Letter from Lord Neill to the Prime Minister, dated 2 August 2000 

The Rt Hon Tony Blair MP 
Prime Minister 
10 Downing Street 
London 
SW1A 2AA 

2 August 2000 

Thank you for your letter of 26 July enclosing the Government’s Response to my Committee’s Sixth Report. 

In general I welcome the Government’s very positive response to our Report. In particular I am pleased that public concern about the role and number 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, I welcome the agreement to amending the Ministerial Code to make clear that Ministers must take full responsibility for their decisions on conflicts of interests issues and cannot shelter behind advice given by the Permanent Secretary of the department. The Committee, however, hopes that when the Ministerial Code is next reissued, the Government will feel able to accept the recommendation that the Code should be clarified by stating that you remain the ultimate judge of its requirements and of the appropriate consequences of breaches of it. 

Finally, I agree entirely with your comment that vigilance must continue if we are to ensure progress in the area of standards in public life. The Committee will continue to keep all the issues covered by the Sixth Report under close review, while also continuing to fulfil its terms of reference by examining current concerns in all aspects of public life. 

Lord Neill of Bladen QC 

Letter from the Prime Minister to Lord Neill, dated 13 September 2000 

Lord Neill of Bladen QC 

13 September 2000 

Thank you for your letter of 2 August about the Government Response to the Committee’s Sixth Report. 

As I said in my earlier letter, the Government was grateful to the Committee for the Report, and for your welcome to our Response. We shall, of course, be taking forward the more detailed work proposed in the Response over the coming months. 

The Response did, however, explain the Government’s reasons for retaining the existing formulation for the final sentence of paragraph one of the Ministerial Code. In introducing the Code, I made it clear that the Code is a document which I, as Prime Minister, issue to my colleagues and that I expect them to work within the letter and spirit of the Code. In the case of major allegations of misconduct, where my confidence in my colleagues may be called into question, I do of course become directly involved. But as paragraph one of the Code makes clear, it is for Ministers themselves to take decisions on their actions and to account for those decisions. In the vast majority of cases, I expect this to be handled by Ministers themselves. I receive a lot of correspondence relating to minor allegations, and have to make this constitutional principle of direct Ministerial accountability clear. The Government therefore continues to believe, as the Response explains, that there is no gap in accountability as it is currently explained in the Code. 

Prime Minister 

