closely for years to 
come. 

But first a reflection on the complexity of the task. 

The ill-prepared Brexiteers fell apart in the wake of Cameron’s 
resignation, effectively handing the party leadership to Home 
Secretary Theresa May, a low-key Remainer, who dutifully 
committed herself to delivering Brexit. 

May discovered, as had Heath and Major had before her, the 
difficulties of getting deals with Europe through the House of 
Commons when your party is split and you have a relatively small 
majority. Heath had struggled with a majority of 30 while Major 
was repeatedly brought to his knees despite a nominal majority of 
21. May only had a majority of 12.  

May recognised the dangers and thought she could solve it by 
calling an election in 2017. That decision backfired. She ended up 
in an even weaker position at the head of a minority Government, 
dependent on the Democratic Unionist MPs to keep her in office.  

What compounded her problems was that while most MPs now 
were committed to honouring the referendum vote, there was little 
agreement on what Brexit actually looked like in practice. May’s 
slogan “Brexit means Brexit” did not give any clarity. 

By and large, former Remainers favoured a softer Brexit, retaining 
membership of either or both the Single Market and the customs 
union to minimise the impact on the economy, while Brexiteers 
adopted a harder line, wanting a clean and total break. The DUP 
meanwhile were determined not to allow Northern Ireland to be 
treated any differently to mainland UK.  

As May struggled to resolve these conflicts, her Withdrawal 
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Agreement, which only covered the immediate transition period of 
the UK leaving the EU, not its long-term future relationship, was 
defeated three times in the House of Commons by record margins 
by a combination of opponents. The only surprise about her 
resignation was that it did not come earlier.  

Johnson finally took the helm and broke the deadlock by expelling 
the most determined Conservative pro-European rebels and 
winning, in 2019, the landslide the polls had promised in 2017. To 
stand, every Conservative candidate had to commit to back the 
Johnson agenda. The lead Conservative Remainers were not just out 
of power, they were out of Parliament. The Conservative party had 
gone full circle on Europe.  

ISSUES TO WATCH FOR THE 
FUTURE 

Leading Conservative Brexiteer Jacob Rees-Mogg said it could take 
50 years before the true economic impact of Brexit could be known 
(Demianyk, 2018). He may well be correct. What makes the task all 
the more complex is the need to disentangle the impact of Brexit 
from the impact of the Covid 19 pandemic on the economy. 

A similar 50 year time frame will be needed for all the other 
consequences of Brexit. Its impact not just on the economy but on 
the union of the UK and the security and diplomatic standing of the 
UK will take years to unfold.  

This is what to watch for:  

The Union  
Will Brexit contribute to the eventual break-up of the United 
Kingdom?  

Northern Ireland: This now becomes the UK’s only land border 
with the European Union. Northern Ireland voted to Remain by 
55.8% to 44.2%. Trade and travel between Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland is extensive.  
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Under a deal done between the Johnson Government and Dublin, 
Northern Ireland is to remain regulatorily aligned with the EU 
Single Market until 2024 and there will be checks at ports either 
side of the Irish Sea.  

What to watch for? Much depends on onerous such “enhanced” 
checks become on Northern Ireland businesses and how that plays 
out with both the unionist and nationalist communities.  

Equally much depends on the impact of the final Brexit deal on 
businesses in mainland Britain. Anything that leads Northern 
Ireland businesses to conclude they are economically better off in 
the EU will fuel the wider debate within Northern Ireland about its 
place in the UK. 

The key moment will come in 2024 when the Northern Ireland 
Assembly must decide whether it will continue this special 
relationship with the EU or join the rest of the UK on the original 
Brexit terms.  

Should the province inch towards a referendum on joining (or 
rejoining, depending on your perspective) the Republic of Ireland 
(and therefore the EU), the process is unlikely to be peaceful. 
Thousands have already died in the cause of nationalism and 
unionism. For more details see Ch 4 Terror & Hope: Northern 
Ireland.  

Impact on Scotland: Scotland too voted Remain, by an even bigger 
margin than Northern Ireland, by 62% to 38%. The more painful the 
Brexit deal, the more this will fuel fresh Scottish demands for 
independence, bringing with it the potential of rejoining the EU. In 
July 2020, opinion polls had support for Scottish Independence at 
54%. Leading election academic Sir John Curtice said support for 
the Union “had never looked so weak” (McCall, 2020). Sizeable 
obstacles remain in place, not least the UK Government’s flat 
refusal to contemplate a second independence referendum. The 
2021 Scottish Parliament elections will be critical. If there is a 
further and significant swing towards the SNP, that will make it 
much more difficult for the UK Government to refuse to grant a 
second referendum. In the short term, both the Scottish and Welsh 
governments are likely to mount fierce fights for the powers 
repatriated from the EU to be handed to them, not kept at 
Westminster. 
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The Economy 
Impact on trade: This would always be a great test. The driving 
force for Brexit was always concern over sovereignty, not trade. But 
trade matters. It means jobs. Jobs means prosperity.  

Thatcher repeatedly hailed the value of the Single Market in getting 
rid of barriers to trade in Europe. In 1988, launching the Single 
Market campaign, she urged British business to seize the 
opportunities offered by “direct and unhindered access to the 
purchasing power of over 300 million of the world’s wealthiest, 
most prosperous people” (Thatcher, 1988). The price of access to 
the Single Market however was a willingness to abide by Single 
Market rules, rules of course which the UK played a part in devising 
and which were enforced by the European Court of Justice.  

Thatcher’s successors were committed to leaving the Single Market 
and the customs union and would no longer recognise the authority 
of the European Court of Justice. The consequence of that, 
inevitably, would be the return to barriers to trade with Europe.  

A Government report estimated British businesses trading with the 
EU would need to complete an additional 215 million customs 
declarations at an annual cost of £7 billion a year while ministers 
were not disputing claims that this would need a further 50,000 
customs agents (Parker, Foster, Thomas, 2020). Those costs risk 
reducing business profits when many were already struggling with 
the cost of the pandemic. 

As this book was being prepared for publication, it emerged the 
Government had bought a 27 acre site just outside Ashford in Kent 
to build a customs clearance centre for up to 10,000 lorries coming 
into the EU (O’Carroll, 2020).  

Leaving aside local indignation, what will be critical about this 
customs clearance centre will be its speed and efficiency, especially 
for time-sensitive goods or supply lines. If the Ashford centre (or 
any others) succeed in rapidly processing lorries through – whilst 
still completing rigorous checks -  that will minimise the impact on 
business. If it becomes a hotspot for delays, business will suffer.  

World trade deals: The key to offsetting any lost trade with 
Europe was to open up trade deals elsewhere. The UK had already, 
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through its membership of the EU, got trade deals with countries 
around the globe. Replacement bespoke deals were being negotiated 
as this book was prepared for publication. The essential question is 
whether the flexibility of being outside the EU enables the UK to 
strike more favourable deals or whether a country now only offering 
access to a market of 66 million people can attract better terms than 
the EU bloc could achieve offering access to a market of 446 
million people.  

Immigration: Immigration is an essential component of economic 
success. The UK unveiled plans for a new points-based system, due 
to come into force on January 2021 (Home Office, 2020). This ends 
the freedom of movement for EU citizens coming into the UK.  

Instead those seeking to live here must score at least 70 points to get 
a visa. At the very least they must have a job offer from an 
approved employer and be able to speak English. That would get 
them to 50 points. They also need to be earning at least £20,480. To 
score the remaining 20 points, they would need to earning at least 
£25,600, to have a relevant PhD or an offer of a job in an area 
where the UK has a shortage. This system was intended to answer 
voter concern about the lack of UK control on levels of immigration 
that proved such an important issue in the referendum campaign.  

The test for the system will be its efficiency. If people are swiftly 
processed and if the system is nimble enough to respond to 
shortages in the workforce, it will succeed but it deserves close 
attention. The Home Office does not have a good record in the 
admittedly more complex area of processing asylum claims. Watch 
particularly the impact on the care sector and on agriculture. Both 
have high vacancy rates, both rely on low paid staff, often 
immigrants. The pandemic underscored the importance of both 
British farming in delivering food and the repeatedly under-valued 
and struggling care sector. Ministers reportedly hope British 
workers will fill roles, particularly in the care sector (BBC, 2020). If 
the care sector fails to recruit, the quality of care it can offer its 
vulnerable residents will be less. Alternatively, it will be forced to 
raise wages, therefore raising costs which will be passed on those 
same elderly residents and their families. Watch the care sector like 
a hawk.  
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Security 
Security was an area both David Cameron (2016) and Theresa May 
(2016) flagged up during the referendum campaign. Organised 
crime and terrorists do not recognise borders. This is an area where 
international co-operation is essential.  

The heart of UK security is its membership of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organisation, NATO. The UK remains a member of the Five 
Eyes intelligence sharing network of the UK, the USA, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand.  

There was a third component: Europol, the system through which 
EU police forces share data. At the time of publication, the UK and 
the EU had yet to agree on whether or not that sharing of data 
would continue and if so in which form.  

Certainly May, Home Secretary for six years, valued that link. In a 
speech during the referendum campaign, she highlighted the 
benefits of the close working arrangements between the UK and its 
EU partners.  

She said: “In the last year, we have been able to check the criminal 
records of foreign nationals more than 100,000 times. Checks such 
as these mean we have been able to deport more than 3,000 
European nationals who posed a threat to the public. The police will 
soon be able to check DNA records for EU nationals in just fifteen 
minutes. Under the old system it took 143 days” (May, 2016).  

In the summer of 2020, the UK’s National Crime Agency took part 
in a major operation with Europol, the French and Dutch police 
forces. This collaboration cracked an organised crime chat network, 
leading to 746 UK arrests, plus the seizure, in the UK, of two tonnes 
of drugs, several dozen guns and £54m in cash (Shaw, 2020). 

Certainly, slower sharing of information and less collaboration 
would make law enforcement more difficult – for both sides.  

And finally…. 
We close with an assessment from a lifelong Labour opponent of 
the EU, the late Tony Benn.  
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On 4th January 1965, as Labour prepared to embark on the UK’s 
second, unsuccessful bid to join the then EEC or Common Market, 
Benn reflected in his diaries:  

“The real choice is do we go in with Europe or do we become an 
American satellite…. the choice lies between Britain as an island 
and a US protectorate, or of Britain as a full member of the Six, 
followed by a wider European federation. I was always against the 
Common Market but the reality of our isolation is being borne in on 
me all the time.” (Quoted in Winstone, 2014, p 300) 

It may yet be that the UK Government carves out an alternative 
third way.  
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11. A Case Study: Boris 
Johnson’s First Year As 

Prime Minister 
So far, we have looked either at civic structures or walked through 
individual policies, decisions and stories. We have not looked at 
how Government operates in the round.  

The packed first year of Boris Johnson’s premiership provides the 
perfect opportunity. Even before the Covid-19 pandemic struck, 
Johnson’s administration was working on the herculean challenge 
of taking the UK out of the European Union. In the process the 
Prime Minister had kicked 21 Conservative MPs out of the 
parliamentary party and lost a constitutionally critical court case 
before breaking the political paralysis of a minority government by 
winning the 2019 Christmas election with a handsome majority. 

A rejuvenated Johnson was just stepping up plans to “Get Brexit 
Done” when the first two patients in Britain tested positive with 
Covid-19. Two months later, the UK Government and devolved 
administrations had put the country into lockdown, doing huge 
damage to the economy in a bid to save lives. The Prime Minister, 
the Chief Medical Officer, the Health Secretary and the 
Government’s most senior civil servant, the Cabinet Secretary all 
fell ill with Covid-19 at roughly the same time. The Prime Minister 
ended up, briefly, in intensive care.  

Johnson had barely climbed back into the driving seat when the 
Black Lives Matter demonstrations and counter demonstrations 
erupted following the murder of African-American George Floyd 
by American police officers. The Brexit talks continued. The 
pandemic continued. The economic crisis caused by the pandemic 
continued.  

Retired civil servants looked on in disbelief. Richard Wilson had 
been Cabinet Secretary (the most senior civil servant in Downing 
Street) during the early Blair years. He had worked on Blair’s first 
military action against Iraq, the Kosovan war, floods, foot and 
mouth disease and the terrorist attack of 9/11. Gus O’Donnell had 
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been Cabinet Secretary for the 7/7 London bombings, another foot 
and mouth outbreak and the global financial crash of 2008. They 
agreed that the challenges faced by the Johnson administration were 
beyond any they had faced.  

Wilson said: “You have an inexperienced government, most of 
whom have not been office for more than a few months, a Prime 
Minister who has not been in for more than a few months, dealing 
with three different crises simultaneously which are the pandemic, 
the economic consequences of the pandemic and the Brexit 
possibility of a No Deal. And to have to cope with those is a scale 
of crisis which I certainly don’t think I’ve experienced… this is 
different and wholly exceptional” (Institute of Government, 2020).  

O’Donnell was more succinct: “My time… was a piece of cake 
compared to this lot” (Institute of Government, 2020). 

In this chapter we will look at:  
Leading a Minority Government 
The Government, the Courts & the Royal Prerogative 
General Election 2019 
Managing National Emergencies 
Incapacitated Prime Ministers 
Black Lives Matter.  
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Leading a Minority Government 
Boris Johnson was not the first Prime Minister to be passed a 
poisoned chalice. When he replaced Theresa May as Prime Minister 
in 2019, the governing party he took over was both deeply divided 
over Brexit and in a minority in the House of Commons.  

Reporting a minority Government is hard work. It can also be 
exciting. Since the vote of every MP matters, journalists need 
excellent contacts across the House of Commons. You never know 
which previously obscure backbencher could bring the Government 
crashing down to defeat.  

Leading a minority Government is tougher still. Prime Ministers in 
this position have two options.  

The first is to ferociously whip their own MPs (because they cannot 
afford a single rebel) whilst simultaneously doing deals with smaller 
political parties to ensure that they too support the Government in 
the voting lobbies. If successful, this gives a Government a 
majority, however small and fragile, and enables it to limp on in 
office, postponing the next general election for as long as possible.  

Labour’s James Callaghan did this in 1977. He ran a formidable 
whipping operation within his own party during which sick MPs 
were brought to Westminster by ambulance in varying degrees of 
consciousness to vote. And he did deals with the Liberals, the SNP 
and Plaid Cymru in exchange for the support of their MPs. This 
brought him two more years of precarious power, each vote hanging 
by a knife-edge. By the time the SNP walked out on him and he lost 
a vote of confidence by just one vote, it was almost time for another 
general election anyway.  

Forty years later the Conservatives’ Theresa May had tried the same 
tactics, frantically trying to whip her own side while pledging to 
spend £1bn on Northern Ireland in exchange for the support of 
Northern Ireland’s 10 DUP MPs. None of it worked. Not only did 
her attempts to whip her own MPs fail miserably but the DUP 
repeatedly voted against her EU withdrawal deals. The combination 
forced her eventual resignation. This strategy clearly did not 
commend itself to her successor, Boris Johnson. 

There is an alternative approach. The Government goes on the 
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attack, refuses to compromise, and forces a general election as soon 
as possible in the hope of ending up with a majority. This is what 
Johnson did.  

The position of the minority Conservative administration which he 
inherited was clearly unsustainable. Depending on your point of 
view, Parliament was either thwarting or rigorously amending the 
Government’s policy on Brexit. Johnson’s strategy appeared to be 
as aggressive as possible in a bid to either bend the current MPs to 
his will or, failing that, to make the case for a fresh general election 
unarguable. If the existing House of Commons wouldn’t support 
him, he’d just get a new one.  

Johnson had a clear policy objective: to take the UK out of the EU. 
He had no intention of deviating from it.  

The UK was supposed to have legally left the EU on 29th March 
2019. But May had been forced to ask for an extension to that 
deadline because the House of Commons (including twice, Johnson 
himself) kept voting to reject her EU withdrawal agreement. May’s 
Government preferred an extension to crashing out without a deal. 

The EU, taking a good look at the political upheaval in the UK, 
gave her until 31st October 2019 but May resigned in May. Johnson 
replaced her in 24th July 2019, inheriting that new Halloween 
deadline.  

On the steps of Downing Street on his first day as Prime Minister, 
Johnson was uncompromising: “I want everybody to know that 
there are no circumstances in which I will ask Brussels for a delay. 
We are leaving on 31st October, no ifs or buts” (Sky News, 2019a).  

The first point to note is just because a Prime Minister says 
something will happen, it doesn’t mean it will. And it didn’t on this 
occasion. Parliament forced Johnson to ask for another extension, 
this time until 31st January 2020.  

But once they’d forced his hand, Johnson demanded – and got – the 
general election which swept that troublesome House of Commons 
away and gave him instead a handsome majority and much more 
freedom to act. The UK did leave the EU legally on 31st January 
2020. 

So how did he get there? 
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Faced with a Commons that had repeatedly blocked his predecessor 
and wasn’t looking any more accommodating about his own Brexit 
plans, Johnson first resorted to the simple expedient of proroguing 
or suspending Parliament. Ministers said this was purely “routine” 
(Sky News, 2019b) That was true, up to a point. It was also true that 
if Parliament wasn’t sitting, it couldn’t block the Government.  

Parliament had adjourned for the traditional summer break on 25th 
July, the day after Johnson became Prime Minister. It was not due 
back until 3rd September. 

In late August, Johnson rang the Queen, holidaying in her Scottish 
residence, Balmoral, to ask her to prorogue (or suspend) Parliament 
from provisionally 9th September to 14th October.  

This was not unconventional. Parliament usually breaks for the 
summer and then returns in early September to mop up any 
outstanding business before breaking again, usually for couple of 
weeks, for the party conference season. So far, so normal.  

But this was a five-week autumn prorogation, the longest 
suspension of Parliament since 1945, and it came at a highly 
sensitive time.  

What was the issue?  

The clock was ticking to that Brexit deadline of 31st October. If the 
UK and the EU hadn’t agreed a deal by then, the UK would leave 
without a deal.  

The Prime Minister had said the UK would be leaving on 31st 
October “do or die” (BBC 2019). The Government was already 
making active preparations, code-named Operation Yellowhammer, 
for a No Deal Brexit.  

The majority of MPs were determined to stop a No Deal Brexit at 
all costs.  

Why the stakes were so high  

The Government’s position on Brexit was that it wanted a deal. And 
it wanted the best deal possible, in the national interest. In order to 
get the best deal possible, Johnson argued the EU had to be 
convinced that the UK would walk away without a deal rather than 
accept a poor deal. The Prime Minister was blunt. Ruling out a No 
Deal Brexit would “undermine our negotiations” (Johnson, 2019, 
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col 27).  

It was a hardball negotiating tactic. As the Conservative MP John 
Baron said: “In any negotiation, the chances of a bad deal materially 
increase if one signals to the other side that one is not prepared to 
walk” (Baron, 2019, col 84). 

Other Johnson supporters however, as Baron (2019, col 84) 
acknowledged, actively welcomed the prospect of a No Deal Brexit. 

But the majority of MPs didn’t. They feared the willingness to even 
contemplate a No Deal Brexit increased the risk of it actually 
happening and would pull the UK economy into “the abyss” 
(Letwin, 2019, col 84).   

Whitehall documents leaked on 18th August 2019 painted a picture 
of what that abyss might look like: prospective “shortages in fuel, 
food and medicine, a three month meltdown at its ports, a hard 
border with Ireland and rising costs in social care in the event of a 
No Deal Brexit” (Urwin, Wheeler, 2019). 

That leak, dismissed by ministers as out of date information (BBC, 
2019) prompted more than 100 MPs, including some Conservatives, 
to urge Johnson to recall Parliament from its summer recess and 
keep Parliament sitting right the way through August and on up to 
31st October so “there can be proper scrutiny of your government” 
during these crucial months (Tolhurst, 2019).  

In a letter to Johnson on 18th August, they went on: “Our country is 
on the brink of an economic crisis as we career towards a ‘no deal’ 
Brexit which will have an immediate effect on food and medical 
supplies, damage our economy, jobs, the public finances, public 
services, universities and long-term economic security” (Tolhurst, 
2019).  

The Prime Minister however saw no reason to recall Parliament. 
Indeed, he saw no reason for Parliament to sit much at all even after 
it came back, as scheduled, in September.  

On 27th August, barely a week after MPs had called for Parliament’s 
recall, Johnson telephoned the Queen and advised her to authorise 
the longest autumn prorogation of Parliament since WW2, to kick in 
within days of Parliament’s return.  

As the Supreme Court would later note: “This was not the normal 
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prorogation …it prevented Parliament from carrying out its 
constitutional role for five out of a possible eight weeks between the 
end of the summer recess and exit day on 31st October” (Miller vs 
Prime Minister, Cherry vs Advocate General, 2019, para 56). 

The Queen, as was constitutionally proper, duly obliged.  

To do so, she had to hold a meeting of her Privy Council. The Privy 
Council dates back to the thirteenth century and its role is to advise 
the monarch. Today’s Privy Counsellors total 650 although only a 
few are actually needed to attend any given meeting. All Cabinet 
ministers automatically become Privy Counsellors, so too does the 
Leader of the Opposition. Other senior politicians can also be made 
Privy Counsellors. They take the title Right Honourable.  

Three Cabinet ministers were despatched to Balmoral for that Privy 
Council meeting and came away with a piece of paper, the Order in 
Council, that was duly read out in both the House of Lords and the 
House of Commons. As a result, Parliament would be prorogued 
from 9th September, just five working days after it had returned, and 
would not resume until 14th October.  

The looming prorogation and the fear of a No Deal Brexit 
galvanised Johnson’s opponents across the House of Commons. If 
they could not prevent the prorogation, they had just five working 
days from the 3rd September in which to stop the Prime Minister 
taking the UK out of the EU without a deal.  

To that end, they seized control of the parliamentary timetable, 
normally set by the Government and within four days had pushed a 
Bill through Parliament requiring the Prime Minister to seek another 
extension to the UK’s membership of the EU if he didn’t have a 
deal by 19th October.  

They were only able to do this because the Government did not 
have a majority in the House of Commons and because a significant 
number of Conservative MPs were prepared to work with MPs from 
other parties to achieve this.  

It was notable that the lead was taken by prominent backbenchers, 
including several of those rebel Conservatives, rather than the 
Leader of the Opposition Jeremy Corbyn.   

Reporters at Westminster had to be in close contact with ministers, 
the leading Conservative rebels and their chief allies on the 
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opposition benches, plus keep tabs as much as possible on every 
MP they thought likely to vote against the Government or likely to 
change their minds. 

Local reporters needed to know the views of each of the MPs in 
their patch and to understand how they fitted into the wider picture 
because the vote of every MP, regardless of party, mattered. A few 
Labour MPs backed the Government. A significant number of 
Conservatives were opposed. Were any so sick they were unable to 
attend a vote? That would be a news story too.  

The day Parliament resumed, former Conservative cabinet minister 
Oliver Letwin opened the offensive with this characterisation of the 
Prime Minister’s willingness to contemplate a No Deal Brexit. 

“The Prime Minister is much in the position of someone standing on 
one side of a canyon shouting to people on the other side of the 
canyon that if they don’t do as he wishes, he will throw himself into 
the abyss. That is not a credible negotiating strategy and it is also 
not a responsible strategy, given that the rest of us are to be dragged 
over the edge with the Prime Minister” (Letwin, 2019, col 84).  

Just hours earlier, Johnson had condemned the plan to force him to 
ask for another extension if he hadn’t got a deal as a “surrender 
Bill” that was “shameful” (Johnson, 2019, col 27). He said: “It is a 
Bill that, if passed, would force me to go to Brussels to beg for an 
extension. It would force me to accept the terms offered. It would 
destroy any chance of a negotiation for a new deal. It would destroy 
it” (Johnson, 2019, col 27).   

The Leader of the Commons Jacob Rees-Mogg accused the 
Conservative rebels and their supporters of trying to block Brexit. 
Rees-Mogg said: “What is happening is a deliberate attempt to sow 
the seed for an extension long enough to have a second referendum 
or simply to stop us leaving at all. It is about denying Brexit and the 
fact the Bill mandates updates on negotiations…on a rolling 28 day 
basis clearly envisages either a lengthy extension or indefinite 
vassalage” (Rees-Mogg, 2019, col 100).  

Former Conservative MP Nick Boles who had only recently quit the 
party to sit as an Independent, roundly rejected this characterisation 
that the Bill was about blocking Brexit.  

Boles described how he had “done everything in my power to 
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deliver Brexit with a deal that protects jobs and livelihoods” (Boles, 
2019, col 113). Two years previously, Boles said, he had left his 
hospital bed, where he was receiving chemotherapy, with his blood 
count at “rock bottom” and “weak as a kitten” to be driven to 
Parliament in the Conservative Chief Whip’s car to vote for the 
Article 50 Bill to take the UK out of the EU (Boles, 2019, col 113). 

But he warned: “What I will not do is allow a No Deal Brexit. It 
would devastate sheep farmers in my constituency. It would be a 
hammer blow for the automotive businesses in my constituency and 
across the country. It would put our Union with Scotland and 
Northern Ireland at jeopardy and it would be the single most 
protectionist step taken by any democratic country since the great 
depression, raising tariffs and trade barriers between us and our 
largest market” (Boles, 2019, col 113). 

The two sides were simply not going to agree. Johnson had 
personally seen some of the Conservative MPs actively planning to 
vote for these measures to bind his hands. They were warned they 
would lose the Conservative whip if they did so (Payne, 2019).  

The warnings cut little ice. 21 Conservative MPs, including former 
Cabinet ministers, stuck to their guns and voted against the 
Government. Within hours, Johnson had stripped them of the whip.  

The price of losing the whip 

Johnson’s decision to strip his 21 rebels of the whip was dramatic. 
These were not lightweight backbenchers or the usual awkward 
squad rebels on the fringe of the parliamentary party. They included 
two former Chancellors, multiple other former Cabinet ministers 
and ex-ministers, men and women of the highest experience within 
the Conservative party and long records of loyal service. It was the 
biggest single expulsion of MPs from a governing party.   

In a stroke, it further weakened the Conservative party within the 
Commons, which fell from 313 MPs to just 292 MPs. From 
Johnson’s perspective, this didn’t matter. He was already planning a 
general election, the whole purpose of which was to change the 
composition of the House of Commons.  

For the MPs who had lost the whip however, there was a great 
personal price. The likely imminence of an election meant their 
political careers had effectively been terminated. Although Britons 
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officially vote for individual candidates in an election, in practice, 
most people vote for party labels. Independent candidates, or 
candidates with the wrong party labels, rarely get elected because of 
their own talents.  

Although Johnson restored the whip to 10 of the rebels before the 
election, some of whom had already fast forwarded their retirement 
plans as a result of their expulsion, he conspicuously left the biggest 
names out in the cold. Attempts by former Justice Secretary David 
Gauke and former Attorney General Dominic Grieve to stand as 
independent candidates in their old constituencies ended in failure.  

There was a certain irony that Johnson was expelling senior 
colleagues in September for an offence he himself had committed 
not once but twice earlier that same year. Many of the expelled MPs 
had repeatedly and loyally voted for Theresa May’s deal which 
could have delivered Brexit on deadline. Johnson had defied the 
whip to vote against it on 15th January and 12th March 2019.  

May however felt unable to strip her rebels of the whip. Johnson 
had no hesitation. It was a demonstration of prime ministerial 
ruthlessness that sent a clear message to the remaining Conservative 
MPs.  

In the short term, however Johnson was on the back foot. His rebels 
persisted and Parliament bound his hands. Five days later, as 
Parliament was prorogued, the Queen gave Royal Assent to the Bill 
that forced Johnson to ask for another extension to the UK’s 
membership of the EU if he hadn’t got a deal by 19th October.  

On 20th October, Johnson sent an unsigned letter asking the EU for 
another extension and a signed letter arguing against it. The EU 
gave the UK an extension until 31st January 2020.  

The Government, the Courts & the 
Royal Prerogative 

While Johnson was engaged in that major battle of wills with MPs 
over Brexit, he had to simultaneously respond to a second flank of 
attack which opened up in the courts in both Scotland and England. 
To this we now turn. 
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If you stand on the green patch of grass in the middle of Parliament 
Square, facing Big Ben, you are surrounded by the checks and 
balances of the state.  

To your left is Whitehall, the location of the great offices of 
Government: Downing Street, the Treasury and the Foreign Office.  

Ahead of you is Parliament which holds the Government to account 
and passes (or not) the laws that Government proposes.  

To your right is Westminster Abbey, where the monarchs have been 
crowned since 1066.  

And behind you is the new kid on the block, the UK’s Supreme 
Court which opened its doors in 2009. 

The role of the courts is to uphold the law, much of which is 
proposed by Government and passed by Parliament. It is also there 
to rule whether or not Government or other public bodies have acted 
unlawfully, beyond their allotted powers. This important process is 
called judicial review.  

Leading QC Lord Pannick summarised judicial review thus: “It is 
one of the great virtues of our unwritten constitution that citizens 
can bring before an independent judiciary a claim that an otherwise 
mighty government, local authority or other public body is not 
obeying the law of the land. However large his majority in the 
House of Commons, and however politically inconvenient it may 
be, a prime minister — like everybody else — is subject to the rule 
of law” (Pannick, 2020). 

Sometimes governments win judicial reviews. Sometimes they lose. 
Losing can be a humiliating and frustrating experience. Ministers 
must however respect the judgments. It is a fundamental part of the 
UK’s unwritten constitution that the judiciary is independent of 
government, that governments respect that independence and that 
independence is an essential part of a healthy democracy (see 
Chapter 13 The Price of Justice for more details on judicial 
independence).  

Johnson was to lose a constitutionally critical judicial review over 
his attempts to prorogue Parliament. His defeat needs to be seen 
through the prism of another, similar, Government defeat at the 
hands of the courts, just two years earlier when Johnson was still 
serving as Foreign Secretary, under Theresa May.  
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Both court cases revolved around the appropriate use of the powers 
of Royal Prerogative. Both were linked to Brexit. Both resulted in 
defeats for the Government.  

The powers of Royal Prerogative are the set of powers devolved 
from the Crown to the Government which are most usually 
exercised by the Prime Minister (see Chapter 1 UK Government & 
Parliament). These powers are not subject to either the courts or 
Parliament although, as we shall see, their limits most certainly are. 

Royal Prerogative Defeat Number 1: Triggering Brexit in 2017 

The Royal Prerogative gives the Government, amongst other things, 
the power to conclude and sign treaties with foreign powers. By 
implication, it also gives the Government the power to withdraw 
from treaties.  

The principle of Brexit had been confirmed in the referendum vote 
of 2016. Neither Theresa May nor her ministers wanted Parliament 
to have the final say on when to start the legal process of leaving the 
European Union treaties, a process known as triggering Article 50. 

Article 50 of the EU treaties sets out the process for leaving. A 
member state informs the EU in writing of its wish to leave and 
both sides then have two years to negotiate their future relationship. 
If those negotiations fail, the departing nation would leave the EU 
without a deal. 

Why did May’s Government not want MPs to have a say on the 
decision when to trigger Article 50?  

The House of Commons of 2015-2017 was predominantly made up 
of MPs who had voted Remain in the EU Referendum of 2016. 
Ministers feared those MPs would set difficult or even impossible 
conditions for the Brexit negotiating strategy as the price for their 
consent to the triggering of Article 50 (Davis, 2017, col 162).  

The Government therefore opted to bypass Parliament and use the 
Royal Prerogative to trigger Article 50 instead. After all, ministers 
concluded, if they could use the Royal Prerogative to sign 
international treaties, they could use it to leave treaties.  

An investment manager, Gina Miller disagreed and took this 
decision to judicial review. To ministers’ consternation, she won the 
case in the High Court. The judgment was greeted with anger by 
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Brexiteers – the Daily Mail branding the three High Court judges 
the “Enemies of the People” (Slack, 2016). The Government 
promptly appealed, only to lose again in the Supreme Court.   

Why? Both the High Court and the Supreme Court concluded that 
withdrawing from the EU treaties (signed under Royal Prerogative) 
would also involve withdrawing from rights bestowed on Britons by 
Acts of Parliament.  

The courts ruled the Government could not use the power of Royal 
Prerogative to remove rights that had been granted through Acts of 
Parliament. The solution? The Government had to get Parliament’s 
consent, through a new Act of Parliament, before it could trigger 
Article 50. 

The anger this judgment caused amongst some Brexiteers had a 
certain irony. The whole thrust of the Brexit referendum campaign 
which Johnson had led was to “take back control” and restore 
parliamentary sovereignty. Both the High Court and the Supreme 
Court were simply upholding Parliament’s right to have a say.   

Within hours, the Brexit Secretary David Davis was telling MPs 
that the Government believed in and valued the independence of the 
judiciary and that “it goes without saying that we respect the 
judgment” (Davis, 2017, col 162). 

To that end, he would put a Bill before Parliament to give the 
Government the power to invoke Article 50, but added this warning: 
“I trust that no one will seek to make it a vehicle for attempts to 
thwart the will of the people or to frustrate or delay the process of 
our exit from the European Union” (Davis, 2017, col 162).  

It turned out the Government’s fears on this occasion were 
groundless. MPs voted overwhelmingly to trigger Article 50 and set 
no conditions. On 29th March 2017, Theresa May wrote a letter to 
the European Union, invoking Article 50. The clock started ticking 
towards the UK’s legal departure from the EU.  

The judicial review defeat however had been a humiliation. It was 
also a major check on the use of a Royal Prerogative power.  

Royal Prerogative Defeat Number 2: Proroguing Parliament 

Within months of becoming Prime Minister, Johnson faced his own 
court battle over the use of the Royal Prerogative. This time, he 
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clearly thought the Government was on surer ground.  

Using the power of Royal Prerogative, Prime Ministers can 
prorogue or recall Parliament. Technically it is the monarch that 
does the proroguing and recalling but in practice, the monarch acts 
on the Prime Minister’s advice. As we saw above, Johnson decided 
to advise the monarch to prorogue Parliament for five of the eight 
weeks running up to the October Brexit deadline. The Queen, as 
convention required, duly obliged.   

The campaigner Gina Miller (who had won the first case against 
Theresa May) promptly challenged this latest decision in the 
English courts. In Scotland, the SNP MP and QC Joanna Cherry 
launched her own challenge. Both women argued the decision to 
prorogue Parliament at this critical time was unlawful.  

So, at the very time, the Government was doing battle with MPs 
over their attempts to block a No Deal Brexit, ministers were also 
needing to respond to not one but two challenges in the courts.  

The Government argued that proroguing Parliament was a decision 
carried out under the power of Royal Prerogative and that since the 
powers of Royal Prerogative were not subject to the courts, they 
were not justiciable. By its very nature, the Government insisted, 
this was not something the courts could rule upon, and therefore 
both cases should be dismissed.  

The three judges in the English High Court agreed with the 
Government, concluding: “In our view, the decision of the Prime 
Minister to advise Her Majesty the Queen to prorogue Parliament is 
not justiciable in Her Majesty’s courts” (Miller vs Prime Minister, 
2019, para 68).  

But the three judges in the Scottish Court of Session thought 
differently. Lord Carloway, Lord President of the Court of Sessions 
concluded: “The decision to prorogue Parliament for five weeks out 
of the seven remaining before the United Kingdom was scheduled 
to leave the European Union leads inevitably to the conclusion that 
the reason for prorogation was to prevent parliamentary scrutiny of 
Government… that was not a proper purpose for proroguing 
Parliament” (Carloway, 2019, para 117-124).  

Miller appealed the English judgment. The Government appealed 
the Scottish judgment. Both actions ended up in the Supreme Court 
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before 11 of the UK’s most senior judges.   

With Parliament already prorogued, the Supreme Court, working at 
remarkable speed, came to a unanimous conclusion.  

Unusually the judges did not release their judgment in advance to 
either side or to reporters. The Prime Minister, on a visit to the 
United Nations in New York, had to get up for 5.30am to hear the 
President of the Supreme Court Lady Hale deliver a summary of the 
judgment, hearing the conclusions at the same time as everyone else 
(Rozenberg, 2020, p44). 

As reporters, you will have to gut judgments rapidly. Follow the 
link to the Supreme Court. We set out the key bits below. The legal 
argument is important, some of the phrasing is electric. 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2019-0192-
judgment.pdf 

The Supreme Court approached it like this. The power of Royal 
Prerogative had been subject to limits set by law since 1610, as 
decided by the Case of Proclamations that established the monarch 
could only make laws through Parliament.  

The judges developed their argument in paragraph 49 of the 
judgment thus:  

“A prerogative power is… limited by statute and the common law, 
including, in the present context, the constitutional principles with 
which it would otherwise conflict.” (Miller vs Prime Minister, 
Cherry vs Advocate General, 2019, para 49) 

Among those constitutional principles with which the Royal 
Prerogative should not conflict was the right of Parliament to carry 
out its role legislating and scrutinising Government at crucial 
moments. The judges explained why in paragraph 50: 

 “A decision to prorogue Parliament (or to advise the monarch to 
prorogue Parliament) will be unlawful if the prorogation has the 
effect of frustrating or preventing, without reasonable justification, 
the ability of Parliament to carry out its constitutional functions as a 
legislature and as the body responsible for the supervision of the 
executive. In such a situation, the court will intervene if the effect is 
sufficiently serious to justify such an exceptional course.” (Miller vs 
Prime Minister, Cherry vs Advocate General, 2019, para 50) 

https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2019-0192-judgment.pdf
https://www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2019-0192-judgment.pdf
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The Supreme Court judges did find the effect – of preventing 
Parliament scrutinising the Government at this particular time – to 
be sufficiently serious. And so, intervene they did.  

In paragraph 61, they ruled: “It is impossible for us to conclude on 
the evidence which has been put before us, that there was any 
reason – let alone a good reason – to advise Her Majesty to 
prorogue Parliament for five weeks….it follows that the decision 
was unlawful.” (Miller vs Prime Minister, Cherry vs Advocate 
General, 2019, para 61) 

In paragraphs 69-70, with vivid language which was a reporter’s 
gift, they continued: “That advice was unlawful. It was outside the 
powers of the Prime Minister to give it. This means that it was null 
and of no effect…. It led to the Order in Council which, being 
founded on unlawful advice, was likewise unlawful, null and of no 
effect and should be quashed. This led to the actual prorogation, 
which was as if the Commissioners had walked into Parliament with 
a blank piece of paper. It too was unlawful, null and of no effect. 

“It follows that Parliament has not been prorogued and that this 
court should make declarations to that effect” (Miller vs Prime 
Minister, Cherry vs Advocate General, 2019, para 69-70). 

The Supreme Court was clear this judgment was a “one off” dealing 
with “circumstances that have never arisen before and are unlikely 
ever to arise again” (Miller vs Prime Minister, Cherry vs Advocate 
General, 2019, para 1). 

