Lord Neill’s statement on Government response to Sixth Report 

I welcome the Government’s very positive response to the Sixth Report of the Committee on Standards in Public life. 

Nearly all of the Committee’s recommendations (covering a wide range of topics) have been accepted in full. In particular public concern about the role and numbers of Special Advisers will be met by the government’s pledge to introduce a statutory limit on numbers and a separate Code which will define the permissible activities of special advisers. 

As regards ministers, it is satisfactory that the Government has agreed to amend the Ministerial Code so as to make it clear that ministers must take full responsibility for their decisions on conflicts of interest issues, and cannot shelter behind advice given by the Permanent Secretary of the department. 

The Government has restated its commitment to the doctrine of ministerial accountability to Parliament and that ministers can only remain in office so long as they retain the confidence of the Prime Minister. The Committee hopes that when the Ministerial Code is next reissued, the Government will feel able to accept the Committee’s recommendation that the code should be clarified by stating that the Prime Minister remains the ultimate judge of its requirements and of the appropriate consequences of breaches of it. 

I am sure that the Committee will continue to keep all the issues covered by this Report under close review. Change in the public service is constant, and an alert watch needs to be maintained on the implications of such changes for standards in public life. 
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