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A CIVIL SERVICE ACT: A CROSS-PARTY SETTLEMENT

As you know, the Committee on Standards in Public Life, which I Chair, has taken a close interest in both the substance and legal basis of the role, governance and values of the Civil Service and the contribution these make to ensuring the highest standards of conduct in public life.  This interest has been shared by all four Chairman of the Committee and in the Ninth Report (2003) the Committee again recommended a Civil Service Act to establish the fundamental principles that govern the Civil Service in statute and therefore subject to Parliamentary scrutiny and decision. 

Such a statute would be a key piece of constitutional legislation and the Committee has always emphasised the need for a cross-party consensus in legislation of this kind.  Indeed our case for why an Act is necessary is founded upon the principle that the Civil Service is a property of government, current and future, not just the Government of the day.  I know that your party is committed to legislate in this area and that you introduced a Civil Service Bill in the last parliamentary session.

The  Government  has  now  published  its own draft Civil Service Bill for consultation
…
and I attach a copy of this Committee’s response sent today.  You will see from the response that, in the Committee’s view, the Government’s draft Bill covers many of the core elements that should be included in a Civil Service Act. While the draft Bill does not incorporate all of the recommendations made in our Ninth Report, and we point these out in our response, we do believe it could form the basis for a cross-party settlement on this important piece of constitutional legislation. 

One way that this might be achieved is if each of the three main political parties could agree now to introduce the Bill as it currently stands in the next session of Parliament, irrespective of which party is in government.  Such an agreement could be on the basis that there would be cross-party support for the core provisions and an identification of those areas where there may be genuine differences of opinion and where amendments could be proposed and debated.  The Appendix to our response to Government could form the basis for the agreement on these areas. Such an agreement would mean that parliamentary time would used effectively and without impinging too much on remainder of the legislative programme.

The Committee stands ready to help in whatever way it can to facilitate such an agreement and, if it would be helpful, I would be happy to meet and discuss this with you.  I am writing in similar terms to Tony Blair and Charles Kennedy. 
Yours sincerely

ALISTAIR GRAHAM
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