Nevertheless, it was devastating. The BBC’s Legal Correspondent 
Clive Coleman wrote: “Wow! This is legal, constitutional and 
political dynamite” (BBC, 2019b). 

The Prime Minister had advised the Queen to do something that was 
unlawful, null and of no effect. Jeremy Corbyn, the Leader of the 
Labour party, and Ian Blackford, the Westminster leader of the 
SNP, Jo Swinson, the Liberal Democrat leader, Caroline Lucas, the 
only Green Party MP, and Nigel Farage, leader of the Brexit Party, 
all called on Johnson to resign (BBC, 2019a). 

Johnson had no intention of resigning. He said he would respect the 
judgment even though “I strongly disagree with what the justices 
have found…the prerogative of prorogation is a very old one and it 
has not been contested in this way” (BBC, 2019b). 
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The Leader of the Commons Jacob Rees-Mogg reportedly went 
further, telling Cabinet colleagues the judgment was “a 
constitutional coup” (BBC, 2019b). 

The House of Commons reconvened the next day, 25th September. 
Parliament remained sitting until 8th October, when it was 
prorogued for just three working days. The Queen’s Speech, 
opening the new session of Parliament, was held on 14th October. 

Johnson however was not finished either with the courts or the 
judicial review process. The Conservative manifesto of December 
2019 said:  

“After Brexit, we also need to look at the broader aspects of our 
constitution: the relationship between the Government, Parliament 
and the courts; the functioning of Royal Prerogative…We will 
ensure that judicial review is available to protect the rights of the 
individual against an overbearing state while ensuring it is not 
abused to conduct politics by other means or to create needless 
delays...” (Conservative Party, 2019, p48).  

The party pledged to set up a Constitution, Democracy and Rights 
Commission during its first year to examine those issues in depth. It 
was a reminder to the courts that whilst they remain independent of 
Government and can serve as a check on Government, their 
structures and remit were subject to Government and Parliament – 
and could be changed.  

Will the Commission happen? At the time of publication, the 
ConservativeHome website was reporting the pledge was being 
quietly shelved (Goodman, 2020). A much narrower examination of 
the use of the judicial review process was instead launched under a 
committee headed by Lord Faulks.  

If the Commission is eventually launched, or if this less high-
powered committee proposes radical change, they might herald 
fundamental change to parameters for the UK’s unwritten 
constitution.  

Alternatively, they could prove damp squibs. In those 
circumstances, the election pledge will have proved to be merely 
another example of political bluster that can pepper manifestos of 
all parties.  

The challenge for all reporters reading manifestos is to separate the 
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significant, real and concrete pledges from the bluster and the 
purple prose. Read them closely, read them critically and always, 
always ask politicians to explain how.  

General Election 2019 
This brings us neatly to the General Election of December 2019. 
This was the election Johnson insisted from his first day in office 
that he didn’t want (Sky News, 2019a). Barely six weeks later, as it 
became clear Parliament was going to force him to ask for another 
Brexit extension, the Prime Minister started demanding an early 
general election. He told reporters: “I don’t want an election at all 
but frankly I can’t see any other way” (Proctor, Walker, 2019).  

From then on it was only a question of time.  

How is a General Election called? 

Its timing is currently determined by the Fixed Term Parliament Act 
of 2011, which stipulates that the House of Commons is elected 
every five years, on the first Thursday in May. The Act sets out 
provisions for how the House of Commons can agree to hold an 
earlier election if it wishes. Both the Conservative and Labour 
parties are committed to replacing this Act.  

How it used to be (and how it may become again) 

Prime Ministers used to have the power, under Royal Prerogative, 
to call an election on the date of their choosing, as long as it was 
within five years of the previous election. Naturally, they would 
choose the date that best served their own political interests.  

This is an immense political power. Council Leaders don’t have that 
power and nor do First Ministers of the devolved administrations in 
Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. Their elections are held on 
fixed four and five year terms respectively in the month of May.  

But the power to determine the date of the Westminster General 
Election is one Prime Ministers have historically clung to. Anything 
that helped them to win again was jealously protected.  

Politically, the ideal rhythm of a Government with a good majority 
would go like this. All the heavy lifting, the controversial or 
potentially unpopular measures would be packed into the first few 
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years in office. The final year or two, by contrast, would be spent on 
measures that would pay dividends at the next election. Budgets 
scheduled the year before an election are, as much as possible, 
packed with electoral goodies to come on stream before the public 
voted.  

Often Prime Ministers would call elections a year or six months 
earlier than strictly necessary. If an economic crisis or any other 
crisis loomed, the Prime Minister could postpone the election to a 
time more beneficial for the Government, as long as it fell within 
the five-year deadline. 

That was changed by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat Coalition 
Government which put through Parliament the Fixed Term 
Parliaments Act of 2011. This took the power to decide the election 
date out of the Prime Minister’s hands. 

Fixed terms between elections are a common feature of democratic 
systems worldwide. The President of the United States serves for a 
fixed four-year term of office. The French President is elected every 
five years. The German Bundestag is elected every four years. The 
advantage of fixed term elections is precisely the fact that an 
incumbent leader is denied the power to set the election date to their 
advantage. 

Why the Coalition Government gave up the power to set the election 
date 

Whilst it could be seen as a rational reform in line with international 
good governance, the move to a fixed term UK Parliament was not 
entirely done for altruistic motives. The UK’s first Coalition 
Government since WW2 was formed during the aftershocks of the 
global banking crash.  

The new administration of 2010 faced a profoundly grave economic 
crisis. The Conservative leader David Cameron and his Deputy 
Prime Minister, the Liberal Democrat leader Nick Clegg were keen 
to reassure the money markets that theirs was a stable coalition that 
would serve the full term in office, not a fragile alliance that would 
break at the whiff of grapeshot. 

Hence, they pushed through the Fixed Term Parliaments Act of 
2011 as a demonstration of their commitment to work together. 
There were two loopholes. An earlier election could be held if: 



11. A Case Study: Boris Johnson’s First Year as Prime Minster 338 

a) At least two thirds of all MPs vote for one  

Or 

b) If, 14 days after a Government loses a vote of confidence, neither 
the Government or an alternative Government is able to win another 
vote of confidence.  

The Fixed Term Parliament Act only worked in the short term. The 
2010-2015 Parliament and the Coalition Government served the full 
five years. Since then, we have had elections every two years, in 
2017 and again in 2019. 

In 2019 both the Conservative and Labour parties went into the 
election pledging to scrap the Act. The Conservative manifesto 
argued the Act had led to “paralysis at a time when the country 
needed decisive action” while the Labour manifesto claimed the Act 
had “stifled democracy and propped up weak governments” (House 
of Commons Library, 2020). 

What is not clear at the time of writing, according to the House of 
Commons Library (2020), is whether it is possible to reinstate a 
power of Royal Prerogative that has been scrapped by an Act of 
Parliament. 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. Once it became clear that the 
House of Commons was going to force him to seek the Brexit 
extension that he had said he would rather “die in a ditch” than 
request, Johnson started to actively push for an early General 
Election (Proctor, Walker, 2019). 

To do that, he needed the House of Commons to back him. Twice, 
during those bruising few days before the unlawful prorogation, as 
Parliament successfully bound his hands, Johnson forced a vote on 
both 4th and 9th September for an early general election. 

He told MPs: “It is completely impossible for Government to 
function if the House of Commons refuses to pass anything that the 
Government propose” (Johnson, 2019a, col 291). He lost both 
times. An election would have let him dissolve Parliament just 
when MPs were determined to keep sitting. 

Johnson tried again on 28th October, two weeks after the Queen had 
come to open the new session of Parliament. That failed too. The 
following day, he tried again. It was the battering ram approach to 
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politics. And this time he won. 

Why? Because between the votes on 28th and 29th October 2019, the 
EU confirmed that it would indeed give the UK another extension 
until 31st January 2020. With No Deal Brexit no longer an imminent 
threat, the Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn changed tack.  

Corbyn (2019, col 237) said: “I have said consistently that when No 
Deal is off the table, we will back an election. Today, after much 
denial and bluster by the Prime Minister, No Deal is off the table, so 
the country can vote for the Government that it deserves.” 

This was critical. Labour’s decision to now support an early election 
changed everything. To get an early election under the terms of the 
Fixed Term Parliaments Act, Johnson needed the support of 433 
MPs. Corbyn’s decision at last gave him those numbers and a little 
bit more.   

Shortly after 8pm that evening MPs voted by 438 votes to 20 in 
favour of a General Election on 12 December. For some Labour 
MPs, it would prove the political equivalent of turkeys voting for 
Christmas. 

From Johnson’s perspective, it was an opportunity not just to win a 
majority but also to ensure that every successful Conservative 
candidate would be committed to his strategy on Brexit. If they 
could not sign up to that, they could not stand. The rebels would be 
out. 

As he launched the Conservative manifesto, Johnson declared: 
“Here is the route map to take us forward because unlike any other 
party standing at this election we are going to get Brexit done with a 
deal that is pre-cooked, ready to go, oven-ready as I keep saying, 
approved not just by our friends in the EU but by every single one 
of the 635 Conservative candidates standing at this election” 
(Channel 4 News, 2019) 

Some long-standing Conservative MPs such as North East 
Bedfordshire’s Alistair Burt chose to retire rather than sign up to 
Johnson’s Brexit strategy. Burt was one of the 21 who lost the whip, 
before getting it briefly restored. 

In his last major speech in the Commons, Burt said: “I say to my 
colleagues, if we are being purged now, who is next? Watch a film 
called “Good Night and Good Luck” and you will take my point…. 
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“The obsession my party has developed may have sought to devalue 
my past as a friend of the EU...and it may have curtailed my future, 
but it will not rob me of what I believe. I will walk out of here, 
looking up at the sky, not down at my shoes” (Burt, 2019, col 226). 

Why did the Conservatives win the General 
Election of 2019 after losing their majority in 

2017? 

In 2017 Theresa May asked for an election because the polls 
suggested the Conservatives would win a handsome majority, with 
a swathe of Labour seats in England switching to the Tories, largely 
over Brexit. Instead, she lost the Tories’ small majority of 2015 and 
ended up as a minority government. 

But everything forecast for May was delivered in spades just two 
years later for Johnson. Why the difference?  

Public acceptance of the need for an election 

Theresa May proposed the 2017 election because she correctly 
thought it would be hard to get Brexit through the House of 
Commons with a small majority of 12 and the opinion polls were 
suggesting she would win a comfortable majority which would 
make it much easier. 

However, while May was rightly worried about getting Brexit 
through Parliament, the public, at this point, were not convinced of 
the difficulty. All those catastrophic Commons defeats were yet to 
come. 

Furthermore, there had only recently been a general election in 2015 
and the next one was not due until 2020. May herself had repeatedly 
promised, when she became Prime Minister, that she wouldn’t go 
for a snap election (Weaver, 2017). Then she broke her word.  

When news of the 2017 election broke, the response of the public 
was pithily summed up (in a rare example of a brilliant vox pop) by 
Brenda from Bristol: “You’re joking! Not another one!” (BBC, 
2017) 

By 2019, public acceptance of the need for an election was much 
greater. Parliament was demonstrably gridlocked. 2019 had been a 
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year of high octane political drama with first May’s Government 
and then Johnson’s repeatedly crashing to defeat over Brexit. 
Audience figures for Parliament TV increased by more than 230% 
while BBC Parliament briefly found itself more popular than MTV 
(Marshall, 2019). The gridlock was now crystal clear and it had to 
be broken somehow.  

The importance of Brexit 

The Conservatives wanted Brexit to be the election issue in 2017. 
The public were yet to be convinced that achieving Brexit would be 
so tough. They accepted it as an issue, not the issue. By 2019, the 
parliamentary paralysis, see above, had changed perceptions. The 
simple Conservative slogan: “Get Brexit Done” this time resonated 
with key voters. 

Campaigning ability 

Theresa May was a wooden, ineffective, poor campaigner. Johnson 
was in his element on the campaign trail.  

Manifesto timebombs 

May’s team incorrectly thought in 2017 the Conservatives were in 
such a position of political strength that they could include “brave” 
adult social care measures in the manifesto. 

This backfired badly on the doorstep. May was forced, mid 
campaign, to drop the proposals dubbed the “dementia tax” while 
implausibly claiming “nothing has changed” (BBC News, 2017).  

In 2019, the Conservatives scarred by their 2017 experience, kept 
their manifesto notably light on detail, devoid of anything that 
might alarm the voters (although issues like adult social care 
remained in desperate need of a solution). Instead they focused on 
the key message “Get Brexit Done” which resonated so much with 
key Leave voters in Labour seats.  

Other Parties 

The Conservative performance however is only part of the story. 
What of the Labour party?  In 2017, the new Labour leader Jeremy 
Corbyn was drawing rapturous crowds and his easy manner of 
campaigning contrasted sharply with the wooden Theresa May’s 
limited contact with voters. This played well. By 2019, that 
advantage had gone.  
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Labour’s manifesto 

The Labour manifesto of 2017 was relatively unambitious. Corbyn 
was still getting his feet under the table. Conservative attacks didn’t 
cut through. By 2019, Corbyn had at last got the radical manifesto 
he wanted, packed with so many spending pledges that even some 
Labour voters thought it was unrealistic. This gave the 
Conservatives much more to attack. The irony was that Johnson 
would, during the pandemic, end up spending in a few short months 
what he claimed Corbyn would spend over a Parliament. 

Labour’s message on Brexit was muddled. Corbyn said he would 
negotiate his own Brexit deal and put it to the public in a 
referendum but he himself would remain neutral on whether or not 
the public should accept it (Parker, 2019). This did not help retain 
Labour voters.    

Labour in Scotland 

Corbyn had failed to rebuild Labour in Scotland. In 2015, the SNP 
had won 56 of the 59 Scottish seats, reducing all other parties to just 
one seat each. This was particularly damaging for Labour. It was 
more used to winning a hefty majority of Scottish seats. In 2017, 
whilst Corbyn was still a new leader and had little time to make an 
impact, Labour managed to inch up to seven Scottish seats but it 
needed to continue that momentum. Instead the party slumped back 
down to one seat in 2019.  

The net result was that Johnson led the Conservative party to a 
handsome victory with every single new Conservative MP 
committed to supporting him on Brexit. Labour suffered its worst 
defeat since 1935.  

Johnson could have been forgiven for thinking that from now on in, 
life was going to get easier. It didn’t.  

Managing National Emergencies 
While British politicians spent early December 2019 fighting a 
general election, doctors in China were fighting something infinitely 
more serious: Covid-19.   

On 31st December, China informed the World Health Organisation 
that it was dealing with a contagious form of a previously unknown 
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type of pneumonia.  

The world was facing the worst pandemic since the Spanish flu 
infected one third of the world’s population between 1918-1920, 
killing an estimated 50 million people (CDC, undated).  

On 29th January 2020, the first two patients in the UK tested 
positive for Covid-19. On 5th March, the first UK patient died from 
Covid-19. On 23rd March, Johnson put the UK into lockdown.  

It was a national crisis. Crises happen. You will report on future 
national crises. Governments have to handle the unexpected. So, 
what happens?  

At the heart of the UK Government response is what journalists 
refer to as COBRA. This sounds suitably dramatic but merely 
stands for Cabinet Office Briefing Room A. The purpose of 
COBRA is to provide “high-level co-ordination and decision-
making in the event of major or catastrophic emergencies” 
(Haddon, 2020). In short, it’s the UK’s highest crisis-management 
committee. 

COBRA is often, but not always, chaired by the Prime Minister. He 
or she can designate someone else to chair it. Who attends any 
given COBRA meeting will depend on the nature of the emergency. 
All meetings will include key Cabinet ministers, relevant 
government experts, emergency service leaders and often the 
intelligence services. Some may include senior regional politicians.  

Different expertise will be required, depending on the nature of the 
emergency which might range from terrorist attacks to 
environmental disasters or health threats. During the Covid-19 
pandemic, COBRA relied on the Scientific Advisory Group for 
Emergencies, better known as SAGE, for both scientific and 
medical advice on the best way to respond to the virus. The 
Government’s Chief Medical Officer and Chief Scientific Officer 
were key members of both SAGE and COBRA.  

COBRA has been summoned to co-ordinate the Government 
response to the 9/11 attacks in the United States (when it instantly 
authorised the closure of UK air space), the 7/7 bombings in 
London, severe floods, fuel blockades and more. 

First set up in 1972, COBRA is the apex of the wider emergency 
response system remodelled by the second Blair Government in the 
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Civil Contingencies Act 2004. This maps out the role and 
emergency powers not just of the UK Government and the devolved 
governments but local councils and other agencies faced with a 
sudden catastrophic emergency.  

The Act sets out powers to ban public assembly, to restrict travel 
and if necessary to deploy the military. It also requires local 
authorities, the NHS, the emergency services and other key agencies 
to regularly practise how they would handle an emergency. Your 
course may be involved in some aspects of these rehearsals, with 
student journalists pitting their wits against senior council leaders 
and staff from the emergency services in mock press conferences.  

The Covid-19 pandemic clearly qualified as a national emergency 
that merited summoning COBRA. The first COBRA meeting to 
discuss the threat it posed was held on 24th January, five days before 
the first patients tested positive in the UK. It was chaired by the 
Health Secretary Matt Hancock. It lasted barely an hour and 
Hancock emerged to tell reporters the risk from Covid-19 was low 
(Calvert, Arbuthnott, Leake, 2020). 

Johnson did not attend. Other things were happening. It was the day 
the UK’s withdrawal treaty from the EU was being signed, 
confirming it would be leaving on 31 January. There was also a 
Downing Street reception for the Chinese community and a photo-
opportunity in which he took part in a Chinese lunar new year 
dragon eyes ritual.  

There were four further COBRA meetings on Covid-19 in February 
that Johnson would have authorised but did not attend. Meanwhile 
other storms were brewing.  

During February, the UK was buffeted by torrential rain and 
powerful winds as Storms Ciara, Dennis and then Jorge 
successively swept across the country. The combined force of the 
three storms brought “devastating flooding…remarkable in terms of 
the combination of duration, scale and severity” (Williams, 2020). 
Across northern and central England and in Wales, thousands of 
homes and businesses were flooded. People were left homeless, 
their livelihoods disrupted. This too needed an urgent Government 
response. 

Johnson also spent part of early February finalising a Government 
reshuffle which he carried out on 13th February, sacking five 
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Cabinet ministers. As Parliament broke for the February half-term 
that same day, Johnson retreated to Chevening, one of the stately 
homes at the Government’s disposal, for a working holiday. 

By this time, he was attracting criticism for not visiting the flooded 
areas in February nor summoning a COBRA meeting to deal with 
them as he had done for the floods which happened during the 2019 
general election campaign (Allegretti, Heffer, 2020).  

Business Minister Nadhim Zahawi told the Sky’s Kay Burley Show 
that the Prime Minister was focused on getting funding through to 
the affected areas, rather than taking part in media photo 
opportunities (Allegretti, Heffer, 2020). 

Johnson was also at this point juggling some important family 
issues in Chevening. He was about to announce that his new partner 
Carrie Symonds was pregnant and was finalising the divorce 
settlement with his second wife.  

Johnson’s non-attendance at those first five Covid-19 COBRA 
meetings was compared unfavourably to the approach of Labour 
Prime Minister Gordon Brown who chaired every single COBRA 
meeting held to tackle the 2007 outbreak of foot and mouth disease 
in farm animals (Sabbagh, 2020).  

Each Prime Minister however will take a different approach. Brown 
was notorious for micromanaging but was indisputably on top of the 
details. Theresa May left her Home Secretary Amber Rudd to chair 
the COBRA meeting after the Salisbury poisonings of 2019, when 
two Russian agents attempted to assassinate a defector, Sergei 
Skripal, with a deadly chemical nerve agent. But Covid-19 was to 
prove the greatest crisis of them all.  

On 2nd March Johnson attended his first Covid-19 COBRA meeting 
and from then on took the leading role in the UK Government’s 
response.  

On 18th March, schools were closed for all but the most vulnerable 
children and the children of key workers.   

On 20th March, the Chancellor Rishi Sunak announced a package of 
economic measures which he described as “unprecedented in the 
history of the British state” (Sunak, 2020). The Government would 
pay 80% of the wages of workers put on furlough, up to a maximum 
of £2,500 a month. Business VAT payments would be deferred and 
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business rates abolished for the most affected sectors of the 
economy. The aim above all was to stop businesses collapsing 
during the impending lockdown and to save jobs.  

Thanking both the Trades Union Congress, and the Confederation 
of British Industry, Sunak (2020) said: “We said we would stand 
together with the British people and we meant it.” 

Then on 23rd March, Johnson put the country into lockdown to curb 
“the devastating impact of this invisible killer” (Johnson, 2020a). In 
so doing, he curtailed people’s freedom of movement, their freedom 
to work or socialise. It was a far bigger restriction on personal 
liberty than any of the measures introduced during the two world 
wars.  

Four days later, the Prime Minister himself tested positive for the 
“invisible killer”. 

Incapacitated Prime Ministers 
For the next 10 days, the Prime Minister self-isolated in his 
Downing Street flat, separated from his pregnant girlfriend, posting 
short videos on social media, insisting he was carrying on working.  

On Friday 3rd April, a visibly unwell Johnson said he was getting 
better (10 Downing Street, 2020). You can watch him here:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=72&v=0Q6jmZ7R
LDw&feature=emb_title 

He didn’t. He got worse. By the Sunday, he had been admitted to 
hospital and on the Monday, he was moved into intensive care. 
Scientific data at that time suggested that mortality rates for Covid-
19 patients in intensive care stood at just under 60% (University of 
Bristol). Journalists began updating Johnson’s obituary.  

For the Government, however, there was a more pressing problem. 
While it was possible for a slightly-ill Prime Minister to continue 
working from home, attending meetings by video-links, it was 
clearly impossible for an individual to run the country from their 
hospital bed in intensive care. The Prime Minister was 
incapacitated. What should happen?  

In the United States, it is simple. Article ll, Section l, Clause Vl of 
the U.S constitution stipulates that if a President dies, resigns or 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=72&v=0Q6jmZ7RLDw&feature=emb_title
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=72&v=0Q6jmZ7RLDw&feature=emb_title
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becomes incapacitated in office, they are automatically replaced by 
their Vice-President. In 1963, just hours after the assassination of 
President John F Kennedy, his Vice-President Lyndon B Johnson 
was sworn in as the new President, with Kennedy’s widow Jackie 
standing at his side, still covered in her husband’s blood.  

In the UK, there is no matching blueprint, no written constitution 
that designates a temporary or even permanent successor. As the 
Institute of Government explained (2020) the UK is governed by 
the entire Cabinet, within which the Prime Minister is simply the 
first among equals.  

Bogdanor (2020) argues that this means an incapacitated Prime 
Minister poses no major difficulty. All that is required is for the 
Prime Minister to designate a deputy to take over chairing Cabinet 
and government continues smoothly.  

The reality is that each time a modern Prime Minister has become 
incapacitated, it has been a moment of crisis which demanded 
urgent improvisation.  

In 1953, Winston Churchill suffered a stroke. This was concealed 
not just from the public but from Parliament and most ministers 
who were merely told the Prime Minister was suffering from 
exhaustion. For three weeks, in an entirely “unconstitutional state of 
affairs”, executive power was held by the Prime Minister’s son-in-
law, the Prime Minister’s Private Secretary and the Cabinet 
Secretary (Roberts, 2018, p939). That, today, would be 
unacceptable.  

So, we return to Bogdanor’s simple solution: the designation of a 
deputy. The difficulty is that while it might be good practice, a 
Prime Minister is not actually required to designate a deputy when 
they form a government. And if they don’t and are then suddenly 
incapacitated, they may be in no fit state to do so. Even when they 
do appoint a deputy, the deputy’s ability to lead the country through 
a national emergency is not the key criteria determining the choice. 

Let us look at those appointments.  

Sometimes when forming a government, a Prime Minister may give 
another minister the title of Deputy Prime Minister or alternatively 
First Secretary of State. These individuals are often (but not always) 
the designated individual to cover for the Prime Minister while he 
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or she is briefly away on government business or on holiday. It is 
also important to note that their titles are just baubles “of no 
constitutional significance” (McSmith, 2011), handed out for 
political or personnel considerations only.  

For all their constitutional emptiness however, the titles could be 
used, by the right individual, to further develop their own ambitions 
to the detriment of the sitting Prime Minister.  

That is why the politicians who hold these titles all have one 
common attribute, regardless of their actual talents. To put it 
brutally, they are all people the Prime Minister of the day views as 
either busted flushes or as no-hopers. No Prime Minister would give 
a serious rival such a potentially prestigious platform unless they 
were deliberately grooming them for succession. 

These are harsh descriptions to apply to individuals often of high 
calibre. Among the busted flushes must rank Geoffrey Howe, 
appointed Deputy Prime Minister by Margaret Thatcher as a face-
saving gesture to mask (ineffectively) his humiliating demotion 
within the Cabinet. Likewise, Michael Heseltine was appointed 
Deputy Prime Minister by John Major as a consolation prize after 
Major had beaten in him in the Conservative party leadership 
contest. The beaten Heseltine no longer posed a threat.  

Among the no-hopers must rank John Prescott, a politician of high 
standing within the Labour party, who served as Tony Blair’s 
Deputy Prime Minister. What was important about Prescott was a) 
his deep connections with the unions and Old Labour – the wing of 
the party Blair needed to keep on side, b) the fact that he never 
aspired to be more than a deputy and c) he wasn’t Gordon Brown, 
the real threat to Blair’s authority. 

And it was notable when Blair suffered a brief heart scare in 2003, 
it was not Prescott but the Foreign Secretary Jack Straw who briefly 
deputised for him.  

None of the above therefore amounts to a coherent, thought-out 
arrangement designed to replace a Prime Minister who is seriously 
ill at the height of a national emergency.  

Johnson had followed the recent pattern of Prime Ministers in 
appointing a First Secretary of State to occasionally deputise for 
him when he formed his first Government. His choice was Dominic 
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Raab, his new Foreign Secretary. 

For Raab, a politician with only four months of Cabinet experience 
under his belt, this was a considerable elevation. From Johnson’s 
perspective, Raab was a safe choice. He was a committed Brexiteer, 
a rather wooden public speaker unlikely to outshine his boss, and 
one of the many candidates Johnson had just trounced in the 
Conservative party leadership contest of 2019. Raab had been 
eliminated early on, in the second of the five ballots of Tory MPs, 
scoring just 30 votes, compared to Johnson’s 126 votes in the same 
round.  

Johnson could safely leave Raab to cover for him, safe in the 
knowledge this was someone the Conservative Party had just 
demonstrated a distinct lack of enthusiasm in electing as their 
leader. Raab was no threat. And all he was expected to do was to 
mind the shop briefly while the boss was otherwise engaged. 

Johnson probably did not consider for a moment whether or not 
Raab would have the political skill and authority to run the country 
in some unforeseen national emergency.  

And yet this was the position Raab found himself in as Johnson was 
transferred to intensive care. He was very much the understudy 
without the full range of prime ministerial powers who, in his own 
words, was only asked to “deputise where necessary” (Raab, 2020). 
He could chair the Cabinet and front some of the Downing Street 
press conferences but he did not move into Downing Street, 
continuing to work from the Foreign Office. He did not have 
weekly audiences with the Queen and he was not able to hire or fire 
ministers. Nor, importantly, could he take any key decisions without 
the consent of the Cabinet.  

At first glance, the requirement that all key decisions be taken by 
the Cabinet should, in any system of Cabinet government, simply be 
normal practice. And it supports Bogdanor’s thesis that Johnson’s 
sickness was no major problem to smooth government.  

But it is not as simple as that. In practice, Prime Ministers make 
many decisions outside Cabinet - both Margaret Thatcher and Tony 
Blair did so extensively, treating subsequent Cabinet approval as 
little more than a formality. And it was noticeable that barely weeks 
after Johnson returned to work, Cabinet ministers were complaining 
they were being left out of the loop of decision-making (Rayner, 
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2020). Even Prime Ministers who work closely through their 
Cabinet shape and lead the decision-making process. Raab simply 
did not have that power. He could chair but he could not lead.  

As it was, Raab only had to cover for Johnson for three weeks 
before the Prime Minister returned to work. Had Johnson remained 
incapacitated for longer or, worse, had died – an outcome Johnson 
himself thought was a possibility for “48 hours when things could 
have gone either way” (Johnson, 2020b) - the challenges would 
have been much greater. 

In those circumstances, the limited powers to mind the shop would 
have been inadequate and at a time of national emergency, the 
country would have been left rudderless. A new Prime Minister 
with the full range of powers would have been needed but that 
would have taken time. 

When Harold Macmillan resigned abruptly through ill-health during 
the Conservative Party Conference of 1963, there followed nine 
days of chaos with senior figures slugging it out in a beauty contest 
to replace him, until quiet soundings in the Cabinet persuaded 
Macmillan to recommend the Queen invite Alex Douglas-Home to 
replace him as Prime Minister (Lexden, 2013). That practice of 
simply consulting the party elite would be unacceptable today.  

All Prime Ministers are by convention leaders of their parties and 
each party today elects its leader, a process that can take weeks at 
best and often months – time the country would not have had at the 
height of the pandemic. While pandemics may be mercifully rare, 
major prolonged crises can and do spring up at any time. Yet there 
is no clear mechanism to provide for an Acting Prime Minister 
whilst a party elects a new leader. 

In part, this may be simply because there’s never needed to be. The 
last Prime Minister to die in office was Lord Palmerston in 1865. 
Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman cut it fine, resigning days before 
his death in 1908. He didn’t manage to move out of Downing Street 
before he died. In both cases, the monarch simply appointed a new 
Prime Minister, on the recommendation of the party elite. There 
was no need, as there would be now, for a lengthy election.  

It needs to be stressed that the death of a head of government is not 
simply a historical phenomenon. Today’s politicians are no 
healthier than the rest of society. The single most common cause of 
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by-elections in the Westminster Parliament is death (Boothroyd, 
undated).  

The last party leader to die in office was Labour’s John Smith in 
1994, struck down by a heart attack aged 55. Johnson, who like 
Smith, was male, mid-fifties and overweight, fitted the profile of 
patients more likely to suffer serious complications from Covid-19 
(NHS UK, 2020). For as long as the Prime Minister was in intensive 
care, death was a real risk. 

And ill-health is not the only possible cause of death. While only 
one Prime Minister has ever been assassinated (Spencer Perceval in 
1812), two modern Prime Ministers have had close shaves. Both 
Margaret Thatcher and John Major narrowly escaped being killed in 
terrorist attacks in 1984 and 1991.  

Johnson’s hospitalisation therefore shone a spotlight in this weak 
link in the UK’s constitutional arrangements.  

Had Johnson died or been forced to resign through ill health, the 
Conservative Party would have needed to elect a new leader to 
replace him as party leader. By convention, that individual, as the 
new leader of the party with an 80 seat majority in the House of 
Commons, should have become Prime Minister.  

But at the height of a national emergency, there would have been 
crucial decisions to be taken while that contest was being played 
out. Who would have filled that role and on what basis? Would they 
be appointed Prime Minister by the Queen? And would they be 
prepared to then resign and make way when the new leader was 
elected by the party?  

As Haddon (2020) argued at the time: “The crisis is showing up 
major problems in the UK’s lack of any clear acting prime minister 
succession plan in its constitution.”   

As it was, Johnson recovered and returned to work on Monday 27th 
April, a month after testing positive. It is hard to judge how swiftly 
he did recover. People do not normally bounce back after being in 
intensive care. He only appeared periodically in public, appearing 
slightly breathless in his initial post-recovery press conferences. The 
pressure of events however did not ease. 
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Black Lives Matter 
The Covid-19 death toll continued to mount. The economic damage 
caused by the pandemic continued to mount. 

And then across the Atlantic Ocean, an American police officer 
spent eight minutes and 24 seconds kneeling on the neck of a black 
man, George Floyd, whose death was captured on cellphone 
footage.  

The televised brutality was greeted with deep revulsion across the 
world. The United States erupted with protests. So too did the 
United Kingdom.  

Black Lives Matters demonstrations were held in towns and cities 
across the UK. These were not just powerful cries of support for 
Floyd but for all ethnic minorities who felt profoundly that they 
suffered from abusive policing. Floyd’s murder also became a 
catalyst for protest about wider prejudice and discrimination. 

The vast majority of these protests were passionate and peaceful but 
some turned violent. 14 police officers were injured in clashes 
outside Downing Street on Saturday 6th June. Thousands continued 
to march in London the next day, while in Bristol the statue of the 
slave trader Edward Colston was pulled down and thrown into the 
harbour. Rival protesters, not all of whom were peaceful, then 
travelled to London and elsewhere to “protect” other statues that 
were deemed at threat.  

As we examine in Chapter 15 The Police, these protests posed a 
major dilemma for British police forces. But we will focus here on 
the challenge for the Government. 

The protests could not be ignored. Ministers needed to respond. 
Leadership at such raw moments is important if temperatures are to 
be lowered and division at least softened, if not healed.  

There were assorted issues: discrimination, the fact the marches, a 
fundamental democratic right, were being held at the height of 
lockdown potentially spreading Covid-19, and the violent conduct 
of a small minority.  

On Sunday 7th June, Home Secretary Priti Patel condemned the 
attacks on police officers. She said: “I am absolutely sickened and 
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appalled by the level of violence that was on display” (Sky News, 
2020). She branded the toppling of Colston’s statue as “sheer 
vandalism” (Sky News 2020a). 

But the following day, Johnson, while still condemning the 
violence, took a more emollient approach. In an article for The 
Voice newspaper, which serves the British African Caribbean 
community, he wrote that Floyd’s “dying words – I can’t breathe – 
have awakened an anger and a widespread and incontrovertible, 
undeniable feeling of injustice, a feeling that people from black and 
minority ethnic groups do face discrimination: in education, in 
employment, in the application of the criminal law. 

“And we who lead and who govern simply can’t ignore those 
feelings because in too many cases, I am afraid, they will be 
founded on a cold reality… to all those who have chosen to protest 
peacefully and who have insisted on social distancing – I say, yes of 
course I hear you, and I understand” (Johnson, 2020c). 

But he urged the protestors not to let the virus get back out of 
control after the great sacrifices of lockdown (Johnson, 2020c). 

A week later, he promised a government commission to examine 
discrimination against ethnic minorities in the criminal justice, 
education and health sectors.  

The difficulty with Government launches of commissions and 
inquiries is that they give the impression of responding to an issue. 
Often, they effectively kick the issue into the long grass. There had 
been a series of reviews and inquiries into discrimination. 

The Shadow Justice Secretary David Lammy had headed one of 
those reviews. After Johnson’s announcement of this new 
commission, he tweeted:  

“There are 35 recommendations in the Lammy review. Implement 
them.  

“110 recommendations in the Angiolini review. Implement them.  

“30 recommendations in the Windrush Lessons Learned review. 
Implement them. 

“26 recommendations in Baroness McGregor-Smith’s review. 
Implement them” (Lammy, 2020).  
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Conclusion: One Year On 
As Johnson’s premiership reached its first anniversary, the scale of 
challenges ahead were immense, on a scale beyond those faced by 
recent Governments.  

His Government had taken a battering on competence during 
exceptional circumstances. On care homes, diagnostic tests, the 
availability of personal protective equipment, race relations, holiday 
advice and the grading of A-Levels and GCSEs, the Government 
had faced sustained criticism. Johnson’s refusal to sack his chief 
advisor Dominic Cumming for breaching lockdown rules 
undermined public trust in Government, research showed (Stone, 
2020).  

But this was only Year 1. And Labour was still flat on its back. 
Johnson might be facing a more effective opponent in the new 
Labour leader Sir Keir Starmer but as Starmer himself 
acknowledged, Labour had a mountain to climb (Bates, 2020). Even 
if Labour won back every English seat it lost to the Conservatives in 
2019, it still wouldn’t have a majority. Labour needed to rebuild in 
Scotland too if it was to have a chance of pitching for the keys to 
Number 10 at the next election. 

Yet the unprecedented nature of the scale of the challenges facing 
the Johnson Government meant nothing could be taken for granted.  

The battle against Covid-19 had not yet been won.  

The UK death toll stood in excess of 40,000. The increase in 
England’s death rate alone had been the worst in Europe, (BBC, 
2020).   

The UK economy had contracted by more than 20% between April 
and June 2020 (ONS, 2020), the deepest fall since records began in 
1955.  

It was the worst slump of the world’s major economies, double that 
of the United States and Germany, (Goodman, Atkinson, Meakin, 
2020). 

It was to be expected that mistakes would have been made as the 
pandemic broke. Nothing like this had happened in living memory. 
But Governments are supposed to plan for pandemics. The initial 



11. A Case Study: Boris Johnson’s First Year as Prime Minster 355 

comparative data cited above indicated that the UK had suffered 
more than other countries. 

Johnson (2020d) has committed at some point to holding an 
independent inquiry into how the UK handled the pandemic, but not 
soon.  

As we close this chapter, writing in August 2020, the Government 
was having to find ways to reboot the economy while 
simultaneously planning for that feared second wave of Covid-19 
and a potential spike in conventional flu cases. It was not 
inconceivable that it would simultaneously face a fresh spate of 
winter floods. 

Meanwhile the Government was still negotiating a possible final 
Brexit deal with the EU. The UK might have legally left the EU on 
31st January 2020, but during the transition period of departure, it 
was still trading as an EU member until 31st December 2020.  

That final deal would set the new relationship from 1st January 
2021. Its terms, if a deal was indeed agreed, would have a major 
impact on how rapidly the UK recovered from the Covid-19 
recession. Its importance was immense.  

Its terms, combined with Covid-19, might also contribute to the 
potential break-up of the United Kingdom. The position of Northern 
Ireland remained precarious. The Scottish Parliament elections of 
2021 would be a key test of strength of the SNP. If they won a 
handsome majority, could Johnson refuse them a second 
referendum on independence?  

The Prime Minster was going to have his hands full. And reporters 
should be there to cover every step of the story.   
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Part D: Money 
Power and money are inextricably linked. How governments spend 
money and how they raise it shapes our lives. Finance ministers set 
out these decisions in their annual budgets. On the days that budgets 
are unveiled, they dominate the news. The decisions contained 
within them continue to generate stories years after they have been 
taken. Therefore every journalist needs to understand how budgets 
work. In this section, we will outline the basic arguments and 
mechanics behind Government tax and spend decisions and look at 
the wider factors that shape them. 

Then we will look at how those decisions shape services on the 
ground, using the criminal justice system as a case study. This will 
give you suggestions for news stories for your newsdays, 
placements or in work. It will also complement your law learning 
by giving you the wider context within which the criminal justice 
system operates. We will be looking at the courts, legal aid, prisons 
and the probation service. Although this chapter will focus on the 
English & Welsh systems where, in 2019/2020 the problems were 
particularly acute, it will range across the UK - and the problems 
can crop up anywhere. 



 

12. Government Budgets: 
Affecting Lives 
Meet the Economy 

Think of the British economy like a boxer. A battered boxer. The 
Government is the coach. Only the boxer is in the ring, landing and 
taking punches, winning and losing contracts. The coach is just on 
the sidelines, yelling advice. In between bouts, however, it is the 
coach that is shaping the training regime 

Think of the Government budget decisions plus its decisions on 
regulations, as part of the training regime. Those decisions can 
support the economy and strengthen it or, through poor judgement 
and incompetence they can weaken it, but they cannot control it, let 
alone control the opponents the economy faces.  

When our boxer economy is doing well, she is dancing round the 
ring, packing punches and roaring in triumph. This was broadly 
where she was in 2008, looking good, when suddenly the banking 
crisis leapt into the ring and flattened her. She wasn’t the only one 
to go down. The world echoed to the global crash of national 
economies hitting the deck as the banking crisis wreaked its havoc.  

Fast forward to 2020 and our boxer is at last back on her feet. Her 
public sector legs are still feeling shaky after the diet of spending 
cuts the government said were essential to recover from the banking 
crisis but otherwise she’s much better. 

Now there’s a new opponent in the ring, Brexit. Our boxer is not 
sure what to make of Brexit. The coach keeps yelling: “You’ll 
smash Brexit out of the ring! Go for it! Great opportunity!” but she 
can hear others in the crowd screeching: “Ohmigod, ohmigod, 
Brexit will crush you!” Neither of which is particularly helpful.  

Both the boxer and her coach are so mesmerised by Brexit that they 
fail to spot Mother Nature leap into the ring. Before they can react, 
Mother Nature has delivered a series of devastating coronavirus 
punches that knock our boxer out cold. 
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And this, dear reader, is where we join them at the time of the 
publication of the third edition of this book. Our boxer economy is 
coming around. Those of you who have ever been knocked out or 
who have fainted will be familiar with that confused sensation as 
you regain consciousness, the growing awareness of being on a hard 
surface (the ground), not sure why, and vaguely wondering whether 
you can get your arms and legs to work enough to get up on your 
hands and knees. This is the state in which we find the British 
economy in autumn 2020.  

Out of the corner of her eye, she can make out the feet of her two 
opponents who are circling her. Brexit is now much closer and 
seems to have got much harder while the truly terrifying Mother 
Nature is leaning down hissing: “I could do it again!” In the 
background, she can hear her coach shrieking: “Hang on, I’m trying 
to find a vaccine!” although that doesn’t help right this minute when 
either opponent or both might kick her legs from underneath her as 
she struggles to stand up.  

Now what has this got to do with you, journalism and Government 
budgets? 

First, the economic impact of the banking crisis and the pandemic, 
plus the eventual impact of Brexit either have already or will affect 
the lives of you, your families and your audiences. They have 
already or will affect the number and the nature of jobs available to 
us, the wages we earn and the price of the goods we buy.  

They also provide the crucial wider context for Government 
budgets. Government budgets serve two purposes: to guide and 
support the economy and to fund the public services we rely upon. 

The banking crisis and the pandemic both did devastating damage 
to the economy. One way or the other, Brexit will have a major 
impact too when it kicks in properly in January 2021. Every 
government budget since 2008 has been shaped by the need to 
respond to one or more of those challenges. These in turn have 
major knock on consequences for the Government’s tax and spend 
decisions. 

Government tax and spend decisions determine how much of your 
salary you get to keep, to spend as you chose, and the quality, extent 
and nature of the public services we rely on. These are important 
stories that always need reporting. 
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This chapter will look at:  
Key Structures 
How Government Finances Work 
Impact of Global Banking Crisis 2007-2008 
Impact of the Pandemic 
The Austerity Years: Then and now? 
Brexit 
Exercise: You Build a Budget – Can you do better or worse than the 
Chancellor?  

In the next chapter we will then take a case study of Government 
spending and examine the impact on the justice system of England 
& Wales. 
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Key Structures 
The ministry in charge of UK Government finance is the UK 
Treasury, a grey, imposing building in Whitehall between Downing 
Street and the Houses of Parliament. 

You can check it out here: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/hm-treasury  

The most important minister in the Treasury is the Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, frequently the most powerful minister after the Prime 
Minister. The Chancellor’s official residence is No 11 Downing 
Street, next door to the Prime Minister. Their relationship is crucial. 
How well the Prime Minister and Chancellor get on can affect how 
smoothly or not the Government is run. Some, such as David 
Cameron and George Osborne, got on well. Others fall out 
spectacularly. Nigel Lawson stalked out of Margaret Thatcher’s 
Government in a ferocious disagreement over policy, dealing a 
major blow to her authority while Gordon Brown’s towering 
personal resentment of Tony Blair led to a frequently poisonous, 
destructive relationship between Numbers 10 and 11 Downing 
Street during the Blair years. 

It is the job of the Chancellor to draw up the annual budget, decide 
the level of government spending, set the annual tax rates and 
decide how much the Government should borrow. In this he (and, at 
the time of publication, it always has been a he) is supported by the 
second most important minister in the Treasury, the Chief Secretary 
to the Treasury. While the Chancellor sets the overall government 
spending limits and decides how to raise the money to pay for it all, 
it is the job of the Chief Secretary to negotiate with each 
government department to settle their own individual spending 
limits. Unusually for a minister who is second in command, the 
Chief Secretary also sits in the cabinet. 

The devolved institutions – the Scottish Government, the Welsh 
Executive and Northern Ireland Executive – also have their own 
financial departments with their own finance ministers. Whichever 
arm of public services you are following, you need to keep an eye 
on the key finance ministers, their shadows in Westminster and, 
depending on your location, in Holyrood, Cardiff or Stormont and 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/hm-treasury
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the relevant parliamentary committees scrutinising them. Although 
Scotland and, more slowly, Wales have powers to raise some of 
their own income, all three devolved institutions depend on large 
slices of funds from the UK Government, which in turn frames their 
own spending decisions. 

How Government Finances Work 
Margaret Thatcher periodically argued, in the idiom of her time, 
that any good housewife would be able to understand – and sort out 
- the problems of government and its finances. 

Let’s take that idea a little further. Any student can understand how 
government finances work. If you have studied economics and 
politics at A-Level, you may be further down this path than your 
colleagues who have not, but it’s not critical. Let us compare 
government finance to your own personal finances. 

Draw up a list of what you spend your money on. If you are a 
typical student, you might spend money on rent, tuition fees, utility 
charges, phone and broadband, food, clothing, travel and 
entertainment and, hopefully, the odd book. 

Now draw up a list of how you pay for these: your sources of 
income. These might include a student loan, wages from a part- 
time job and, if you are lucky, the Bank of Mum & Dad. Possibly 
you have other income sources. If you spend more than you get in 
income, you will run up an overdraft and get into debt. At some 
point that debt will have to be paid back. It’s the same for 
governments. 

Governments spend money on services such as the NHS, benefits, 
pensions, the police, schools, the military, roads, farming and more. 
To pay for all this, they need sources of income. Governments get 
money from three sources: taxes paid by people and businesses, 
borrowing from the money markets, and – a smaller source – 
charges & fees such as those you pay to get a passport or a driving 
licence. The political debate about how much a government should 
spend on services and how much it should raise in tax or borrowing 
is intense. So how does it work? 
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Basic concepts 

Any Chancellor drafting a budget starts from an ideological 
position. Do they believe in free markets in which businesses trade, 
unencumbered by state regulation and controls or, at its opposite 
extreme, in an economy which is largely state owned and heavily 
regulated? Which is best for society? What role do they see 
Government playing? Just how much or how little should 
Government intervene in people’s lives? This brings us to two 
fundamental concepts. 

Big state: The state provides lots of services for people. One of the 
most enduring and most loved “big state” services is the National 
Health Service. Pensions and benefits are another important and 
even bigger example of “big state” services. Most schools, the 
police and the military are also provided by the state. In the past, the 
state has also run water, gas, electricity, coal, telecommunications, 
railway services and more.  

The argument for all this activity is that the services are there for the 
common good, that we all benefit, regardless of our wealth. The 
argument against is that state run services are inefficient as they can 
always rely on governments to bail them out financially. There is no 
competition and few, if any, penalties for poor service. Certainly, 
the more services the state provides, the more money the state needs 
to pay for them. Therefore, the state must tax and/or borrow more to 
pay for it all.  

If you tax people heavily, there may be less incentive for them to 
work hard and earn more because they will keep less of what they 
earn. If you borrow heavily, you will have to pay interest on the 
money you have borrowed. The question also arises: at what point 
do you pay the money back? 

Small state: The state provides fewer services for the people. This 
means the state doesn’t need so much money. Therefore, it can tax 
and borrow less. People who are taxed less keep more of what they 
earn and may be incentivised to work hard and earn more. However, 
as there are fewer state services, people need to take more 
responsibility for looking after themselves. During the Conservative 
administrations of 1979-1997, the state privatised water, gas, 
electricity, coal, telecommunications, railway services and more. 
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The argument was that these services would be more efficiently 
delivered by the private companies who would have to not just 
balance the books but compete with other private companies to 
survive. This, it was argued, would lead to better prices and better 
service for the consumer. The public was encouraged to buy shares 
in these newly privatised companies. 

The merits of which works best – state or privatised services – is a 
matter of lively debate. Neither system is perfect. 

In practice, most governments fall somewhere between these two 
stools. In the spectrum between biggest “big state” and the smallest 
“small state” are multiple shades of grey. 

Tony Blair’s Labour government 1997-2007 was at ease with 
privatisation and took a smaller state view of the world than that of 
one of his successors as Labour leader, Jeremy Corbyn, a firm big 
state man. Corbyn led Labour into the 2017 General Election with 
manifesto pledges to renationalise the railways, mail, energy and 
water companies. (Labour, 2017, p 19), big state measures that 
would have been simply unthinkable under Blair. 

The Conservatives’ first woman Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
(1988) proudly boasted that she had “rolled back the frontiers of the 
state”. In sharp contrast, less than 30 years later the Conservative’s 
second woman Prime Minister Theresa May clearly saw a larger 
role for the state. In her first party conference speech as leader, May 
(2016) took a sideswipe at the “libertarian right” and argued that 
governments “could and should be a force for good” with an active 
responsibility to intervene where necessary. She never got a chance 
to put those aspirations into practice. 

It is one of the great ironies of modern politics that having spent the 
December 2019 election campaign warning that Corbyn’s Labour 
party would “wreck the economy with a £1.2 trillion spending 
splurge” of big state measures, Johnson’s Conservative Government 
embarked on its own £1 trillion spending splurge of big state 
measures as it struggled to combat the coronavirus, (Johnson, 
2019b, ONS, 2020). Among those unprecedented “big state” 
decisions was the one to pay 80% of the salaries of the majority of 
people unable to work in lockdown. 

The debate over the scale of the role the state should play in society 
is vigorous across the political spectrum and is only going to get 
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more acute as the UK recovers from the pandemic. 

Economic theory: Principles in Practice 

The big and small state concepts are components of the wider 
theories on how to best manage the economy. Economies are never 
static. Inflation, interest rates and unemployment can go up or 
down. There are periods of economic growth, when businesses 
expand, creating new jobs and when people are more likely to 
become more prosperous. There are also periods of contraction or 
recession when businesses trade less and jobs are lost. People are 
then more likely to get poorer and need more state help, such as 
benefits, to make ends meet. People’s sense of economic security is 
one of the most important factors that determine how they vote. The 
US President Bill Clinton once famously campaigned for election 
on the slogan: “It’s the economy, stupid!” 

There are competing theories on how best to avoid or tackle the 
boom and bust cycles of growth and recession. The economist John 
Maynard Keynes argued that governments could tackle recessions 
(when businesses and citizens spend less) by increasing government 
spending and so generate jobs and prosperity that way. Monetarists 
like Milton Friedman argued such tactics were misplaced and that 
controlling the supply of money was the best way to control 
inflation, a key factor in economic health. Margaret Thatcher 
espoused monetarism. Other Conservatives and many Labour 
politicians tend towards the Keynesian approach. More 
fundamentally, politicians are divided between those who believe in 
free market capitalism as the best way to generate prosperity, those 
that believe capitalism needs tempering with some form of 
regulation to ensure social justice and those, like John McDonnell, 
the Labour shadow chancellor under Corbyn, who was an avowed 
Marxist, committed to the overthrow of capitalism (MacAskill, 
James, 2018). 

The challenge all Chancellors face when trying to achieve their 
ideological goals is that reality gets in the way. As we shall see, life 
(and the economy) can be messy and ill-suited to ideological purity. 
Politics is about the art of the possible, not the theoretical, but it all 
begins with the theory. 
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Balancing The Books 

Let us return to the comparison of your own spending with 
government spending. 

In an ideal world, you, as a private individual, will not spend more 
than you get in income. However, sometimes, there are large one- 
off costs which you cannot pay back immediately but which you 
can pay back over time. Hopefully, your student loan will be one of 
those but let’s take something smaller. You need a new laptop for 
your studies. You can’t pay it all off in one month, but you can over 
several months. 

It’s the same for governments. When times are good, it can balance 
the books. It might even end up taking in more money than it 
spends. However, there are always routine, one-off costs. For 
example, the Government may wish to upgrade schools and 
hospitals. These don’t come cheap. It can’t pay for the full upgrade 
all in one year, but if times are good, the economy is growing and 
therefore the amount the Government is collecting in taxes is 
growing, it can be confident it will be able to pay the cost of the 
upgrade back over time. 

Buying a laptop or rebuilding schools and hospitals are planned 
decisions. But life will often throw the unexpected at you. You may 
be paying back the cost of your laptop but then perhaps your phone 
breaks or you lose your part-time job. You may in the past have 
been able to save a bit on the side for emergencies. But that may not 
be enough to cover the costs. Suddenly you are in serious debt. 

It’s much the same for governments. All sensible governments have 
a contingency fund. One common, relatively unpredictable cost is 
war. War is awful. The human cost is dreadful. But it is also 
financially very expensive. Missiles can only be used once. Fighter 
planes and warships are expensive to replace. Wars can blow a hole 
through a chancellor’s careful planning. Likewise, a collapsing bank 
can play havoc with government finances. When British bank 
Northern Rock hovered on the brink of collapse – and fearing a 
major banking meltdown - the Government spent £66bn (which it 
hadn’t planned to spend) propping the Rock up by nationalising it 
(BBC, 2008).  

The pandemic wreaked even greater havoc. In just four months, 
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between March and June 2020, the Government spent an entirely 
unplanned £190bn on measures to combat the coronavirus 
(Honeycombe-Foster, 2020). The £15bn spent on personal 
protective equipment during these four months outstripped the 
entire annual budget for the Home Office.    

And that was just for starters. Either way, the message is the same. 
Governments, like people, can find themselves in serious debt 
thanks to unforeseen circumstances. 

Before we move onto the wider factors shaping government finance, 
we need to establish some key terms: 

Budget Surplus: This is achieved when a government raises more 
income from tax, borrowing and charges than it actually spends in 
one year. The surplus is the money left at the end of the year. 

Budget Deficit: This happens when a government spends more in 
one year than it gets in income during that year. Think of it as the 
amount of overdraft run up in a single year. 

The National Debt: This is the total the UK owes including any 
budget deficit from this year and budget deficits from previous 
years all added together. You might want to have a look. It’s not 
pretty. 

http://www.nationaldebtclock.co.uk/  

Gross Domestic Product: The sum total of the goods and services 
that a country produces in one year – you can think of it as the 
country’s salary. Chancellors normally think it is important to keep 
the National Debt, the country’s total overdraft, well under GDP, 
the country’s total earnings.  

Economic Growth: When a country produces more goods and 
services than it did in the previous comparable period. This usually 
means that new jobs are being created to produce those new goods 
and services. Economic growth is good news for governments 
because it means more people are earning and more businesses are 
making more profits, which in turn means both individuals and 
businesses will be paying more tax, giving the Government more 
money. This gives the Government three options. It can either spend 
more on services, pay off old debt or offer tax cuts to both people 
and businesses. Options one and three are particularly popular with 
voters. A canny chancellor will attempt to schedule these in the run 

http://www.nationaldebtclock.co.uk/
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up to an election year. 

Recession: When a country produces fewer goods and services than 
it did in the previous six months. In this climate, companies are 
contracting and laying off staff or simply not recruiting. They 
produce and sell less. When this happens, governments face a 
double whammy. Not only do they collect less in tax but they have 
to spend more on welfare benefits. This can mean governments 
have to borrow more, getting more into debt. 

Fiscal Policy: The use of tax, spending and borrowing decisions to 
shape the economy. 

Monetary Policy: The decisions taken to control the supply of 
money and interest rates to shape the economy. 

Building a Budget 

The chancellor begins with their ideological view point (see above). 
Next they need to address reality. 

What is the actual state of the economy? Is it in a period of 
economic growth or is it in a period of recession? 

If the economy is in recession, contracting, is there any way the 
Government can help the economy grow again? Should it, for 
example, cut taxes on businesses? Or create work through big 
spending projects eg new roads? 

If the economy is growing, what can the Government to do to 
support that growth further? 

Should they cut taxes? If so should they cut personal taxes such as 
income tax or maybe VAT to encourage shopping or corporation 
tax to help businesses expand?  

What level of public services do they want to provide (our 
small/middling/large state debate)? If the economy is contracting, 
then more people will be out of work, so the welfare bill will be 
bigger. Does that mean the Government should spend less on other 
public services or should it just increase spending overall?  

If they are going to increase spending, how are they going to pay for 
it? Are they going to put up taxes and if so, which ones? The big 
money raisers are income tax, national insurance and VAT and then 
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corporation tax. So which of those might they raise? Or should they 
instead increase borrowing? In which case they need to think about 
how much they have already borrowed. Is the national debt large or 
small? Is the annual overdraft, the budget deficit, large or small? Or 
is the Government actually running a profit with a budget surplus. 
Perhaps they have got the money to spend more without needing to 
put up taxes or increase borrowing.  

Are there objectives that they want to achieve? The tax system is a 
useful way of shaping behaviour. For example, if they want to 
encourage businesses to be more environmentally friendly, can the 
Chancellor offer companies tax breaks for going green and tax 
penalties for those who don’t? Should they increase tax on alcohol 
and cigarettes?  

What are the practical politics? Before the pandemic hit, the 
Johnson Government of 2020 was already conscious of the need to 
level up, to pour resources in those neglected Midland and Northern 
Red Wall seats where voters abandoned Labour and voted 
Conservative in the 2019 general election. To win the next election, 
the Conservatives need to keep those traditional Labour bigger state 
voters on board. This might mean more big state measures than the 
right of the party, the committed small state supporters, might be 
comfortable with.  

Bear in mind that all budgets the year before an expected election 
will be packed with as many vote-winning measures as possible, 
scheduled to kick in before polling day. 

Finally, there is the impact of wider events which can force a 
Chancellor to rewrite their plans completely. To these we now turn. 

Impact of Global Banking Crisis 2007-
2008 

The global economic crash of 2007-08 was a catastrophic failure of 
bank regulation which continues to cast a long, dark shadow over 
Government finance. It has also been a contributory factor to 
fundamental changes in politics. In its wake, Donald Trump became 
president of the United States, Jeremy Corbyn leader of the Labour 
party and the UK voted for Brexit, outcomes that would have 
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seemed inconceivable before the crash. 

The crash happened because banks lent money that wasn’t theirs to 
people who couldn’t pay it back. One of the first signs of trouble 
came from Cleveland, Ohio in the United States. During the 
housing boom, banks had offered innocuous sounding sub-prime 
mortgages to people who couldn’t afford them. These were loans to 
buy homes. The money was not the banks’ money but money they 
had borrowed from elsewhere. Loan repayments were, at first, 
cheap but then rocketed after the first couple of years. Not 
surprisingly, the people who took the loans out, people with poor 
credit in the first place, struggled to pay the loan instalments. The 
banks therefore repossessed their homes, evicting the householders. 
In 2002, banks repossessed 120 homes in Cleveland. By 2007, that 
figure had soared to 70,000 (BBC, 2007). 

The stress and misery of the 70,000 evicted households was 
immense. But that wasn’t the banks’ problem. The banks’ problem 
was that the repossessed homes weren’t actually worth the money 
they had given the householders to buy them in the first place. The 
banks, therefore, couldn’t get all that money back – money that 
wasn’t the banks to lose. The money actually belonged to the 
individuals and companies who stored their savings in those banks. 
Word began to get out that certain banks held vast portfolios of bad 
debt – debt that would never be repaid. The people and companies 
who had put their savings into banks with bad debt began to get 
nervous and wanted their money back. They feared the banks had 
blown their money. 

What complicated an apparently localised crisis in the United States 
was the global trade in debt between banks. The sub-prime 
mortgage crisis might have been hitting householders in Cleveland, 
Ohio but one of the first victims was a British bank Northern Rock, 
the UK’s fifth biggest mortgage lender. By September 2007, word 
was spreading that Northern Rock had bought too much bad debt. 
Investors started to sell their stakes in Northern Rock. Panicked 
customers started to queue round the block to get their life savings 
out of the Rock. There was a very real risk that the bank would 
collapse, triggering social panic. 

To understand the consequences of a bank’s collapse, contemplate 
what you would do if your own bank went bust right now. Neither 
your credit card or debit card would work. You could not use your 
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cards to buy things or to get cash out of the cashpoint. Any money 
you had in the bank – your wages, your savings, your student loan 

– would have disappeared. All you would have is the cash in your 
pockets. Yet you need to buy food to eat, you need to catch the bus 
home and you need to pay your bills. If you couldn’t – and likewise 
none of your friends or neighbours could – there would be uproar. 

Such was the fear of serious social disorder that the then Labour 
Government and the Bank of England made frantic efforts to keep 
the Rock afloat. First the Bank of England offered it emergency 
financial support. That was not enough so the Chancellor Alistair 
Darling offered to guarantee all deposits held by Northern Rock. 
That held the line for a while but still it was not enough. In February 
2008, the Government announced it was nationalising (buying) 
Northern Rock, at a cost of £66bn to the taxpayer (BBC, 2008) to 
keep it alive. 

The horror of Northern Rock was not how close this one bank came 
to collapse but that it was simply the harbinger of worse to come. 
Around the world, more banks were hovering on the brink of 
collapse. The American investment bank Lehman Brothers, once a 
pedigree powerhouse in the international world of finance, 
imploded, filing for bankruptcy on 15 September 2008. 

And the contagion was spreading in the UK. On 7 October 2008, 
the chairman of the Royal Bank of Scotland, Sir Tom Mckillop rang 
the Chancellor Alistair Darling to tell him his bank was 
haemorrhaging money. 

Darling later recalled: “I said to him: ‘How long can you last?’ And 
what he said to me shook me to the core. He said: ‘Well we’re 
going to run out of money in the early afternoon.’” It was, Darling 
said, “the most scary moment” of the crash. (Monaghan, 2017) 

RBS was not the only British bank in trouble. The Halifax Bank of 
Scotland was in the same plight. If those two collapsed, the fear was 
that Barclays and Lloyds TSB would follow suit. Ministers, civil 
servants and bankers spent a fevered 24 hours agreeing a £500 
billion bailout package to prop up British banks (Wallop, 2008). 
Once again this was money the Government hadn’t planned to 
spend. 

The scheme worked. The Prime Minister Gordon Brown would be 
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credited with leading the collective global action to stop a 
worldwide banking collapse. But the sums spent played havoc with 
public finances. The size of the national debt soared. The following 
year, Labour was defeated in the 2010 general election and 
responsibility for public finances passed to the Conservative-Liberal 
Democrat coalition government. The new Chief Secretary to the 
Treasury found a letter waiting for him from his Labour predecessor 
Liam Byrne: “I’m afraid there is no money. Kind regards and good 
luck!” (Byrne, 2015). 

Every Government from 2010-2019 had been focused on driving 
down the colossal national overdraft caused by the banking crisis. 
And then the pandemic hit and the national overdraft got a lot 
worse. 

Impact of the Pandemic 
The deadly new strain of coronavirus was first detected in China 
while the UK was busy fighting the 2019 December election. 
Within a few months, it had spread to at least 188 countries, 
infecting more than 14 million people and killing almost 600,000 
(Visual & Data Journalism Team, 2020)  

The first cases in the UK were confirmed at the end of January. The 
country went into lockdown on 23 March, with people ordered to 
stay at home. The British economy ground to a halt. By the end of 
May, monthly GDP had fallen by more than 24% (ONS, 2020a). 

In April 2020, the UK’s retail footfall, a measure of shoppers, had 
dropped by 80% compared to the previous year while the number of 
journeys people were taking plummeted. Journeys made in 
Manchester were 11% of normal levels, and 12% in London 
(Harari, 2020). 

In an ONS survey of businesses, 22% said they had stopped trading 
completely, while 25% of those still trading reported their turnover 
had fallen by more than a half (Harari, 2020). Applications for 
Universal Credit benefits surged, with 2.5 million applying between 
16 March and 5 May (Harari, 2020).  

In his budget of 11 March, Chancellor Rishi Sunak was already 
starting to rewrite Government economic policy to take account of 
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the looming pandemic but the sheer scale of it would punch a huge 
hole through Government finances. As lockdown halted economic 
activity, the Government’s forecast income from taxes on salaries, 
shopping and company profits dropped. In the meantime, the 
Government was having to spend much, much more. 

Not only was the welfare bill soaring with all those new claimants 
for Universal Credit but in a bid to keep Britain’s businesses alive, 
Sunak pledged to do “whatever it takes” to support them (Stewart, 
2020). Barely six days after his budget, Sunak was promising to pay 
80% of the salary costs of staff put on furlough – staff who might 
otherwise have been made redundant by businesses whose own 
incomes had collapsed.  

Simultaneously, the Government was having to find more money 
for the NHS, more money for medical research and more money for 
personal protective equipment. The bills just kept mounting. 

Let us just illustrate the cost of these two severe economic shocks.  

Before the banking crash, the then Labour chancellor Gordon 
Brown argued a prudent Government should always keep the 
national debt at less than 40% of the country’s annual GDP (Brown, 
2002, col320)  

In 2016-17, thanks to the banking crash, the national debt stood at 
85% of GDP.   

By 2019, things were looking better. The Treasury was forecasting 
that national debt would fall to 73% of GDP in 2023-24 (HM 
Treasury, 2019), but still far from what Brown once deemed 
prudent. 

Then the pandemic hit. National debt rocketed up to 100.9% of 
GDP (ONS, 2020). It is likely to rise further.  

The problem with debt is that it is to be paid for. So how does a 
Government handle its debts? 

The Austerity Years: Then and now? 
There are only two ways to reduce debt. First, stop spending and 
borrowing so much. Second, earn more money to pay back the debt.  

For a Government, that means cutting public spending, cutting 
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borrowing and increasing taxes. The consequences for the public 
are higher taxes and fewer services, not normally a vote-winning 
combination.  

This is the dilemma facing the Johnson Government in 2020 and 
which faced the Conservative/Liberal Democrat Coalition 
Government of 2010. What could Johnson’s team learn from 2010? 
And what might it want to avoid?  

The key debate for the 2010 Coalition Government was how far and 
how fast it should cut spending on services and by how much it 
should put up taxes. 

 Labour, in opposition, taking a classic Keynesian line, argued the 
speed and depth of the cuts the Government embarked on were both 
unnecessary and counterproductive. The Coalition Government 
disagreed.  

It was, however, determined not just to cut across the board. The 
Prime Minister David Cameron and his Chancellor George Osborne 
agreed, on both political and moral grounds, that the NHS and 
overseas aid should be spared from cuts and that education should 
also be largely protected. The difficulty was that this meant the 
scale of the cuts for every other area of government spending would 
have to be correspondingly much deeper. 

Among those that bore the heaviest cuts were: 

The Department for Communities & Local Government which 
funds councils which in turn provides local services such as adult 
social care, child protection, housing, waste collection & disposal 
and more. 

The Department for Work & Pensions which provides welfare 
benefits 

The Home Office, which funds the police and immigration services 

And the Ministry of Justice, which funds the courts and prison 
services, which we will look at in the next chapter. 

The link below is to an example of a classic “backgrounder” in 
which a reporter sets out the scale of the cuts between 2010 and 
2015: 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-34790102  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-34790102
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The cuts continued. It was not until October 2018 that the Prime 
Minister Theresa May, by this time running a minority government 
and fighting a losing battle on Brexit, announced “the end of 
austerity” because “the national debt was starting to fall” (my 
italics) (May, 2018).  

The cuts, dubbed austerity, might have meant the national overdraft 
was starting to fall but the consequences for public services were 
grim.  

Access to benefits fell, the numbers of police fell, the backlog in 
court cases grew, council services were pared back to the bone, 
child protection struggled, schools, supposedly protected, started 
closing early or increased their appeals to parents for funds and 
adult social care slid deeper into crisis 

The new Prime Minister Boris Johnson came to office promising a 
raft of spending increases – 20,000 more police officers, new 
hospitals, more money for schools and a definite pledge to “fix the 
crisis in social care once and for all” (Johnson, 2019).  

And then the pandemic struck. It cannot be emphasised enough that 
the economic havoc caused by the pandemic, detailed above, were 
only those of the first few months. Should there be a second spike 
and a second lockdown, it could get worse.  

But Johnson was clear he was not going to copy the Coalition’s 
austerity tactics. He was going to take a more Keynesian approach 
and spend his way out of trouble. In a speech in June, in front of a 
slogan “Build, Build, Build” Johnson said: “I serve notice we will 
not be responding to this crisis with what people call austerity. We 
are not going to cheesepare our way out of trouble because the 
world has moved on since 2008” (Sky News, 2020). 

But the fundamentals of excessive debt have not. The Government 
can only spend what it borrows or raises in taxes. Thanks to the 
pandemic, it now has less money to spend on adult social care or 
any of the other problems Johnson vowed to fix that first day he 
became Prime Minister. 

The pandemic has also forced the Conservative party to embark on 
big state measures that it would have thought inconceivable just 
months earlier. The speed with which the Conservatives move away 
from such big state spending back to their more modest small state 
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roots will spark impassioned debate within the party. A fundamental 
plank of its ideology has, quite simply, been smashed. Many in the 
party will be keen to repair the damage.  

And none of this takes into account another equally serious 
challenge on the horizon. 

Brexit 
As we go to press, this was the great unknown. As the BBC 
Economics Editor Faisal Islam wrote: “It is not possible to make a 
concrete forecast of a position that is unprecedented” (2019).  

The UK legally left the EU on 31st January 2020. Nothing changed 
in practice as it remained in a transition phase, abiding by all EU 
rules, while the two sides negotiated their long-term relationship. 
This phase ends on 31st December 2020. 

It is not yet known, at the time of publication, whether we will leave 
with a deal or without one.  

Leaving the EU with a deal was always going to have some 
economic consequences simply as businesses adjusted to the new 
trading arrangements. These might, as Brexiteers argued, be 
minimal and in the long-term offer the UK “a superb future” 
(Leadsom, 2019).  

Alternatively, it might, in the words of former Conservative Deputy 
Prime Minister Michael Heseltine, be “the biggest act of economic 
self-harm ever undertaken by a democratic government” (Schofield, 
2019).  

Leaving without a deal would have greater economic consequences, 
certainly in the short term.  

What would be the consequences of a no deal departure?  During a 
televised party leadership debate, the future Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson described the costs of a prepared no deal to be “vanishingly 
inexpensive” (Parker, Payne, Blitz, 2019). Another leadership 
candidate, Sajid Javid was more circumspect, saying it would be 
“challenging…at least for the first few months” (BBC, 2019).  

Other assessments were more pessimistic. The independent 
spending watchdog the Office for Budget Responsibility anticipated 
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that the mildest version of a no deal Brexit would lead to a short-
term recession and the Government costs of Brexit would almost 
double to around £60bn (BBC, 2019). The previous year, the Bank 
of England went much further, warning that the impact would be 
worse than the global economic crash (BBC, 2018).  

It is important to note that all these assessments were made before 
the pandemic hit. 

Whatever happens, businesses already struggling with the pandemic 
are likely to face increased trading costs, certainly in the short term. 
That would reduce company profits further. 

As a consequence, in the short term at least, businesses recovering 
from the pandemic will have thanks to Brexit (at best) less money to 
expand and (at worst) might have to contract. If businesses contract, 
they will lay even more people off. The forecast recession caused 
by the pandemic could be made deeper. 

The pressures on the Government budget will grow. The more 
company profits fall, the less tax companies pay. If people earn less 
or are out of work, they pay less if any tax. If both companies and 
people are paying less tax, the Government gets less income.  

Yet if more people are out of work, more people are claiming 
benefit, pushing Government welfare spending up. This means the 
Government has less money available for schools, hospitals, the 
police and so forth.  

The double whammy of the pandemic and Brexit coming at a time 
when the economy still bears the scars of the banking crisis is a 
challenge of herculean proportions.  

It is possible however that the Government will succeed in 
negotiating a favourable deal with the EU and will have in place, on 
1st January 2021, a range of excellent trade deals with other 
countries around the world ensuring that promised “superb future” 
(Leadsom, 2019) for businesses recovering from the pandemic.  

Alternatively, if the people Mr Johnson (2019) described as “the 
doubters, the doomsters, the gloomsters” are correct, the economic 
pain of Brexit may rain fresh blows on an economy that has just 
been flattened by one microscopic virus.  

 In the absence of a crystal ball, any Chancellor would need to plan 
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for the worst while working for the best. Now it’s time for you to 
put yourself in the Chancellor’s shoes. 

Exercise: You Build a Budget  
The link below will take you to the executive summary of the 
budget of 11th March 2020. At this point the pandemic is coming 
down the tracks but the scale of the devastation is not clear. Barely 
six days later, Sunak would be spending much, much more.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system
/uploads/attachment_data/file/871799/Budget_2020_Web_Accessib
le_Complete.pdf 

Click on it and scroll down to Page 7 of the document (Page 11 of 
the pdf). You will find a pie chart setting out what the Government 
was expecting to spend its money on in 2020-21. 

Then scroll on to the next page where you will find a second pie 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/871799/Budget_2020_Web_Accessible_Complete.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/871799/Budget_2020_Web_Accessible_Complete.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/871799/Budget_2020_Web_Accessible_Complete.pdf
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chart setting out where the Government was expecting to get its 
money from.  

 
Income Tax is the single most lucrative tax the Government raises. 
This, and its less high profile but almost as important companion 
National Insurance are roughly pegged to the amount individuals 
earn.  

Indirect taxes, of which the most important is Value Added Tax or 
VAT, is a tax paid on most goods and services. The VAT a person 
pays for, say, a new chair is set at the same rate for all, regardless of 
income.  

Using this information, draw up your own budget, planning how 
much you intend to spend on each public service and how you are 
going to raise the money to pay for it.  

Also contemplate what money you need to cope with the 
consequences of the pandemic and whether you need any money for 
the consequences of Brexit. In 2018, Theresa May’s Chancellor 
Philip Hammond set aside £26bn for the Government to use on 
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ways to soften the impact of Brexit on society. Is that enough? Or 
do you think it is too much? 

If you are going to increase spending on, say, health or education or 
preparing for Brexit, how are you going to pay for it? Are you going 
to cut back spending on other departments? Or raise more money? 

If you are raising more money, which tax are you going to increase 
and why? Or are you going to borrow? In which case, go back to the 
overall national debt clock here 

http://www.nationaldebtclock.co.uk/  

and contemplate how or when you are going to pay it back. 

Do you want to change people’s behaviour? A well-placed tax 
increase or tax cut can achieve this. Do you want to offer tax breaks 
for renewable energy? Or increase taxes on sugary snacks that lead 
to obesity? Your choice! 

Finally remember the political dilemma of all chancellors. 

You wish your party to remain in power. Slash services too deeply 
or put up taxes & borrowing too sharply, and you risk a voter 
backlash. 

As former Labour minister Ed Balls (2016, p392) warned: “Take 
care of the economics and the politics will follow; get the 
economics wrong and the politics will go out of control. That’s 
exactly what’s happened…” 

Useful Think Tanks: 
Think tanks issue useful research papers and briefings. The three 
below are merely to start you off. 

Institute of Fiscal Studies: leading think tank focused on analysing 
government tax and spend policies 

https://www.ifs.org.uk/  

The Adam Smith Institute: neoliberal, freemarket think tank  

https://www.adamsmith.org/  

The Fabian Society: bills itself as the UK’s oldest think tank, 
developing political ideas and public policy from a left perspective. 

http://www.nationaldebtclock.co.uk/
https://www.ifs.org.uk/
https://www.adamsmith.org/
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https://fabians.org.uk/  

Useful Reading: 
Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s party conference 
speech from 1983 which sets out the government’s dilemmas on tax 
and spending. Go in at paragraph 15: “One of the great debates of 
our time is about how much of your money should be spent by the 
state…. 

https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/105454  

David Cameron’s optimistic TED talk 2010 sets out his hopes for 
making life better despite the crash: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ELnyoso6vI  

Conservative Chancellor George Osborne (from col 303) and 
Labour Shadow Chancellor Ed Balls (from col 315 at 1.22pm) clash 
in 2013 over the best response to the global economic crash. 

https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2013-06-
26/debates/13062665000002/SpendingReview  

Institute for Fiscal Studies handy backgrounder on tax and spend for 
the BBC from the 2017 General Election  

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-39846701  

Labour Shadow Chancellor John McDonnell’s conference speech 
from 2018: 

https://labour.org.uk/press/john-mcdonnells-full-speech-labour-
conference-2018/  
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13. The Price of Justice 
A Case Study of Government Spending 

Most student journalists enjoy attending court. There is always a 
certain frisson in seeing your first defendant in the dock, watching 
your first jury deliver its verdict and seeing your first judge deliver 
their sentence. What’s more, courts are packed with news stories. 
All life is there - the wicked, the tragic, the heroic, the foolish, the 
sad and the extraordinary – human stories all, just waiting to be 
told. It’s important that those stories are told because justice needs 
to be seen to be done. Unless journalists are there to report it, it 
won’t be. Every time you step into court to cover a case, you are 
fulfilling one of the most important public interest duties of 
journalism. 

You will learn the necessary law for court reporting in your law 
classes. But there is something else you need to know to truly 
understand the events you see unfolding before you in the 
courtrooms: the administration of the justice system. As we saw in 
the previous chapter, the justice system of England and Wales was 
one of the areas which saw substantial cuts in Government spending 
in the wake of the banking crisis. In this chapter, while ranging 
across the whole of the UK, we will look at the consequences of 
those decisions. 

It is important to stress at the outset that Governments have learnt 
the hard way that just pouring money into a public service doesn’t 
necessarily increase its quality. Indeed, it is possible to cut funding 
and improve efficiency. It is also important to remember the scale 
of the challenge the Government of 2010 faced as it struggled to get 
a grip on the national finances in the wake of the banking crash. 
None of the decisions below were taken lightly. Nevertheless, 
student journalists from across the UK can take the experience of 
the justice system in England & Wales as a useful case study of the 
impact of Government spending decisions and how it can generate 
stories. 

Politicians typically heap praise upon the British systems of justice. 
In 2018, the Prime Minister Theresa May paid tribute to the 
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incorruptibility of our courts (Politicshome, 2018) while two years 
earlier, the then Lord Chancellor Liz Truss declared that the British 
justice system “was the envy of the world” (Ministry of Justice, 
2016). 

Yet the Law Society (2019) warned that the criminal justice system 
in England & Wales was “at absolute breaking point”. The former 
President of the Supreme Court, Lord Neuberger, predicted a 
breakdown in the rule of law if politicians didn’t change course 
(Scottish Legal News, 2019). The retiring head of criminal justice 
Sir Brian Leveson told the BBC that the system was at risk of 
collapse (Coleman, 2019). And in his annual report, the head of the 
police standards watchdog, Sir Thomas Winsor warned that the 
wider criminal justice system was both “dysfunctional and 
defective” (HMCFRS, 2019, p13). 

One of the most eloquent accounts of life on the frontline of the 
creaking justice system can be found in the anonymous blogger The 
Secret Barrister’s bestselling book “Stories of the Law and How It’s 
Broken”. It is gripping, thought-provoking and the paperback 
version is well within a student’s budget. If you want to spend just 
five minutes searching #thelawisbroken on social media, you’ll 
come across a host of lawyers venting their day-to-day frustrations. 

When you visit court, the chances are you will see what they are all 
talking about: cases deferred, interpreters, defendants and 
paperwork missing, lawyers visibly struggling to master briefs 
they’ve only just received and courtrooms standing empty despite 
waiting areas packed with defendants, witnesses and victims. 
Innocent defendants find themselves saddled with costs they never 
expected and cannot fully reclaim. Meanwhile prisons are too often 
overcrowded, sordid, violent places that operate a revolving door 
for repeat offenders who are inadequately monitored by a struggling 
probation service. 

These are guaranteed sources of important, strong and indeed 
potentially award-winning stories for journalists. In 2019 
Buzzfeed’s Emily Dugan’s series of articles on access to justice 
deservedly won her Private Eye’s Paul Foot Award for investigative 
journalism. 

All the pressures you will read about below were made worse by the 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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This chapter will look at:  
The Basics: Governments & Courts 
Paying for Justice (& Story Ideas) 
Area 1: The Courts  
Area 2: Legal Aid  
Area 3: Prisons & Probation Services 
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The Basics: Governments & Courts 
Courts are an integral part of the state but they have an awkward 
relationship with governments. They are both jealously independent 
of politicians and yet, simultaneously, utterly dependent upon them. 

It is a fundamental cornerstone of any democracy that the judiciary 
should be independent of both the Government and Parliament, and 
that courts should be able to reach their judgements free from 
political interference. Both the judiciary and politicians take much 
pride in this. 

And yet governments with Parliament have the power to restructure 
courts as they please, redefine the roles of the heads of the judiciary 
and to determine the process for appointing judges even though 
recent changes have arguably strengthened the independence of the 
UK judiciary. The creation of independent judicial appointment 
commissions (or, in Scotland, a board) reduced the role of ministers 
in the appointment of judges in sharp contrast to the intense political 
controversies that erupt every time the President of the United 
States has to appoint a new judge to the US Supreme Court. The 
creation of the UK’s own Supreme Court in 2009, which replaced 
the House of Lords as the highest court in the land, further 
underlined the separation of the courts from Parliament. 

Yet it is pertinent to point out that the power to make these major 
changes rests firmly with Government and Parliament, not with the 
courts. It is politicians who reshape the judicial system, not the 
courts. 

The courts, likewise, are there to uphold laws passed by Parliament. 
Judges do interpret those laws and set legal precedents that define 
those laws. Just look at the right to privacy which you will be 
examining in your law classes. The legal right of privacy, put 
forward by the Government and passed by Parliament, is set out in 
Article 8 of the Human Rights Act 1998. But what does it actually 
mean in practice? Judges have been left to decide that on a case by 
case basis but Parliament has the power to pass new laws to 
overturn such precedents, should it so choose. 

Last, but definitely by no means least, the courts are dependent on 
Government funding to function. Money, as ever, is fundamental. 
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Politicians may not dictate individual court judgements but, as we 
shall see, their decisions do affect the quality and direction of 
justice as a whole. 

Political power in the justice system 

The location of political power, as ever, depends on where in the 
UK is the story. 

England & Wales 
Courts, prisons and the probation service are all overseen by the 
relatively new Ministry of Justice, created in 2007. Its most senior 
minister holds two titles. The modern title is that of Secretary of 
State for Justice – shortened by journalists to Justice Secretary. The 
other, far more ancient, title, is that of Lord Chancellor, a post that 
can be traced back to the 11th century. 

The job of the Lord Chancellor has changed significantly. Until 
relatively recently the Lord Chancellor would simultaneously be a 
senior member of the Government, the Speaker of the House of 
Lords, the head of the judiciary and an active judge. Given the 
impartiality required of both the Lord Speaker and the judiciary, 
Lord Chancellors were, by necessity, semi-detached members of 
Government, somewhat aloof from the political fray. That has 
changed. The Blair Government stripped the Lord Chancellor’s role 
of most of these functions and he or she is now reduced to a mere 
cabinet minister responsible for the administration of the courts, 
albeit with a specific statutory duty to protect the independence of 
the judiciary and to look after the Great Seal of the Realm. It is the 
only cabinet post to come with its own ceremonial robes. 

Senior judges were alarmed when responsibility for prisons and the 
probation service were tacked on to the Lord Chancellor’s 
responsibilities, fearing this would politicise a semi-apolitical post 
(Constitutional Affairs Committee, 2007, paragraph 2). They were 
even more alarmed when Prime Ministers started breaking with 
tradition and appointing a succession of non-lawyer politicians to 
the job. That alarm reached its peak when the first woman to hold 
the post, non-lawyer Liz Truss, failed to come sufficiently speedily 
or robustly to the defence of the judiciary after the Daily Mail 
attacked three judges, hearing a case related to Brexit, as the 
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“Enemies of the People” (Slack, 2016, p1). Ms Truss said she was 
“a very strong believer in a free press” and didn’t think it was as a 
politician’s job to criticise particular headlines (Bowcott, 2017). 
The Lord Chief Justice Lord Thomas argued Ms Truss’s position 
was “constitutionally, absolutely wrong” and that it was her duty to 
defend the judges (Bowcott, 2017). Ms Truss moved departments in 
the next ministerial reshuffle. 

EXERCISE: Finding key political contacts  
Any journalist covering an area of justice in England & Wales 
needs to monitor the Ministry of Justice. So, find the telephone 
number of its press office. It’s available online. Then check out the 
background of the current Justice Secretary/Lord Chancellor. Find 
his or her most recent speech. If you were reporting it, what would 
the top line be? Check out the ministers of state and junior 
ministers, all of whom will have specific briefs such as the 
operation of the courts or prisons and the probation service. You 
will find their speeches and press releases on the Ministry of Justice 
website. Have a look on the link below as they are all sources of 
stories: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-justice  

You also need to follow the output of the Shadow Justice Secretary 
and his or her team. So, go online and find their names, telephone 
numbers and social media accounts. Remember to look for both 
their Westminster office number and their constituency office 
numbers. What sort of issues are they raising? 

Equally useful is the output of the House of Commons Justice 
Select Committee, the cross-party group of backbench MPs which 
monitors the Ministry of Justice. At the time of writing, the 
committee had just completed an inquiry on the impact of the 
pandemic on the courts, the probation service and prisons and was 
working on inquiries into children in custody, private prosecutions 
and more. Just the transcripts of the evidence sessions can give you 
a host of feature and documentary ideas plus lists of potential 
interviewees. You can find details on the committee here: 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-
z/commons-select/justice-committee/  

The MPs on the select committee are also a useful source of quotes 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-justice
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/justice-committee/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/justice-committee/
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on the delivery of justice in general. You can find the MPs’ names 
and contact details on the parliamentary website or just ring the 
Parliamentary switchboard (020 7219 3000) and ask to be put 
through. 

Running the Courts 
Responsibility for the actual administration of the court system in 
England & Wales now rests with the head of the judiciary, the Lord 
Chief Justice, who is appointed by the Judicial Appointments 
Commission. At the time of writing, this post was held by Lord 
Burnett of Maldon. If you have queries about the judiciary, you can 
contact the Judicial Press Office on the numbers here: 

https://www.judiciary.uk/press-office/   

The Lord Chief Justice may represent the judiciary and oversee the 
administration of the courts in England and Wales but he (or 
perhaps one day she) relies on the Justice Secretary to secure the 
government funding necessary for the courts. We shall return to this 
in a moment. 

There is one important element of the court service that is looked 
after elsewhere: The Crown Prosecution Service. This is 
accountable to the Attorney General’s Office. 

You will find details of the Attorney General Office’s work here on 
its website: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/attorney-generals-
office  

The Attorney General, unlike the Lord Chancellor these days, still 
needs to be a politician who is also legally qualified. They can 
either be an elected MP or sit in the House of Lords and they are 
supported by a second legally qualified MP or peer – the Solicitor 
General. The Attorney General is the government’s most senior law 
advisor. Prime Ministers seek their advice on issues as varied as the 
legality of going to war and the intricacies of a Brexit deal.  

He or she also chairs the Ministerial Strategic Board for the Crown 
Prosecution Service, which oversees the strategic direction of the 
CPS and holds it to account. 

The Attorney General appoints the Director of Public Prosecutions, 
who is the senior lawyer who actually runs the CPS and who issues 

https://www.judiciary.uk/press-office/
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/attorney-generals-office
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/attorney-generals-office
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important guidance for prosecutors in the shape of the Code for 
Crown Prosecutors, The DPP, at the time of writing, is Max Hill. 
His predecessor, Alison Saunders was the target of intense criticism 
over the collapse of multiple rape trials after it emerged that the 
police and prosecutors hadn’t been disclosing important evidence to 
the defence that could have cleared the defendants. You can contact 
the DPP through the Crown Prosecution Service’s press office here: 

https://www.cps.gov.uk/news  

Northern Ireland 
The sensitivities of the Troubles stalk Northern Ireland’s judicial 
system. The Northern Ireland Assembly may have opened its doors 
in 1998 but it would be a further 12 years before the body that 
included politicians with past links to terrorist paramilitaries would 
acquire powers over justice and policing. (For further details see 
Chapter 4 Terror & Hope: Northern Ireland). 

Neither the First or Deputy Minister of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly play any role in appointing judges. Instead, an 
independent Judicial Appointments Commission passes its 
recommendations straight to the Lord Chancellor or the Prime 
Minister in Westminster, both of whom duly forward the 
recommendations to the Crown. 

The Attorney General for Northern Ireland is however appointed 
jointly by the First and Deputy Ministers of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly (or in their absence by the Northern Ireland Secretary of 
the UK Government). The Attorney General serves as the chief 
legal adviser to the Northern Ireland Executive, when it’s sitting. It 
is the Attorney General, not Assembly ministers, who appoints the 
Director of the new Public Prosecution Service for Northern 
Ireland. The PPS, the counterpart of the Crown Prosecution in 
England & Wales, is described as a non-ministerial government 
department and is funded by the Northern Ireland Assembly. 

The new Department for Justice in Northern Ireland, created in 
2010, is headed by a minister from the Northern Ireland Assembly 
and is responsible for overseeing the courts and tribunal services, 
legal aid, forensic science, co-operation with the Republic of Ireland 
on criminal justice matters, prisons and policing.  

https://www.cps.gov.uk/news
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Scotland 
Scotland had its own legal system long before it voluntarily chose to 
join the union of England, Wales and Ireland in 1707 and that 
different system continues to operate. Today it is not the UK 
Government’s Scottish Office but the Scottish Parliament itself 
which oversees justice matters. Unlike Northern Ireland, which had 
to wait before such sensitive issues could be devolved downwards, 
Holyrood claimed the justice brief from the start of the Blair 
devolution reforms. (For further details see Ch 2 Devolution: How 
We Got Here and Ch 3 Reporting Wales & Scotland).  

Consequently, it is the Scottish Government, sitting in the Scottish 
Parliament, that is responsible for funding and overseeing the 
Scottish courts. The Justice Directorate, headed by the Justice 
Secretary – at the time of writing, Hamza Yousuf MSP – is 
responsible not just for overseeing the police but the courts and 
prison system as well. You can find details of the directorate here: 

https://www.gov.scot/about/how-government-is-
run/directorates/justice/   

If you are covering justice issues in Scotland, you need also to be 
across the justice spokespeople for the other major parties in the 
Scottish Parliament and of course the Scottish Parliament’s Justice 
Committee. Unlike select committees in Westminster, this both 
scrutinises bills and holds inquiries. At the time of writing, it was 
investigating the presumption against short prison sentences, elder 
abuse, the laws of defamation and civil actions for rape. Contact 
details for MSPs are on the Parliament’s website. If you want a 
quote, ring them. 

Judges (senators and sheriffs) are appointed by the Queen, on the 
recommendation of the First Minister of the Scottish Government, 
who in turn is acting on recommendations from the Judicial 
Appointments Board for Scotland. The head of the Scottish 
judiciary is the Lord President of the Court of Sessions who is 
supported by the Judicial Office for Scotland. 

The most senior law officer in Scotland is the Lord Advocate who 
heads up the Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service, which 
conducts prosecutions in Scotland. Contact details for its press 
office are here: 

https://www.gov.scot/about/how-government-is-run/directorates/justice/
https://www.gov.scot/about/how-government-is-run/directorates/justice/
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https://www.copfs.gov.uk/media-site/media-cat  

The Solicitor General for Scotland provides legal advice for the 
Scottish Government. Back in Westminster, one of the ministers 
within the UK Ministry of Justice, is the Advocate General for 
Scotland who advises the UK Government on Scottish law and 
represents the UK Government in Scottish courts. 

Paying for Justice (& Story Ideas) 
Even Lord Chief Justices can make misjudgments. Lord Phillips of 
Worth Matravers made a major one when the role of Lord 
Chancellor was reduced, in essence, to that of a mere cabinet 
minister while his own role, that of Lord Chief Justice, was 
immediately boosted by the acquisition of the prestigious post of 
head of the judiciary for England & Wales. 

Lord Phillips promptly declared that he now considered himself the 
“senior partner” in the relationship between Lord Chief Justice and 
Lord Chancellor (Constitutional Affairs Committee 2, 2007, p43) 
He then added tartly that the changes meant that “the Lord 
Chancellor came under a duty to provide me and my judges with the 
resources that we need for the efficient and effective administration 
of justice” (Constitutional Affairs Committee 2, 2007, p43). 

That was to prove optimistic on multiple levels. Government 
ministers never, ever consider themselves the junior partners in their 
relationship with the services they oversee. But what Lord Phillips 
really hadn’t reckoned on was the banking crisis and the consequent 
economic crash (see Chapter 12 Government Budgets). In the 
maelstrom that followed, the Lord Chief Justice’s view (Phillips, 
2011) and the Treasury’s view of what was needed for the efficient 
administration of justice would differ sharply. There was only ever 
going to be one winner in that contest. The Lord Chancellor/Justice 
Secretary was reduced to a simple conduit for cuts. 

Between 2010/11 and 2016/17, the Treasury cut funding to the 
Ministry of Justice by 29% in real terms (House of Commons 
Library, 2018) and the cuts were set to continue. In its analysis of 
the Government’s 2018 budget, the thinktank, the Resolution 
Foundation (2018, p13) predicted that by 2023/4, allowing for 
inflation, the budget of the Ministry of Justice would have been cut 

https://www.copfs.gov.uk/media-site/media-cat
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by 48% since 2009-2010. 

This was the issue that was so exercising the Law Society, the 
former President of the Supreme Court and others whose warnings 
we looked at earlier. They feared the criminal justice system was 
breaking down. The Government argued that while it was, of 
necessity, tightening its belt, it was also overseeing a badly needed 

£1bn programme of modernisation that would actually improve the 
justice system, with increased access to justice online. The headline 
figures however painted a grim picture. 

In 2018 there were fewer courts, fewer prosecutions, fewer 
magistrates and fewer judges than there were in 2010 and yet 
recorded crime had risen to a 14-year-high. The consequences of 
this are inevitably a source of stories. So, what should you look for? 

The Ministry of Justice has three major areas of spending: courts & 
tribunals, legal aid and the prison & probation service. As its budget 
shrank, the Ministry had to cut costs in all three. 

Area 1: The Courts 
One simple way to cut costs was just to close courts. 

Between 2010 and 2018, half of all magistrates’ courts in England 
& Wales were closed. South East England lost the most – 25 courts 
- while Wales and the North West lost 22 courts each. The sale of 
the old court houses raised £223m for the public purse. (House of 
Commons Library, 2019). It also saved considerable sums in the 
wages bill as “thousands of staff” were lost (Slaughter, 2019, col 
429). 

Justice ministers could and did argue that this was not done lightly 
and that every penny was reinvested in the programme to modernise 
the court system (Dearden, 2019). Modernisation was certainly 
badly needed. In the summer of 2019, Court No 1 in Taunton in 
Somerset still only had one plug socket on the lawyers’ benches, 
making it impossible for all the lawyers to charge their laptops 
while Wi-Fi in other courts was poor or non-existent (Charalambous 
2019, col 417). This was clearly unacceptable. 

There were other arguments for closures. Shutting down cramped, 
ramshackle old court houses that were no longer economical or fit 
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for purpose made sense. Lawyer turned Conservative MP and chair 
of the Commons Justice Select Committee, Robert Neill (2019, col 
418) recalled once having to hold a conference with a client in the 
toilet of a magistrates’ court in East Anglia as that was the only 
place they could talk without being overheard by either the 
prosecution or the prosecution witnesses. He said, fairly enough: 
“Courts like that should not be in use. (Neill, 2019, col 418) 

But the contemplated closures went well beyond the dilapidated and 
out of date. Cambridge Magistrates’ Court was purpose built in 
2010 and yet that too was put on a list of eight courts due to be 
closed in 2019. Seven of those eight courts were, at the time of 
writing, on track to close. Cambridge was only spared because, 
according to Labour MP Bambos Charalambous (2019, col 414), it 
was on a long, expensive finance lease. 

What really matters, however, is not the buildings but the 
consequences for people. The scale of the closures has, inevitably, 
meant that defendants, victims and witnesses are having to travel 
further to attend court. The longer journeys make it more difficult 
for people having to take time off work and arrange childcare. They 
are particularly challenging for those on low incomes, dependent on 
public transport, or who have mobility problems. 

Since the closure of Scunthorpe Magistrates Court, local people 
have had to travel a further 27.5 miles to the court in Grimsby. The 
peak time train ticket for that journey is £15.80 one way, “a huge 
amount for someone on Universal Credit” to find (Charalambous, 
2019, col 415). For a single person on Income Support, aged 25 or 
over, that one-way trip would cost 20% of their weekly income. 
And that’s not counting the costs of getting back home. Such people 
are being placed in a position where they may have to choose 
between paying for travel to court or paying for food to eat. This 
takes us to the situation where, for the poorest in society, it can 
appear, at face value, to make financial sense not to turn up at court 
but instead wait for the police to come and arrest them and take 
them there for free even if it means incurring the wrath of the court 
and a missed trial hearing. Yet as we will see in Ch 15 The Police, 
officers are stretched enough as it is without providing a free ferry 
service to court for those on low incomes. 

News Story Idea: It’s worth checking if courts in the area where 
you live, work or study have been closed. The House of Commons 
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Library briefing paper on Court Statistics for England & Wales 
2019 has useful graphics on pp18 & 19 illustrating where the 
hotspots for closure were. You can download the briefing paper 
from the link below: 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8372/ 

An accessible court is now defined by the MoJ as one for which 
people would have to leave home no earlier than 7.30am and from 
which they could get home no later than 7.30pm by public transport 
(Ministry of Justice, 2019). 

How are local people getting to courts in your area? How much 
does it cost on public transport? And at peak times? Map that to 
benefit payments. Are these affordable to people on the very basic 
benefits? What support, if any, is available for the elderly and 
disabled or those with caring responsibilities? How often will they 
need to change buses or trains? You could do a creative social 
media video demonstrating the journeys people have to take to court 
from villages or suburbs on the edge of town. You might like to 
further map your findings to any local cutbacks in public transport 

– particularly bus services. Then ask the local court how many 
times hearings are postponed because defendants and witnesses 
don’t show up, and how that compares with ten years ago. 

It’s not just about distance. The London boroughs of Southwark, 
Lewisham and Greenwich all lost their youth courts and their cases 
were sent instead to Bromley Youth Court. As Charalambous (2019, 
col 415) argued, these four boroughs have a population greater than 
the cities of Leeds and Manchester but they now share just one 
youth court. Many of the youngsters now processed by that single 
youth court are involved in gangs. Court staff are having to ensure 
they don’t list cases with rival gangs on the same day to avoid what 
Neill (2019, col 423) delicately referred to as the potential for 
“disorder.” That too is a story. 

Backlogs, Delays & Staff Shortages 

The closure programme contributed to a backlog of cases piling up 
in the remaining courts. These reached a peak of 327,000 in 2015 
while the latest available figures show the backlog had been 
reduced to 297,000 cases in December 2017, (Sturge, 2018b, p3). 

When you attend court, particularly crown court, make a note of the 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8372/
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offence date. How long ago was it? In 2019 my students sat through 
a dangerous driving case, with a teenage victim, two years after the 
actual incident. The victim, who had sat his GCSEs and started sixth 
form during the intervening years, was being questioned in detail 
about one evening when he was just 14 or 15. In this case, 
mercifully, there was CCTV to jog the understandably hazy 
memory of a nervous teenager. Self-evidently, the greater the time 
that elapses between the alleged offence and the actual trial, the 
greater the risk of the outcome (and the liberty of the defendant) 
being determined by evidence of those struggling to remember the 
details. That matters. As the old saying goes, justice delayed is 
justice denied. 

Between 2011 and 2017, the length of time between the offence and 
the completion of the criminal trial increased (Sturge, 2018b, p3). 
Sturge (2018b) says this appears to reflect increases in the time 
between the offence and charging, the pre-court phase handled by 
the police. That’s certainly possible but the court system itself is 
adept at causing its own delays. 

Let’s start with floating trials. Defendants, victims and witnesses 
who may have already waited months and possibly a year or more 
for their day in court are finally allocated a trial date. They duly 
make the journey to court, taking time off work and organising 
childcare, psyching themselves up for what is likely to be as 
stressful day. They then spend hours in spartan waiting areas only to 
be told their case won’t be heard that day after all and will be 
rescheduled at another date and quite possibly at another court. 

The barrister who tweets as “bewigged & bewildered” tweeted in 
July 2019: “When the court without consulting ANYONE moves 
your case from Luton to Hove. With defendants from Norfolk. That. 
Urge to kill is rising #thelawisbroken” sic (2019). 

There are various causes of such postponements. To ensure efficient 
use of courtrooms, court staff deliberately overbook, knowing some 
cases will finish earlier than expected or else be delayed. They want 
to ensure there are always cases ready and waiting to take those 
courtroom slots – rather like airlines overbooking flights. This 
might lead to efficient use of court time but it is not an efficient or 
stress-free use of the time of victims, witnesses and defendants. The 
Secret Barrister, (2018, p140) describes the practice as “a victory 
for listing statistics over basic human decency”. 
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There can be other reasons too. Sometimes there are not enough 
magistrates or judges on duty. Between 2012/13 and 2017/18, the 
number of magistrates fell from 23,401 to 15,003 while in the same 
time frame, the number of judges dropped from 3,621 to 2,978 and 
yet the volume of criminal and civil cases increased by 4% (Sturge, 
2018b, p21). 

Worse, not all judges, including the part-time recorders, can or will 
be deployed in court on any given day. This might save money but 
does not speed up justice. 

In May 2019, criminal barrister Nick Barraclough tweeted: “10 of 
20 courts not sitting at Snaresbrook Crown Court tomorrow because 
MoJ will not pay for judges. Meanwhile my 19-year-old client with 
no convictions has to wait in HMP Pentonville till October because 
‘there is not court available’. It’s just wrong” (Barraclough, 2019). 

In June 2019 a second barrister Ed Elton tweeted: “2 to 3 week trial 
due to start on Monday. Current trial in that courtroom now due to 
last until Tuesday. Week after next only 2 of the 5 Crown court 
rooms in Bournemouth will be sitting. There are no Recorder days 
left. Being offered new trial dates in early 2020” (Elton, 2019). 

In July 2019, a third barrister Joanna Hardy sat down with the court 
lists, did some counting and then tweeted: “Fun fact. There are just 
19 Recorders (part time judges) sitting in the *entire country* 
hearing criminal cases alongside their full-time colleagues. 
Meanwhile spare courtrooms are yawning and empty. Recorders are 
plentiful. Trials are being listed for Spring 2020” (Hardy, 2019). 

It’s not just the number of judges that have been cut. The budget of 
the Crown Prosecution Service was cut by 30% with significant 
reductions in the numbers of CPS lawyers (Hyde, 2019). The 
Attorney General Geoffrey Cox strongly denied the CPS was a 
failing service. He argued that, despite the cutbacks, there had been 
“no suffering in the core functions of the CPS” but conceded: ”If 
you ask me: is it possible for them to sustain further cuts of the 
same kind? I’ll be frank with you: I don’t believe it is” (Hyde, 
2019). 

To save money further, the Ministry of Justice contracted out the 
interpreter service for courts. The new private company promptly 
lowered the rates of interpreters’ pay. The result was criticised by 
the National Audit Office in 2012 and again in 2014. The House of 
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Commons Public Accounts Committee (2012) concluded that 
“almost everything that could go wrong, did go wrong”. When the 
contract went live, the company Applied Language Solutions had 
only 280 interpreters on its books when it needed 1,200, it 
succeeded in meeting only 58% of its bookings, the result was “total 
chaos”: trials postponed, defendants held longer on remand solely 
because no interpreter was available while the quality of those who 
did turn up was, at times, “appalling” (Public Accounts Committee, 
2012). A replacement company Capita was fined thousands of 
pounds for poor performance by the MoJ (BBC, 2014). 

By 2016, thousands of court cases had been adjourned because of 
either poor or absent interpreters (Bowcott, 2016). In 2017, 423 
magistrates’ trials and 29 crown court trials were postponed due to 
lack of interpreter availability (Sturge, 2018b, p11). 

Alternatively, trials may be delayed simply because the prosecution 
or defence may not be ready, not least because they haven’t been 
able to get hold of essential material, often from over-stretched 
police forces, or the defendant or witness may not have turned up 
(Sturge, 2018b, p11), a factor compounded by the increase in 
journey times caused by court closures outlined above. 

Such delays, by the police and courts combined, inevitably prolong 
the ordeal for all involved. In 2015 a 12-year-old girl was raped by 
a 16-year-old boy from Corby. The child became pregnant as a 
result and had to have an abortion. She then had to wait until she 
herself had turned 16 to see her attacker, now a few months shy of 
his 21st birthday, jailed. One of the barristers at the trial, Daniel 
Bishop condemned the four year gap between the rape and the 
sentencing as a “matter of national shame” (Cronin, 2019). 

The bottom line was that in 2017, two out of every 10 trials 
scheduled in magistrates’ courts and four out of every 10 trials 
scheduled in crown courts were rescheduled, (Sturge, 2018b, p10). 

These are stories – and the situation has only got worse in 2020 as 
the backlog of trials increased even more thanks to the closure of 
courts during the pandemic lockdown.  

News Story Idea: Ask your local courts how many ineffective trials 
are listed and the reasons for their failure to progress. You can also 
find very useful data on court performances here: 
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https://www.judiciary.uk/crown-court-information/  

The answers would give you the material for a useful feature, social 
media video, or two way with graphics. 

Area 2: Legal Aid 
Free Legal Advice, Legal Aid and the Innocence Tax 

We, the taxpayer, pay for the Crown Prosecution Service. But who 
pays for the defence lawyers? Simple, the defendant does. But what 
if they cannot afford it? In theory, that is what legal aid is there for: 
the second key area of spending for the Ministry of Justice. It is 
available for both criminal and civil cases. 

Let us start with criminal cases. Legal advice is essential. Everyone 
is entitled to free legal advice, paid for by the state, if they are 
questioned at a police station. This advice is provided by duty 
solicitors. The only catch with this is that duty solicitors tend to be 
an elderly bunch with not enough younger lawyers coming in to 
replace them. The pay is not attractive. 

In a parliamentary briefing in 2018, the Law Society warned that 
within five to ten years there would be a shortage of experienced 
duty solicitors. It predicted a “catastrophic effect on the criminal 
justice system”, warning that the problems would be particularly 
acute in “Dorset, Devon, Somerset, Wiltshire, Worcestershire, 
Norfolk, Suffolk, Cornwall, West Wales and Mid Wales with 
alarming figures for many other parts of England & Wales.” (2018, 
p1). 

Justice requires that the people caught up in the process understand 
their rights and their options. Without legal advice, many people 
who, quite reasonably, are not legal experts, simply won’t know. 
It’s worth checking your area because if the Law Society was 
correct in its predictions, this will be a major story you can follow 
up. Check the Law Society’s latest campaign material on criminal 
solicitors, speak to them and speak to local firms of solicitors 
dealing in criminal law. 

But let’s assume our defendant has had their free legal advice in the 
police station. If they are going to be prosecuted, they are then 
going to need to pay for the further services of a solicitor and almost 

https://www.judiciary.uk/crown-court-information/
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certainly a barrister to defend them. That’s two sets of legal fees. 
It’s at this point the defendant needs to find out if they even qualify 
for legal aid. 

If they are being tried in the magistrates, they won’t get legal aid if 
their annual disposable income is more than £22,325 while for 
crown court cases, with their more serious sentences, defendants 
won’t get legal aid if their gross income (often including that of a 
live-in partner) exceeds £37,500 (Secret Barrister, 2018b). Even if 
they are eligible, they may have to pay at least some of the costs 
themselves up front. 

Those who are not eligible have to pay for the lawyers themselves, 
even if they are innocent. The market rates for solicitors and 
barristers are higher than the legal aid rates. Should the defendant 
eventually be acquitted, then they may be able to claim back some 
of those costs but only within the bounds of legal aid levels. So, 
there will be a potentially steep shortfall, which the defendant will 
have to pay regardless. As the Secret Barrister pithily put it (2018, 
p198): “You can be prosecuted by the state. You can be refused 
legal aid and forced to pay privately. You can be found not guilty of 
any criminal offence. And the life savings that you have exhausted 
in the process of defending yourself will not be refunded.” 
Welcome to the Innocence Tax. 

The Law Society, which represents solicitors in England & Wales, 
pulled together this effective video explaining the problem: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuTBXvcuMds  

One prominent person to find himself the victim of the Innocence 
Tax was the former Deputy Speaker of the House of Commons, 
Conservative MP Nigel Evans who was prosecuted for and 
eventually acquitted of assorted sexual offences, including one 
charge of male rape. He said he went through hell. He also spent a 
reported 

£130,000 on legal fees defending himself, money he did not get 
back (Parker, 2014). Losses on this scale would be a devastating 
experience for most people. It’s a story seldom told. But it’s worth 
telling. 

The scale of the cuts in legal aid were considerable. Back in 2012, 
the MoJ was spending £2bn a year on legal aid which it would later 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xuTBXvcuMds


13. The Price of Justice 412 

argue marked “a long period of expansion of legal aid beyond its 
original intention” (MoJ, 2019, p5). In the wake of the banking 
crisis, as it frankly conceded (MoJ, 2019, p5), it came under 
pressure from the Treasury to cut its legal aid spending. By 2018, 
spending was down to £1.6bn, a cut of 37% in real terms (Pratt, 
Brown, Sturge, 2018, p3). One way to achieve such cuts to was to 
reduce the rates lawyers could claim. According to the Criminal 
Law Solicitors’ Association (2019) legal aid rates that were once 
broadly comparable to the market rates dropped to “a fifth or tenth 
of many private rates. That’s unsustainable.” 

Another way to slim down the budget was to tighten the conditions 
under which people could claim legal aid in the first place and then 
narrow the number of areas, particularly in civil law, which would 
be covered by legal aid. Much of these changes were put in place by 
the Legal Aid, Sentencing & Punishment of Offenders Act 2012, 
better known in legal circles as Laspo. 

Between 2010-11 and 2017-18, the number of criminal cases 
covered by legal aid dropped by 33% whilst the number of civil 
cases fell by 82% (Pratt, Brown, Sturge, 2018, p5). 

Nigel Evans, the former Deputy Speaker who got hit hard by the 
Innocence Tax, would regret Laspo. He said: “If I had my time 
again I would stand up and argue against the implementation of 
Laspo…It’s wrong, completely wrong, to remove people’s right to 
have expert legal representation, and now I’ve gone through it, I can 
see that clearly. We’re definitely talking about justice being denied 
as a result of Laspo” (Hill, Bowcott 2018). 

As the figures above demonstrate, the cutbacks have been steepest 
in the area of civil law. This typically covers issues like housing 
disputes, debt or family issues. 

Analysis by the Law Society (2019) showed that a third of the 
whole population for England & Wales were living in “legal aid 
deserts”, areas where there was simply no longer any provision at 
all for legal aid on housing. 

The society warned: “The shortage in legal aid advice for housing 
means that people on low incomes facing homelessness and eviction 
are struggling to get the local face-to-face advice they desperately 
need and are entitled to by law.” (2019). This useful heat map on 
the Law Society link below shows you where the shortages were. 
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Have a look – this might be a story for your area. 

https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/campaigns/legal-aid-deserts 

How do you follow this up? Talk to the Law Society, Citizens 
Advice, charities for the homeless, local councillors and the local 
MP and, above all, the people facing eviction for their own stories. 

These will be powerful human stories. 

Law Without Lawyers 

The inevitable consequence of tighter restrictions on legal aid and 
sheer cost of paying privately for lawyers is that “significantly” 
more people (Hallett, 2019, p5) are going it alone, representing 
themselves in court. This is a miserable, stressful experience, driven 
by desperation. 

For criminal defendants, the Secret Barrister argues it is a “Sophie’s 
Choice between their family’s financial security and their liberty” 
(2018, p217) For civil litigants, the choice might be between their 
life savings and access to their children. Trying to do the right thing 
from the best of motives, they find themselves swept up in 
processes they, quite reasonably, do not understand. 

The President of the Supreme Court Lady Hale (2019) warned this 
has led to many more civil cases ending up, quite unnecessarily, in 
court when legal advice could have ensured a speedier resolution 
outside court. 

An internal MoJ review of the impact of the legal aid cuts was 
leaked to Buzzfeed’s award-winning journalist Emily Dugan. In it, 
one judge says of people representing themselves: “Some of them 
just sit there like a rabbit in the headlights and haven’t got a clue 
what’s going on” (Dugan, 2018). 

Lady Justice Hallett, vice president of the Court of Appeal criminal 
division, warned that if Laspo was not going to be repealed “we 
should be exploring new ways to provide representation for the 
most vulnerable in their civil and family claims and persuading 
government that the criminal justice system should not be allowed 
to perish” (Hallett, 2019, p9). She called for the creation of a 
Contingency Legal Aid Fund. 

The issue of access to justice is going to continue to be a news story 
for years to come. 

https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/campaigns/legal-aid-deserts
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News Story Idea: If you find yourself in a criminal or civil court 
where the defendant or litigant is representing themselves, it would 
be worth asking them why. Once the case is finished, you might 
have a compelling human story. Or just ask your local courts how 
many people are now representing themselves compared to ten 
years ago and appeal on social media for anyone affected to get in 
touch with you. Then speak to the professional organisations 
representing lawyers and to local MPs. 

Area 3: Prisons & Probation Services 
You know it’s not looking good when the best your Chief Inspector 
of Prisons (2019, p9) can say in his annual report is that the prison 
service is “not…entirely in crisis.” 

Peter Clark actually opened his report thus: “The recent history of 
many prisons in England & Wales has been deeply troubling…far 
too many of our jails have been plagued by drugs, violence, 
appalling living conditions and lack of access to meaningful 
rehabilitative activity…levels of self-harm were disturbingly high 
and self-inflicted deaths tragically increased by one fifth on the 
previous year.” (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2019, p8). 

Trouble in jails is not unique to England & Wales. Scotland and 
Northern Ireland face their own challenges. In May 2018, 
approximately 92,500 people were in a UK prison, of whom 83,430 
were in England & Wales, 7,595 were in Scotland and 1,475 were 
in Northern Ireland (Sturge, 2018a, p3). Those prisoners were part 
of a trend, a long-term increase in the numbers being jailed. More of 
them were also serving longer sentences than those in jail in 2010 
(Sturge, 2018a, p4). And 58% of all jails in England & Wales were 
overcrowded (Sturge, 2018a, p4). A total of 14 of the UK’s jails are 
run by private companies. 

Wherever you are working or studying in the UK, there will be a 
prison serving your area. Find it and check it out. It will be an 
important source of stories. 

Taking away a person’s liberty is the worst penalty the British state 
can impose. So, let’s start with the fundamental question: what is 
the point of prison? This is the subject of endless compelling 
features and documentaries. Is it to punish? To protect the public? 
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To rehabilitate the offender so they emerge a better person? And if 
so, do they actually work? If the convict re-offends, surely that 
amounts to failure? 

In England & Wales, the most recent figures available at time of 
publication showed that almost 30% of adults re-offended (HM 
Government, 2018) while in Scotland, the figure was 27% (Scottish 
Government, 2018). 

Yet in Northern Ireland, it was noticeably lower – just 17% of 
adults re-offended (Department of Justice, 2018). It’s worth asking 
why? Could lessons be learnt from Northern Ireland? 

There are other differences. The amount each area of the UK spends 
on prison appears to vary sharply. 

In 2016/7, for example the average cost of a prison place in England 
& Wales was £22,933 while in Scotland it was £35,325 and in 
Northern Ireland £53,408 (Sturge, 2018a, p27). 

Never jump to conclusions at headline figures. Northern Ireland’s 
prisons costs have been historically high, reflecting in part the long 
shadow cast by The Troubles (see Chapter 4, Terror & Hope: 
Northern Ireland). Paramilitary prisoners had complex additional 
needs, staffing ratios were higher and prison officers commanded 
higher salaries, not least because of the extra risks involved. At least 
32 prison officers were murdered during The Troubles and since. 
(Black, 2018). The most recent murder of a prison officer, at time of 
publication, was that Adrian Ismay, killed by a car bomb, in 2016. 
That said, the province’s Prison Officers’ Association had another 
explanation for the high costs: managerial “incompetence” (Molloy 
& Moore, 2010, p6). 

Sturge (2018a) points out that the disparity in the figures between 
England & Wales and Scotland may simply reflect different ways of 
recording costs. The English & Welsh figure only included direct 
costs. When the total cost of prison expenditure was taken into 
account, the average annual cost per place in England & Wales was 

£35,371, virtually identical to the Scottish figure (Sturge, 2018a, 
p27). 

But what matters is not the accounting techniques but the overall 
trends and their consequences for people. 
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There have been deep cuts in prison spending. In Northern Ireland a 
prison place cost £90,000 in 2006/07 (Molloy & Moore, 2010, p2), 
since when it has dropped by 40%, but as we have seen it remains 
still well above the figures elsewhere in the UK. 

In England & Wales, the challenge has been immense. In 2010 the 
Government was spending £45,000 a year on each prison place 
(Prison Reform Trust, 2010) but with the Treasury insisting on deep 
cuts in the wake of the banking crisis, that had to change. By 
2015/16, the MoJ had cut prison spending by 21% in real terms 
(Institute for Government, 2018). Cuts on that scale are never a 
pain-free exercise. 

Salaries are always a major expense in any organisation and so the 
MoJ cut the number of prison officers by 26% by 2013/14 (Institute 
of Government, 2018). Because there were fewer prison officers, 
prisoners spent more time locked in their cells, with less access to 
learning and other rehabilitative activities. Levels of violence soared 
and prison safety “started to deteriorate sharply” (Institute of 
Government, 2018). 

So serious was the problem that the MoJ persuaded the Treasury in 
2016 to find at least some cash to recruit replacement prison 
officers. The numbers of prison deaths did then start decline but the 
overall rates of violence remained a serious concern. Prisoner 
assaults went up by 44% in just the two years to December 2017 
(Sturge, 2018a, p14). 

The new prison officers brought in to tackle this were often much 
less experienced than the ones who had left. This did not help. At 
Nottingham Prison & Young Offenders Institute, inspectors found 
half of all staff on the wings were in their first year of prison service 
and lacked confidence in dealing with poor behaviour, while middle 
management was also inexperienced (HM Chief Inspector of 
Prisons, 2018, p6). The inspectors declared Nottingham, which had 
a history of poor inspection results, was still not “fit for purpose” 
adding: “Not surprisingly, in a prison which could be defined by the 
prevalence of drugs and violence, the level of suicide and self-harm 
was both tragic and appalling. Since our previous visit, eight 
prisoners had taken their own lives, with four of these tragedies 
occurring over a four-week period during the autumn of 2017. Just a 
few short weeks after this inspection, a ninth prisoner was believed 
to have taken his own life.” (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2018, 
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p5 & 6). 

Failure on this scale will always be a story and HMP Nottingham is 
not alone. Prisons in Exeter, Birmingham and Bedford were singled 
out by the Chief Inspector of Prisons (2019) in his annual report as 
cause for particular concern. 

Conservative MP Rory Stewart was so concerned by the scale of 
violence when he became Prisons Minister in 2018 that he pledged 
to resign as a minister if the levels of violence did not come down 
within a year (BBC, 2018). He was moved on in a reshuffle before 
the year was out. It’s worth remembering that while reshuffles can 
and do freshen up Governments, moving ministers every one or two 
years can strip of them of the chance to drive through proper 
change. 

Finding stories on prisons: If you want to know what to look for, 
first you need to know the state of your local prison. Prisons, just 
like other public services, are regularly inspected just like schools, 
hospitals and police forces. So, start with the latest official 
inspection report. 

For England & Wales and Northern Ireland, the HM Chief Inspector 
of Prisons’ reports can be found here: 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/#.U4yR31Mum
jg  

For Scotland, HM Inspectorate of Prisons’ reports can be found 
here: 

https://www.prisonsinspectoratescotland.gov.uk/  

Prisons across the UK are also monitored by volunteers who have 
unrestricted access to their allocated prison which they visit several 
times a month. These monitors talk to both staff and inmates. They 
are supposed to help ensure that proper standards of care and 
decency are maintained – a challenging task in some prisons. They 
often help solve problems that prisoners have. They publish annual 
reports which are equally useful sources of stories or 
feature/documentary ideas. They are important voices that deserve 
to be heard. 

In Scotland, each prison has teams of Independent Prison Monitors. 
You can find their reports here: 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/#.U4yR31Mumjg
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmiprisons/#.U4yR31Mumjg
https://www.prisonsinspectoratescotland.gov.uk/
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https://www.prisonsinspectoratescotland.gov.uk/publications  

In England, Wales and Northern Ireland, the volunteers sit on 
Independent Monitoring Boards. Each prison or immigration 
detention centre has its own IMB. Find the chair of the IMB for 
your local prison. Find out whether it has the full complement of 
volunteers or whether it has vacancies (which begs the question 
how effectively it can do its job) and read its annual report. The link 
to their reports is here: 

https://www.imb.org.uk/reports/  

You could always start with looking at HMP Bedford, one of the 
prisons that so concerned the Chief Inspector of Prisons and where 
prisoners repeatedly riot. The Bedford IMB’s 2018 report warned 
that assaults on officers were twice the national average, the prison 
was infested with cockroaches and plagues of rats, the segregation 
unit was a dungeon that should be closed and relocated while the 
mental health services were inadequate. The problems with 
Bedford’s prison were not new. In 1773, they so shocked the new 
High Sheriff of Bedfordshire John Howard that he became one of 
the earliest and greatest campaigners for prison reform. 

One leading campaign group today, the Howard League for Penal 
Reform, bears his name. 

Probation Services 

Is there any point in short prison sentences? Research suggests that 
those sentenced to 12 months or less in jail are twice as likely to 
reoffend as those sentenced to some form of community service 
(Scottish Government, 2019). Back in 2011, the Scottish 
Government issued judges with a presumption against prison 
sentences of three months or less. In 2019, with reoffending rates 
down to a 19 year low, the Scottish Government extended that 
presumption to prison sentences of a year or less, unless judges felt 
a spell in jail was really necessary. Community Safety Minister Ash 
Denham said: “Disruptive and counterproductive short prison 
sentences often lead to homelessness, unemployment and family 
breakdown – making it harder for people to re-integrate on release 
and increasing the likelihood that they will be drawn into a cycle of 
offending” (Scottish Government, 2019). 

The Scottish experiment has been watched closely by the Ministry 

https://www.prisonsinspectoratescotland.gov.uk/publications
https://www.imb.org.uk/reports/
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of Justice in England & Wales which issued its own study in July 
2019, confirming the broad trend. Frances Crook (2019) of the 
Howard League for Penal Reform seized on its findings to tweet: “If 
all current custodial sentences of less than six months were replaced 
with community alternatives there would be around 32,000 fewer 
crimes per year.” Of course effective community sentences, as well 
as the effective monitoring of prisoners on early release, depend on 
having an effective probation service to oversee them. Probation is 
organised in different ways within the UK. 

In Scotland, the supervision of offenders in the community is 
carried out by criminal justice social workers, who are part of the 
wider social services departments run by local councils. So, turn 
first to the local council if you are doing a story about probation in 
Scotland. 

In Northern Ireland probation officers work for the Probation Board 
for Northern Ireland which reports to the Northern Ireland 
Department of Justice, assuming the Assembly is not suspended. Its 
probation officers hold social work qualifications. In the absence of 
the Assembly, it’s overseen at a distance by the UK’s Northern 
Ireland Office. 

In England & Wales, there is a national probation service that is 
overseen by the Ministry of Justice. Under pressure from the 
Treasury to find further savings, but simultaneously concerned by 
“stubbornly high re-offending rates” (MoJ, 2013, p6) the then 
Justice Secretary Chris Grayling pledged to bring about a 
rehabilitation revolution by “increased efficiency and new ways of 
working” (MoJ, 2013, p6). 

Grayling consequently contracted out the supervision of all low and 
medium risk offenders in the community to private companies. The 
21 companies which won the contracts would be paid by results, an 
added incentive for securing good results. The state-run National 
Probation Service would restrict itself to the high risk offenders. 
The experiment did not work. 

By September 2018, the companies were overseeing 150,000 
offenders. 

In her annual report, the Chief Inspector of Probation Dame Glenys 
Stacey (2019, p3) concluded that 80% of the companies were 
inadequate, the supervision was frequently “substandard” and often 
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“demonstrably poor” and that the entire system was “irredeemably 
flawed”. Too often supervision of offenders was done by telephone, 
too little was being done to support them getting accommodation 
(an important factor in cutting re-offending) and there was 
inadequate protection of victims and children (BBC, 2019). 

Grayling’s successor, David Gauke decided to terminate the 
contracts early. It remains an area to watch for any journalist 
interested in criminal justice. 

Conclusion 
Magic Money Trees do not exist. Every government has to take 
tough decisions about how much money it can afford to spend on 
public services. It also needs to decide which are its priorities and to 
think carefully if public services can be delivered more effectively 
in different ways. In the wake of the banking collapse, the pandemic 
or political upheavals such as Brexit, the scope for spending can be 
genuinely constrained. 

Since 2010, the services overseen by the Ministry of Justice have 
absorbed substantial cuts. The scale of the cuts has alarmed the 
legal profession and helped make our jails more dangerous places. 
The cuts have been managed by a mix of ministers. Some have been 
very able, fully alive to the challenges they faced and the scope for 
reform. Others appeared out of their depth. The overall budget of 
the Ministry of Justice however continues to face financial 
pressures. Many of the issues flagged up in this chapter will 
continue to be stories for years to come. 

Useful Sources & Further Reading 
The Secret Barrister (2018) Stories of the Law and How It’s 
Broken, Macmillan, London. And follow the Secret Barrister on 
Twitter @BarristerSecret 

Chris Daw QC, @crimlawuk, and solicitor Ayesha Hannah Nayyar, 
@ayeshanayyarlaw spent part of the summer of 2019 filming for a 
BBC series Justice on Trial. Their tweets suggest the forthcoming 
programmes should be thoughtful viewing. Follow them on Twitter. 
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Tristan Kirk, courts correspondent for the London Evening Standard 
on @kirkkorner, a thoughtful, serious court reporter 

Emily Dugan, Senior Reporter for Buzzfeed UK, winner of Paul 
Foot Award 2019 for her Access to Justice series, on @emilydugan 

Professional or campaign bodies that provide useful briefing 
material 

The Law Society, the representative body for solicitors in England 
& Wales https://www.lawsociety.org.uk/  

The Bar Council, the representative body for barristers in England 
& Wales https://www.barcouncil.org.uk/  

The Prison Reform Trust http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/  

The Howard League for Penal Reform https://howardleague.org/  

The Prison Officers Association 
http://www.poauk.org.uk/index.php?home  
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Part E: Reporting Public 
Services 

Public services regularly generate news. How schools, hospitals, the 
prisons, the armed forces, the police, social services, immigration 
and other services perform are important to us all. 

Once you know how to report one public service, you have a fair 
idea how to report the rest. 

We shall look at two: the NHS and the police. We will look at their 
issues and structures and examine both the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic the Mid-Staffs hospital scandal, the impact of a fly-on-the 
wall programme on how the police investigate rape allegations and 
the case of Sir Cliff Richard, the BBC and South Yorkshire Police. 

Common factors to look out for when reporting any public service 
are: 

Which elected politicians oversee them?  

Where does power lie? 

Where does the money come from?  

Which body monitors its standards?  

Which body handles complaints? 



 

14. The National Health 
Service 

Introduction 
Every evening at 8pm during the Covid-19 lockdown, people across 
the UK stepped outside their front doors to “Clap for the NHS”. It 
was a heartfelt show of thanks and support as the worst pandemic to 
grip the UK for more than 100 years wreaked its havoc.  

The pandemic stretched the National Health Service staff to the 
limit. It was, in the words of NHS England’s Chief Executive 
Simon Stevens (2020) “the longest sustained national emergency 
response that the NHS has had to deal with in its 72 year history”. 

For three weeks in April 2020, more than 1,000 people a day were 
dying from the disease in the UK (Booth, Duncan, 2020). Health 
workers clad in bruising face masks and cumbersome protective 
clothing worked round the clock to save lives. At one point, they 
even had the Prime Minister in intensive care.  

The BBC’s Fergus Walsh and Adam Walker compiled this vivid, 
moving report on an intensive care unit as the daily death toll hit its 
peak.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jrfRs0WeShU 

The pandemic might have pushed the NHS to the top of the news 
agenda but it has always been and always will be a major 
journalistic specialism. Every mainstream news organisation will 
cover health stories. Many will have specialist reporters working 
full time on the subject, while general reporters too will sometimes 
find themselves on the health beat. There is also an extensive 
specialist sector of magazines, journals and online sites devoted to 
the subject. The reason for the interest is very simple. Health affects 
us all and will always be news. 

So how do you report health in the UK?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jrfRs0WeShU
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This chapter will look at:  
Key Issues: The Never-Ending Health Stories 
Structures: How to Find Stories  

and finally, in a contrast to the heroism and dedication on display 
during the pandemic, we shall look at  

A Place of Fear: The Mid-Staffs Scandal 

More than 1,200 patients died in Mid-Staffs through sheer neglect. 
Failures of care, sadly, will always be with us. They too have to be 
reported. 

Ask anyone in their mid-eighties which single act of government 
has most affected their lives and the chances are they will tell you 
that it was the creation of the National Health Service. This 
generation can remember what life was like before the NHS – when 
access to healthcare depended on either your wealth or your access 
to charity. Before the creation of the NHS the slums of London’s 
East End had one General Practitioner (GP) for every 18,000 
people. The middle-class suburbs had one doctor per 250 people 
(BBC 2008a). 

The NHS changed all that. It was the brainchild of a Liberal, 
William Beveridge. Important foundations were laid by the 
Conservative-led coalition Government during World War 2, but it 
was built by the first majority Labour Government, led by Prime 
Minister Clement Attlee. The minister in charge of the NHS 
creation was Aneurin (Nye) Bevan, a great bull of a man, a former 
trade unionist from the mining valleys of Wales who had left school 
at the age of 13. He combined a high-pitched voice with an impish 
sense of humour, formidable intelligence and strong determination. 

The NHS nearly didn’t happen. Bevan was fought in Parliament, 
foolishly, by the Conservatives who have been paying the political 
price for their opposition ever since. Far more dangerously, Bevan 
was fought outside Parliament by the doctors who were determined 
not to see their private businesses taken over by the state. The 
British Medical Association, which still represents doctors and 
remains a key source for journalists on medical stories, fought the 
birth of the NHS relentlessly. 

In Parliament, Bevan bulldozed the Conservatives and, as for the 
doctors, Bevan persuaded them by, as he said contemptuously: 
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“Stuffing their mouths with gold.” (BBC, 1998) 

Bevan’s NHS was built on three principles. It would be: 

Free at the point of use 

Funded from public money 

Provide care from the cradle to the grave. 

At many levels, it has been a remarkable success story. As a 
devolved function, it is overseen by Westminster, Holyrood, Cardiff 
and Stormont. It celebrated its 70th birthday in 2018 as a 
fundamental part of our civic structures. Despite the introduction of 
prescription, eye and dental charges which remain in force in some 
parts of the UK, it remains, in essence, free at the point of delivery 
as Bevan intended. Even before the pandemic, it held a special place 
in public affections. Voters frequently cited it to opinion pollsters as 
one of the most important, sometimes the most important issue of 
public policy. Yet it is also struggling. England’s Chief Inspector of 
Hospitals has warned that the NHS is “standing on a burning 
platform” (Richards, 2017, p4). 

KEY ISSUES: THE NEVER-ENDING 
HEALTH STORIES 

There are so many. We will focus on two areas, both of which are 
related to the structure of the NHS: resourcing and the growing 
private health care system. 

Resourcing the NHS 
Sound dull? Watch this powerful BBC (2017) fly-on-the-wall video 
of Royal Blackburn Hospital Accident & Emergency department 
and see the strains on the NHS in action. These become particularly 
acute in the winter months when more people fall ill. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/health-38885775/nhs-gives-bbc-
exclusive-access-to-ae  

This is why you need to understand the dilemmas facing 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/health-38885775/nhs-gives-bbc-exclusive-access-to-ae
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/health-38885775/nhs-gives-bbc-exclusive-access-to-ae
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governments. 

For what governments decide on the funding, staffing and 
organisation of the NHS can ultimately affect not just how stretched 
A&E departments are, but how long your grandmother waits, in 
pain, for her hip replacement, how swiftly and effectively your best 
friend is treated for their mental illness, how soon the ambulance 
reaches you after your car crash and how rapidly, if at all, your child 
can get the speech therapy needed to tackle common childhood 
speech impediments. And, of course, how effectively it responds to 
a pandemic. This, above all, is why the resourcing of the NHS 
matters. 

No party goes into an election saying health care should not be 
properly resourced. Even that seemingly most-privileged of Prime 
Ministers, the Old Etonian David Cameron knew first-hand what it 
was like to be totally dependent on the NHS. In Cameron’s case, he 
spent six years in and out of NHS hospitals while medical staff 
fought repeatedly, and ultimately unsuccessfully, to save the life of 
his small, severely disabled son (Riley-Smith, 2014). 

Throughout his years as Prime Minister, Cameron protected the 
NHS budget from the deep austerity cuts imposed on other public 
services. He knew why it mattered. 

And yet over those years, the pinch-points in the NHS got tighter 
and tighter. Why? 

The Dilemma 
Spending on the NHS has increased exponentially since its launch. 

Back under Bevan, the first ever UK-wide NHS budget was £437 
million, the rough equivalent of £15 billion today (NHS, undated). 

In 2020, less than two weeks before the UK went into lockdown for 
the pandemic, the Treasury outlined plans for £178bn spending on 
health in 2020-21 (HM Treasury, 2020). 

Health spending is now the second highest area of government 
spending. Only social protection (pension and benefits) trumps it. 
We spend more on health than we do on defence, on education, the 
police or the fire services. So why is the NHS struggling? 
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Growing Population 
When the NHS was launched, the UK population was around 50 
million. 

Today it is 66.4 million (ONS, 2019) and rising; so, at its simplest, 
there are more people to treat. The Office for National Statistics is a 
reliable source of population figures. Health reporters should always 
keep up-to-date with population trends. Why don’t you search now 
for ONS population overview for the latest figures? 

Growing Life Expectancy 
Not only is the population growing, but the individuals within it are 
living longer. When Bevan launched the NHS, average life 
expectancy for men was just 66 and for women it was 71. 

Today, thanks to better health care and lifestyles, baby boys can, on 
average, expect to live until 79 and baby girls until 82 (ONS, 
2017b). 

Many of them will live even longer than that. Record numbers of 
people are now reaching their 100th birthday (Richardson, 2016). 

Much of this is a testament to the success of the NHS. But it is a 
success that also poses real challenges. The elderly have greater and 
more complex health needs than the young or middle-aged. By 
2012, according to Age UK, the elderly accounted for 75% of all 
NHS activity and occupied 60% of hospital beds (Albert, 2015) 

This is not going to ease. The numbers aged over 85 will more than 
double over the next 20 years. So too will the pressures the elderly 
place on the NHS (Age UK 2017). 

Let’s take just one illness: dementia – now the single biggest cause 
of death in England & Wales (ONS, 2017). 

When the NHS was born, most people did not live long enough to 
develop the disease. Now they do. This comes at a price. Research 
commissioned by the Alzheimer’s Society (2014) reckoned 
dementia then cost the UK £26 billion. 

Alzheimer UK’s research suggested that:  
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850,000 would have dementia in 2015  

1 million would have it in 2025  

2 million would have it by 2051. 

And they would all need caring for. 

How families, the NHS and the wider state pays for and manages 
this is one of the great unanswered questions of health and social 
care policy and can cause misery and suffering for those at the sharp 
end. 

It needs constant reporting. 

If you have no direct experience of the impact of dementia on 
families, just spend four minutes watching this short film, taken 
from the BBC programme Grandad, Dementia & Me (Sivyer, 2017) 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/magazine-40538721/how-we-found-
a-way-to-cope-with-my-granddad-s-dementia  

Growing ability to treat 
On a more optimistic note, medical science has advanced 
considerably since the NHS began, leading to notable improvements 
in survival rates from heart disease, cancer and other killers. The 
range of what doctors can do has increased. They can tackle 
infertility, conduct transplants and perform operations of a 
complexity that would astonish their forbears. The one catch is that 
medical advances usually come at the cost of expensive new 
equipment and expensive new drugs. And there are always new 
challenges. At the time of writing, medical scientists are working to 
find a vaccine for Covid-19. That too needs paying for. Because the 
NHS can do more, it therefore costs more. 

Growing drug costs 
It is not just the new treatments that add to the annual NHS bill. 
Pharmaceutical companies are perfectly capable of pushing up the 
prices of the existing drugs they sell the NHS. The Times 
newspaper (Kenber, 2017) did an excellent investigation in 2016-17 
which revealed that companies were pushing up the price of 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/magazine-40538721/how-we-found-a-way-to-cope-with-my-granddad-s-dementia
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/magazine-40538721/how-we-found-a-way-to-cope-with-my-granddad-s-dementia
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medicines by up to 12,500 percent, which it forecast was going to 
cost the NHS an extra £1bn over three years. (The article is 
protected by The Times’ paywall. If you don’t have access, you can 
find it for free on Lexis newspapers, available on most university 
libraries’ online sites. Just search for the Times, 22 April 2017, key 
words ‘Drugs companies’ price rises cost NHS extra £370m’ and 
you will find it.) 

Employment costs 
The NHS is the single biggest employer in the UK and the fifth 
largest in the world, employing 1.5 million people. Only 
McDonald’s, the supermarket chain Walmart, the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army and the US Department of Defense employ more. 

The constant battles over how much doctors, nurses and other 
medical staff should be paid have to be seen in the context of the 
overall NHS budget. Even small increases in salary have a sizeable 
impact on the NHS budget. The more the Government spends on 
salaries, the less it has for medicines or equipment at a time when 
the NHS is struggling to treat more and more people. Yet fly-on-
the-wall videos such as that at the Royal Blackburn, which we 
looked at earlier, or documentaries such as the BBC2 series 
Hospital are vivid demonstrations of the pressure NHS staff are 
under. Catch Hospital if it returns on iPlayer or find it on the video 
archive service BoB here: 

https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand  

In 2016, the Department of Health in England fought a bruising 
battle with junior doctors over the terms of their contracts. The then 
Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt argued he wanted to bring in a seven-
day-working-week to reduce the death toll at weekends. TV 
journalist-turned-junior doctor Rachel Clarke, and others, argued 
Hunt’s key purpose was to curb the NHS wages bill (Clarke 2017, 
p.viii). The doctors argued they were already working seven-days- 
a-week and that only extra doctors, not re-written contracts, would 
solve the NHS staffing issues. 

Social media is often a good source of stories and after Hunt argued 
that doctors needed to be available to work over weekends, doctors 
took to Twitter with the hashtag #imatworkjeremy. Go and look at 

https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand
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some of their posts. Scroll down to January & February 2016. There 
followed a series of strikes organised by the doctors’ association, 
the British Medical Association. In the end, Hunt won but the 
pressure to increase spending on salaries continued. 

In May 2018, Hunt agreed a new pay deal for more than one million 
NHS staff in England, including nurses, porters and paramedics. It 
would cost the Government an extra £4.2bn (Campbell, Stewart, 
2018). 

Because of all the above factors, Governments are now spending 
much more per head of population on the NHS than they did in 
Bevan’s days. In 1955, Government spent, in current prices, £250 
per head of population on health. By 2017, governments in the UK 
were spending more than £2,989 per head (ONS, 2019). That’s 
some bill. And that was before the pandemic sent costs shooting up 
even higher.  

Paying for the NHS 
How we pay for health care should be a major area of policy debate 
but it is one British political parties either avoid or approach 
nervously. 

Bevan’s plan was that it would be funded purely from taxation and 
so it is, largely, today. 

The Treasury pays for the NHS with money raised from income tax, 
tobacco and alcohol duties, VAT, parts of the National Insurance 
tax and more, plus some additional funds from prescription charges, 
land sales and local fund-raising campaigns. The Scottish 
Parliament and the Welsh Parliament can raise further taxes to pay 
for health spending. 

Is this the best way of paying for healthcare? Other countries fund 
their healthcare through insurance schemes – voluntary and 
compulsory – local taxes, health co-operatives and more. There is 
no perfect system and the debate about the best way to fund health 
care is a common one. While I wrote the first edition of this book, 
President Donald Trump was getting “very angry” with the US 
Senate over its failure to repeal Obamacare – the system set up by 
his predecessor to extend health insurance to the 15% of the US 
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population that didn’t have any (Pramuk, 2017). 

Arguably, how you fund health care shouldn’t matter. The key test 
is whether the sick can get good quality treatment when they need 
it. 

How well the NHS does in international rankings varies. The 
Commonwealth Fund health thinktank has twice named the NHS as 
the best healthcare service of the 11 countries it studies in depth 
(Campbell, 2017). 

But according to a larger study published in ‘The Lancet’, a leading 
medical journal, the NHS was ranked 30th in terms of quality and 
accessibility of healthcare, lagging behind other European 
healthcare systems such as those in Ireland, Spain and Slovenia 
(Forster, 2017). 

Ministers prefer to cite the Commonwealth Fund assessment for 
obvious reasons. 

Under constant pressure to find more money for the NHS, both 
Labour and Conservative governments have experimented with 
bringing in private sector cash, although the net result has been 
small. The thinktank The King’s Fund (2017) estimated that 7% of 
NHS spending in England went to private providers. 

In 1982, in a bid to stem the cost to the taxpayer, the Conservatives 
did contemplate, briefly, proposals to abolish the NHS and replace 
it with a system of private health insurance. But when the policy 
paper leaked, it produced a public outcry and, in the words of one 
senior minister “the nearest thing to a Cabinet riot in the history of 
the Thatcher administration” (Lawson, 1992, p303). The idea was 
promptly ditched and Mrs Thatcher had to assure the party faithful 
at the Conservatives’ annual conference that “the NHS is safe with 
us” (cited in Timmins, 2017, p391). 

The Labour governments of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown tried 
another approach. They championed the Private Finance Initiative 
which was supposed to shift the capital cost of building new 
hospitals onto the private sector. It was a scheme that was arguably 
too clever by half and ended up costing the taxpayers millions 
(Mendick, Donnelly, Kirk 2015). 

As things stand today, any talk of privatising the NHS, even 
partially, remains, rightly or wrongly, politically toxic. 
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British political parties therefore remain fundamentally wedded to 
the core Bevan principle of funding the NHS through general 
taxation. Consequently, for journalists, a key annual question is 
therefore how much money will governments actually spend on the 
NHS? Someone has to decide. 

Deciding How Much to Spend 
The Chancellor of the Exchequer, often the second most senior 
minister to the Prime Minister (who also bears the title ‘First Lord 
of the Treasury’, just to show where the pecking order lies), has to 
approve the overall funds for NHS England. The Chancellor also 
signs off the block grants of funds that go to Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland to cover the provision of public services in their 
area. The devolved institutions use that money, in part, to fund their 
own branches of the NHS (Dayan, 2015). The Scottish Parliament 
and the Welsh Parliament have further flexibility to raise more 
money if they wish. The Scottish and Welsh finance ministers, in 
consultation with their respective first ministers, determine the level 
of funding they wish to bestow on their own branches of the NHS. 

In England, the Chancellor acts, usually, but not always, in 
consultation with the Prime Minister. It depends on their personal 
relationship which can range from the close and supportive to the 
hostile and poisonous. The Health Secretary is reduced to playing 
an active lobbying role. The Chancellor’s deputy, the Chief 
Secretary to the Treasury negotiates with the Health Secretary over 
how much money NHS England needs. These negotiations can be 
tough. The Chief Secretary then reports back to the Chancellor with 
the agreed figure. The Chancellor then has to work out how he or 
she will raise the money to pay for it.  

As the pandemic hit the UK in 2020, this consideration was 
temporarily thrown aside in the face of the pressing need to save 
lives. Suddenly the Westminster government found itself spending 
more than the entire annual budget of the Home Office on personal 
protective equipment for frontline staff (Honeycombe-Foster, 2020)   

As normality returns so too will the usual considerations finance 
ministers make when deciding how much to spend in future. It is 
worth remembering the scale of the national debt. Click on the link 
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and watch the national debt rise in front of you. Most countries 
juggle debt, but at some point, some of it has to be paid back. And 
we are having to pay interest on it every year. 

http://www.nationaldebtclock.co.uk/  

The core questions for the Treasury & finance ministers are: 

Do they want to maintain the current levels of government spending 
overall? 

Do they want to increase spending - in which case they need more 
money. They therefore either have to raise taxes or borrow money 
or both. 

Do they want to cut spending - in which case they might be able to 
afford tax cuts and pay back some of the national debt we’ve just 
looked at. 

How does this impact the NHS? The specific options the Treasury 
& finance ministers face on the NHS are these. Given the spiralling 
demand on the service, do they: 

a) Keep increasing the NHS slice of the government spending 
cake but keep overall public spending the same so they don’t have 
to raise taxes or borrowing? If so, they are going to have to cut back 
on other areas of government spending to pay for the increase in 
health spending. Put brutally, if they are going to spend more on 
hospitals, then they must spend less on, say, schools or benefits for 
the unemployed. 

b) let the NHS budget rise but carry on spending the same else- 
where? If they do this, they will increase the overall amount the 
government spends. In which case they definitely need more 
money. Are they going to raise taxes or borrow more? 

c) Keep the NHS budget the same but tell their respective health 
ministers to make the NHS more efficient in what it does? 

d) Cut the NHS budget. 

Option ‘d’ is politically toxic and risks a popular outcry. So, in 
practice, Chancellors and finance ministers opt for either ‘a’, ‘b’ or 
‘c’. It is possible the pandemic costs will lead to option b.  

Watch budget statements carefully, speeches by the Chancellor or 
devolved finance ministers, health ministers; speeches by their 

http://www.nationaldebtclock.co.uk/
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shadows on the Opposition benches. Look for the overall funds, 
look for ring-fenced money. Consult thinktanks such as the Institute 
for Fiscal Studies and the Kings’ Fund or the Nuffield Trust. Watch 
the activities of the parliamentary and assembly committees which 
monitor the assorted health departments. Then go to the bodies who 
represent the health professionals and workers. 

Example of Lack of Resources & Poor 
Organisation: Bed-Blocking 

Sometimes a patient is well-enough to be moved on through the 
hospital system but cannot be, because the next stage hasn’t got the 
capacity to cope with them. Because those patients can’t be moved 
on, their beds are therefore not available to new patients. NHS 
managers refer to this as “Delayed Transfers of Care” which 
journalists have translated into the more easily understandable term: 
bed-blocking. 

Bed-blocking is usually caused by poor organisation and/or lack of 
resources within the NHS and beyond in local government. It comes 
in two forms. 

The first, an internal problem for the NHS is when a patient is ready 
to be moved from acute care back into non-acute care but there is no 
available bed in the non-acute ward. The patient therefore has to 
remain in their acute care bed, which means, in turn, that their 
particular bed is not available for a new acute care patient who 
needs it. 

In January 2017, the pressure for beds was so great that in one 
London hospital, patients were coming round from their operations 
to find their hospital bed had already been given to someone else, 
while they were in the operating theatre under anaesthetic (Lydall, 
2018). 

Alternatively, if the patient is elderly, physically or mentally frail or 
with disabilities, they may be medically well enough to leave 
hospital but can’t be discharged because they can’t care for 
themselves independently and there’s no package of social care to 
look after them outside hospital. 

Social care is provided by local councils whose budgets were cut by 
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an average of 25% in the 2010-15 Parliament (NAO, 2014) as 
ministers tried to curb the rise in the national debt in the wake of the 
global economic crash. If councils haven’t got care packages in 
place for these patients, the NHS cannot safely or ethically 
discharge them. 

Possibly the worst case of bed-blocking happened in Wales where, 
in January 2017, a patient had been kept in hospital for three-and-a- 
half years despite being medically well enough to leave. The patient 
had a serious mental health condition, a learning disability and 
physical health problems. Details of this patient’s plight emerged 
only after a Member of the then Welsh Assembly asked for the 
figures from the Welsh Health Secretary Vaughan Gething, an 
example of an opposition politician asking the right questions (The 
Telegraph, 2017). 

Deciding What to Spend The Budget On 
Having set a limit on what the NHS can spend, the Chancellor (or 
his devolved institutional equivalents) then passes to Health 
ministers and the NHS a set of ethical dilemmas on which 
journalists regularly report. 

If money is limited and need is, seemingly, infinite, how do the 
Departments for Health across the UK and medical professionals 
choose what the NHS actually does? 

During the pandemic, it was straightforward. The priority was 
overwhelmingly to save lives when faced with a highly infectious 
new disease. But when the firefighting stops, and the costs of the 
pandemic are weighed up, the hard questions will return.  

Should they provide fertility treatment on the NHS? Or cosmetic 
surgery? 

Should people who are obese or addicted to alcohol, tobacco or 
other stimulants contribute to the cost of curing the illnesses which 
they consequently develop? 

Should repeat abortions for those who don’t use contraception be on 
the NHS? 

Should every single new drug or treatment be provided on the NHS 
regardless of its cost or success rate? 
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What do you think? 

NICE - And It’s Not Nice Job 
A key body in this debate, which reporters need to follow, is the 
inelegantly named National Institute for Health & Care Excellence, 
or NICE for short. So let’s meet it. Its website is here: 

https://www.nice.org.uk/  

Medical advances are so rapid, that the NHS no longer has the funds 
to buy every new drug for its patients. If it spends millions on a 
breakthrough drug that might benefit a small pool of patients, it may 
then lack funds for another medicine that will definitely help a 
larger group of patients. 

It’s an unenviable dilemma but someone has to resolve it and that 
someone or some organisation is NICE. 

Specifically, NICE has to decide which drugs are cost effective 
enough for the NHS. In July 2017, for example, it approved a new 
drug for treating kidney cancer which, as a result, is now available 
on the NHS.  

However, if NICE doesn’t approve the drug, it won’t be available 
on the NHS and any patient who wants that drug will have to pay 
for it privately. Those patients can then find themselves facing bills 
that can run into hundreds if not thousands of pounds. 

Not everybody has that money. One man who did was the fantasy 
author Sir Terry Pratchett. He was diagnosed with a rare form of 
Alzheimer’s. There is a drug called Aricept which can slow the 
onset of dementia, but, at the time, NICE had ruled that it should 
not be available on the NHS until patients reached the age of 65. 
Pratchett was too young. He was 59. 

A wealthy, best-selling novelist, he had the funds to pay for Aricept 
privately – although he resented it. He wanted the pill to enable him 
to function enough to write another book, the profits of which 
would be taxed by the state which was refusing to stump up the cash 
for the price of the pill that would enable him to write the book in 
the first place. 

What caused him greater rage however was the fact that there were 

https://www.nice.org.uk/
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many more early onset dementia patients in their forties or fifties 
who, unlike him, couldn’t afford the treatment and who were 
therefore being denied the extra years of protection from the disease 
which his wealth was able to secure for him, (BBC, 2008b). 

It took a three-year campaign by patients, doctors and the 
Alzheimer’s Society before NICE changed its mind (Campbell, 
2010). 

Sources for Similar Stories 
Your sources here are NICE, the Departments of Health, the trusts 
which run hospitals, associations such as the Alzheimer’s Society 
and the medical professional bodies listed at the end of this chapter. 
Look for politicians and celebrities campaigning on the issue. And 
never forget the patients themselves, frequently articulate and the 
ones who are literally physically and mentally paying the price for 
tough decisions taken by people with the best of intentions dealing 
with limited resources. 

This leads us to the related issue: 

Britain’s Two-Tier Health Service 
The continued existence of private sector medicine goes back to the 
terms of the deal Aneurin Bevan struck with the doctors when he 
said he “stuffed their mouths with gold” (BBC 2008a). The deal 
was that the consultants could divide their time between working 
privately and working for the NHS. 

Some people have always preferred to pay for private health care 
and are entitled to make that choice. There are, however, two 
negative factors which can drive people towards the private sector. 
The first is the growing gap between the treatments available on the 
NHS and the treatments available privately. Terry Pratchett argued 
that cancer patients would never face the barriers to NHS treatment 
that dementia patients faced. 

Sadly, he was wrong. 

The BBC 2 documentary series ‘Hospital’ demonstrated this in 
Episode 2 of its second series, first shown 27 June 2017. You can 
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find it on Bob, the video archive service most universities and 
colleges subscribe to: 

https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand  

One patient, 51-year-old Glendon from Preston, with a brain 
tumour, had scoured the internet for treatments to keep him alive. 
He found drugs not available on the NHS. Charing Cross Hospital 
agreed to treat him privately. As an opening gambit, Glendon and 
his partner were looking at a treatment of drugs worth £24,000, then 
if that didn’t work, drugs worth £31,840 

Glendon told the programme: “You only live once and life is 
precious but I do feel like I am being asset-stripped for a cancer 
which is not my fault.” (BBC2, Hospital, 2017) 

Glendon’s doctor was Matt Williams, a consultant clinical 
oncologist - oncology being the branch of medicine dealing with 
cancer. 

Williams told the programme: “In most cases I think private 
medicine means a nicer room, better coffee, but there has been a 
change. There are cases where you get access to other drugs that 
aren’t available on the NHS and the number of people who want to 
access those drugs is definitely going up…. When I started in the 
NHS, I never thought I would have to have conversations with 
patients and ask them how wealthy they were…If you go back 10 or 
15 years the NHS essentially provided all the treatment that was 
available. There is now a gap, particularly in terms of drugs, where 
the NHS will not pay because funding is flat, the demand is rising, 
we’re all looking at things we can stop doing and so that gap 
between what is potentially available and what the NHS will 
provide is unfortunately going to get bigger.” (BBC2, Hospital, 
2017) 

The second factor is the length of time NHS patients have to wait 
for treatment. Long waiting lists mean longer times in pain and 
incapacitated. Tim Harvard, a consultant surgeon with the Royal 
College of Surgeons, explained to BBC Wales: “Long waits are to 
the detriment of every patient. If they have to wait a long time - 
certainly orthopaedic patients will wait that time in pain and 
immobile, potentially. In terms of people waiting for gall bladder 
operations, they may well become unwell while they are on the 
waiting list and have to be re-admitted to hospital so there is [are] 

https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ondemand
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definite advantages to shortening the waiting times.” (BBC, 2016) 
You can watch him here: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-wales-35423748/wales-nhs-long-
waiting-times-to-detriment-of-every-patient  

It is no wonder in those circumstances that those who can afford to 
pay for faster treatment may opt to go privately. 

Healthcare consultants LaingBuisson reported that the numbers of 
people taking out private medical insurance in Britain rose by 2.1% 
in 2015, the first significant rise since the 2008 economic crash. Just 
over four million people were covered (Collinson, 2017). Others 
either pay up-front when ill health strikes or wait in pain. Which 
was exactly what Bevan thought he had designed his NHS to 
prevent. 

Sources on private medical health care include:  

Bupa: https://www.bupa.co.uk/  

BMI Healthcare: https://www.bmihealthcare.co.uk/about-bmi  

This is an interesting little video about Bupa’s origins and the 
growth of the NHS, albeit peppered with spelling mistakes (ESMI, 
2013) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZE8lBrrCLcM  

It is one thing for people to turn to private medical healthcare of 
their own free will. It is quite another when they turn to it because 
the NHS is failing to deliver them the treatment they need as 
quickly as they need it. It is because of this – and because of the 
perpetually-increasing pressures on the NHS – that the debate then 
turns to whether we can make it can deliver better. This brings us 
neatly to structures. 

STRUCTURES: HOW TO FIND 
STORIES 

Journalists, as we have seen, always need to know where the buck 
stops. We will look at the national structures and then look at how 
to report local NHS structures for your student newsdays and for 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-wales-35423748/wales-nhs-long-waiting-times-to-detriment-of-every-patient
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-wales-35423748/wales-nhs-long-waiting-times-to-detriment-of-every-patient
https://www.bupa.co.uk/
https://www.bmihealthcare.co.uk/about-bmi
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZE8lBrrCLcM
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local and regional media. Knowledge of both was essential for 
journalists reporting the pandemic. We will close with a word of 
warning about reporting medical breakthroughs. 

Here’s the basic checklist of who to monitor. We will explain their 
roles in a moment. Keep an eye over their websites, social media 
and public statements and meetings. And collect their direct phone 
lines. 

National Level 

Health ministers  

Shadow health ministers  

Chief Medical Officers 

NHS chief executives and national boards  

NICE 

Bodies representing NHS staff 

Local Level: 

Regional boards or Clinical Commissioning Groups which oversee 
local services 

Community Health Councils or Health & Wellbeing Boards which 
monitor them 

Trusts which run hospitals, ambulances and other health services  

Reports of regulators assessing local services 

Complaints bodies 

Local branches of bodies representing NHS staff  

Patients’ groups 

NHS: The National Level 
Health is a devolved function. That means that the Scottish 
Government in the Scottish Parliament oversees NHS Scotland, the 
Welsh Government in the Welsh Assembly oversees NHS Wales, 
and the Northern Ireland executive in the Northern Ireland 
Assembly – when it’s sitting - oversees their version of the NHS: 
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Health & Social Care in Northern Ireland. 

At Westminster, the UK Government’s Department of Health & 
Social Care is left overseeing NHS England. 

This devolution of power raises the interesting question of which 
part of the UK runs their NHS the best or the worst. Wales has 
taken a kicking here. Read this BBC Wales piece. Look at the use of 
charts and, importantly, the embedded video interview with the 
patient which drives home the importance of getting healthcare right 
(Clarke & Servini, 2016). 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-35364644  

And then look at this animation on the same theme (BBC, 2016a): 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-wales-35422046/wales-nhs-
hospital-waiting-times-the-stats  

The Politicians 

The first minister of each devolved institution appoints their health 
ministers, drawn from politicians elected to the relevant Parliament 
or Assembly. The most senior health minister will be in the cabinet. 
They will be supported by junior ministers. 

In Westminster, it is the Prime Minister who appoints the ministers 
to the English Department of Health & Social Care. Again, the most 
senior minister will sit in the Prime Minister’s cabinet. Under that 
person will be Ministers of State (the middle-rankers) and then the 
junior ministers. All but one of the ministers to the English 
Department of Health & Social Care will be elected MPs from the 
House of Commons. There is always one token peer with a seat in 
the House of Lord. His or her job is to represent the department in 
the House of Lords. 

All health ministers generate stories. We’ve already looked at the 
English Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt’s clash with the junior 
doctors and the Welsh Health Secretary Vaughan Gething’s 
disclosures about bed-blocking. Make sure you know who the 
current ministers are. Follow them on social media, track their 
speeches and decisions and preferably, if you are a specialist health 
reporter, get their phone numbers. If they have special advisors – 
political assistants – get those people’s phone numbers too. And the 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-35364644
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-wales-35422046/wales-nhs-hospital-waiting-times-the-stats
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-wales-35422046/wales-nhs-hospital-waiting-times-the-stats


14. The National Health Service  450 

phone number of the department’s senior press officers. Office 
numbers are of some use. Mobile numbers are crucial. Home 
numbers can be invaluable when a major crisis breaks. The larger 
and more important your news organisation, the easier it will be to 
get those numbers but even a reporter for a smaller news 
organisation can build a strong contacts file. 

Every health minister in every institution is mirrored on the 
opposition benches by a shadow health minister appointed by 
opposition party leaders. Again, you need to know who the shadow 
health ministers are and have all their contact details. They are all 
good sources of stories and quotes. 

Equally valuable in each institution are the backbench committees 
which monitor health departments. In the House of Commons, it is 
the Health Select Committee, but each devolved Parliament or 
Assembly has its own health committee. These committees hold 
inquiries – sometimes very newsworthy ones - and produce reports. 
The chairs of these committees are particularly useful contacts. If 
you don’t have their phone numbers, you can just ring the main 
switchboard of the Parliament or Assembly concerned and ask to be 
put through to the individual’s office. As you develop your contact 
list, get their direct phone numbers too. 

Health ministers do not need to have any health qualifications. Dan 
Poulter, an NHS mental health doctor, and Anne Milton, a former 
nurse both served as health ministers in the first Cameron 
Government but they were unusual. At the time of writing, not one 
of the key ministers heading the English, Welsh or Scottish 
Departments of Health has medical qualifications. So who advises 
them, and the wider government, about health? 

Chief Medical Officers 

The post of Chief Medical Officer was created in Victorian times to 
help prevent cholera epidemics. 

Today each of the four Departments of Health in the UK has its own 
Chief Medical Officer, a trained, experienced medical scientist 
whose role it is to advise their ministers and the wider government 
on medical issues. Chief Medical Officers are therefore key people 
for reporters to turn to in both health crises and controversies. In 
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2020 the Covid-19 pandemic, made them household names.  

Professor Sir Chris Whitty in England, Dr Catherine Calderwood in 
Scotland, Dr Frank Atherton in Wales and Dr Michael McBride in 
Northern Ireland all played a central role advising ministers on the 
best response to the pandemic. Calderwood lost her job after 
breaching the very lockdown rules she had recommended. 

They were not the only experts. The Chief Scientific Officer Sir 
Patrick Vallance played an equal role with Whitty advising 
Government on how to respond to the pandemic and the pair would 
often flank ministers at the televised Downing Street briefings. You 
can see them in action here, alongside the Prime Minister, at a 
briefing on 3rd June 2020: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U0Ay-wff2Tg  
(Huff Post UK)  

Whitty and Vallance also sat on the Scientific Advisory Group for 
Emergencies, known as SAGE, alongside a range of other medical 
experts. SAGE’s job was to assess how the virus had spread, how it 
might continue to spread and what methods might best be used to 
contain it and ideally stop it. Its advice informed government 
decisions on whether to impose or how ease lockdown. The 
decisions however were taken by ministers. 

Chief Medical Officers issue annual reports which highlight 
important issues. Whitty’s predecessor in England, Professor Sally 
Davies used her 2013 report to warn that declining power of 
antibiotics was as serious a threat to the country as terrorism. The 
effectiveness or not of antibiotics remain a key story for health 
reporters to follow. Watch Davies explain to a BBC correspondent 
the scale of the danger (Walsh, 2013) 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-21737844  

EXERCISE: 
The Scottish Chief Medical Officer Catherine Calderwood used her 
first annual report to stimulate debate amongst Scottish medics 
about the best ways to improve the care and treatment of their 
patients (NHS Scotland, 2015. How many feature or documentary 
ideas can you find in her report? Tip – scroll to the start of each 
chapter and read the first paragraph written in blue. Who might you 
interview?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U0Ay-wff2Tg
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-21737844
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http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00492520.pdf  

Neither the ministers nor the Chief Medical Officers actually run 
English, Welsh, Scottish or Northern Ireland versions of the NHS. 
That’s done by chief executives of the respective NHS branches. 
Again, you need to know who these people are and follow their 
activities, which brings us to: 

NHS Internal Structures 

The background 

NHS structures keep changing. The main driving force for change is 
the politicians’ hope that it might be possible to make the NHS 
work better for patients if they could just find a way to organise it 
more effectively. That is a worthy goal. 

It’s also worth flagging up that “Vote for us and we’ll make the 
NHS better” is a more powerful election slogan than “Vote for us 
and we’ll let the NHS just keep on keeping on.” 

The danger is that ministers end up constantly rearranging the deck 
chairs, taking up a great deal of NHS time and effort, without 
actually achieving anything. The end result of all these changes was 
once memorably mocked by Conservative leader David Cameron as 
chaotic “alphabet spaghetti.” (Labourlist, 2011). 

The Changes 

Back in 1948 Bevan had divided the NHS into three sections: 
hospital services, GPs and personal health services. Each had its 
own organisational structure. They were not to last. 

Swiftly skim this list of reorganisations. You don’t need to 
remember them, you just need to grasp the scale and frequency of 
the shake-ups. 

1973: NHS Reorganisation Act scrapped Bevan’s tripartite structure 
and created Regional Health Authorities (RHAs) and local Area 
Health Authorities (AHAs) working with Family Practitioner (GPs) 
Committees (FPCs) 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00492520.pdf
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1982: Area Health Authorities abolished 

1990: Major change, still important today: National Health Service 
& Community Care Act introduced the internal market within the 
NHS in which different parts of the NHS would buy and sell 
services to each other in a bid to drive up efficiency and emphasise 
value for money. In the process it created GP Fundholders which 
were GP practices with the power to directly buy other NHS 
services for their patients and Acute Trusts, usually hospitals, who 
would, in turn, sell those services to the GP Fundholders. 

1994: Regional Health Authorities reduced to eight. 

1998: Abolition of GP Fundholders. Control of NHS in Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland goes to the new devolved Scottish 
Parliament & Welsh and Northern Ireland Assemblies. Creation of 
NICE and NHS Direct. 

1999: 152 local Primary Care Groups are created in England. 

2002: District Health Authorities in England are replaced by 10 
Strategic Health Authorities (SHAs) while Primary Care Groups 
become Primary Care Trusts (PCTs), working under the SHAs. The 
PCTs would collectively spend 80% of NHS England’s budget on 
organising the provision of local NHS services for their patch. 
Simultaneously Acute Trusts, usually hospitals, were able to apply 
to become a new type of trust, a Foundation Trust with greater 
powers and independence. 

The Perils of Party Pledges 

It was therefore, perhaps, not surprising after all that change, that 
the Royal College of Nursing gave the then Leader of the 
Opposition, the Conservative David Cameron a rapturous reception 
when he told their 2009 conference that the Conservatives, if 
elected, would not introduce any more of “those pointless 
reorganisations…that bring chaos.” Watch him here. It’s instructive 
and – while focused on England – will lead to an important UK-
wide point. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nH2EmVGowCk  

Given Cameron’s “no more pointless reorganisation” pledge, it was 
surprising that his 2010 Coalition Government promptly set about 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nH2EmVGowCk
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abolishing every single Strategic Health Authority and the Primary 
Care Trust that had been created in England in 2002. 

The new Health Secretary Andrew Lansley replaced them with a 
single layer of Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs) which were 
to be run by local GPs and would be responsible for dispensing 80% 
of the NHS England budget. In essence the CCGs replaced the 
PCTs. If you are based in England, search online for your town’s 
CCG and see what it does. The Luton Clinical Commissioning 
Group, for example, spends £230m of NHS England’s overall 
budget on paying for GPs, hospitals, health visitors and more for the 
people of Luton (Luton CCG, undated). The CCGs would be 
overseen from above by the NHS England Board and monitored on 
the ground by local councils on health and wellbeing boards. 

The UK-wide Point: The Importance of 
Manifestos 

The Conservatives had an answer to all those who struggled to 
reconcile Cameron’s pledge to the nurses with the sweeping 
reorganisation that his Health Secretary Andrew Lansley 
subsequently pushed through. They pointed to their 2010 election 
manifesto which included this paragraph buried deep inside on page 
56. 

“We have a reform plan to make the changes the NHS needs. We 
will decentralise power, so that patients have a real choice. We will 
make doctors and nurses accountable to patients, not to endless 
layers of bureaucracy and management. We can’t go on with an 
NHS that puts targets before patients.” (Conservative Party, 2010, 
p56) 

This apparently meant “we will abolish all the Strategic Health 
Authorities and Primary Care Trusts.” 

The moral of the story for reporters everywhere is always to read 
party manifestos. If you are a health reporter, read the health 
section. And always ask politicians what those warm, vague words 
actually mean in practice. One of the most challenging, most 
valuable questions a reporter can ask any politician is a simple one: 
“How?” Keep asking it. 
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Senior Conservatives would later tell The Times that the reforms 
were “unintelligible gobbledygook,” and “a huge strategic error” 
and “the biggest mistake” they made in the 2010-15 Government 
(Smyth, Sylvester, Thomson, 2014). 

How To Report NHS Structures 
The alphabet spaghetti that Cameron mocked lives on but reporters 
must be able to carve their way through it to find those in positions 
of power. As the leading health journalist Shaun Lintern said: 
“You’ve got to know the organisations and you’ve got to know how 
they fit in with each other” (European Health Journalism, undated). 
We shall come back to Lintern later. The structures are also sources 
of stories for you, as a student on a university or college newsday, 
on placement, or working as professional journalist. 

Many meetings of health bodies are open to the public and the 
agendas, reports, papers and minutes are also usually published. It is 
worth noting that while many sensitive decisions may be taken 
behind closed doors, the paperwork and the public meetings should 
alert you to stories you can chase up. 

Check local health bodies’ annual reports for the life expectancy 
records. These can be mapped council ward by council ward. This 
can give you a good understanding of the challenges local health 
bodies face. 

Look for the local representatives of the medical workers’ unions 
and the official patients’ groups. Their voices are important too. 
And never forget the people who actually experience the NHS. As 
we shall see later, patients and their loved ones are pivotal. 

England 

You need to know the name of the NHS England Chief Executive – 
at the time of writing, Simon Stevens. Follow his or his successors’ 
output closely. He sits on NHS England’s Board which dispenses 
NHS cash down to the CCGs and which monitors their 
performances. Its board meetings, when held in public, are 
livestreamed and the documents for its public meetings are also 
available online, alongside the videos of previous meetings. Why 
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not watch a bit? Download the agenda first so you can follow the 
proceedings more easily. 

For example, here is a link to the agenda for its meeting on 25 June 
2020 when board was inevitably focused on the pandemic (NHS 
England, 2020). 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/nhs-england-and-nhs-
improvement-board-meetings-in-common-agenda-and-papers-25-
june-2020/ 

And here is a link to the video of that meeting.  

https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/video-of-the-nhs-england-
and-nhs-improvement-meeting-in-common-25-june-2020/ 

Go in at 1’30 for Stevens’ summary of the current state of play. By 
June Covid-19 infections seemed to be on a downward trend and 
there was a real need to re-start the wider work of the NHS that had 
been halted during the pandemic.  

The meeting has multiple news angles, good quotes (I used one for 
the start of this chapter) plus ideas for features and documentaries, 
ranging from the need to get patients taking more responsibility for 
their care to the latest information and measures being taken to 
protect ethnic minorities who were disproportionately hit by Covid-
19.  

Local structures 
If you are a local reporter or a student covering health for your 
newsdays, you need to monitor the local Clinical Commissioning 
Group whose job is to make sure your area has enough good quality 
NHS services. 

Some of its meetings will be open to the public. Go to them. They 
will be listed on each CCG website. Many of their documents will 
be available online. Scour them for stories. Get the name and 
contact details of the chair of the CCG. If, for example, there is a 
shortage of GPs in the town – a common problem – ask them what 
they are doing about it. Maybe they have a plan. Maybe they don’t. 
Look for annual reports as a starter. They often have useful statistics 
such as the most common causes of death in your area. 

Let’s take a CCG at random – Liverpool – and its meetings for 
2018.  

https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/nhs-england-and-nhs-improvement-board-meetings-in-common-agenda-and-papers-25-june-2020/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/nhs-england-and-nhs-improvement-board-meetings-in-common-agenda-and-papers-25-june-2020/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/nhs-england-and-nhs-improvement-board-meetings-in-common-agenda-and-papers-25-june-2020/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/video-of-the-nhs-england-and-nhs-improvement-meeting-in-common-25-june-2020/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/video-of-the-nhs-england-and-nhs-improvement-meeting-in-common-25-june-2020/
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https://www.liverpoolccg.nhs.uk/about-us/governing-body-
meetings/2018/  

On the agenda for the March meeting was a blistering review of the 
quality of local health services that warned that patients were at risk 
(Kirkup, 2018). Have a skim. What’s the news story? 

https://www.liverpoolccg.nhs.uk/media/2939/gb-10-18-appendix-
kirkup-report.pdf  

The Kirkup review had been published the previous month but the 
question now was how would the CCG, responsible for ensuring the 
delivery of health services in Liverpool, respond? 

You will also find a mix of NHS trusts providing hospital, mental 
health, ambulance and other NHS services in your area. 

Each of these trusts will be run by executive boards which, again, 
will meet regularly and in public. You can attend. Their documents 
(agendas, minutes, reports and presentations) are also publicly 
available on their websites. Again, look for their annual reports as a 
starter as these will set out key challenges. How is your local 
hospital or ambulance service doing? 

Democratic oversight of local NHS services in England are 
provided by Health & Wellbeing Boards, on which you will find 
local councillors, members of the local CCG and other relevant 
organisations. 

Again, the boards’ meetings are open to the public. You can attend. 
You will find the details on their websites along with the agenda 
and documents for their meetings. They are yet another source of 
newsday stories. 

In April 2017, for example, the Bristol Health & Wellbeing Board 
(2017) was reviewing its Healthy Weight Strategy. This project was 
driven by the city’s rising obesity rates – 59% of people in Bristol 
were overweight or obese in 2013 (Bristolisopen, undated). This 
meant more of them risked developing avoidable medical problems 
and premature death. The importance of this work would be 
underlined in 2020 when it became clear obese people were more at 
risk of dying if they developed Covid-19 (Public Health England, 
2020). Back in 2017, the Board wanted to find a way to get obesity 
figures falling. Why don’t you search online for Healthy Weight 
Strategy Bristol Health & Wellbeing Board and see what you find? 

https://www.liverpoolccg.nhs.uk/about-us/governing-body-meetings/2018/
https://www.liverpoolccg.nhs.uk/about-us/governing-body-meetings/2018/
https://www.liverpoolccg.nhs.uk/media/2939/gb-10-18-appendix-kirkup-report.pdf
https://www.liverpoolccg.nhs.uk/media/2939/gb-10-18-appendix-kirkup-report.pdf
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Fast forward to June 2020, and it was, inevitably, discussing the 
impact of the pandemic. It had a report from the University of 
Bristol of the impact of the disease on the BAME communities. 

The agenda for the meeting is here: 

https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=213&
MId=8497&Ver=4 

The report they considered on why Covid-19 was disproportionately 
affecting BAME communities is here:  

https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s50052/08.1%20COVI
D-19-Partner-report-BAME-communities-BCC001.pdf 

Key watchdogs and regulators 
The Care Quality Commission regulates health and social care in 
England and has Chief Inspector of Hospitals, a Chief Inspector of 
Adult Social Care and a Chief Inspector of GPs. If you are new to 
the patch, always read the previous CQC report on your local NHS 
organisations and find out how they are doing. It might also flag up 
which ones to watch. 

http://www.cqc.org.uk/  

NHS trusts are also monitored by a body called NHS Improvement, 
an amalgam of other watchdogs. Its reports likewise are sources of 
stories. 

https://improvement.nhs.uk/  

Wales 

The chief executive of NHS Wales is accountable to the Welsh 
Health Secretary in the Senedd. The CEO, at the time of writing, 
was Andrew Goodall. If you are working in Wales, you need to be 
following his or his successor’s activities. 

Devolved institutions are just as capable as Westminster at shaking 
up NHS structures. 

The Senedd pushed through a major reorganisation of NHS Wales 
in 2009. In one fell swoop it replaced 22 Local Health Boards and 
seven NHS Trusts with just seven Local Health Boards, responsible 
for delivering all health care in their area and three trusts, 

https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=213&MId=8497&Ver=4
https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=213&MId=8497&Ver=4
https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s50052/08.1%20COVID-19-Partner-report-BAME-communities-BCC001.pdf
https://democracy.bristol.gov.uk/documents/s50052/08.1%20COVID-19-Partner-report-BAME-communities-BCC001.pdf
http://www.cqc.org.uk/
https://improvement.nhs.uk/
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overseeing the ambulance service, public health and specialist 
services such as cancer. 

Find the Local Health Board for your area. Find its website. There 
you will find the dates and locations of its meetings which you can 
attend, the name of the chair and its agenda items and papers. You 
will find stories here. 

Let’s take a Board at random – the one covering Aneurin Bevan’s 
birthplace which is appropriately called the Aneurin Bevan 
University Health Board. 

During the pandemic, it was livestreaming its meetings so the public 
and reporters could follow proceedings without attending. As the 
virus started to spread, the Board feared it would need 3,000 beds 
for Covid-19 patients and so an early decision was taken to clear 
wards at the Grange University Hospital to help cater for that 
(ABUHB, 2020, p4).  

What other issues might it discuss outside the exceptional 
circumstances of the pandemic? The July 2017 meeting of the 
Board looked at the potential fragility of the GP Out of Hours 
Service, the difficulty of recruiting junior and middle ranking 
doctors to work in mental health and, in the wake of a recent cyber-
attack on the NHS, how robust its own defences were against 
hackers. All of these are stories. Go to its current list of meetings, 
click on the agenda papers and see if you can find a story.  
https://abuhb.nhs.wales/about-us/key-documents/public-board-
meetings-2020/ 

Each health board is monitored by a Community Health Council. 
So, the Aneurin Bevan Health Board is duly matched by the 
Aneurin Bevan Community Health Council. In April 2017, all seven 
CHCs in Wales published the results of a major public consultation 
on how to make the care of dementia better. The link below will 
take you to the press release. Skim it, and then follow the link in the 
press release to the actual document. 

http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/899/news/44890  

Regulator 
The Healthcare Inspectorate Wales regulates and inspects NHS and 
independent health providers in Wales. Look for the most recent 

https://abuhb.nhs.wales/about-us/key-documents/public-board-meetings-2020/
https://abuhb.nhs.wales/about-us/key-documents/public-board-meetings-2020/
http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/899/news/44890


14. The National Health Service  460 

reports on services in your area. Again this will provide you with 
stories. 

http://hiw.org.uk/?skip=1&lang=en  

For example, in May 2017, it published its inspection of the City 
Surgery in Cardiff, that is one of the GP practices provided by the 
Cardiff and Vale University Health Board. The practice needs to 
improve the way it deals with patients’ test results. 

https://hiw.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-
06/170525thecitysurgeryen.pdf 

Also useful: Public Health Wales is an executive body, accountable 

to the Welsh Assembly, which is charged with improving the 
standards of public health in Wales. 

http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/888/page/88654 

Scotland 

You need to know the name of the NHS Scotland Chief Executive, 
Malcom Wright at the time of writing. Follow his or his successors’ 
output closely. He is also in charge of social care in Scotland, a 
sensible combination. He chairs the Health & Social Care 
Management Board that oversees NHS and Social Care across 
Scotland. 

There are 14 regional health boards, responsible for providing 
health care in their area and which are directly accountable to the 
Scottish health cabinet minister. They meet regularly and in public. 

Find their websites. Find the name of their chairs. Again, scour their 
agendas and public documents. 

Let’s take the NHS Lanarkshire Board which is responsible for 
more than half a million people. 

At its meeting of 24th June 2020, it was discussing, like every other 
NHS board, the impact of the pandemic. The Board was told there 
was no problem with access to personal protective equipment, given 
an analysis of the latest data on excess deaths and discussed the 
problems in care homes.  

https://www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk/download/2020-july-29-

http://hiw.org.uk/?skip=1&lang=en
https://hiw.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-06/170525thecitysurgeryen.pdf
https://hiw.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-06/170525thecitysurgeryen.pdf
http://www.wales.nhs.uk/sitesplus/888/page/88654
https://www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk/download/2020-july-29-board-papers-agenda-minute/?wpdmdl=13138&ind=1595834955496
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board-papers-agenda-
minute/?wpdmdl=13138&ind=1595834955496 

Click on the link below, and see what it has been discussing more 
recently: 

https://www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk/?s=board+papers+2020 

Alongside the regional board, there are seven special NHS boards. 
For example, one deals with health inequalities, one with ambulance 
services 

Again, they meet in public and their documents are available online. 
Check their websites. 

Regulator 
Healthcare Improvement Scotland inspects Scottish hospitals. 
Check the latest report for your local hospital. 

http://www.healthcareimprovementscotland.org/about_us.aspx  

Also useful: Public Health Information Services Division Scotland 
produces useful reports on aspects of health in Scotland. You can 
find it here. 

https://beta.isdscotland.org/ 

Northern Ireland 

The Department of Health in the on-off Northern Ireland Assembly 
runs the Health & Social Care in Northern Ireland, which sensibly 
merges social care with its NHS organisation. It is therefore not 
called the NHS but the HSC. 

The Health & Social Care Board oversees the provision of NHS and 
care services. 

Its structures are explained here: http://online.hscni.net/home/hsc-
structure/  

The board oversees the work of five Local Commissioning Groups, 
whose job it is to assess local health and social care needs and to 
commission them. 

Those services are then provided by five Health & Social Care 
Trusts whose boards meet regularly and frequently in public, with 

https://www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk/download/2020-july-29-board-papers-agenda-minute/?wpdmdl=13138&ind=1595834955496
https://www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk/download/2020-july-29-board-papers-agenda-minute/?wpdmdl=13138&ind=1595834955496
https://www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk/?s=board+papers+2020
http://www.healthcareimprovementscotland.org/about_us.aspx
https://beta.isdscotland.org/
http://online.hscni.net/home/hsc-structure/
http://online.hscni.net/home/hsc-structure/
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the documents publicly available too. It will all be on their websites 
and again, these are sources of stories. 

For example, at a meeting during the pandemic, South Eastern’s 
Health & Social Care Trust (2020, p5), its Board discussed the real 
risk that, despite the impact of the pandemic, it would probably see 
its budget cut the following year and would have to find savings of 
£25m.  

Regulator 
The Regulation and Quality Improvement Authority monitors and 
inspects health and social care in Northern Ireland. 

https://www.rqia.org.uk/  

Professional Standards Bodies 
All medical practitioners have to registered to practice. If they are 
found guilty of professional misconduct, they will be “struck off” 
the register of practitioners and be barred from practising in the UK. 

The most well-known of these is the General Medical Council or 
GMC which regulates doctors. https://www.gmc-uk.org/  

There are similar councils for nurses & midwives, dentists, 
pharmacists, osteopaths and others. Look for them. 

Contacts: 
This list is just to start you off…. 

Think tanks 
Institute for Fiscal Studies: https://www.ifs.org.uk/   

Kings Fund: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/  

Nuffield Trust: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/  

Civitas who produced this useful round up and discussion of 
alternative ways of funding healthcare: 
http://www.civitas.org.uk/pdf/hpcgSystems.pdf  

https://www.rqia.org.uk/
https://www.gmc-uk.org/
https://www.ifs.org.uk/
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/
http://www.civitas.org.uk/pdf/hpcgSystems.pdf
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Charities and campaign groups 
AgeUK: https://www.ageuk.org.uk/  

Cancer Research: https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/   

Alzheimer’s Society: https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/   

Just some of the bodies representing NHS staff  
British Medical Association https://www.bma.org.uk/  

Royal College of Nursing https://www.rcn.org.uk/  

Royal College of Midwives https://www.rcm.org.uk/  

Body representing NHS services  
NHS Providers http://nhsproviders.org/  

Reporting Medical Breakthroughs 
Breakthroughs in medical science are one of the great staples of 
health journalism. These are stories of great hope for the future – a 
welcome “good news” story. Sometimes they are truly 
revolutionary. At the time of writing, the big breakthrough eagerly 
anticipated across the world is an effective vaccine against Covid-
19. 

Your sources: 
Your sources for these will be the research teams, their funders 
(universities or hospitals or companies) or the academic journals the 
researchers publish in. It is important however that any 
breakthrough research is “peer-reviewed” by other scientists. Most 
journalists lack the expert scientific knowledge to challenge 
research findings (if you have it, fantastic, there too few of you in 
journalism) but even if you are the normal layman journalist, you 
should never ever leave your scepticism at the door. You need to be 
aware that medical scientists are just as capable as anyone else of 
inflating the importance of their work. So have a look at every claim 
critically and carefully. Just because a new treatment has an impact 
on a few rats does not mean it will be successful on people or 
available on the NHS anytime soon. Likewise beware of churning 
out stories on research that claims, for example, that red wine or 

https://www.ageuk.org.uk/
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/
https://www.alzheimers.org.uk/
https://www.bma.org.uk/
https://www.rcn.org.uk/
https://www.rcm.org.uk/
http://nhsproviders.org/
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chocolate or coffee are bad for you and then churning out stories the 
following week on research that claims they are good for you. You 
do your readers no favours. Be sceptical from the start. 

Have a scroll through this great NHS website devoted to cutting 
“medical breakthrough” journalism down to size: 

http://www.nhs.uk/news/Pages/NewsIndex.aspx  

A further good read is Ben Goldacre’s book Bad Science or just 
watch Goldacre’s impassioned and funny TED talk on the subject 
here, pulling apart scientific journalism. 

https://www.ted.com/talks/ben_goldacre_battling_bad_science#t-
384853  

Finally, be wary of pseudo survey findings put out by public 
relations companies trying to drum up coverage of a client’s 
products. Davies (2009) Flat Earth News has an excellent chapter 
on this. Also be careful of announcements from so-called experts 
whose actual expertise, on closer examination, is no more than 
yours or mine. Being a minor celebrity, for example, does not make 
someone an expert on nutrition. 

A PLACE OF FEAR: THE MID-
STAFFS SCANDAL 

So far we have covered some of the dilemmas, funding and 
structures of the assorted health services of the UK. The Covid-19 
pandemic and the earlier fly-on-the wall of the Royal Blackburn 
Hospital showed hospital staff at their best, and sometimes most 
stretched. 

But not every individual working within the NHS is an angel or a 
saint. At least two were serial killers. Dr Harold Shipman, the 
apparently friendly family GP murdered at least 250 of his patients 
over 23 years by the simple expedient of giving them a lethal 
injection. He committed suicide in jail. Nurse Beverley Allitt, was 
sentenced to life imprisonment for the murder of four children, the 
attempted murder of three more and for causing grievous bodily to 
another six in the children’s ward of Grantham and Kesteven 

http://www.nhs.uk/news/Pages/NewsIndex.aspx
https://www.ted.com/talks/ben_goldacre_battling_bad_science#t-384853
https://www.ted.com/talks/ben_goldacre_battling_bad_science#t-384853
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hospital in Lincolnshire. These were acts of deliberate criminals. 

In Stafford Hospital, by contrast, hundreds of patients died as the 
consequence of appalling care and neglect. The precise number is 
uncertain. The draft report of one early investigation into the 
hospital’s higher than average mortality rates estimated that 
between 400 and 1,200 people had died unnecessarily. A later 
inquiry disputed those figures although reporters argued they were 
central to the story (Elliot, 2015). What is not in doubt is that 
elderly and vulnerable patients suffered inhumane and degrading 
treatment and that many died. 

It was the type of scandal that can and has happened across the UK. 
It was devastating for the patients and their families. It would also 
profoundly touch the lives of the journalists who reported it. Shaun 
Lintern, the local reporter who followed the story and who would 
ultimately give evidence to the public inquiry into the scandal, told 
Press Gazette (2013): “The story has changed my life.” 

How It Began 
In autumn 2007, 86-year-old Bella Bailey was admitted to hospital 
for treatment for an inflamed hiatus hernia. Her daughter Julie took 
her to the hospital and visited her regularly. She was horrified by 
what she saw. There were patients screaming in pain. Patients with 
relatives had some support, but those with no visitors, many elderly 
and vulnerable, were in desperate straits. Too many were not being 
fed enough, toileted enough or given enough fluids. Patients who 
should have lived were contracting lethal infections. Others were 
assaulted. After the fourth day, Mrs Bailey’s family refused to leave 
her side. They were to remain with her in hospital for the next eight 
weeks until her death. 

Mrs Bailey’s family faced one of the great difficulties of the NHS – 
they felt they should complain but were fearful of the consequences. 
As her daughter Julie explained to The Daily Telegraph: “One of 
my biggest fears was if we said anything, they would ask us to leave 
and that would have been the worst thing, to have to leave my mum 
in that environment with nobody, so we just put up with it and 
became part of it really.” (Rayner & Adams 2013.)  

In fact, Julie Bailey did not “just put up with it”. She complained. 
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Complaining to the NHS 
Her first problem was knowing who to speak to. The NHS 
complaints handling system is not simple. Seven years after the 
Bailey family’s ordeal, a health watchdog would describe the 
complaints system as still “hopelessly complicated” (Brimelow, 
2014). 

Hospital complaints systems in England currently operate like this: 
If you have concerns, you speak to a member of staff caring for you 
or your loved one. 

If that doesn’t work, you speak to the ward sister 

If that doesn’t work, you can turn to the Patient Advice & Liaison 
Service. 

Once you have done all that – and if you are still not satisfied – you 
then contact the relevant NHS Trust in writing. 

And if that doesn’t help, you can turn to the Parliamentary & Health 
Service Ombudsman. 

NHS England sum up their overall complaint system like this:  

https://www.england.nhs.uk/contact-us/complaint/  

In my view, the information about the complaint systems in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland is far more straightforward. 
What do you think? The links are below. 

NHS Scotland: 

https://www.mygov.scot/nhs-complaints/ 

NHS Wales: 

http://www.wales.nhs.uk/ourservices/contactus/nhscomplaints  

Northern Ireland HSC: 

https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/raising-concern-or-making-
complaint-about-health-services 

None of this, however guarantees that the complaints system 
actually works. 

But let’s return to Julie Bailey. She tried much of the above. She 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/contact-us/complaint/
https://www.mygov.scot/nhs-complaints/
http://www.wales.nhs.uk/ourservices/contactus/nhscomplaints
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/raising-concern-or-making-complaint-about-health-services
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/raising-concern-or-making-complaint-about-health-services
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spoke to the nurses, the doctors, the ward manager. She went to see 
the Patient Advice & Liaison Service. Nothing was done. She wrote 
to the hospital trust’s chief executive Martin Yeates, warning him 
that the hospital was a “dangerous place” but got no reply (Cure 
The NHS, undated). 

After her mother’s death, Julie Bailey again contacted the hospital 
to raise concerns about the patient care. She spoke to the hospital’s 
Director of Nursing Helen Moss and her local Labour MP David 
Kidney – who had previously served as a Stafford councillor and 
knew the town well. Both “dismissed her concerns” (Cure The 
NHS, undated). 

So, she turned to the councillors who were supposed to be 
scrutinising local NHS services. The response? According to her 
campaign group website: “She received a solicitor’s letter back to 
her, saying she should not contact them again, telling her their role 
wasn’t to listen to complaints about the hospital” (Cure The NHS, 
undated). 

By this stage, Julie Bailey had formed a campaign group, Cure the 
NHS, with patients and relatives of patients who had suffered 
similar, brutal care in the hospital. It would be the view of the later 
public inquiry that Cure was the only effective voice for the public 
in the Mid-Staffs scandal (Francis, 2013, p47). 

Julie Bailey also turned to the local media – the weekly papers and 
the local radio stations. Then she tried the local daily paper, the 
Express & Star. An E&S reporter told her he wasn’t interested in 
stories about old people (Bailey, 2012, p200). 

This is always a danger in journalism. Are you too busy, too 
preoccupied or just too desensitised to spot a story? It’s sobering to 
note that journalists are just as capable as health managers, 
watchdogs and local MPs of missing stories they are paid to spot. 

Mercifully, another reporter in the newsroom, Shaun Lintern, had 
overheard the conversation and happened to be short of a story. He 
asked for Julie Bailey’s number, rang her back and asked if he could 
help. That phone call set him down a path to winning Specialist 
Journalist of the Year at the British Journalism Awards in 2016. 
Julie Bailey would later describe Lintern as “a jewel, a real credit to 
his profession (Bailey, 2012, p201). 



14. The National Health Service  468 

The publicity which followed the local press coverage prompted 
others with similar stories to come forward and the scale of the 
scandal began to emerge. Lintern would later tell Press Gazette 
(2013): “What began as a slow trickle soon became a tidal wave of 
local people coming forward with their own absolutely horrifying 
stories…We began to realise, as more and more people came 
forward and public meetings began to attract 20-30 families, that 
there was something a lot bigger at that hospital going on.” 

Precisely. This book is about how civic structures work but civic 
structures only matter because they affect people. Never, ever forget 
to talk to people about their experiences. 

Cure did indeed turn into a formidable force. It lobbied local MPs, 
the councillors supposedly monitoring the local NHS and the 
governing body of the Mid-Staffs Foundation Trust which used its 
new Foundation status to exclude the public more frequently from 
meetings. Shamefully, the governors of the trust repeatedly refused 
to engage with the group. 

The group contacted the then hospital regulator the Healthcare 
Commission which was already concerned by the hospital’s high 
mortality rates. 

Just over a year later, in March 2009, the HCC issued a report 
confirming Bailey’s wider fears about the scale of poor care in the 
hospital. It was a draft of this report that contained the estimate of 
400-1,200 deaths which was leaked. The estimate was not included 
in the final report. But it did flag up how the patients’ suffering was 
missed because the assorted structures of the NHS were being 
repeatedly rearranged (HCC, 2009, p7-8). As a result, those who 
should have been monitoring and spotting problems were distracted. 
Ironically, the Healthcare Commission itself only lasted five years 
before being replaced. 

Consequences of the Regulator’s 
Report 

Days before Healthcare Commission report was published, the chair 
of the Mid-Staffs Foundation Trust, Toni Brisby and its chief 
executive, Martin Yeates, the man who had failed to respond to the 
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Bailey family letter, resigned. 

Julie Bailey’s campaign group began pressing for a full public 
inquiry into how so many bodies overseeing the hospital failed to 
spot the problem. Other people were contacting the group, flagging 
up similar problems in other hospitals. 

The then Labour Government resisted the calls for a public inquiry 
but ordered a series of other inquiries, the most significant of which 
was led by Robert Francis QC. 

Francis submitted a report in February 2010. His findings (2010) 
were that: 

Patients were left so long with sheets soiled by excrement and urine 
that relatives were reduced to taking the sheets home to wash 
themselves (para 19 & 20, p10). 

Patients were left dependent on relatives to get to the bathroom and 
wash. Those without friends or family were left unwashed (para 26, 
p11). 

Meals were placed out of reach from patients and taken away 
without being touched (para 29, p11). 

Patients weren’t helped to unwrap their meals or cutlery or even to 
eat (para 29, p11). 

Patients weren’t given adequate supplies of water and their fluid 
intakes weren’t monitored (para 29, p11). 

Francis (2010, p11) concluded: “The omissions (of care) described 
left patients struggling to care for themselves; this led to injury and 
a loss of dignity, often in the final days of their lives. The impact of 
this on them and their families is almost unimaginable. Taken 
individually, many of the accounts I received indicated a standard of 
care which was totally unacceptable. Together, they demonstrate a 
systematic failure of the provision of good care.” 

The Francis report shook the NHS establishment. The then Chief 
Executive of NHS England, Sir David Nicholson (2010) 
immediately wrote to every Trust in the country urging them to read 
Francis’ report as a matter of urgency. Individual medical staff were 
reported to the General Medical Council and the Nursing & 
Midwifery Council. 
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Reminder: Always check people’s back histories. Sir David was 
then Chief Executive of NHS England. It is relevant that earlier 
during his career, he had served as the Chief Executive of the 
Strategic Health Authority which oversaw the Mid-Staffordshire 
NHS Trust while the scandal of care was actually happening.  

The then Labour Health Secretary Andy Burnham promptly 
accepted all the recommendations for improvement made by 
Francis. As is customary, he did this in a statement to the House of 
Commons where he repeated his belief that “a lengthy, adversarial 
(public) inquiry would not be in the best interests of healthcare in 
Stafford”. (Burnham, 2010, col 310) 

Three months later Labour lost the May 2010 General Election and 
the new Conservative Health Secretary Andrew Lansley promptly 
ordered a full public inquiry to look at why the wider system failed 
to prevent the suffering. He put Robert Francis at its helm. 

The Public Inquiry 
Francis began his public inquiry the following month. He and his 
team sat for 139 days, taking evidence from 250 witnesses and 
looking at more than a million pages of documentary material. 

Journalists, including Shaun Lintern, reported its sessions. Their 
reports were protected from libel suits by qualified privilege, as 
long as their reports were fair, accurate and without malice. 

Many of the sessions were very moving. 

On Monday 22nd November 2010, Julie Bailey recounted her 
mother’s experience. On the Tuesday, Janet Robinson spoke about 
the events which followed her 21-year-old son John’s accident on a 
mountain bike. John would die of his injuries. On the Wednesday, 
Christine Dalziel told of the terrible care her husband George 
suffered after his operation for bowel cancer, which included 
wearing the same blood-stained pyjamas for three days after the 
operation. He was never washed. 

If you wish, click on the link below and then look at the transcripts 
of their evidence: 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20150407085536/http://
www.midstaffspublicinquiry.com/hearings/s/121/week-three-22-25-

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20150407085536/http:/www.midstaffspublicinquiry.com/hearings/s/121/week-three-22-25-nov-2010
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20150407085536/http:/www.midstaffspublicinquiry.com/hearings/s/121/week-three-22-25-nov-2010
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nov-2010 

Francis Public Inquiry Press Conference 
Francis published his second report in February 2013. 

Let us now go to the press conference Robert Francis held on 6th 
February 2013, the day he published his second report. Get a pen 
and paper ready, be poised to take notes and then click on the link 
below. Please note that the journalists had to arrive well in advance. 
Broadcasters obviously needed to set up, but there was another 
reason for reporters getting there early. As you will see, Francis 
didn’t wait for latecomers. If you weren’t early, you missed it. 

Once you have watched the press conference on the link below, 
write your news story. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4lySJlm1EnM  
(HayesCollinsMedia, 2013) 

Great Journalism: Read this powerful column by Charles Moore 
(2013), newspaper columnist and former editor of both The Daily 
Telegraph and The Sunday Telegraph. Note his powerful use of 
rhythm in describing the fate of the patients. It is a vivid piece of 
writing. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/news/9888283/Sorry-to-
harp-on-but-the-horrors-of-Mid-Staffs-just-wont-go-away.html 

Postscript 
Two nurses were struck off the nursing register in July 2013 by the 
Nursing and Midwifery Council (Press Association, 2013) and, six 
months later, the hospital’s former chief nurse Jan Harry was struck 
off by mutual agreement. She had already retired (BBC, 2014). 

The Mid-Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust was taken over by 
administrators and then, in 2014, dissolved (Hunt, 2014). 

The NHS England Chief Executive Sir David Nicholson faced 
multiple calls to resign for his failure to tackle the scandal when he 
was running the health authority over-seeing the hospital. The Daily 
Mail dubbed him “the man with no shame” (Martin, Borland 2013). 

https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20150407085536/http:/www.midstaffspublicinquiry.com/hearings/s/121/week-three-22-25-nov-2010
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4lySJlm1EnM
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/news/9888283/Sorry-to-harp-on-but-the-horrors-of-Mid-Staffs-just-wont-go-away.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/health/news/9888283/Sorry-to-harp-on-but-the-horrors-of-Mid-Staffs-just-wont-go-away.html


14. The National Health Service  472 

In March 2013, Sir David told the Health Select Committee he was 
determined to remain in post. Two months later he announced his 
decision to retire from the NHS on 1st April 2014. 

The new NHS regulator the Care Quality Commission appointed a 
Chief Inspector of Hospitals to improve scrutiny of hospitals. The 
Chief Inspector of Hospitals Sir Mike Richards warned in his 
annual report (2017, p4): “The NHS now stands on a burning 
platform – the need for change is clear but finding the resources and 
energy to deliver that change while simultaneously providing safe 
patient care can seem almost impossible.” 

Julie Bailey was awarded a CBE in the 2014 New Year’s Honours. 

Shaun Lintern, who had attended every day of the Francis Inquiry, 
went on to specialise in health journalism. He became a senior 
correspondent for Health Service Journal, won Specialist Journalist 
of the Year Award in the British Journalism Awards of 2016 and 
then became health correspondent at The Independent.  

It Couldn’t Happen Again, Could It? 
On 20th June 2018, an inquiry found that more than 450 patients 
had died prematurely at Gosport War Memorial Hospital because 
they had been given inappropriately powerful painkillers. The 
inquiry suspected a further 200 patients suffered the same fate. The 
panel concluded that: 

“There was a disregard for human life and a culture of shortening 
the lives of a large number of patients. 

“There was an institutionalised regime of prescribing and 
administering “dangerous doses” of a hazardous combination of 
medication not clinically indicated or justified, with patients and 
relatives powerless in their relationship with professional staff. 

“When the relatives complained about the safety of patients and the 
appropriateness of their care, they were consistently let down by 
those in authority – both individuals and institutions. 

“The senior management of the hospital, healthcare organisations, 
Hampshire Constabulary, local politicians, the coronial system, the 
Crown Prosecution Service, the General Medical Council (GMC) 
and the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) all failed to act in 
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ways that would have better protected patients and relatives, whose 
interests some subordinated to the reputation of the hospital and the 
professions involved.” (Gosport Independent Panel, 2018, para 
12.11) 

Let us leave the final word to the journalist Shaun Lintern: 
“Everybody is accountable upwards, and you can always pursue 
those people for answers and get them to their own accountability at 
their level. If they can’t do it, the next level above them should 
know what the answer is, and you pursue it like that. That’s what 
we do at the Health Service Journal. Somebody always knows the 
answer.” (European Health Journalism, undated) 

The need for knowledgeable, rigorous health journalists has never 
been greater. 

Additional Reading 
Bevan, A (1952) In Place of Fear, reprinted 1990, London, Quartet 
Books. Hear directly from the builder of the NHS himself. Go to 
Chapter 5 ‘A Free Health Service’ 

And why not read Bevan’s speech to Parliament in the second 
reading of the bill which was to create the NHS? 

Note his defence of parliamentary sovereignty towards the end of 
Column 60: 

http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1946/apr/30/national
-health-service-bill  

Bailey, J (2012) From Ward to Whitehall: The disaster at Mid-
Staffs Hospital, Stafford, Cure The NHS – compelling account by 
the woman who led the patients’ campaign. 

Clarke, R (2017) Your Life in My Hands, London, Metrobooks. 
Compelling account of the pressures on junior doctors. 

Goldacre, B (2009) Bad Science, London, Fourth Estate. Excellent 
look at how journalists make a meal of reporting science. 

Timmins, N (2017) The Five Giants, London, William Collins. 
Masterly history of the evolution of social policy, including health. 
Essential reading for all interested in social policy. 

http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1946/apr/30/national-health-service-bill
http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/commons/1946/apr/30/national-health-service-bill
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Behind the Headlines – useful NHS site, the brainchild of Professor 
Sir Muir Gray, which separates fact from fiction in medical 
reporting, handy for journalists, medics and the wider public. 

http://www.nhs.uk/news/Pages/NewsIndex.aspx  
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15. The Police 
Introduction 

Police forces across the United Kingdom exist to uphold the law, 
prevent crime, to bring to justice those who break the law and to 
protect the communities they serve. 

They are also an important source of stories. 

Once, journalists and the police worked closely together. As a 
junior reporter, I was despatched at Christmas to drop off bottles of 
whisky to the local police stations in recognition of their close co-
operation with the town’s evening newspaper. Officers routinely 
briefed reporters and were important contacts for every journalist. 

Today the relationship tends to be more formal and cautious. After 
the phone-hacking scandal shone an uncomfortable light on the cosy 
relationship between some officers and journalists, the police 
largely retreated behind a wall of press officers, formal propriety 
and posts on social media. This has not always been to mutual 
benefit.  

Notwithstanding this reticence, the police remain a core source of 
stories. Some chief constables are now actively encouraging 
engagement, particularly with local journalists. This chapter will 
explain where to find those stories. You can start by putting this into 
practice in your student newsdays and while you are on placement. 
You just need to know where to look. 

This chapter will look at:  
Structure & Accountability 
Funding And Why It Matters 
Reporting Rape: The Police, the Politicians and the Press 
Cliff Richard, the Police & the BBC 

But first let’s establish how you contact the police. 
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Contacting the Police 
News organisations check in with police forces several times a day 
and every journalist, whether a general or specialist reporter, will 
find themselves having to deal directly with the police at some 
point. 

It is therefore worth understanding how the police will respond to 
you – and there’s no better way to do this than familiarising 
yourself with the guidelines on media relations which the College of 
Policing (2017) has issued to all forces. 

Skim through it – it’s instructive, and it will remind you of your 
own rights and responsibilities. When will they name a suspect? 
Can you film at a crime scene? What images can you reasonably 
expect the police to supply you with? Have a look. 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/engagement-and-
communication/media-relations/ 

The initial routine contact may be online. All forces run web pages 
where they post news of crimes and appeals for witnesses. If you 
are covering the crime beat – or on a student newsday – this is a 
simple place to start. Note the word ‘start.’ 

There may well be stories you are chasing that are not on the police 
news webpages. You may have supplementary questions for those 
that are. You may want to arrange an interview. All forces have 
press offices. You can find their phone numbers online. Ring them. 
There will always be 24/7 cover. Out of hours, your call may go 
straight through to the control room where you will speak directly to 
police officers. 

Do, wherever possible, build up good relationships with both press 
officers and police officers. 

Check Twitter feeds – both officers and press officers will tweet and 
some police forces actively encourage contacting them via Twitter. 

They will supply mugshots of most convicted defendants or images 
of people they wish to trace. 

They will not normally name suspects before they have been 
charged. 

https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/engagement-and-communication/media-relations/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/engagement-and-communication/media-relations/
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Never, ever pay a police officer for a story, either in cash or kind 
(eg an FA Cup Final/music concert ticket.) It is a criminal offence. 

Keep a record of all contacts you have with the police. They will be 
keeping a record of their contacts with you. In case of a dispute, 
your notes may be useful. 

STRUCTURE & ACCOUNTABILITY 
Police stories are not just limited to crime stories, however 
dramatic. How the police operate is also a major area of public 
interest and a guaranteed stream of stories for you. 

Here’s the basic checklist of who to monitor. We will explain their 
roles in a moment. Keep an eye on their websites, social media and 
public statements and meetings. And collect their direct phone lines 
numbers. 

Local Level: 

 Your local police force 

 Local politician/body overseeing that force  

 Local branch of the Police Federation 

 The body that monitors how well that police force is 
performing.  

 The body that handles complaints. 

National Level: 

 Ministers dealing with policing 

 Opposition shadow ministers dealing with policing 

 Parliamentary & Assembly committees scrutinising police 
matters – particularly the chairmen.  

 National Police Chiefs’ Council 

 National branches of the Police Federation  

 Association of Police & Crime Commissioners 
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Police on the Ground 
There are 45 territorial police forces in the UK: 43 in England & 
Wales and one each in Northern Ireland and Scotland. Each force is 
headed by a chief constable who is responsible for the day-to-day 
running of the force. London’s most senior police officer is called 
the Metropolitan Police Commissioner. 

The job of policing can be stressful and dangerous. Sometimes 
police officers are killed while on duty. Deaths from traffic 
accidents are common. Follow the link here to the National Police 
Officers’ Roll of Honour and have a look. 

http://www.policerollofhonour.org.uk/national_roll/roll_intro.htm  

Among those police officers harmed in the line of duty were: 
Detective Sergeant Nick Bailey of Wiltshire Police, poisoned with 
the deadly nerve agent Novichok in 2018 while investigating a 
Russian attempt to murder British double agent Sergei Skripal in 
Salisbury.  

PC Andrew Harper of Thames Valley Police, who suffered 
“catastrophic, fatal injuries” in 2019 after his foot was caught in the 
strap trailing a car driven by young thieves fleeing the police (BBC, 
2020).  

PC David Whyte, of Police Scotland, who was left in a critical 
condition in 2020 after being stabbed while responding to an 
incident in a Glasgow hotel that left five other people with severe 
knife injuries.  

All police officers are royal warrant holders who pledge allegiance 
to the Crown and who are forbidden by law from striking. There are 
further ranges of ancillary specialised police forces such as British 
Transport Police and the Civil Nuclear Constabulary. 

The fundamental principle that underpins good policing in the UK 
is the principle of policing by consent. For this, the largely unarmed 
forces require both the active consent of the public to be policed 
plus the public’s active support through its willingness to provide 
information to help police investigations.  

Largely, it succeeds. Public satisfaction with their local police force 
rose from 53% in 2017 to 61% in 2018 (HMICFRS, 2019) But there 

http://www.policerollofhonour.org.uk/national_roll/roll_intro.htm
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are important weak spots.  

In 1999 the Macpherson inquiry into the police handling of the 
murder of black teenager Stephen Lawrence branded the 
Metropolitan Police as institutionally racist (Macpherson, 1999, 
para 6.32). Twenty years later, the Metropolitan Police 
Commissioner Cressida Dick said the report had “defined my 
generation of policing” (White, 2019).  

This involved police forces reaching out to work with minority 
communities and also, crucially, driving up recruitment from within 
those communities.  

In 2000 only 2% of all police officers in England Wales were from 
black and ethnic minority backgrounds. By 2019, that had risen to 
7%, which is an improvement but is still a significant under-
representation of those communities which make up 14% of the 
population (Home Office, 2019)  

Tensions continued. Government figures showed that in 2019, black 
people were nine times more likely than white people to be stopped 
and searched by police officers (Home Office, 2020). 

In May 2020 shocking video emerged of the murder of George 
Floyd, an African-American, killed in Minneapolis in the USA by 
an American policeman kneeling on his neck. Floyd told the 
officers more than 20 times that he could not breathe (BBC, 2020a). 
Public revulsion led to protests across the world.  

In the UK these protests posed an immediate policing dilemma. It 
was at the height of the pandemic lockdown, when people were 
only supposed to go out for essential travel.  

Forces across the UK were already playing an uneasy role policing 
the lockdown. Derbyshire Police had been criticised for using 
drones to film isolated ramblers in the Peak District who it 
considered to be breaching lockdown rules (Slater, 2020). Now 
mass protests by thousands of people were being planned in city 
centres. How to respond? 

The challenge was acute in Bristol, a city with an ugly history of 
links with the slave trade. The local Chief Constable Andy Marsh 
issued a statement the day before the protests began, condemning 
the death of Floyd and recognising the powerful need people had to 
protest. He stressed the importance of policing by consent and urged 
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the protestors simply to observe social distancing and to protest 
safely and peacefully (Avon & Somerset Police, 2020).  

Marsh later supported his police officers for not intervening when 
the Bristol protestors pulled down the statue of the slaver Edward 
Colston and threw it into the harbour.  

In a live webchat, he said: “There were over 10,000 people, it was a 
very volatile situation but there were no injuries, no arrests and one 
report of damage. Had they (the police officers) intervened, the 
consequences might have been incredibly serious and we might 
have become the epicentre of a new wave of protests around the 
whole world.” (BBC 2020b) 

Political Oversight 
Inevitably, this depends where you are. If in doubt, check online but 
the information below should help you know what to look for. 
Broadly there are two layers of oversight - national and local - and 
both are sources of stories which you can use in your student 
newsdays, on placement and in work. 

The National Picture 

England & Wales: 

All 43 police forces in England & Wales are ultimately accountable 
to the Home Office, one of the three great historic departments of 
government. 

The Home Secretary at the time of writing was Priti Patel. If you are 
covering crime and police stories, you need to follow the output not 
just of Patel and her successors, but their supporting ministers. You 
can find the up-to-date details of ministers, plus the telephone 
number for the Home Office press office online. The Home Office 
oversees policing in England & Wales, issues guidelines on 
policing, is responsible for securing funding from the Treasury for 
policing and can pilot bills through Parliament to change police 
structures and the laws related to policing. It’s also responsible for 
immigration and is considered a challenging department to run. One 
Home Secretary John Reid described it as “not fit for purpose” 
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(Mulholland & Tempest, 2006). 

Scotland: 

In Scotland, Police Scotland is accountable to the Scottish 
Government and Scottish Parliament. At the time of writing the key 
minister was the Scottish Justice Minister, Humza Yousuf. If you 
are operating in Scotland, you need to be following him and his 
successors. 

Northern Ireland: 

The Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) used to be called The 
Royal Ulster Constabulary and was considered by nationalists to be 
a Protestant force for the local Protestant community. As part of the 
peace settlement, it was radically reformed and re-named to become 
more inclusive of the Catholic, nationalist community. It is overseen 
by the Northern Ireland Executive’s Ministry of Justice, and the 
Northern Ireland Assembly. 

It took time to devolve police powers down to the NI Assembly. For 
many years, Unionists vigorously opposed giving an Assembly 
which included the future Deputy First Minister and former IRA 
commander Martin McGuinness any oversight of the police force he 
once fought, (see Ch 4 Terror & Hope: Northern Ireland for more 
details). 

Which Politicians To Monitor 
If you are following police stories, you need to be following the 
relevant police ministers in the relevant part of the UK, be it at 
Westminster for England & Wales, the Scottish Parliament & 
Executive or, when it is not suspended, the Northern Ireland 
Assembly & Executive. 

You also need to be following the opposition shadow police 
ministers and the relevant parliamentary or assembly committees 
which scrutinise those ministerial departments. You can find all of 
these in a few minutes searching online. 

What speeches are these politicians making? What press releases 
are they issuing? Are they issuing any reports or policy documents? 
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Sometimes these contain cracking stories. What are they saying on 
social media? When you get the politicians’ phone numbers, don’t 
lose them! 

Both the Scottish Parliament’s Justice Committee and 
Westminster’s Home Affairs Select Committee can hold highly 
newsworthy inquiries into aspects of justice and policing. Recently, 
the Scottish committee has investigated civil actions in rape cases 
and the practice of holding prisoners on remand. The Westminster 
committee’s inquiries included domestic violence, counter-terrorism 
and hate crime. 

Individual Force Oversight 
Overall accountability may ultimately rest in Westminster (UK 
Government), Holyrood (Scottish Government) and Stormont 
(Northern Ireland Executive) but each of the 45 forces are overseen 
by another lower layer of local politicians/bodies. These structures 
inevitably, depend on where you are – but these politicians/bodies 
meet in public, deliver speeches and reports and generate stories. 

Scotland: 

Elected local councillors used to oversee the assorted Scottish 
police forces but all that changed when the Scottish Government 
merged the forces into one single, nationwide force, Police Scotland 
in April 2013. The role of overseeing this force – setting its 
priorities, approving its budget, holding the senior officers to 
account – was given to a new Scottish Police Authority, made up of 
non-elected individuals appointed by the Scottish Ministry of 
Justice, much to the chagrin of some local politicians. Both the SPA 
and the Police Scotland got off a rocky start with a high turnover in 
SPA chairmen and chief constables during their first five years – 
and vigorous criticism from committees in the Scottish Parliament. 
The SPA board holds regular meetings across Scotland that are 
open to the public (and therefore journalists) with its agendas and 
papers available online. They are worth mining for stories. Go and 
have a look. How soon can you find a story? 

http://www.spa.police.uk/  

http://www.spa.police.uk/


15. The Police  415 

Northern Ireland: 

The Good Friday Peace Agreement of 1998 included substantial 
changes to the police. The Northern Ireland Policing Board was set 
up to oversee the re-branded Police Service of Northern Ireland. Its 
19-strong board is made up of 10 members of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly and nine independent members appointed by the 
Northern Ireland Justice Minister.  

The board’s role is to set policing priorities, secure the funding, 
approve the budget, hire and, if necessary, fire senior officers, 
monitor complaints and develop a local policing plan. When the 
Assembly is not suspended, the board meets regularly in public and 
its papers and policy documents are available online. 

https://www.nipolicingboard.org.uk/  

If the Stormont government is suspended, as has happened from 
time to time, under the terms of the Good Friday Agreement, it falls 
to the UK Government’s Northern Ireland Office to ensure good 
governance. 

England & Wales: 

All but two of England & Wales’ police forces are overseen by 
Police & Crime Commissioners. These replaced the old style local 
police authorities which were not dissimilar to the Northern Ireland 
Policing Board. 

David Cameron’s coalition government decided that directly- 
elected individuals would be more democratically accountable and 
responsive to the public’s wishes and so introduced elected Police 
& Crime Commissioners. 

The public seemed less than enthused. Fewer than 15% bothered to 
turn out and vote in the first PCC elections on a dreary Thursday in 
November 2012, (BBC, 2012). Turnout in the second set of 
elections in 2016 was better - an average of 26% - but even that 
masked huge disparities. 

In Dyfed-Powys, for example, the Plaid Cymru PCC candidate 
Dafydd Llywelyn won on a comparatively hefty 49% turnout, albeit 
boosted by the fact that elections to the Welsh Assembly were being 

https://www.nipolicingboard.org.uk/
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held the same day (BBC, 2016b). 

English voters by comparison continued to contain their enthusiasm 
for democratic oversight of their local force. Barely 17% of voters 
bothered to vote in the elections for the Durham PCC (BBC, 
2016a). 

Nevertheless, the PCCs seem embedded and now play a key role in 
policing. They set the policing priorities for their local force, 
approve the force’s budget, appoint senior officers, hold the chief 
constable to account and monitor complaints. They can be vocal 
defenders of their local forces. Each has their own website, holds 
regular public meetings and issues long term policing plans. 

The 2020 elections for PCCs were postponed for a year because of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 

PCCs are represented nationally by The Association of Police & 
Crime Commissioners. Its website is here: 

http://www.apccs.police.uk/  

However, like all politicians, they are usually muscular in speaking 
out for themselves. In my experience, they are also generous in 
agreeing interviews with student journalists. 

The PCCs are in turn held to account by their area’s Police & Crime 
Panels. These are made up of councillors from each of the local 
councils in the area and at least two co-opted members. 

These panels’ duties are not onerous, and, although they meet only a 
few times a year in public, they are worth following. They must 
approve any plan by the PCC to raise local police tax known as the 
police precept (see below for details on police funding). 

One newsworthy Police & Crime Panel meeting was that held at the 
height of the controversy over the joint failure of South Yorkshire 
Police and Rotherham Metropolitan Borough Council to tackle the 
systematic organised sexual abuse of young girls (see Ch 6 Child 
Protection). 

The force, to its eternal shame, had – for years - treated the young 
victims with contempt. The new South Yorkshire PCC Shaun 
Wright should have been the man to sort it out. Unfortunately, 
Wright had previously been the councillor in charge of overseeing 
child protection on Rotherham Council – a role in which he had 

http://www.apccs.police.uk/
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spectacularly failed to protect the girls. 

Not surprisingly, local people had little confidence in his ability to 
change things now. As we saw in Chapter 6, they turned up to a 
meeting of the South Yorkshire Police & Crime Panel to voice their 
outrage and Channel 4 News reporter Cordelia Lynch was there. 
Here, again, is the link to her report (Channel 4 News, 2014): 

https://www.channel4.com/news/rotherham-child-sex-abuse-
exploitation-shaun-wright-resign 

The Panel passed a vote of no confidence in Wright – a further 
damning indictment. They lacked, however, the powers to dismiss 
him. Nobody can actually sack an elected politician during their 
term in office. Wright clung on in office for five more days before 
choosing to resign. 

England, Exceptions to the PCC rule: 

Two forces – Greater Manchester Police and the Metropolitan 
Police in London – are accountable to their city’s directly-elected 
Mayors instead. The Mayors fulfil all the functions of the PCC. 

Indeed, the Mayor of London provided the prototype for the PCCs. 

Since 2000, the capital’s new fashioned directly-elected Mayor has 
overseen the Metropolitan Police force, with his work monitored by 
the Police & Crime Committee of the Greater London Authority. 

In Manchester, oversight of Greater Manchester Police Force was 
handed to the city’s first-ever metro Mayor Andy Burnham in May 
2017. 

Useful Nationwide Policing Bodies 
These can provide quotes on policing challenges and dilemmas, are 
valuable contacts and good sources of stories. 

1. National Police Chiefs’ Council, 

http://www.npcc.police.uk/Home.aspx  

This represents all forces. It meets regularly, provides a forum for 
co-ordination and, importantly, can speak for policing across the 
UK. Its members, beyond the 45 territorial forces, include British 

https://www.channel4.com/news/rotherham-child-sex-abuse-exploitation-shaun-wright-resign
https://www.channel4.com/news/rotherham-child-sex-abuse-exploitation-shaun-wright-resign
http://www.npcc.police.uk/Home.aspx
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Transport Police, the Royal Military Police and the Civil Nuclear 
Constabulary and others. 

It also runs a regular blog which is well worth following. Senior 
officers use it a vehicle for raising topical concerns from lack of 
funding, terrorism threats and the problems such as police failure to 
disclose evidence that could clear defendants in rape cases. Go and 
check it out. How quickly can you find a news story? 
http://www.npcc.police.uk/ThePoliceChiefsBlog/Default.aspx  

2. The Police Federation represents all officers up to Chief 
Inspectors. The Federation can provide muscular quotes on the 
problems facing ordinary coppers. Just before publication, the 
Federation was questioning the effectiveness of laws on cannabis 
(Hopkins, 2018). Inevitably it is divided into national sections, see 
below, but if you are covering a specific force, look for the local 
branch whose lead representatives will be useful contacts. It is also 
worth noting that the Police Federation has a track record in funding 
libel cases brought by police officers against journalists. 

Police Federation England & Wales: http://www.polfed.org/  

 Scottish Police Federation: http://spf.org.uk/  

Police Federation for Northern Ireland: https://www.policefed-
ni.org.uk/  

Standards – A Great Source Of Stories 
If you are not familiar with your local force, a swift way to get up to 
speed is check out the latest report on how well (or not) it is 
performing. There are two bodies who check standards in policing 
in the UK. 

England & Wales and Northern Ireland: 

All police forces in these areas are regularly inspected by the 
cumbersomely-titled Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary & 
Fire & Rescue Services or HMICFRS for short. Referring to this 
body in your reports is challenging. The ‘police standards 
watchdog’ might do as an opening gambit with the full title coming 
lower down in your story. 

http://www.npcc.police.uk/ThePoliceChiefsBlog/Default.aspx
http://www.polfed.org/
http://spf.org.uk/
https://www.policefed-ni.org.uk/
https://www.policefed-ni.org.uk/
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The HMICFRS produces regular, public reports (frequently bluntly 
and crisply written) which flag up exactly where an individual force 
is doing well – or not. Not all police forces appreciate its attentions. 
Its reports make news stories and can provide a host of 
feature/documentary ideas. It’s also a highly useful source of 
statistics on each force. 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/  

The HMICFRS reports to the Home Office for forces in England & 
Wales and to the Department of Justice in Northern Ireland for the 
Police Service of Northern Ireland. 

Scotland: 

Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary for Scotland monitors 
both Police Scotland and the Scottish Police Authority. It also looks 
at specific policing dilemmas. Follow the link to its review of 
undercover policing. 

https://www.hmics.scot/news/hmics-publish-strategic-review-
undercover-policing-scotland  

Complaints 
Complaints against police forces can be serious – and a source of 
news. In the first instance, these are dealt with by the forces 
themselves. Each has a complaints department. 

England & Wales: 

All serious cases – including those where a police officer is accused 
of injuring or killing someone while on duty – are referred to the 
Independent Office for Police Conduct. The IOPC will also 
investigate “super-complaints” into systemic issues with policing 
such as the handling of domestic abuse cases. You can skim IOPC 
(undated) case studies here. 

https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/investigations/investigation-
summaries-and-learning-recommendations 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/
https://www.hmics.scot/news/hmics-publish-strategic-review-undercover-policing-scotland
https://www.hmics.scot/news/hmics-publish-strategic-review-undercover-policing-scotland
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/investigations/investigation-summaries-and-learning-recommendations
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/investigations/investigation-summaries-and-learning-recommendations
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Scotland: 

Any allegations of criminality are automatically referred to the 
Procurator Fiscal. 

Complaints about junior officers are investigated by the force itself. 

Complaints about senior officers are handled by the Scottish Police 
Authority. 

Anyone not satisfied by the investigation of complaints can 
ultimately raise it with the Police Investigations & Review 
Commissioner – who can only look into how the complaint was 
handled but can’t investigate the complaint itself. 

Northern Ireland: 

Complaints against officers are handled by the independent Police 
Ombudsman for Northern Ireland. Skim through its reports here: 
https://policeombudsman.org/Investigation-Reports/Case-Studies  

EXERCISE: 
Preparing To Report The Police 

Take your local police force as an example. 

For England, Wales & Northern Ireland: 
Go to the website for Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary & 
Fire & Rescue Services: 

https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/  

Find The Key Facts About Your Police Force and then skim the 
inspection reports. 

How well is your chosen force performing? What are its 
challenges? Find the name of the chief constable. 

For England & Wales, find the name of the Police & Crime 
Commissioner or, in the case of London & Manchester, the Mayor. 

Find their most recent public statements on police challenges. 

Draw up a list of potential documentaries you could make from this 
material. 

https://policeombudsman.org/Investigation-Reports/Case-Studies
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/
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For Scotland: 
Go to the website for Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary 
for Scotland: 

https://www.hmics.scot/  

First find its annual report and skim the section on assessment of 
policing. 

Write a list of the key challenges facing Police Scotland. 

Then go to its inspection reports. These range from nationwide 
issues such as the use of stop and search, undercover policing and 
firearms licensing to localised inspections of specific divisions. 
Choose one that looks the most interesting or which covers police in 
your area. How many story ideas can you find? Find the name of 
the chief constable. Find the name of the chairman of the Scottish 
Police Authority. Find their most recent public statements. What are 
they saying? 

FUNDING AND WHY IT MATTERS 
On 24th September 2017 the cash-strapped Chief Constable of 
Bedfordshire Police, Jon Boutcher told local reporters: “We do not 
have the resources to keep residents safe. I have the gravest 
concerns about the safety of Bedfordshire,” adding for good 
measure that he had never seen anything like it in his 33 years of 
policing (Hutber, 2017). 

In other words, he was saying he hadn’t got the money to do the 
job. For the residents of Bedfordshire, that was a problem. Worse, 
this problem wasn’t confined to Bedfordshire. In July 2018, the 
Chief Constable of West Midlands Police Dave Thompson blamed 
budget cuts and the wider range of crimes for the “poor service” his 
force sometimes provided. He said he was “drawing the bar higher” 
on what level of crime his force would investigate (Kotecha, 2018). 
You can listen to him here. 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-birmingham-44941173  

How did it come to this? 

Let’s start with the basics. The core source of funding for all police 

https://www.hmics.scot/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-birmingham-44941173


15. The Police  422 

forces is taxpayers’ money. How that money reaches the forces 
depends – as ever – on where that force is. The House of Commons 
Library has a useful explanation in this briefing paper (Johnston & 
Politowski, 2016): 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7279/ 

All forces were hit by the consequences of the 2008 global 
economic crash as politicians cut back on spending in a frantic bid 
to balance the books. 

Scotland 
In Scotland, the Scottish Government decides and provides the 
funding for Police Scotland – taking that money from the funds 
provided to it by the UK Government in Westminster and from any 
other sources of income it chooses to raise itself. In a bid to save 
money in the wake of the global economic crash, Holyrood merged 
Scotland’s eight police forces – a move ministers hoped would 
knock £1.4bn off Scotland’s policing bill over 15 years (Carrell, 
2013). 

In addition to the money from the Scottish Government, Police 
Scotland also gets some funds from councils to pay for additional 
officers. The Chief Constable of Police Scotland told the Scottish 
Parliament’s Justice Committee, which was reviewing the police 
budget for 2015-16, that councils were then paying for 329 of his 
officers (Johnston & Politowski, 2016). Most of that money came 
from Glasgow City Council and Edinburgh City Council. That 
income could not be guaranteed as councils themselves were under 
pressure to make cutbacks. 

Northern Ireland 
The Northern Ireland Policing Board negotiates directly with the 
Treasury in Westminster for funds for the Police Service of 
Northern Ireland. It is therefore important that the Board has a full 
complement of members. The PSNI can also get extra funding from 
the Northern Ireland Executive.  

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7279/
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England & Wales 
The core funding for all 43 forces in England & Wales comes from 
the Home Office Police Grant. How much each force gets depends 
on a formula that reflects elements such as size of population and 
crime profiles. There are further top up grants, such as extra funds 
for counter-terrorism. The Welsh Assembly also provides some 
funds to Welsh forces. 

None of it however is automatic. The Home Secretary has to 
negotiate with the Chief Secretary to the Treasury (the second most 
important minister in the Treasury) for the funds. These 
negotiations can be fierce. Cameron’s Coalition Government 
pushed through deep cuts in public spending as it struggled to 
restore the state of public finances, after the global economic crash. 
Police funding was cut by 25% between 2010 and 2015 (National 
Audit Office, 2015). 

EXERCISE: 
Imagine you are the politician or political body overseeing the 
working of a police force in the UK. Working with your Chief 
Constable, you need to draw up a plan to cut your budget by 25% 
over five years. Your biggest cost is salaries. Just over 60% of your 
force are police officers. Over 30% are civilians working on 
important support services. And the remainder are made up of 
special constables and community support officers. 

These are the services your staff provide: 

Neighbourhood Policing  

Serious Crime Unit  

Counter Terrorism 

Road Policing 

Domestic violence/Child protection team  

Forensic Services 

Dog Unit  

Air Support 

Estates & Facilities – the backroom team making sure your 
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buildings and facilities are up to scratch 

Human Resources – or Personnel,  

ICT Pensions & Payroll 

So where will you cut? And how deeply? Remember that if you cut 
the backroom civilian staff too deeply, your frontline policing staff 
won’t be able to function. Are you prepared to cut police officer 
numbers? Should Neighbourhood Policing – which is popular with 
the community – be spared at the expense of your Serious Crime 
Unit or Domestic Violence team? Is Counter Terrorism 
untouchable? How far can you afford to scale down Road Policing? 
Have a go. 

The Shrinking Blue Line 
In March 2010, police forces in England & Wales employed 
143,734 FTE (full time equivalent) police officers. By March 2017 
that had fallen to 123,142 FTE officers – a drop of 14% (Allen, 
Jackson 2018). 

Smaller police forces, in particular, have struggled to cope. 
Bedfordshire Police has struggled more than most. 

In July 2013, the police standards watchdog, then known simply as 
Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary, warned the projected 
cuts would leave Bedfordshire with just 1,020 officers “a very thin 
blue line” (HMIC, 2013, p4) and, four years before its chief 
constable told reporters he no longer had the resources to keep local 
people safe, the standards watchdog presciently warned: “The force 
is fast approaching the position where it has exhausted the options it 
has for reducing its costs….There is a danger that the service to the 
public will suffer as a result” (HMIC, 2013, p5). 

Local Taxes 
Bedfordshire – and all other forces in England & Wales – do have 
one other important source of income that can be used to balance 
falling government grant. 

Police & Crime Commissioners (and the two policing Mayors in 
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Manchester and London) have the power to raise money through the 
Council Tax which is payable by most residents and which is linked 
to the value of their property. Councils set most of the Council Tax 
that residents pay, but one slice of it – the police precept – is set by 
Police & Crime Commissioners. 

Any attempt by a PCC to raise the police precept must however be 
approved by that force’s Police & Crime Panel which monitors the 
PCC. The police precept can bring in hefty sums – particularly in 
southern England where property prices are high. Surrey Police 
raised 49% of its income through the precept in 2015-16, but 
Northumbria, with its smaller population and cheaper housing, 
raised only 12% that way (Johnston & Politowski, 2016). 
Northumbria, as a result, was much more dependent on government 
grant than Surrey and would suffer disproportionately more when 
grants were cut back. 

PCCs cannot, however, raise the police precept through the roof. 
The Government imposes limits on how much they can raise it by – 
and if they wish to go beyond the legal limit, they must hold a 
referendum to get local people’s approval first. 

It was no surprise that Bedfordshire became the first police force to 
go down this path. 

In 2015, Bedfordshire’s first Police & Crime Commissioner Olly 
Martins told Anglia TV that his force was facing a funding 
“Armageddon” as he proposed jacking up the police precept by 
15.8%, well above the legal limit then in force of just 1.9% 
increase. 

You can watch him here (ITV News, 2015): 

http://www.itv.com/news/anglia/update/2015-10-09/bedfordshire-
police-commissioner-warns-of-funding-armageddon/  

Martins spent £350,000 staging a local referendum. Voters in 
Bedfordshire rejected his plan. An increasingly desperate Martins 
had to go back to the drawing board. 

Consequences of The Funding Squeeze 
On 3rd November 2015, Bedfordshire’s Olly Martins, still licking 
his wounds from his referendum defeat, was one of several PCCs 

http://www.itv.com/news/anglia/update/2015-10-09/bedfordshire-police-commissioner-warns-of-funding-armageddon/
http://www.itv.com/news/anglia/update/2015-10-09/bedfordshire-police-commissioner-warns-of-funding-armageddon/
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and chief constables to give evidence to the House of Commons 
Home Affairs Select Committee which was investigating police 
funding. 

Martins knew, as did every other PCC and Chief Constable trooping 
in to see the MPs that day, that the Chancellor George Osborne was 
busy finalising his Autumn Statement – an occasion when the 
Treasury sets out its spending plans for the future. This was widely 
expected to include a further round of cuts to police funding. The 
Chief Constable of Lancashire Steve Finnigan bluntly condemned 
the prospect of more cuts as madness (Home Affairs Committee, 
2015, q4). 

Martins grabbed his moment. He told the MPs that his force was the 
worst-funded in the country (Home Affairs Committee, 2015, Q73) 
and that he was running out of levers to pull to keep his force 
financially viable. He was so desperate for cash that he told them he 
was considering using speed cameras on the M1 just to raise money 
and that he would welcome people or companies like local airline 
Easyjet sponsoring his officers’ uniforms and police cars (Home 
Affairs Committee, 2015, Qs 104-5) 

It is unlikely such complaints would have cut much ice at the 
Treasury. But something else did. 

Impact of Outside Events 
Just 10 days later, a gang of terrorists, armed with suicide bombs 
and automatic weapons, went on the rampage in Paris, killing 130 
people, many of them young people packed into The Bataclan 
theatre for a performance by the band Eagles of Death Metal (see 
Ch 9 Bombing Syria for further details). 

The attack could just as easily have happened in the UK, a point 
chief constables and PCCs were swift to make to a previously 
unresponsive Chancellor. Martins was just one of many who 
warned that fresh cuts to police forces now would have a disastrous 
impact on counter-terrorism work. 

Within a fortnight the Chancellor George Osborne had backed off, 
telling the House of Commons (2015, col 1373): “Now is not the 
time for further police cuts, now is the time to back our police and 
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give them the tools to do the job.” 

For Bedfordshire it would prove only a brief respite. Two years 
later, Martins’ successor as PCC, the Conservative Kathryn 
Holloway would be back before the Home Affairs Select 
Committee telling MPs that what she needed, as a bare minimum, 
was an extra 

£10 million a year. Instead she was being asked to cut her budget by 
a further £11 million. 

Asked what would happen if the next wave of cuts went ahead, she 
warned her force was contemplating not responding to thefts from 
vehicles or bothering to attend any shop theft of less than £100. She 
said: “I have no appetite whatsoever, as the PCC for Bedfordshire, 
in seeing my county become the retail theft capital for the UK” 
(Home Affairs Committee, 2017, q172-173). 

Worse, her force was struggling to cope with child sex abuse 
investigations because it lacked the manpower. At the time, 
Bedfordshire had six major ongoing investigations into child sexual 
exploitation (CSE). 

One involved the repeated rape, by multiple alleged perpetrators of 
two young teenagers; yet the force could allocate only two officers 
and one part-time analyst to investigate the allegations. Given the 
volume of people who needed interviewing, it was going to take 
five years to complete the investigation. 

Visibly bristling, Holloway asked the MPs: “This is one of the 
wealthiest countries on earth. How can that be acceptable?” (Home 
Affairs Committee, 2015, Q191.) 

The fundamental police problem remains how to respond to a 
growing workload – particularly in complex areas such as terrorism, 
child abuse, domestic abuse and cybercrime – with fewer resources. 

In March 2018, HMICFRS warned forces were now taking up to 15 
hours to respond to those 999 calls which required prompt (as 
opposed to immediate) responses. The definition of prompt was 
supposed to be one hour. Some forces were taking 15 hours, some 
taking days. In a few cases it was weeks. 

HMICFRS Inspector Zoe Billingham warned: “About a quarter of 
forces are all too often overwhelmed by the demand they face, 



15. The Police  428 

resulting in worrying backlogs of emergency jobs, with officers not 
attending incidents promptly, including those involving vulnerable 
people.” (HMICFRS, 2018) 

In July 2019, the new Prime Minister Boris Johnson vowed to 
reverse the cuts in policing by hiring an extra 20,000 officers, a 
pledge the Institute for Fiscal Studies estimated would cost £1.1bn a 
year (Reuters, 2019). The pledge was immediately welcomed by 
police leaders (NPCC, 2019, Police Federation, 2019). 

By April 2020, more than 3,000 of those new officers had started 
work (Grierson, 2020). Those 20,000 officers would simply replace 
the officers cut as a consequence of the spending cutbacks brought 
in after 2010 as the Coalition Government tried to tackle the scale 
of debt caused by the banking crash. 

The Johnson Government of 2020 faced even higher debt: debt left 
over from the banking crash and debt caused by the Covid-19 
pandemic. It may yet face extra debt, in the short-term at least, 
caused by Brexit. In this context, the issue of the level of police 
funding is not going to go away while the recruitment and the 
ability of the police to police smartly and efficiently will remain a 
story for anyone ready to follow it. 

REPORTING RAPE: THE POLICE, 
THE POLITICIANS AND THE PRESS 

I interviewed my first rape victim when I was a student journalist. 
It’s not an experience you forget. Rape is an offence that society 
holds in particular horror. 

Police across the UK recorded 43,764 rapes in 2016-17 (ONS, 
2018, Scottish Government undated, Belfastlive, 2018). Many more 
would have gone unreported. 

We shall look at how the police approach this serious crime through 
the prism of a fly-on-the-wall documentary and see how a powerful 
programme shaped police practice across the UK. 
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Fly-on-the-walls 
Periodically public sector bodies will allow journalists in to do “fly-
on-the-wall” pieces. These may be written or online articles, social 
media videos, a single or a series of full length radio or video 
documentaries. Their common aim is to show the reality of the 
everyday experience both of the people coming into contact with 
public services and of the staff delivering them. 

It is important to remember that the public sector body will, quite 
naturally, have its own reasons for opening its doors. As we have 
seen in the NHS chapter, Kevin McGee the chief executive of the 
East Lancashire Hospitals NHS Trust actively wanted to show the 
pressures on his Accident & Emergency staff. He therefore agreed 
to let the BBC in. 

He told reporter Ed Thomas: “I wanted you to see how busy we are, 
how difficult things can be but also in those difficult circumstances 
how well those patients and their families are cared for” (BBC, 
2017). 

The fact that the public sector body has its own agenda does not 
negate the value of you going in. What you must be clear about 
from the outset is your own editorial justification for doing the fly- 
on-the-wall. You likewise need to be crystal clear about the rules of 
engagement. Your hosts should not have editorial control but may 
terminate your permission to be on their premises at any time. 

There may also be serious privacy issues. Patients, prison convicts 
and people who come into contact with the police, for example, are 
all entitled to their privacy and may not consent to being filmed 
regardless of any agreement you may have with the relevant public 
sector body. 

Always refer to your news organisation’s guidelines for details and 
consult with your editor before entering into negotiations for fly- 
on-the wall access. 

Reporting Rape 
In 1981 the BBC secured the consent of the Home Office and 
Thames Valley Police to spend a year filming the police in action at 
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Reading Police Station in Berkshire. The Home Office was keen to 
stem the mistrust of the police, particularly in the inner cities and 
within ethnic minority communities (Sieder, undated). It was hoped 
the programmes would show the human face of ordinary police 
officers and how they coped with the challenges they faced. 

Episode 3 of the series, A Complaint of Rape, was devoted to an 
investigation into a multiple rape allegation. Police officers at the 
time were taught that the majority of rape claims were false and 
they were trained to test any allegation rigorously (Davies, 1999, 
BBC, 2006). Therefore, when a woman with history of psychiatric 
problems came to Reading Police Station to allege she had been 
raped by three strangers, she did not get a sympathetic hearing. She 
didn’t even get a neutral hearing. 

The interview was carried out in a small, sparsely furnished 
interrogation room. Throughout, the production crew shot the 
interview from the woman’s vantage point. She was not in view but 
her voice could be heard. The viewer could see what the woman 
could see - three male police officers periodically filling the frame 
in close-up shot, dismissing her allegations out of hand. 

She was asked if she was a prostitute and how many times she had 
had sex. Could she count the number of her sexual partners on one 
hand or two or three (BBC, 2006)? One officer describes her story 
as a “total load of bollocks” (Sieder, undated). Another dismissed 
her allegation as a “fairy tale” (BBC, 2006). 

As Sieder (undated) commented: “As she is subjected to the most 
hostile questioning, the accusing officers fill the frame in 
penetrating close-ups and the viewer gains some sense of her double 
violation.” Writing in The Independent, Channel 4 producer Guy 
Davies (1999) described the scene as “possibly the most savage 
encounter between police and the public ever recorded on 
television.” 

The public response was one of outrage. 

The Wider Context 

The programme added further fuel to the existing concerns over the 
police and the courts’ treatment of rape allegations. 
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Five months before ‘A Complaint of Rape’ was broadcast, 
prosecutors had abandoned plans to try three young men accused of 
raping a woman in the then notorious housing area of Barrowfield 
in Glasgow. 

The reason for dropping the prosecutions was that the victim was 
suicidal and not considered to be in a fit state to give evidence. 
During the attack, Carol X had been slashed repeatedly with a razor 
requiring 168 stitches. Her alleged rapists were therefore escaping 
justice. The decision sparked, in the words of one of the legal team 
who worked on the subsequent successful private prosecutions of 
the rapists, “a media frenzy” (Macauley, 2017). What had started 
with “a trickle of newspaper articles” became a “torrent” (Macauley 
2017). 

And a judge in Ipswich had let a convicted rapist off with just a 
£2,000 fine on the grounds that the 17-year-old girl he had attacked 
had contributed to her own rape by the negligent act of hitchhiking. 
This sparked a fresh wave of critical journalistic coverage. 

The justice system’s treatment of rape was therefore already high on 
the news agenda when the BBC programme was aired. This added 
to its impact. 

Journalists’ Response 

Journalists following up the issues raised by the programme were 
focused on two key issues: who was responsible for the police 
officers’ interviewing methods and who could change things? As 
ever, journalists needed to turn to where power lay. 

The first port of call was Thames Valley Police itself. Reporters 
went to the most senior officer, the chief constable. Did he think 
this was acceptable conduct by his officers and what was he going 
to do about it? 

They turned to the local political body responsible for overseeing 
the force, at the time the local police authority. Today, dependent on 
where the force is, you would be turning to the relevant Police & 
Crime Commissioner or Mayor with policing responsibilities or to 
the Scottish Police Authority or Northern Ireland Policing Board. 
The bodies may evolve but the journalistic practice remains the 
same and so do the questions. What did the relevant body make of 
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the officers’ conduct and what steps would it be taking to change 
things? 

It was also worth talking to the local branch of the Police Federation 
which, then as now, represented serving officers up to and including 
the rank of Chief Inspector. What was their view? It was important, 
in the midst of the public outrage over the police tactics, to hear the 
views of police officers. 

Equally importantly, journalists turned to domestic abuse refuges 
and rape centres which could speak with authority on behalf of rape 
victims. What was their experience and the experience of the rape 
victims they dealt with? How common was this approach? What did 
they think needed to change? 

Because the issue was not just a localised one – the officers were 
not three errant officers but policemen following an approach all 
police officers had been trained in - reporters also turned to the 
national arm of the Police Federation and to the then equivalent of 
the National Police Chiefs Council. What was the justification for 
such interviewing tactics? Should they be changed? 

And reporters went straight to the relevant government ministers, in 
this case the Home Secretary William Whitelaw who was 
responsible for policing. What followed were extensive news items, 
editorials and opinion pieces on the conduct of the police and their 
approach to rape. 

Politicians’ Response 

Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs) is often used by MPs to raise 
issues of immediate public concern. The PMQs the day after the 
programme was broadcast was no exception. The very first question 
put to the Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was about both the 
collapse of the Glasgow case and the Thames Valley officers’ 
conduct. 

Thatcher’s reply was forthright. She said (1982): “It is vital that 
women should have the confidence in the ability of the law to 
protect them against this violent, detestable and…odious crime” She 
said the Home Secretary William Whitelaw would be reviewing the 
guidance to police officers investigating rapes. 
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What Happened 

Thames Valley Police Authority moved swiftly to change its force’s 
approach to rape interviews. Women police officers were to be 
assigned to each case. Interviews would be conducted not in harsh, 
sparse interrogation rooms but in a specially designed rape suite 
with soft furnishings. 

Medical Examination Centres were set up in police stations so 
victims could be examined immediately, an approach initially seen 
as ground-breaking. 

The Home Office (1983) issued a circular to all police forces 
insisting that rape victims were treated with “tact and 
understanding” from the outset. This was a clear contradiction of 
the theme of police training prior to the programme. 

Slow Progress 

Powerful programmes and frontpage headlines can bring about 
change but that change, for all the pledges of swift action, may not 
be quick. 

Thames Valley was determined to change its officers’ approach to 
rape cases. Yet four years after that programme, after all the 
headlines had died down, the Reading Evening Post interviewed 
another rape victim who claimed she had been badly treated by 
police officers from the same police station (Pert, Ironside, 1986). 

Mary, not her real name, was interviewed at her home by two male 
police officers and one female officer who apparently played little 
part in the proceedings. 

Mary claimed the experience of being interviewed by the police 
officers was almost as terrifying as the rape itself. Despite the Home 
Office guidance about the need for “tact and understanding”, Mary 
claimed: 

One officer told her about his own sex life. 

They told her she needed a social worker not the police. They made 
her feel she had “asked for it”. 

They referred to her assailant as a “poor guy”. 
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The male officers kept looking at each other and smirking. 

Mary said: “They made me feel dirty and embarrassed. I felt as if I 
was on trial and that I was the guilty party” (Pert, Ironside, 1986). 

Mary’s interview was partly witnessed by a community worker who 
joined Mary and the officers halfway through and who would later 
submit Mary’s complaint to the police headquarters. 

Today 

Since the broadcast of ‘A Complaint of Rape’ there has been a 
growth of specialist police teams, trained to deal with sexual 
offences. 

Many – but not all areas – have Sexual Assault Referral Centres 
where victims can both be medically examined for evidence, 
receive medical care and counselling and help the police with their 
enquiries. These centres are usually partnerships between the local 
police force and the NHS. (ACPO, CPS, NPIA, 2010) 

Police policy towards sex crime victims is currently in a state of 
flux. It has moved a long way from the assumption of the early 
1980s that the majority of rape complainants were liars. 

In 2002, the Metropolitan Police issued guidelines saying that the 
assumption should always be that sex crime victims were telling the 
truth (Hogan-Howe, 2016). After the death in 2011 of the serial sex 
abuser and celebrity Jimmy Savile, a police officer put out a public 
plea to Savile’s victims to “come forward, we will believe you” 
(Hogan-Howe, 2016). This approach was the polar opposite of the 
one experienced by the two rape victims in Reading in the 1980s. 

However, there was a flaw in this revised approach. If the police 
assumption from the outset was that the victims are telling the truth, 
it therefore meant that there was also some level of police 
assumption, from the outset, that the accused was guilty until 
proven innocent - an inversion of the fundamental tenet of justice 
that people are innocent until proven guilty. 

Among those accused wrongly of rape and other sexual offences in 
recent years have been singers, students, retired generals, radio 
presenters and former politicians. Police spent £2.5m investigating, 
fruitlessly, claims of a VIP paedophile ring that murdered children, 



15. The Police  435 

raiding the homes of elderly politicians and soldiers. The claims 
were an invention of Carl Beech who was subsequently jailed for 18 
years for perverting the course of justice and other offences (BBC 
2019). 

Liam Allan, a 22-year-old student, endured two years of immense 
stress as police investigated rape charges against him. Three days 
into Allan’s crown court trial on 12 charges of rape, the case was 
abandoned when it emerged that the police had failed to examine 
properly the messages on the alleged victim’s mobile phone which 
showed she had pestered him for casual sex (Mercer, 2018). 

By June 2018, 47 rape or serious sex offence prosecutions had been 
abandoned because of police failure to disclose evidence that 
suggested the defendant was not guilty (Crown Prosecution Service, 
2018). The National Police Chiefs’ Council had drawn up plans, 
with the CPS, to ensure proper disclosure of evidence. 

Some of the reforms brought in after the broadcast of ‘A Complaint 
of Rape’ are now seen as outmoded. 

In 2016, the head of Scotland’s National Rape Task Force, 
Detective Superintendent Louise Raphael deplored the use of 
medical examination centres in police stations which had sprung 
from the 1982 programme. 

Raphael said: “Those facilities were very well intended and even 
forward-thinking at the time…But those same facilities 30 years 
later are still being used in some areas of Scotland and that’s in 
these supposedly enlightened times…Is it acceptable in 2016 that 
rape victims still have to go to a police office to get a medical 
examination and that they are examined, by and large, by a male 
physician?” Gourtsoyannis, P (2016). 

Rape remains a serious, under-reported crime. Even when victims 
do come forward, the chances of prosecution has fallen. Figures 
obtained by The Guardian suggested that less than one in 65 rape 
cases reported to the police resulted in a charge or summons 
(Bowcott, Barr 2019). 

In a video for Channel 4 News, the anonymous legal author the 
Secret Barrister argued that it was difficult, in 2020, for rape victims 
to get justice. 

https://www.channel4.com/news/the-secret-barrister-on-why-its-so-

https://www.channel4.com/news/the-secret-barrister-on-why-its-so-difficult-for-rape-victims-to-get-justice
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difficult-for-rape-victims-to-get-justice 

The experience of victims and of the accused and the police 
approach to investigating such crimes continues to be an important 
area of news. 

It is worth remembering, however, that while the police approach to 
investigations can sometimes end up mired in controversy, so too 
can journalists’ approach to reporting those police investigations. 

It is to this we now turn. 

CLIFF RICHARD, THE POLICE & THE 
BBC 

We close this book with an examination of the BBC’s dealings with 
South Yorkshire Police when the force was investigating allegations 
against the singer and entertainer Sir Cliff Richard. 

This significant case ended up in the High Court. It revolved around 
the balance between the legal right to privacy, freedom of speech 
and definitions of the public interest. However, there is an overlap 
with purpose of this chapter which aims to show you how to engage 
with the police. 

It is also a fundamental principle of this book that student 
journalists should learn to tackle written primary sources. In 
previous chapters, we have looked at a coroner’s letter and a Fatal 
Accident Inquiry as well as inquiry reports, speeches, parliamentary 
transcripts, committee findings and more. You also need to be able 
to gut court judgments, however complex, and in the Cliff Richard 
case, we have a court judgment that outlines at length how 
particular journalists engaged with a particular police force on a 
major story. 

The Background 
Sir Cliff was a global celebrity, a singer whose career took off in the 
1950s and who was still performing into his seventies. His hits 
included ‘Congratulations’ and the Christmas single ‘Mistletoe and 

https://www.channel4.com/news/the-secret-barrister-on-why-its-so-difficult-for-rape-victims-to-get-justice
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Wine’. He was also a committed Christian. In 2014 the police began 
investigating an historic child sex abuse allegation that had been 
made against him. 

The Wider Context 
There had been a series of high profile celebrity sex offence 
investigations following the death of BBC presenter Jimmy Savile 
in 2011. As we have mentioned earlier, Savile was a prolific, 
predatory sex offender who targeted both children and vulnerable 
adults. He attacked his victims on BBC premises, hospital wards 
and elsewhere. The scale of his offending only emerged after his 
death when he was unable to sue for libel. A small team of 
journalists working for BBC2’s Newsnight had started working on 
the story shortly after Savile’s death but Newsnight, controversially, 
chose not to proceed with it. That editorial decision would later be 
the subject of the Pollard Review (BBC Trust, 2012). It also led to 
“one of the worst management crises in the BBC’s history” 
(Pollard, 2012, p23). 

It was ITV which broadcast the story almost a year later in 
Exposure: The Other Side of Jimmy Savile on 3rd October 2012. 
Search for it online or via BoB, the video archive service your 
university or college may subscribe to. It was a devastating 
programme. 

The link to BoB is here: https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/ 

After the ITV revelations, the Metropolitan Police launched 
Operation Yewtree, initially intended to focus on Savile’s offences. 
The police net rapidly widened to pull in other living celebrities. 
Some would be cleared but others, including presenters Stuart Hall 
and Rolf Harris were jailed for serious sexual crimes. 

And then BBC journalist Dan Johnson got a tip-off that South 
Yorkshire Police (SYP) were investigating an allegation that 
another celebrity, Sir Cliff Richard had assaulted a boy at an 
evangelist rally in Sheffield in the 1980s. 

https://learningonscreen.ac.uk/
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The Search & The Coverage 
When the police went in to search Sir Cliff’s home in Berkshire on 
14th August 2014, Johnson was there already, poised to start filing 
his exclusive reports. Sir Cliff was away in Portugal and was 
unaware the search was taking place. The BBC broke the story on 
the One O’Clock News on BBC One. Footage shot from the news 
helicopter showed the police both entering Sir Cliff’s property and 
searching the rooms inside. 

Sir Cliff, an innocent man, had to wait a further 22 months before 
being told that the investigation against him was being dropped. He 
was never charged. The singer then sued both the BBC and South 
Yorkshire Police for breach of privacy. The case was heard in the 
Royal Courts of Justice by Mr Justice Mann who delivered his 
judgment on 18th July 2018. He found in favour of the singer and 
awarded him an initial £210,000 damages. 

The Judgment 
You can and should debate the legal, ethical and public interest 
issues of identifying suspects before charge, the balance between an 
individual’s rights to privacy and a fair trial and the media’s right to 
free speech elsewhere in your law and ethics classes. 

For the purposes of this book, the High Court judgment shines an 
informative light on how journalists and the police operate and how 
they deal with each other. We shall therefore walk through key 
sections before discussing them. 

Click on the link below: 

https://www.judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/cliff-richard-
v-bbc-judgment.pdf 

First skim read the judge’s assessment of the key witnesses. Start 
with Paragraphs 7-13. Focus particularly on Sir Cliff, the key 
people from South Yorkshire Police and the singer’s PR agent. The 
judge accepts their evidence. 

Then look at Paragraphs 21-28 covering key BBC staff. The judge 
reaches a very different conclusion. 

https://www.judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/cliff-richard-v-bbc-judgment.pdf
https://www.judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/cliff-richard-v-bbc-judgment.pdf
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Of the reporter who got the tip off, Mr Justice Mann says: “I do not 
believe that he is a fundamentally dishonest man but he was capable 
of letting his enthusiasm get the better of him in pursuit of what he 
thought was a good story so that he could twist matters in a way that 
could be described as dishonest in order to pursue his story.” 
(Mann, 2018, para 21). 

The judge concluded the evidence of one BBC news executive 
“needed to be approached with caution” (ibid, para 22). Another 
news executive was described as “unduly defensive, and to a degree 
evasive” to the extent that the judge felt he could not rely on him to 
be a reliable witness (ibid, para 24). A senior BBC news executive 
was considered “thoughtful” (ibid, para 26) but “overly guarded” 
and “almost wilfully failing to acknowledge inconsistencies” (ibid, 
para 26). 

It is worth contemplating how you would come across in court if 
you had to justify your journalism. 

Finally skim the witnesses for South Yorkshire Police, Paragraphs 
29-31. You now have the essential cast list. 

The First Contacts 

Look at Paragraphs 33-37. This explains how SYP first took on the 
case, the first call from BBC journalist Dan Johnson informing the 
force’s chief press officer that he knew of the investigation, the 
subsequent decision by the Chief Constable and the lead detective 
to co-operate at some level with the BBC and the first meeting 
between the reporter, the lead detective and the press officer. 

In Paragraph 40 the reporter, Johnson emails the force with a 
request to interview the alleged victim. 

BBC News Executives’ Reaction to The 
Prospective Story 

Paragraphs 42-46 outline initial emails within the BBC editorial 
team about the story, the first of which was headed: “SIT DOWN 
WHEN YOU READ THIS.” 

Read them. It is worth remembering that everything you write in 
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emails, texts or on private social media groups can be disclosable in 
court. Keep your work communications professional and measured. 

Planning The Coverage 

Paragraphs 49-60 detail how plans for the coverage of the search 
developed, the decision of the police to issue a statement that would 
not name the singer, the BBC arrangements to use the helicopter it 
shared with ITN (and its decision not to tell ITN what it was doing) 
and the police press officers’ discussions about liaising with the 
reporter, Dan Johnson. Paragraph 62 details the arrival of first the 
BBC and then the police at the property. 

The Search 

Paragraphs 64-71 details the search by the police, the contacts or 
attempts at communications between the reporter and the police 
press officer and the filming of the police statement. 

The BBC & the PR Consultant 

An important part of the newsgathering process was to get a 
response from Sir Cliff himself. Paragraphs 73 to 88 detail the 
BBC’s Bernadette Kitterick’s dealings with the singer’s PR 
consultant Phil Hall. 

Hall was a former editor of News of the World. Public relations is 
full of former journalists. 

The BBC Decision to Name Sir Cliff 

Paragraph 93 to 114 detail how BBC news executives took the 
decision to name Sir Cliff. In the end, it boiled down to a 10 or 15 
minute “huddle” in the newsroom at 12.15, just 45 minutes before 
broadcast. 

The Coverage 

In Paragraphs 117-148 the judge describes the coverage by the BBC 
and, from Paragraph 144, by rival broadcast journalists. The 
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viewing figures for the BBC One O’Clock News was 3.2 million 
views (ibid, Para 143). 

Dispute Between BBC & Police 

It is not uncommon for the coverage of a story to trigger complaints 
or concerns from those involved. A key job for news executives is 
to deal with such matters. Paragraphs 149-152 sets out how the 
BBC dealt with SYP’s objections to the assertion in another piece 
by a different BBC journalist, Danny Shaw, that the police force 
had deliberately set out to ensure maximum coverage for its 
investigation. 

Why The Police Co-operated With The BBC 

This was an important question. Did SYP co-operate willingly or 
did the force feel pressurised by the BBC into co-operation to 
forestall coverage that could damage the investigation? This lengthy 
section of the judgment which runs from Paragraph 160 to 223 is 
worth reading closely. 

To cherry pick a few parts, start at the beginning of the section as 
the judge drills down in Paragraph 160 into how Johnson got his 
exclusive tip off, and then read Paragraphs 163-165. The response 
of SYP’s chief press officer, the chief constable and lead detective 
is outlined in Paragraphs 166 to 172. Note how in Paragraph 168 
they suggest offering Johnson a pre-recorded interview to “keep 
him quiet.” 

In Paragraph 192 there is a reference of the digital database SYP 
kept of its contact with the media – a pertinent reminder to 
journalists to keep their own records of communications with the 
police as well. 

In Paragraph 197, Johnson is quoted saying he had the police “over 
a barrel.” 

Paragraph 209 is a lengthy extract of a still longer email from the 
BBC’s UK News Editor Gary Smith about the dispute with SYP. 
He says the force have accused Johnson of “blackmail”. He says the 
force also suggests Johnson took a “rather heavy-handed approach” 
and that Johnson himself “doesn’t entirely deny this.” Smith writes: 
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“One part of me is hugely impressed with his (Johnson’s) tactics. 
But it wouldn’t look pretty if it came out – and it nearly did 
yesterday.” Smith suggests ways of managing Johnson. 

Mr Justice Mann then moves into the legal issues of privacy and his 
findings which you can study at leisure in your law classes. 

What Can Be Learnt? 
The sections of the judgment we have looked at describe how 
journalists and the police can and do interact on a major story. The 
reporter’s tip-off, his contact with the press office and the press 
officer’s subsequent discussions with the Chief Constable and the 
lead detective over how to respond are perfectly routine procedures 
- including the offer of a pre-recorded interview to keep the reporter 
“quiet.” 

How “heavy-handed” Johnson was in his dealings with the police is 
worth discussing in your classes. It is worth noting that there is 
nothing inherently wrong in playing hardball. Journalists spend a 
great deal of time dealing with people playing hardball with them. 
Politicians, police officers, business executives, press officers, 
celebrities and criminals can all, in their own particular and varied 
ways, play tough, seeking to shape news reports to their own agenda 
or even to prevent publication all together. You need to be robust. 

But by the same token, you also need to behave with integrity and 
to be fair. Johnson was right to be concerned that the report by 
another journalist, that SYP had encouraged the coverage for its 
own purposes, would undermine his “personal relationship of trust, 
honesty and fair dealing with SYP” (ibid, Para 200). You can reach 
your own conclusions whether or not Johnson or the wider BBC 
went too far. 

The judgment also describes, in part, the editorial decision-making 
process in a large news organisation and the way in which decisions 
about publication are referred upwards. This is perfectly normal. It 
also demonstrates how major decisions can finally be taken right up 
to the wire, again a not uncommon situation. The clear excitement 
at the prospect of a major exclusive is all too human but the BBC’s 
experience in this case is a salient reminder that if the courts take a 
different view of your editorial decisions, you risk a personally 
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critical judgment, a reputational blow and a substantial financial 
penalty. 

The BBC initially contemplated appealing the judgment which its 
Director of News, Fran Unsworth described as “a significant shift 
against press freedom” (BBC, 2018a). But in the end, it decided not 
to, arguing that an appeal would be “an expensive legal cul-de-sac 
and one that would simply prolong Sir Cliff’s distress” (BBC, 
2018b). What the BBC did do was to ask the Government’s chief 
legal advisor, the Attorney General to review the law in this area “to 
protect the right to properly and fairly report criminal 
investigations, and to name the person under investigation” (BBC, 
2018b). 

The Society of Editors also warned the idea that it was unlawful to 
name someone who was under police investigation would have 
“worrying consequences for press freedom and the public’s right to 
know” (2018). You can read the full statement here.  

https://www.societyofeditors.org/soe_news/society-expresses-
concern-over-cliff-richard-ruling-and-press-
freedom/#:~:text=After%20the%20court%20ruled%20the,whole%2
0to%20police%20the%20police. 

Regardless of the longer-term consequences, the case of the 
celebrity, the police force and the BBC is a powerful if bruising 
demonstration of how reporters and the police can and do deal with 
each other. 
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Part F: Final Tips For 
Newsdays 

As this book has demonstrated, when newsgathering, you can find a 
great deal of useful information online. This however should just be 
your starting point. Always remember to talk to people. Talk to the 
people making the decisions. Talk to the people carrying out the 
decisions. And, above all, talk to the people affected by the 
decisions. Theirs are the most important voices of all. 

The best way to talk to people is either face to face or by phone. 
Never, ever be afraid to do this. Inexperienced journalists are often 
fearful of talking to people they don’t know, particularly those they 
think are important people. Don’t be. Important people are only 
people. Just be well prepared, professional and courteous - just as 
you would with any other interviewee. It will be fine. Do not, as too 
many young journalists are tempted to do, settle for contacting 
people by email or social media instead. Both methods can be 
incredibly slow. Responding to you is rarely the first priority of the 
people you are trying to reach. And the results are usually far worse. 

The reasons why it is better to actually talk to people directly, be it 
by phone or face to face are as follows: 

You will get hold of people much quicker, you will get quotes more 
quickly and through actual conversations, you will get so much 
more detail and new and possibly better story angles. Their body 
language and tone of their voice may be revealing in ways an 
emailed response would never be. In live conversations, you can pin 
down inconsistencies or correct misunderstandings of your 
questions and instantly follow up on new angles. Never forget the 
toughest question you can ask any politician pledging to make the 
world a better place is the simplest: “How?” And remember if you 
don’t understand the answer, your readers and viewers won’t either 
so don’t be afraid to ask it again. 

The other compelling argument for actually talking to people is this: 
it is by interacting with people that you forge the relationships with 
the contacts that will serve you well throughout your career. So 
always, always speak to people. 



 

Finally remember when writing stories that involve civic structures 
that it is rarely, if ever, the civic structures that are the story. It is the 
people that are the story. 

For example, let us suppose that during a Newstown Borough 
Council meeting, Council Leader Jane Bloggs announced plans to 
close a day care centre that looked after 40 pensioners. 

The story would not begin: 

At a meeting of Newstown Borough Council, the Leader of the 
Council Jane Blogg announced plans to close a day care centre for 
the elderly. 

Why? Because you would bore your audience stiff. The first 15 
words tell them nothing but structures. The audience will switch off 
and you will have failed. The story is not the structures. It’s about 
people. 

It would therefore be far better to write: 

Forty local pensioners are to lose their daycare centre. 

That tells the story in nine words. By contrast, the first version is 
still regaling the reader with structures at word nine and hasn’t even 
begun to tell the story. 

As you build the story, you may well have quotes from the Council 
Leader and the Leader of the Opposition (never forget broadcasters’ 
commitment to impartiality). These are useful and important. The 
reasons for closure need to be explained. 

But what you also need are quotes from the affected pensioners and 
their families and the staff who work in the doomed daycare centre 
plus pictures and video of them. Remember all images should as 
much as possible be of people, not bland buildings - because it is, as 
ever, the people who are the news story. 



 

16. Guide to Compiling Your 
Student Newsday Diary 

All newsrooms have a news diary. This lists potentially newsworthy 
events that are coming up to which news editors (or may not) send 
reporters. 

You should compile a news diary too. You need it for your student 
newsdays. It makes them much easier. You will know what stories 
are coming up and can then choose how to prioritise your reporting. 

It will also be useful when you come to apply for placements and 
jobs. You can tell employers that you know how to compile a news 
diary and how to maintain it. 

Some elements can be entered in the diary long in advance. The 
dates of council elections, for example, are known years in advance. 
Other elements will be added on a weekly or daily basis as they 
crop up. For example, you might get 24 hours’ notice of a police 
press conference about a murder hunt. That too needs to go into the 
diary. 

At the start of your newsday module, draw up a basic list of events 
and then update it weekly or daily, depending on the pattern of your 
student newsdays. 

The focus for this book is, inevitably, civic structures but news 
diaries range far wider. 

Your student newsday diary should include: 

Sport: All important sporting fixtures. These can be professional, 
amateur or simply a charity fun run. They can all be reported. List 
any regular press conferences with sports clubs or expected one-off 
events to do with local sport. 

Culture & Entertainment: Local festivals and concerts, details of 
major entertainers coming to your area. Would they make a good 
interview? Can you set something up for a later newsday? Check 
the diaries of local theatres and concert venues. 

Business: Keep an eye on the big employers in your area. When 
does their company publish its annual report? Are their profits 
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going up or down? Are they recruiting or laying off staff? Jobs 
matter. Follow the businesses on social media and watch for 
announcements. Check the local Chamber of Commerce website for 
events or statements. Look for smaller businesses who may be 
announcing new ventures or doing charity events or more. 

Emergency Services: This should be a daily check on the newsfeeds 
of the local police, fire & rescue and ambulance services. Is there 
anything that needs following up? Have you got their press office 
telephone numbers? 

Courts: Always a staple. Check the court lists for promising stories. 
Even seemingly small cases can make a good story. I once covered 
the magistrates’ trial of a man charged with theft in the run up to 
Christmas. He had stolen a frozen turkey from a supermarket by 
stuffing it up his jumper. Not surprisingly he was caught. 

Now let’s get to the civic structures element: 

Councils: Dates of key meetings – full council, plus depending on 
how they organise themselves, the cabinet or big committees. All 
will have planning committees granting or refusing planning 
applications. Remember to pencil in any election dates. 

National Parliaments/Assemblies: Is a local story cropping up in 
your national parliament or assembly? Check their What’s On 
schedules weekly. What are your local MPs/MSs/MSPs or MLAs 
up to this week? Did they raise anything interesting since your last 
newsday that you could pursue? 

A random check on events at Westminster for Monday 18th June 
2018 included MPs asking questions about the fire at the Glasgow 
Arts School, Grenfell, the row over medicinal cannabis for very sick 
children – including a six-year-old and a toddler from Wales, the 
impact of council cuts in Newcastle (more litter, rising crime), the 
shortage of nursing home beds in Rochdale, upskirting and how 
people with invisible disabilities such as Crohn’s Disease are treated 
in Scotland and Northern Ireland which included a moving human 
interest story about a disability campaigner. You could take video 
clips of the MPs in action from Parliament.TV or just pursue the 
story locally. 

Health services: Check the dates of public meetings of your local 
CCG/Health Board and local Health & Wellbeing 
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Board/Community Health Council as applicable, depending on 
where in the UK you are. Likewise enter the public meetings of 
hospital and ambulance trusts. Has someone checked their agendas 
and annual reports? Are you following them on social media, 
spotting events coming up? 

Police: List the public meetings or events involving the local 
politician in charge of policing in England and Wales plus the 
Police & Crime Panels or, if relevant, the meetings of the Scottish 
Police Authority. Are you following them on social media, spotting 
events coming up? What’s the crime profile of your area? 

Adult Social Services: Check the regulators for the latest reports on 
social care providers in your area. Check council meetings and 
statements. This is an area that is seriously struggling. Look for 
local campaign groups or charities such as Age UK. Follow them on 
social media. Look for upcoming events. And don’t forget the 
elderly people themselves and their families. 

Schools: At the start of the year identify potentially newsworthy 
schools in your area and follow them on social media. Check the 
examination results. Which are academically successful? Which are 
least academically successful? How are they rated by the body that 
inspects school standards in your area (Ofsted in England, 
Education Scotland in Scotland, Estyn in Wales and the Education 
& Training Inspectorate in Northern Ireland). 

Who runs them? In England, Wales and Northern Ireland every 
state school has a governing body which won’t meet in public but 
their leaders can be interviewed. In Scotland there are School 
Boards. And parents, local councillors, MPs (or AMs, MSPs or 
MLAs) will be able to talk about education issues. 

Prisons: These are regularly inspected in England, Wales and, by 
invitation, in Northern Ireland by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of 
Prisons and in Scotland by Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Prisons 
for Scotland. How does your local prison do? Look for local 
monitoring boards and their annual reports. 

One final note: Always be flexible. Many news stories are 
unexpected. A good news diary gives you strong foundations for 
your newsday but don’t hesitate to drop a diary event if an 
unexpected, better news story breaks. 



 

Contacting Me 
Readers’ feedback and thoughts on this book are warmly welcomed. 

Please send any comments to Kate.Ironside@northampton.ac.uk 

mailto:Kate.Ironside@northampton.ac.uk
mailto:onside@northampton.ac.uk
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